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Spellbound Moon contains Once Bitten, Twice Shy, and Third Time Lucky
Once Bitten 
Liza is Paladin, third in power in the Redhawke pack. Half witch, half werewolf, but without the ability to change forms, she has an acrimonious history with Caleb, the Alpha’s heir. Then one explosive night, they explore her interest in submission, but he leaves the pack. And her. Five years later, the Alpha orders Liza to bring Caleb home. The years of distance have not dulled his anger at her, or the heat that once flared between them.   
Caleb is biding time before returning to Redhawke. It’s pleasurably spent with his lover Zach. When Liza shows up, once again at his father’s bidding, he’s angry and hurt, but he still wants her. This time he isn’t letting her go. Zach takes one look at the woman and knows she’s the one for them. But can he accept that her delicious submission in bed goes no further than the bedroom door?   
Claimed by two werewolves, Liza struggles to move forward from the past with Caleb while getting to know Zach. But they’ll have to respect her devotion to the pack and her warrior spirit if they’re going to win her.   
Twice Shy 
Harper is a witch on the run and the road ends in the only place offering sanctuary, the Redhawke werewolf pack. But that safety comes with a price. They’ll protect her from the men hunting her, but not from themselves.   
Jonas is a soldier, a defender of the pack. He wants a mate who can stand toe to toe with him and Harper can’t. That doesn’t change the need, the craving he has for her and when Mick brings the three of them together, he can’t resist their collective charms.   
But can he protect them from the danger that comes stalking? Or will he lose her just as he discovers he can’t live without her? And what about Mick? If he doesn’t find a way to mend the mistakes of the past, he may lose them both.   
Third Time Lucky 
Gabby is a high ranking soldier in the Redhawke lupine pack and she has a serious problem. Three of them actually. The mates she refuses to claim, lupine Ethan and wizard Harris, and the heat driving her straight to their bed. The heat can’t be fought. Every full lupine female experiences heat every three months. For Gabby, who’s spent years denying Ethan her mate, each time is more miserable.   
Harris has always helped her slake the need, but enough is enough. He knows the three of them are supposed to be together. Ethan knows it. Gabby is the only one denying it. So when she shows up at his door dressed to kill and desperate for sex just before Ethan is due to arrive, Harris decides it’s time to take things to the next level. He wants her trust, her submission, her heart, and in her current state she isn’t in a position to refuse. He gives her an ultimatum. This time won’t be like any of the others. This time she’ll follow his lead or he won’t be available next time.   
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“Oh yeah.”
It was more one long groan than two distinct words. “Just like that.”


Teeth slid, just
barely, along the underside of Caleb’s cock before lips tightened around him,
making his hips jerk up. Zach held him down easily, one arm pressed over his
pelvis, the other hand wrapped around the base of his erection.


Zach knew just
what Caleb wanted tonight, knew he had to expel the edginess, the unexplained
neediness that had been riding him lately. Especially the last couple of days.
He sucked Caleb hard. His mouth and tongue and teeth were punishing, demanding.
Almost brutal. But Caleb was a werewolf; he could take whatever Zach dished
out. And more.


Caleb came like a
rocket, but after one swallow, Zach pulled away. Using his cum, the other
werewolf rubbed it around Caleb’s asshole. Used it as lube before pushing the
head of his cock inside. Caleb clenched his fists.


It was rare that
he let Zach top him like this. Of the two, Caleb was more dominant, but Zach
wasn’t exactly a wimp either. Right now Caleb read too much concern, too many
questions in his lover’s eyes. He squeezed his muscles a bit, enough to
distract him, and Zach’s eyes yellowed, turning wolf as he slammed home.


The first few
strokes were rough. Caleb was hard again by the time Zach slowed to a more
steady, controlled rhythm. When Caleb met his gaze, he saw tenderness and
tonight…that just wouldn’t do. Wrapping his hand around the back of Zach’s
neck, he yanked him down.


“Maybe I should be
fucking you.”


He growled when he
got the reaction he wanted. Zach’s mouth crushing his. His cock slamming in and
out of him. Neither could last long this way. Neither really wanted to. As soon
as Zach came, Caleb flipped him over and took him from behind. It was over in
seconds. They lay next to each other for a long time. Panting and sweaty and
quiet.


It wasn’t until
much later, after they’d showered and dressed, that Zach broke the silence. “We
should find a woman tonight.”


“Yeah.”


It sounded good.
Anything to burn off the need still riding him hard. It was like his body knew
something he didn’t. Like it was revving up in anticipation. He looked up to
catch Zach’s thoughtful expression before he could hide it, and Caleb rolled
his eyes. He really wasn’t in the mood to be psychoanalyzed tonight.


“Did you call
yet?”


Fuck. Zach wasn’t
going to let it go. “No,” Caleb answered curtly. 


Earlier Zach had
shared his theory that something was wrong in Caleb’s pack. That Caleb was
experiencing some kind of weird sixth sense. It was a dangerous supposition to
make about a werewolf even if his pack didn’t have the same hang-ups about
witches that most did.


The thought alone
was enough to bring her image to Caleb’s mind. Liza. He had the usual mix of
emotions when remembering her. Lust and anger. Fury and possession. He took a
deep breath to compose himself. He couldn’t have her. Hell, she’d probably
mated someone else by now. His wolf rose close to the surface of his mind and
growled its displeasure.


“Well?” Zach
asked.


“We’ll find
someone tomorrow.” He ignored the second question and answered the first. He
couldn’t take a woman in his current state. Even with Zach around to rein him
in, he couldn’t be sure he wouldn’t damage her.


“Stubborn,” Zach
muttered. “I’m going to get a drink. You know where to find me when you snap
out of this.”


He grinned. “And
if I don’t you’ll start without me?”


“Exactly.” Zach
left, but his chuckles still filled the air.


Caleb picked up
his phone and started to dial, but hung up before he finished. If something was
wrong in Redhawke, someone would have called him, right? Either his father,
Grant, who was the alpha, or his beta, Henry. Or hell, even Liza. According to
his sources, she was paladin now, a kind of cross between security expert,
police chief, and gatekeeper. According to werewolf lore, the paladins were
werewolf knights who protected Charlemagne. Not only were they heroic, they
also could not be corrupted. Could not be turned away from their cause. Every
modern werewolf pack had one paladin. They filled so many jobs that Caleb
wasn’t sure he could list them all. Perhaps the most important was that as the
pack’s knight, the paladin was defender against not only pretenders to the
throne but also threats from outside. Threats from other packs. No one would
gain access to the alpha or beta without her approval first. Unless, like him,
they had private numbers and family ties that couldn’t be denied.


He had mixed
feelings about her occupying the paladin position. Her devotion to the pack had
never been questioned. She’d never endanger it. The future alpha in him
approved. The man and wolf, not so much. He would never be as important to her
as the pack. He would never be the center of her world. Yet, he was proud of
her accomplishments too. He knew that of all the pack’s senior soldiers, she
was the best qualified. The smartest. The superior fighter. Hell, she ought to
be. He’d helped train her.


With a growl, he
grabbed a beer from the fridge, twisted off the cap, and tossed it into the
garbage as he paced. Alpha heirs often spent a few years traveling and living
among other packs. It helped cement alliances among the packs. But he’d been
here in Maine for five years, and that was excessive. He was on borrowed time.
Eventually he’d have to go home to Florida and take over the pack. He’d always
known that. But eventually was drawing closer every day.


Not because anything
was wrong at Redhawke, but because he and Zach were starting to make the pack
nervous. They were the two strongest males, stronger than the alpha and the
beta, and their heirs. There was a simple solution -- a blood oath to Zach’s
father. But that easy answer was impossible. To do so, he’d have to forfeit his
claim to Redhawke, his father’s pack, and that wasn’t happening. But it was
clear his welcome in Maine was wearing thin. There’d been some pretty pointed
hints after the last council meeting. It was only family ties that prevented
him and Zach from getting tossed out since he was the alpha’s and beta’s
youngest son. Which just further complicated the situation.


When Caleb went
home, Zach would go with him as his beta, and he could let his dominant nature
loose. It would be good for both of them. So why did they hesitate?


He poured out the
rest of the beer and forced himself to be brutally honest. Two reasons. Zach
would have to swear a blood oath to Redhawke to officially take his place in
the pack. Caleb was loath to force that on him and he knew Zach wouldn’t
hesitate to do it when the time came. Caleb loved him too much not to feel
guilty about being the cause of Zach’s break with his family.


Then there was
Liza. He’d left because of her, put as much distance between them as he could,
and had hoped like hell to get her out of his system. The anger and bitterness
and sense of betrayal hadn’t left him the way he’d expected though. Was it
idiocy to stay away so long because of a woman? Yeah. But it was the only armor
his heart and soul had. Because if, when, he went home, he knew he’d
want her, crave her just as strongly as ever. After tossing the empty bottle,
he grabbed his keys. Maybe if he joined Zach for a little carnal fun, he’d quit
seeing her in his mind.


Not fucking
likely.
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Being a witch in a
bar full of unfamiliar werewolves should have made her edgy. If they knew what
she was, she wouldn’t be welcome. Not that they’d greeted her with wide smiles
and open arms. Sidelong looks spoke of caution and curiosity. Instead of
worrying about possible hostilities though, she sat brooding into her beer at a
small round table in a dark corner.


It’s not that she
wasn’t uneasy. Hell, right now she could redefine the word. But for all the
wrong reasons. The door opened, letting a burst of icy winter wind whirl
through the room, and her head snapped up. Watching, waiting to see who would
come through the opening. Her sigh of relief was misplaced considering her
mission.


Find Caleb.
Bring him home.


She remembered the
alpha’s order. Use whatever means necessary. Her heart twisted in her
chest. She’d stood shivering on his front porch and tried to explain that she
shouldn’t be the one to go, that he’d left home because of her in the first
place, but Grant refused to hear it. He insisted she was the one to bring his
son home.


The door opened
again, and she shoved aside the longing to see his familiar face, reminded
herself she was here to do a job. Nothing more. Nothing less. In and out. Heartbreak was not on the
agenda.


Around her, the
bar filled up and the crowd got rowdier. She watched the females with barely
restrained jealousy. Remembered the way Caleb had thrust her away from him
after their only night together. His insistence, his furious vow, that he
wouldn’t risk mating with a human, and a witch at that, wouldn’t take the risk
his sons might be…less than him. Oh, he’d known exactly where to strike her
with that. Right at her pride, right at the insecurity that drove her.


Usually a child of
a human-lupine mating was wolf. Almost always. Occasionally one was born with
latent abilities. Latency came in many forms, however. Some could only shift
when the moon was close to full. Some could shift partially. Some had the
strength and speed of a werewolf, but couldn’t shift at all. Like her.


Her lips moved in
a twisted parody of a smile. She knew all too well how rare those children were
and was surprised at the bitterness that rose, sharp and piercing in her chest,
thought she’d conquered it years ago. Being sent after Caleb Michaelson was
bringing up insecurities she thought were in her past.


Even worse than
being born human to a wolf were her useless talents, the powers she always felt
just out of reach yet for some reason couldn’t unlock. Her mother swore the dam
would break one day, but she’d long since given up that hope and instead had
molded herself into a person who could be useful to the pack despite her
shortcomings. It didn’t help that they should be sworn enemies. Witches and
werewolves did not mingle. Her own mother had been banished for mating with a
shifter.


She shook away the
memories and concentrated on her job. It had been easy to track Caleb down. As
the pack’s paladin -- the first ever female and not even a wolf -- it was her
job to know where everyone was at all times. She’d always known Caleb was here
in this northern pack. He had a reputation as a playboy. That knowledge bit a
little. Okay, a lot. She wasn’t good enough for him. But apparently no one else
was either. That tiny bit of vindication had carried her through five years of
lonely nights.


The door opened at
the same time someone sat at her table blocking her view. He set a beer down in
front her, and she realized with a jolt of shock that she’d actually finished
hers. Maybe that explained the tightening in her throat, the sudden dryness.
But there was also alarm. Maybe a little fear. He’d approached without her
noticing. She hoped the magnolia that masked her natural scent was enough to
conceal her genetics from him. Get with the program, Liza.


“Now what’s such a
pretty lady like you doing in our out-of-the-way little bar?” he murmured.


The interest in
his tone was unmistakable. Under any other circumstances, she would have
flirted with him, might have taken the time to see if he shared his species’
suspicion of witches, even powerless ones. But not now. Not when she felt
Caleb’s presence close by and knew despite the dark corner she hid in that he
saw her.


But maybe that
worked to her advantage. Knowing that Caleb watched, she leaned forward in her
seat, exposing her too-ample cleavage. She glanced around, bit her bottom lip
as she mentally prepared herself to flirt with the stranger. Her gaze fell on
Caleb though and his eyes snared her, pinned her in place. She sucked in a deep
breath, determined not to cringe under that icy disapproving glare.


She swore she
could smell him. Feel him around her. The sudden memory of him thrusting inside
her, claiming her, had her sucking in deep breaths. Wrenching her eyes away,
she saw the other man had followed her line of sight. His fingers covered hers
as she gripped the neck of the beer bottle.


“You’re going to
ignore me for Caleb?” He put a hand over his heart dramatically. “You wound me,
sweetheart.”


He startled a
laugh out of her, and she wished circumstances were different.


“I don’t think
that’s possible.”


His hand was big
and hot on hers. She looked up into his eyes. They were warm and inviting, his
smile slight but oh so sexy. She wished she could take him up his invitation,
certain she wouldn’t regret a night in bed with him.


“Back off, Zach.
This one isn’t available.”


Astonished, she
jerked up her head to meet Caleb’s gaze. He sounded possessive, territorial.
The other man, Zach, leaned back in his chair and folded his arms over his
chest. Indolence and self-assurance oozed from his pores. If her soul didn’t
already belong elsewhere, she’d jump him and never look back. Zach arched an
eyebrow.


“Changing the
rules, Caleb?” All the teasing left his voice as he studied her. “Isn’t that
interesting? I don’t think you should get to keep her all for yourself.”


She caught her
breath at the implied proposal, but before she could think about it, Caleb
leaned over her shoulder and got in Zach’s face. The air charged, electricity
arcing among the three of them. She should speak up, get Caleb to back down,
but his chest rubbed against her back and the contact she’d longed for for so
long held her frozen in place.


“Off. Limits.”


He growled and she
wondered what the hell was going on. Zach just cocked his head to the side and
gave them both a considering look while he sniffed the air.


“Like that is it?”


“Yes. It’s like
that.”


Zach held up his
hands, his arms spread wide. It was an appeasing gesture, but his body was
tense and his eyes were hard. Dangerous. He obviously knew Caleb well. She
wanted to question him. Find out who he was. He met her gaze briefly, and she
wondered if it really was pain that flashed through his eyes. What kind of
relationship did he and Caleb have?


“This isn’t like
you.”


“I know. Doesn’t
change anything. She’s mine.”


Zach stood and
jerked his head to the side for Caleb to follow. Already engaged in a heated
conversation, they stopped a few feet away. Too far for her to listen in. Both
turned to glare at her a couple times, and as they spoke, they edged closer
together until they brushed against each other. It wasn’t until they didn’t
separate that she realized what she was witnessing. A lovers’ quarrel. No
wonder Caleb was never linked with anyone for long. Zach had implied they shared
women. For Caleb to deny him that must have bit. Hard. He was jealous and she
wondered if he’d believe that was a bond of kinship between them. How many
times had she been jealous of one of Caleb’s women? And she couldn’t even call
Caleb hers. Poor guy. She needed to say her piece and get the hell out.


They both stopped
speaking abruptly when she approached. “Listen, I don’t mean to cause any
problems. I just need a minute of Caleb’s time,” she told Zach.


“Go sit down. I’ll
deal with you in a minute,” Caleb ordered.


Zach rolled his
eyes and she narrowed hers. “There are two people in the world I take orders
from and you aren’t one of them.”


Zach barked a
laugh. “Well, isn’t that interesting. Your little human has claws.” He crossed
his arms over his chest. “Tell you what. Why don’t you deal with her first;
then I’ll deal with you.”


Oh hell no. She
was not getting in the middle of that. Caleb gripped her shoulder when she spun
around to leave. The look he gave her and Zach was furious, eyes glowing
yellow, the wolf so close that she was surprised she didn’t feel his claws on
her shoulder.


“I’m not setting
anything of mine free.”


She didn’t notice
Zach’s reaction to that statement, Caleb’s words pissed her off so bad. She
didn’t belong to him. He’d made damned sure she understood that when he walked
out on her. Before she could protest, he was leading her to the small dance
floor. His arms were around her, pulling her into his tight embrace. His
arousal was hard against her belly, and her nipples tightened in response. She
squeezed her eyes shut. This was not happening. He didn’t want her really.
Before she knew it, they were swaying to the music and her body was heating up
despite how she fought it.


“What are you
doing here, Liza?”


She swallowed,
wished she’d had another drink of that beer before he dragged her out here.


“I came to bring
you home.”


He arched an
eyebrow.


“So you finally
came after me?”


She snorted. Only
in his dreams would she beg to get him back. She had more pride than that and
he’d made his opinion of her clear. Besides, he had a life here. A boyfriend.
She was not a poacher. “Your father wants you to come home. He sent me to get
you.”


His eyes narrowed,
the chill of his anger washing over her. His tone was mocking. “So you’re just
here to do the alpha’s bidding, huh?”


Her anger rose to
meet his, and her spine tingled, her useless psychic abilities making
themselves known. She stomped it down, all of it, reminding herself she was
there to do a job, not have the same old argument with Caleb. She refused to
let him get to her. Obviously neither of them had changed one damned bit
over the years.


“I’m here to do my
job.”


He stared at her
several long heartbeats and then he smiled, a slow, sultry spread of his lips.
Her breath caught in her lungs as she remembered what he could do with that
mouth. She reminded herself with a sharp stab the awful things he could say
with it too. The reminder didn’t help.


“Your job.” He
paused with an assessing gleam in his eyes. “Your job is to convince me to come
home?”


She nodded, her
voice deserting her, but she had enough working brain cells left to be leery of
his changed demeanor. He leaned forward, his lips grazing her neck in the
lightest of kisses, the barest brush. His cock thrust against her belly.


“Convince me,
Liza,” he whispered. “Entice me to come home.”


He nipped at the
sensitive skin under her ear and she gasped. In outrage. In lust. Her head fell
back to give him better access. One of his hands was on her ass holding her
against his hard thighs while the other worked up the back of her shirt, slid
over bare skin in a firm caress. Somehow she found the strength to push away
from him, only a little disappointed when he let her go.


“So you’re saying
if I sleep with you, you’ll come home?”


It hurt that he thought
so little of her, but it enraged her at the same time. His eyes glittered, hot
and full of lust and anger.


“And you’ll sleep
with me when I’m back. I’ll need a reason to stay, won’t I?”


“What about Zach?
Doesn’t he get a say?”


Caleb cocked an
eyebrow. “Zach likes to share women just as much as I do. You can’t deny you
were interested, baby.”


So she was just
another warm body, was she? The man had a lot of nerve, and her palm itched
with the need to slap the smug look off his face.


“I’ll tell your
father you wouldn’t come.”


She spun around,
prepared to get the hell out before she gave into the demands of her body,
still craving him despite how much her brain and heart protested. Zach hadn’t
moved from where he leaned against the wall, and she turned in his direction
when he met her gaze. Those eyes promised hot, sweaty sex. Not a
distraction she needed, but she wanted to assure him that she wasn’t a threat
to his relationship with Caleb.


Caleb grabbed her
elbow before she could stalk off, but instead of spinning her back around he
led her out of the bar and into the frigid night air. Shit. Nothing was going
her way tonight. Might as well escape while she could. She dug her keys out of
her pocket and tried to pull free of his grasp. He didn’t release her.


“Let me go, Caleb.
I’ll be out of your life before you know it.”


“Like hell you
will,” he muttered.


He turned right
into the parking lot, and she tried to dig in her heels.


“I’m not parked
over here.”


He stopped at a
truck, opened the door. “I am. Get in.”


“My stuff is
inside. My coat? My purse?” 


“Zach will bring
them. Get. In. The. Truck. Liza.” 


Did he have to
emphasize that order so clearly? She considered refusing, but one look at his
harsh expression and she knew it wouldn’t do her any good. Sighing, she got in
the truck and buckled the seatbelt in silence while she waited for him to walk
around and get in the driver’s side. A couple of miles from the bar, he turned
onto a driveway that twisted up the side of a mountain. It ended in front of a
small, dark cabin and he got out, glaring at her until she too exited the
relative safety of the cab. He ushered her inside, and she shivered.


“I’ll get a fire
going. It’ll warm up quick in here.”


She watched his
broad back as he bent to the task, piling wood in the fireplace, striking a
match. He stood and slowly turned to look at her. He stared, his gaze traveling
up and down the length of her body several times as if memorizing her. Or
comparing the reality of her to his memory of her. She shivered again, wondering
what he saw. The form-fitting V-necked sweater did nothing to hide her hard
nipples, and his eyes lingered over them. She ignored the temptation to cross
her arms and hide her breasts from his view.


“What’s wrong with
Dad?”


It was just about
the last thing she’d expected him to ask, and she frowned.


“Nothing. He just
wants you to come home.”


He chuckled. “He
could have sent you after me before if that was all.”


She shrugged. She
wasn’t discussing the alpha’s plans with anyone, not even his son. Caleb approached
her, a slow stalk that kept her frozen in place. He reached out and pushed a
stray strand of hair out of her face.


“He knew I
couldn’t resist you. Never could,” he whispered, leaning down, crowding in. His
mouth hovered over hers, close but not touching. Her breath hitched, then
increased to a rapid rhythm. Anticipation overtook her. He was going to kiss
her, and it had been so long since she’d let anyone kiss her. No one did it
like Caleb. No one did anything like Caleb. She tilted her head to meet him,
rose up on her toes, and he jerked back as if slapped.


She took a deep
breath and struggled to steady her pounding heart. Okay. So he didn’t want her.
She’d known that, but it still hurt. He kept his back to her.


“There’s a shower
down the hall. First door on the left.”


What the hell?


“Excuse me?”


He straightened,
slowly turned to face her. She couldn’t read his expression.


“You reek of
magnolias. Stupid.” He shook his head. “You shouldn’t have been in that bar,
Liza. It didn’t take Zach long to figure out what you are. How long before
someone else would have?”


She scowled. She
didn’t need Caleb to tell her how to do her job or give her safety tips. It had
been an acceptable risk. She was the Redhawke paladin and the beta’s daughter
-- it afforded her more protection than most, and if it didn’t, she could take
care of herself.


“Just go take a
shower. Or am I stuck with it? Is it one of your mother’s spells?”


Sort of. She’d
bathed in the scent and her mother used her power to ensure it clung to her,
but spells only went so far. Water would rinse it off. She didn’t bother
explaining that, just turned and walked down the hall.
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The door slammed
behind her, and Caleb exhaled a pent-up breath, sagging with his forehead
pressed against the wall. He shook with bitter disappointment. She hadn’t come
on her own. Hadn’t finally stood up to her father and his to assert her
independence. He may not have seen her in five years, but he could still read
her and guess at her motivation. She wanted him sure, but she wanted to be
fully accepted by the pack more. She’d never seemed to realize she already was.


He remembered the
look on her face the last time he’d seen her, recalled his own fury and
bitterness when he’d realized she’d come to him, seduced him because it was
what his father wanted. His father wanted to join his family with his beta’s
family. Caleb had said the worst thing he could, the last thing he’d really
meant, certain it would ignite her own anger, make her see how she was being
manipulated.


The stupid,
foolish words had the exact opposite effect. He squeezed his eyes shut, not
wanting to remember, but damned if the past was going to let him go that
easily. Her shattered expression. The tears in her eyes she refused to shed.
He’d been about to step forward, to apologize and comfort her, when she’d
nodded and left him.


And he’d known he
couldn’t stay with Redhawke. She was already progressing fast through the
soldier ranks. She was everywhere he turned. Strong. Beautiful and smart. His.
And he couldn’t have her, because he could never be sure if she was truly his,
if that was what she really wanted. It was better to remove himself from
temptation.


At first, he’d
secretly hoped she’d come to her senses and follow him. He’d nurtured that hope
for a good three years before giving up. But now here she was. Again, at his
father’s bidding. His hands clenched when he heard the shower turn on, and he
turned to look down the hall towards the closed bathroom door. The hell with
that.


She was in his
home.


His territory.


Far from what she
knew.


He could keep her
here. Could convince her she belonged to him and not because someone else
thought it was a good idea. She couldn’t hide her body’s response to him. She
still wanted him. Physically, at least. He just had to convince her it was more
than that. So much more.


Before he could
join her, however, there was a soft tapping on the door. Only one werewolf
could have approached without his knowledge. Zach didn’t wait for an invitation
before entering. Shutting the door softly behind him, he set Liza’s purse and
coat on the side table. 


Caleb couldn’t
help but smile. “How’d I know you’d get those?”


“’Cause I’m the
details guy?” It was clear that Zach wasn’t in the mood to joke around though. 


He crossed his
arms over his chest, his expression closed and no sign of his usual roguish
charm.


Fuck. Caleb’s
reaction to Liza had been so over the top that he didn’t blame Zach for being
pissed and jealous. If the situation were reversed, he’d feel the same way. He
was going to have to do some groveling to get back in Zach’s good graces.


“So that’s your
witch.”


Caleb didn’t
bother with a response. In a drunken moment of pure idiocy when they’d first
met, five years ago when he’d arrived here, he’d told Zach about Liza. They’d
talk about her in a minute.


“I’m sorry about
back there.”


Zach only nodded,
giving no sign of the hurt or jealousy he must be feeling.


“Never seen you go
possessive over a woman. It took me a minute to figure out.” He shook his head.
“You can’t let anyone know about her, man. You need to get her out of the area
ASAP.”


No shit. And no
way. He wasn’t letting her go. “I wasn’t planning on taking out a newspaper
notice,” he said sarcastically.


Zach’s eyes
narrowed. “But you also weren’t planning on sending her off, were you?”


He shrugged. What
could he say? Zach knew him well enough that he’d see through a lie. Instead of
berating him, though, Zach smiled. Slow and wicked.


“Hard to blame
you. She is a pretty morsel. Witch or not.”


Caleb knew what he
was thinking, and thankfully, unlike at the bar, his first instinct was not to
smash his fist into Zach’s face. 


Zach spread his
arms in a placating gesture, misreading Caleb’s expression. “Hey, man, it’s
cool. You don’t want to share. I get it.”


But his face made
it clear that he didn’t really get it and he didn’t like it. They shared women
all the time, and he’d told Zach about Liza, but he hadn’t told him she was his
mate. He hadn’t told him because it was a truth he’d refused to see. Now it
couldn’t be denied. She was his.


He shook his head.
“That’s not it. Zach. I really am…sorry about the bar.”


Zach laughed.
“Just kills you to apologize, doesn’t it?”


He growled. “Keep
pushing.”


Zach sobered, but
it wasn’t from the threat. “This changes things.”


“Not between us, it
doesn’t.”


He got a quick
grin and short nod for his effort.


“Right. But either
we’re both taking a new lover or just you.”


He didn’t miss the
question in Zach’s statement and the more he thought about it, the less
concerned he was about sharing her. But only with Zach. He wasn’t sure how Liza
would feel about that, but Caleb thought she might be willing to try it out at
least. He’d seen the interest on her face when he’d interrupted Zach at the
bar. Hell, he had no intention of giving Zach up either. How would she feel
about that?


Zach sent him a
questioning look. “Stick around,” Caleb said, stepping forward for a hard kiss.
“I really am sorry.”


One corner of
Zach’s mouth curved up. “You’ll make it up to me.”


He laughed,
wondering how Zach intended to exact his payment. It was a relief to know they
were still solid. His behavior at the bar hadn’t changed that. Bringing Liza
into the relationship would change things, but not that.


“This is a group
relationship, not me involved in two separate relationships,” he murmured
before kissing Zach again, letting it go slow and deep and hot. They pulled
apart when the shower turned off.


Liza didn’t dally
and a couple minutes later, he heard the door open, caught her clean, fresh
scent. It affected him the way it had since she was a teenager, sending a
carnal explosion of need through him. He’d learned to repress it, but now he
let it free, embraced it, and power surged through him. That was a
shock, because it wasn’t his. He’d long suspected that it would be sex that unleashed
her powers, but maybe it wasn’t that simple. Maybe it was them together. He was
so caught up in his musings, he didn’t notice her enter the room until he
smelled her fear.


He focused on her,
saw her intense stare at Zach, and knew she had to feel at a distinct
disadvantage, but her expression was almost serene. The scent of fear was
already dissipating. Her voice was light when she addressed him, and he doubted
even Zach heard the tremor under it. “Turning me over?”


She moved to put
her hands in her back pockets, and he knew instinctively he’d misjudged her.
She wasn’t the same girl he remembered, and that tremor in her voice wasn’t
from fear.


“I’ll turn you
over my knee if you draw that knife,” he drawled.


She turned her
focused glare from Zach to him. “Is that right? I would suggest you keep
dreaming.”


But she did lift
and spread her hands so he could see she was unarmed. “I just want to go home.
You stay here. We’ll both die happy.”


Her words were
conciliatory but her stance…that stance was a loose fighter’s stance. Ready to
move. Ready to react. He had to smile. Where had she found this backbone?


“I don’t think so,
baby. You and I have a few past issues to work through.”


She stepped
farther into the room. “No, Caleb, we don’t. Let me go before someone gets
hurt.”


If any other woman
had said that to him, he would have laughed. But he’d seen this one fight
full-grown werewolves and come out on top. Zach, however, wasn’t as smart. His
chuckles broke the silence. Without completely turning her focus from him, she
speared Zach with a look that would have made most men cry. Caleb shook his
head as Zach realized his mistake. He held his hands out again and shook his
head.


“Yeah. Not me. You
want to mess his face up a little bit, he’s all yours. I like mine fine the way
it is.” Caleb watched in amazement as Zach gave a courtly bow. “Your reputation
precedes you.”


“My reputation for
pissing him off?” she asked with a jerk of her chin in Caleb’s direction.


“That’s the one,”
Zach responded with a grin.


It wasn’t until he
saw her lips twitch in a repressed smile that he realized Zach had done just
the thing to defuse the situation. His amusement mixed with respect put her at
ease in a way Caleb hadn’t. Caleb watched as her gaze swept over Zach’s body,
not bothering to hide her appreciation. She shook her head. “You’re dangerous,
aren’t you?” she murmured.


“Never to you,”
Zach responded almost as softly.


Her body language
completely changed, going from alert soldier to soft woman in a second.
Sighing, she turned her back on both of them and went to take a seat on the
couch. Then she looked up and met Caleb’s gaze with a look so full of longing
all the air rushed from his lungs and his cock throbbed in insistent demand. He
wanted inside her again. Now.


If they were already
mated, if she’d already accepted him, he might have expected to make the demand
and get it. But at this juncture, the situation definitely required more
finesse. Each step he made toward the couch was painful. She was frowning by
the time he sat down next to her.


“What’s wrong?”


“Nothing you can’t
fix,” he said as he took her hand and placed it on his cock. Her fingers
convulsed around him a moment before she jerked her hand away. Even through his
clothing, her touch had been hot and arousing. He gritted his teeth against the
need threatening to spill in his jeans.


“Just --” She
halted midthought, and he hoped her next words would be let me get my
clothes off. He wasn’t that lucky. “Let me leave. I need to leave, Caleb. I
promise you will never see me again.”


He growled and
pinned her to the back of the couch when she tried to run. “No.”


He almost
reconsidered when he looked into her eyes. Pools of emotion. Fear and disquiet
and sorrow. But he knew he was responsible for that and suddenly his stubborn
need for her to just come to him on her own didn’t seem so damned important.
Did it matter so much how he got her as long as he had her?


Fuck. Yes. Yes, it
was that damned important, and he’d screwed it up before. He’d lashed
out instead of explaining. But the past couldn’t be changed. The only thing he
could do now was make the future better.


“I’m not letting
you go,” he whispered, lips just inches from hers, dying for a taste. He didn’t
wait for her to answer before doing just that.


She didn’t respond
when his lips pressed against hers. Didn’t respond when he used his tongue to
trace their outline. But when he used his teeth, when he closed them around her
bottom lip, she shuddered and gasped, allowing him to thrust his tongue into
her mouth. She tasted just as sweet as he remembered, felt just as hot. But her
response was not the same untried timidity he remembered, and he repressed a
savage surge of jealousy. Who the hell had taught her this woman’s response?
Who had taught her about lust and demand?


And then it didn’t
matter. Her tongue was in his mouth, her fingers in his hair and digging
against his scalp as she moaned her pleasure.
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Prudence and
self-preservation demanded she stop, but it felt so good she couldn’t help
herself. Caleb kissing her. Caleb pressed against her. Caleb’s throbbing
erection leaving no doubt that, whether he liked it or not, he wanted her as
much as she wanted him.


Letting the kiss,
the contact, continue was probably a mistake she’d regret later, but for now,
who cared? She hadn’t felt so alive in ages. Hadn’t felt this fire, this
wanton desire in five long, cold years. Throwing caution out the window, she
kissed him harder. She didn’t even worry that she might cause problems between
Caleb and Zach. Zach was in the room. He hadn’t uttered one word of protest.
She knew it would come, but she’d worry about remorse later. Much later.


She got so lost in
the heat between them she barely registered the couch dipping as Zach sat next
to her, until Caleb moved just enough that Zach could slip his hand between
them and cup her breast. The shock of another man touching her so intimately
while the only one she’d ever really wanted was right there kissing her was
enough to partially break the spell.


She jerked her
mouth from Caleb’s, opening her eyes to meet his gaze, but held immobile as
Zach’s lips moved to suck the skin on her neck. She couldn’t contain a moan of
pleasure, but not just at the other werewolf’s touches. She’d been ready to get
up and run like hell when Zach joined in, but the look on Caleb’s face stopped
her. He wasn’t hiding any of his desire now, and not even trying to tame his
wolf. His eyes glowed with the eerie gold of half change.


He rolled off her
to her side, no longer caging her to the sofa with his body. Zach also moved.
His hand and lips gone. She was surprised by the sense of loss. He wasn’t the
one she wanted after all. Right? Caleb stretched a hand out to stroke her
cheek, a caress she couldn’t help turning and rubbing her face against. Then he
stood and held his hand out.


“Last chance to
say no, baby.” He made the offer but she got the feeling if she did say no,
he’d spend the rest of the night trying to change her mind. He stopped her as
she lifted her hand to place it in his. “Be sure you know what you’re getting
into, Liza.”


His gaze went to
Zach’s and she turned her head to look at him. There was no denying the desire
in his eyes, though he seemed in much better control of it than Caleb. That
should have reassured her. She couldn’t handle two intense werewolves on the
edge of control.


At any other time,
she’d have laughed at the situation. It was surreal. She knew plenty of
werewolves who engaged in threesomes. Hell, there were several females in
Redhawke who had two mates. It wasn’t uncommon at all. But she’d never expected
to be in the middle of a ménage. She was just a little too inhibited for that.
And damn, this was Caleb. He was more than enough for her.


“Come on, baby,”
he said softly. “Live a little. I promise no one will push you farther than you
can handle.”


It was an
impossible offer to refuse, and meeting his gaze, she put her hand in his and
let him pull her to her feet while ignoring another moment of misgiving when
she looked into his eyes. He said he wouldn’t push her more than she could
take, but one look in his eyes and she knew he lied. He didn’t have any
intention of letting her hold anything back. He wanted her complete submission.


The idea excited
her more than it should. She should be worried about her heart surviving
another desertion, but she’d decided to go through with this. It was her last
chance to be with Caleb, and it was damned sure her only shot at experiencing a
threesome.


No one spoke as he
led her down the hall, but he stopped her at the door. Behind him she could see
a huge bed covered in a thick, rich-looking comforter. Her heart raced.


“Liza?”


She looked up at
him, but didn’t say a word. She didn’t trust her voice, especially when he
lifted both hands to cup her face. He looked too serious. This was just
supposed to be a final fling.


“Leave everything
at the door, baby. The past. Your mission.” His thumbs stroked over her
cheekbones, and she couldn’t believe how good it felt, the fluttering in her
belly. “Your need for control stays out here too.”


She’d been expecting
that, but it was still hard to agree. She never would have dreamed of it with
anyone else, but as angry as she sensed he still was with her, she knew he’d
never hurt her. She nodded her acquiescence, and dropping his hands to his
sides, he stepped aside to let her enter. She thought she understood why. He
wanted her surrender, but he wanted it willingly. Wholeheartedly.


She walked
straight to the bed, sat down, and bent to unlace her boots before she could
chicken out. When they were removed, both men crowded her. Big, strong, reeking
of pheromones even she could smell in the still room. She squashed a burst of
fear. Caleb wouldn’t allow her to be hurt. Overwhelmed maybe, but there was a
line he wouldn’t allow crossed.


He smiled at her,
a smile filled with male satisfaction and triumph, bending to brush her lips
with his. “So you do trust me.”


“You were the one
who never trusted me, Caleb,” she whispered, amazed at the breathy response.
Only Caleb could bring that softness out of her. Only Caleb made her feel more
like a woman than a soldier. Irritation crossed his face.


“No past in here,
remember?”


She nodded. He was
right. She didn’t want to taint this night with anything that had come before.
She had every intention of enjoying herself.


She leaned back, propping
on her elbows, and smiled, pleased when she saw by his expression she’d
achieved the sultry look she was going for.


“So what next, oh
lord and master,” she teased, thrilled with his grinning response. God, she’d
missed him. He must have realized, as she did, there was no way they were
keeping the past out of this room. He set his knees outside hers on the bed,
leaning over her and laughing.


“You have never
shown the proper respect.”


She shrugged one
shoulder. “You’d be bored if I did.”


“Mmm.” He bent his
head to nuzzle her neck. “Probably.”


She dug her hands
into his hair and bowed her body, trying to press against him. She wanted all
that hard male heat against her. Skin to skin. She let go of his head and
grabbed the bottom edge of his shirt, tugging until he sat up long enough to
toss it aside. Then he went to work on hers. The sweater was gone in seconds,
followed by her bra. He stared at her breasts a moment before diving in,
sucking her nipple into his mouth hard enough to make her cry out at the
pleasure.


She wasn’t sure
she’d survive it and in desperation looked around the room for something to
focus on. Her gaze landed on Zach. He’d stripped down and stood at the end of
the bed watching them, an avaricious look on his face as his hand pumped his
cock. Her mouth watered and she licked her lips as a drop of precum pearled on
its head. He smiled.


“Do I get to join
in the fun?”


Caleb released her
nipple after one last hard pull and turned to look at his friend. She brushed
the hair out of his eyes, a little unnerved at what she saw there. Something
dark and dangerous. Feral and possessive. Zach just waited patiently, waiting
for Caleb’s decision, obviously ready to accept whatever it was, and eventually
Caleb nodded.


He stood and
removed his clothes while Zach climbed onto the bed next to her and lay on his
back. His hand went right back to his cock and she couldn’t help following the
motion with her gaze. Caleb’s bare chest brushed up behind her, and he reached
around to cup her breasts. His fingers flicked over her nipples and returned to
squeeze when she moaned and rocked into his hands. Still, she couldn’t remove
her eyes from Zach and his big hand wrapped around his bigger cock. Who knew a
man pleasuring himself would be such a turn-on?


“Do you want to
taste him?” Caleb whispered against her ear as one of his hands abandoned her
breast and slid down her body, through the curls covering her sex to dip inside
her. Groaning, she moved against him, trying to force his finger deeper while
nodding. “Yes? You want a taste?”


He pushed a second
finger inside her. “Answer me, Liza.”


“Yes.” Both
fingers thrust together. Hard. Deep. “Yes!”


And then his hand
was gone. She wanted to weep at the loss. “Then do it, baby.”


She looked at the
man waiting for her. Was she really doing this? Could she with Caleb sitting
there watching?


“Think of the
pleasure,” he said softly coaxed. “I want to see you take him in your mouth.”


Startled, she met
Caleb’s gaze, surprised to see he was telling the truth. She shifted to move
between Zach’s legs, but Caleb stopped her, situated her so that her legs
straddled Zach’s shoulders, her pussy hovered just over his mouth. Then he
moved to the other end so he could see her face, and she got it. He wanted to
watch her come, wanted to watch her pleasure his lover.


Wrapping one hand
around Zach’s cock, she slowly lowered her mouth to the head, holding Caleb’s
eyes as she did. When she licked the weeping slit, Zach gripped her hips and
pulled her pussy closer to his mouth, blowing a hot breath over her. Even
expecting it, she was so surprised at the almost contact she froze.


“Shh,” Caleb said
while moving to her side. He lifted her hair to nuzzle her neck while one hand
found a hard aching nipple. “Relax and enjoy it, baby. Take what we give you.”
The last was said so commandingly that she gave in and let herself just feel.


“That’s it. Now
suck his cock.”


She liked the way
Zach tasted. Masculine and salty and wild. She pulled the head of his cock into
her mouth and swirled her tongue around it like a lollipop before releasing him
to explore his shaft. Licking up one side and down another, she found every
swollen vein, every tiny ridge and pleasure point. It wasn’t until he moaned,
driving into her hand, that she took him back into her mouth. When she did, he
pulled her pussy to his mouth, his tongue pushing inside her. Her eyes slid
closed.


“No. Eyes on me,
baby,” Caleb ordered. “Don’t come until you have permission.”


Gods, was he
serious? Of course he was. His eyes were dark and demanding, skin drawn tight
over his face. How could she have forgotten this part? He’d demanded submission
and she’d given it. Willingly. With abandon.


Zach withdrew his
tongue from her pussy and flicked it over her clit, which made sensation shoot
through her body. She froze, muscles locking as she struggled not to come,
struggled to keep her eyes open and on Caleb. Her whimper was muffled by the
cock in her mouth.


“Very nice, baby.”
There was approval in his voice.


His hands stroked
her side before moving between her body and Zach’s. He found her nipple and
squeezed, rocketing her back to the verge of orgasm. She gasped when he
twisted, his hand on her back the only thing keeping her from releasing Zach.


“Zach.”


She wanted to weep
when Zach turned his head, stopping the ministrations on her clit.


“Let’s see how
much pain my little mate can take.”


Pain? Did he say mate?
She must be having aural hallucinations. He’d never take her as his mate.


“Mmm,” Zach
hummed, his fingers slowly stroking in and out of her cunt. “Let’s see.”


Caleb rolled off
the side of the bed, and she started to lift her head, but he sent her a
commanding look that twisted up her insides and sent electricity arcing through
her system.


“Mouth on his
cock. Eyes on me,” he ordered. Why the hell did she comply?


Oh yeah. The way
he made her feel. Not just her body, but in her soul. She could let go with
Caleb. Like this. She knew he’d catch her if she fell. Under any other
circumstance, the idea would make her frown. Here, sexually, she could count on
him to take care of her. But in the rest of her life, he couldn’t give her what
she really needed. She didn’t think there was a man out there that could. One
who was confident enough to handle her public life and was strong enough to
take her over in the bedroom. Such a man didn’t exist.


She’d kept her
eyes on him, but she was distracted as he rummaged through a drawer until he
turned back to face her, a chain clinking as it dangled from his fingers. Her
inner muscles spasmed, and Zach growled a protest as her fist tightened on his
cock. She consciously loosened her grip.


“I think she likes
the idea,” Zach said.


“She does,” Caleb
replied, walking toward her, unscrewing one nipple clamp as he approached. Damn
him. She choked back a sob. She didn’t want to give him that much of herself,
but he was going to leave her nothing. No secrets. No boundaries.


He sat next to her
and with a hand on her shoulder nudged her up. “Just for a minute, baby.”


He met her
scrutiny, and she was afraid those dark, intense eyes saw straight to her soul.
“Do you trust me?”


Here it was. Her
chance to bring this scene down a notch, to protect her heart in the process.
Or try to. She was realizing there was no way in hell she was walking out of
this room in full possession of it.


“Liza.” He paused
until she focused on him again. “Do you trust me to take care of you?”


He gripped her
chin with his fingers before she could answer. “No hiding, baby,” he said
softly. “I want everything.”


And God help her,
she wanted to give it. She took a deep breath and nodded her head. He didn’t
wait for verbal permission, moving quickly and efficiently to attach the first
clamp. The stinging built as he tightened the screw. He stopped just when the
pain became too much, before she could protest, and then he did the same with
the other clamp. The chain was heavy between her breasts, and after a couple
deep breaths, the pain began to recede. Then he pushed on her lower back,
urging her to lean forward.


“Now. I believe
you have a task to complete.”


A task. She would
have snickered but her clamped nipples brushed against Zach’s belly. Pain and
pleasure mingled and she tried to ignore it as she took his cock back into her
mouth. His tongue returned to push into her pussy while his fingers rubbed her
clit. Her body grew more frantic with each stroke, and she sucked him harder,
knowing Caleb wanted her to hold back, wanted Zach to come before she did.


She tried to
ignore what he was doing to her, ignore the pleasure/pain in her nipples and
concentrated on him, on his cock, thrilled when she felt his desperation rise.
She had one hand around the base of his shaft and used the other to support
herself. His thigh tensed under her hand, muscles bunching, and she knew he was
close to losing control. She sucked him harder, faster, and in seconds, his
hips were rising to meet her. His hands gripped her ass, hard enough that she
knew she’d have bruises, and with a loud groan, he froze, his cock deep in her
throat as he came. She barely got a taste of it before Caleb lifted her off the
bed.
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Caleb pressed her
front to the wall and plunged into her from behind with a growl. “Now you can
come, baby.”


And she did, with
a low cry, her pussy milking his cock as he pumped into her. He’d forgotten how
good that felt. How good her surrender felt. There was no way he was ever
letting her go again.


His spine tingled
and he slowed his thrusts. He wasn’t ready to come yet. Wanted, needed,
her to come apart for him again. Better to use a bed for that, or at least turn
her around, but his wolf side was riding him hard. It wanted to dominate its
mate. Wanted to mark her. Brand her. He was in complete agreement and his
incisors lengthened.


With his hands
gripping her hips, holding her still, he moved in slow, lazy movements, his
teeth gently scraping the skin on the vulnerable column of her neck. Her breath
quickened. She let her head fall back to rest against his chest completely
exposing her neck to his bite. The ultimate show of submission. He rewarded her
with a hard slam, moving one hand to the chain that hung between her breasts.
When he tugged it, she held her breath and froze, her pussy clamping around him
as she came again. He didn’t wait for her shudders to subside, didn’t wait for
her brain to reengage.


He hammered into
her hard, with a fast driving rhythm, and he was coming in seconds, biting down
on her neck. When he tasted her blood, he drew back, knowing that mark would
never go away. Never fade. She was his now.


Sometime while
he’d been inside her, Zach had left the room. Good. He wanted some time alone
with her. Sometime soon, Zach would insist on the same thing. Caleb lifted her
easily and carried her to the bed. Her expression was open, vulnerable, and
dazed. He was hard again in a second. This time he entered her slowly, face-to-face
and horizontal.


Neither of them
spoke, but he could see the questions in her eyes. He wasn’t ready to answer
them and was pretty sure she wasn’t ready to hear his answers. Watching her
closely, he removed the first nipple clamp. Pain flashed across her face and
she gasped. He took the sore point into his mouth, rolled his tongue over it
until her breathing evened. Then he did the same with the other one.


By the time he was
done, her eyes were dazed again, questions no longer easy to read in them. He
rocked in her. Harder. Faster. Bringing them both back to the peak. She moved
with him, wrapping her legs around him, and dug her heels into his lower back
to urge him when he slowed. He grinned. “Greedy.”


“Hell yes.” She
ended on a gasp when he hit her G-spot. “Again.”


It was so easy to
give in to his mate when she had that look on her face, so he did. Over and
over again until she was keening, until she was milking him. He followed her
over that ledge, his face buried against her neck, taking in her scent now
mingled with his, as his semen jetted into her.


When he could
finally move again, she murmured a sleepy protest. He soothed her with a kiss.
“Rest.”


He waited until
she drifted to sleep before rising and dressing. He pulled her keys and phone
out of her pockets before he joined Zach in the kitchen and tossed the keys to
him.


“Let’s go get her
car.”


They went in
Caleb’s truck. The ride was short and silent. Zach paused with his hand on the
door. “I’ll pick up some food. I didn’t get the impression Liza’s eaten much in
the last couple of days.”


He was right, and
Caleb was glad to be reminded. It hadn’t even occurred to him. Newly mated and
already falling down on the job.


“I’ll do it. You
go back. I don’t want her to wake up alone, and I have someone to call,” he
said grimly. He was going to make it damned clear to the alpha and beta of
Redhawke that she wasn’t theirs anymore. Zach nodded, but Caleb could easily
read his approval and stepped out without a word.


Caleb pulled out,
drove into town, stopped first at the new sushi place, and then went on to the
fast-food joint. He pulled out her cell phone while he waited in the
drive-through line, scrolling through until he found his father’s number. It
was answered on the first ring, but not by his father.


“Liza, why the
hell haven’t you checked in?” Her father sounded more exasperated than upset.


“Hey, Henry.
Where’s my dad?” He was too pissed to bother with pleasantries.


There was a long
pause while the phone changed hands and probably went on speaker.


“Caleb?”


“Yeah.”


“Where’s Liza?”
Henry asked again, sounding suspicious. Caleb rolled his eyes.


“She’s fine.
Sleeping. What I want to know is why the fuck y’all sent her here? An unknown
witch in lupine territory? That’s suicide.”


The idea of what
could have happened if someone had discovered her made his blood run cold. Damn
it. Had they thought of her safety at all?


Henry snorted.
“Liza can take care of herself.”


“Something you’d
know if you bothered to keep in touch,” his father grumbled.


With a nod, he accepted
bags from a clerk at the window and pulled into a parking spot.


“I’m in touch now.
What’s wrong?”


“She didn’t say
anything?”


He growled. It
took a couple minutes of struggling to regain control before he was calm enough
to answer. They simply waited him out.


“She didn’t say
anything.”


There was another
longer pause and he heard his father’s sigh. “I’m ready to retire. It’s time
for you to come home.”


He snorted. Yeah
right. He wasn’t buying that for a minute. “Fine. Keep your reasons to
yourself. But I’m keeping Liza, and this time I won’t tolerate any
interference.”


It was hard to
ignore Henry’s barked laughter while he put the car in reverse and got on the
road going back to his cabin. To her.


“Good luck with
that, son.” His father’s amusement was clear, like he knew something Caleb
didn’t. Like he didn’t think Caleb could keep her. He ground his teeth
together.


“I don’t need
luck,” he said through clenched teeth. “She’s mine. She always has been.”


“Hell, I know that
boy. ’Bout damned time you figured it out.”


He stared at the
phone a moment before flipping it closed, refusing to answer when they called
back. Shit. What the fuck was he supposed to do now? He didn’t want to take her
back there, but he’d heard something in his dad’s voice. Fatigue maybe. He
should have kept in better touch. Should know what was going on in his pack.


He’d left, sure,
but he’d always intended to go back and take his place. He’d hoped to have
worked Liza out of his system first. That definitely wasn’t going to happen.
The decision was mostly made, but first he needed information and she, as
paladin, was the most logical source to obtain it from.


He grinned as he
drove up the cabin’s drive and parked. She was his mate and he would soon be
her alpha. She wouldn’t be able to deny him anything. Her body, her strength,
her knowledge. Her heart and soul. They were far from that level of acceptance,
but he sure as hell looked forward to the hunt.
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Zach was back at
the cabin in record time. He didn’t want Liza to wake alone. Not that he
expected her to be happy finding him there instead of Caleb. And not that it
mattered. He and Caleb would discuss it later after he recovered from the shock
of this situation.


Zach should have
known by Caleb’s overreaction back at the bar what Liza meant to him, but it
wasn’t until he saw Caleb mark her that it all made sense. She didn’t just
belong to Caleb. She also belonged to Zach. He wouldn’t be happy sharing a mate
with anyone else.


Hearing her stir
in the bedroom, he sighed and entered the kitchen. He didn’t know what brought
her to them now, but he was sure the rest of the night would call for coffee.
He started a fresh pot and waited for her to come out.


She’d dressed, and
again he was hit by that same sense of unreality as when he’d first seen her.
Her raven hair was pulled into a ponytail and with no makeup on she looked
impossibly young and feminine. Until his gaze drifted down. The woman was all
dangerous curves. That was his first thought when he saw her. It wasn’t until
he saw her naked, saw her sleekly muscled body that he realized how accurate an
assessment that was.


He scowled. She
certainly looked competent, but he wasn’t real keen on his mate, his human
mate, being a high-ranking soldier much less paladin. Standing in the doorway
she went very still and he made an effort to school any emotion from his face.
Relaxing marginally, she entered the room and helped herself to a cup of coffee
but kept at a distance from him.


“Where’s Caleb?”


“He went to get
food. And I brought your car. Ready to tell us why you’re here, sweetheart?”


She frowned. “It
doesn’t have anything to do with you.”


“Hmm.” Letting the
heat show in his eyes, he approached her slowly and was relieved to see she
felt it too. She froze, gasped when he stretched out a hand to stroke the mark
Caleb had left on her neck. Soon enough she’d have a matching one. “We’ll have
to agree to disagree about that. For now.”


His words snapped
her from the spell and she moved away. It was an easy, casual step but her back
was stiff. He wanted to put his hands on her and rub away the tension, and he
got the feeling she would reject the offer. But why? He thought it was more
than loyalty to Caleb.


He searched for a
way to put her at ease, but realized he knew almost nothing about her. After
pouring a cup of coffee, he sat at the table and gestured for her to take the
chair next to him. He repressed a smile when with a suspicious look she sat at
the opposite side of the table.


Okay, you got
her sitting. Now what?


He needed to get
to know her on his own, without going through Caleb. So what did he know? She
had a past with Caleb. She was a soldier. And a witch in a werewolf pack.
Unheard of.


“Do you know the
story of how we became enemies?”


She smiled. “The
Little Red Riding Hood story? Of course.”


“Tell me.”


“Don’t you already
know it?” she teased, one eyebrow cocked. He’d seen her tease Caleb, but this
time that carefree smile was for him. He thought his heart might burst from his
chest.


“Maybe your
version is different.”


She laughed. “Zach,
I grew up in a werewolf pack. It’s the same.”


Her first test. He
wondered if she’d lie to him. “Didn’t you ever have contact with your own
kind?”


Ah, he’d finally
ignited her temper. Her eyes literally flashed -- a brilliant silver --
reminding him she may be only half wolf but she was definitely all witch. “I
see my mother almost every day. As for the others…” She hesitated so long that
he didn’t expect her to answer. When she did, her eyes were sad. He’d do damned
near anything to get rid of that look. “I saw my mother’s family a couple of
times when I was a child.”


She was silent a
long time, and while he watched, it was like she donned a mask. Hiding the
hurts from the past. Hiding from him. He’d do something about that. Later.


“Tell me your
story, Liza,” he said softly, somehow keeping himself from reaching for her to
offer the comfort he knew she wasn’t ready to accept yet. It was a way to
distract her, to wipe that forlorn look from her face. She recovered quickly,
sending him a quick grin that hit him right in the groin.


“Why not? Once
upon a time… You sure you want to hear this?”


“Of course.” He
had to know how she would teach it to their pups. Gods, was he really thinking
that far ahead?


“Okay. Once upon a
time, there was a girl called Little Red Riding Hood. Except she wasn’t really
a girl. She wasn’t a woman either. She was at that in-between stage. Young
enough to still be charmed by childhood, yet old enough to yearn for
adulthood.”


So far, their
stories matched.


“You want the
witch version?”


He nodded.


“The wolf telling
is better,” she said softly with a shake of her head before going on. “Red
wasn’t only young, but beautiful. Light and carefree. Every man and boy in the
village was half in love with her, and as she grew she came to prefer one in
particular. The woodsman who often escorted her to see her grandmother.”


And here their
myths diverged. He rested his chin on his fist, caught up in her story. She
told it like they were sitting around a campfire.


“Her heart was
set. Most accepted she would never be theirs and wished her well. Most but not
all. One young man was determined she would be his.


“He came up with a
plan to save her, convinced that if he saved her from the wolf known to haunt
their woods, her affections would switch to him.


“He watched and
waited for his chance. Then one day he saw her set off on the forest path
alone. He raced for a different path, donned the wolf skin he’d hidden, and lay
in wait. When she appeared around the bend, he jumped out and howled. But
instead of turning back on the path, she ran into the woods.


“Forgetting to
toss aside the wolf skin, the boy gave chase, for there were not only wolves in
these forests but bear and boar. But Red, being the gentle soul she was, didn’t
know how they were trapped and killed. A fate, as it turned out, she would
share.


“It was too late
when she discovered the trap, a deep hole in the ground filled with sharpened
stakes. Alas, the boy couldn’t save her, and he howled his sorrow and rage to
the sky, falling to his knees beside the pit.


“And that is how
they found him, the woodsman and the grandmother. Her lover wanted to slay her
killer, but the grandmother stayed his hand. She couldn’t bear the thought of
living out the rest of her life without her precious Red, and she knew the boy
couldn’t either. But she also knew the woodsman wouldn’t be happy without his
revenge. She wanted the boy to suffer as they would, all his life. He would
have no easy death. No quick end.


“And so she cursed
not just the boy, but all of his line who followed, to be half man and half
wolf, a reminder of Red’s death he could never forget or ignore.


“Since that time
witches and wolves have been mortal enemies. So it is. And so it shall always
be.”


“I can’t believe
you got her to tell that version.” 


Zach jumped. He
hadn’t even heard the car pull up, much less Caleb come in. The other werewolf
set three bags on the table, two from the local hamburger joint and one from
the sushi place that had just opened. Why the hell was Caleb buying raw fish?
The mystery was answered when Liza grabbed the bag and unloaded two containers.
The smell of rice and undercooked fish assaulted his nostrils. She looked up,
saw his expression, and laughed.
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Caleb watched Liza
struggle not to laugh at Zach’s disgusted expression. She must realize people
only fell into two camps with sushi, because she didn’t continue to tease. They
either loved it or hated the idea of it so much they refused to try it. There
were no chopsticks, but Caleb handed her a fork. She speared a bite and offered
it to Zach. “Wanna a bite? It’s good.”


So much for not
teasing. Zach shuddered while unwrapping a burger, and Caleb sent her a stern
look. Rather than egg either one of them on anymore, she ate in silence. She’d
just pushed both cartons away when her phone rang. Eyes narrowing, she looked
around for it, her eyes suspicious when Caleb brought it out of his pocket. She
held her hand out for it, but he just shook his head, sent the call to voice
mail, and set it by his cup on the table. Out of her reach.


“So what’s wrong
with Dad?” he asked while reaching for a fry. She had that stubborn look that
even five years hadn’t erased from his memory. Damn it. She picked the worst
times to be difficult.


“It’s pack
business.”


He couldn’t deny
she had a point there. He stood and dragged Zach into the other room. “I hate
to admit it, man, but she’s right.”


He expected his
old friend to take offense, but he just smiled. “She is my business.
Just as much as you are.”


The inflection he
used, the possession and determination and heat in his eyes, could only mean
one thing. He’d never seen that look from Zach before. Possession and heat
sure, but not protectiveness. Neither one of them needed a protector. Hell,
only one woman in the world made Caleb react that way. Apparently she also
pushed Zach’s buttons.


“She is not going
to appreciate having two mates.” At least not at first. But it pleased Caleb
immensely, solidly tying the three of them together.


Zach shrugged.
“She’ll get over it.”


Caleb smiled, knew
Zach had reached the same conclusion as he. “She can be convinced.”


“Oh yeah,” his
friend answered in a voice gone deep with arousal.



 

Liza grabbed her
phone when they left the room. The missed call was from Grant, the pack alpha.
The line was busy when she called back, but her phone rang again as soon as she
flipped it shut. A glance at the screen confirmed her suspicion. Since the
alpha hadn’t been able to reach her, the beta was trying.


“Hey, Dad.”


Caleb reentered
the room with Zach on heels. Both looked pissed. She so didn’t have the
patience for them right now.


“Did you find
him?”


“Yeah.”


“And?”


“No progress.” She
sighed. She’d told them Caleb wouldn’t come home if she asked. Why hadn’t they
believed her? Her father responded after a brief muffled conversation on his
side.


“Fine. Leave him
there and come home.”


She blinked. They
were going to give up that quickly?


“Why?”


“We’re going to
pick a successor. You need to be here for that.”


“I’ll see if I can
charter a plane. Otherwise, it’ll take two days to drive back.”


“No, don’t do
that. Just drive. This decision is going to take at least that long anyway.”


“Okay. I’m on my
way.”


“Good.” She heard
him take a deep breath. “Be careful.”


“Always,” she
answered, but he’d already hung up. She stared at the phone, not believing they
were actually going to bypass Caleb in the new hierarchy. That could spell
disaster for the pack. She needed to hurry home, and convince Caleb to come
with her.


“What is it?”


She wanted to tell
him everything, but Zach was still there, and no matter how attracted she was
to the other werewolf, he wasn’t Redhawke.


“Zach is with us.
Spill it, Liza.”


She rolled her
eyes. Leave it to Caleb to know just what she was thinking and try to steamroll
right over her. And fuck it. She was tired, and it would be days more before
she could even consider rest.


“If you care
anything about Redhawke, you’ll come home.”


“Dad said the same
thing.”


“You talked to
him?”


“Yeah. I don’t
know what game y’all are playing, but I don’t believe for one minute his rule
is in jeopardy.”


“You’ve been gone
a long time.”


He didn’t answer,
but his disbelief and suspicion were easy to read. She grabbed her keys from
where he’d dropped them on the table. “Right. Believe what you want. I have to
get home.”


Caleb stepped aside,
and she ignored the pain in her heart that he was going to let her go so
easily. But when she got to the kitchen door, Zach blocked her, his arms
crossed over his chest and his expression making it damned clear she wasn’t
getting out so easy. Damn it, they were really starting to piss her off. She
turned back to Caleb, tongue sharp and caution forgotten.


“Even werewolves
age. And even alphas get weaker.”


“He’s not old,”
Caleb scoffed.


“He’s seventy.”


“Your father --”


She cut him off.
“Is older than yours.” She took a steadying breath, tried to get control of her
anger and her fear. “Look, there are only four soldiers strong enough to hold
the pack. Maybe. At least two of them will try to force me to leave. An unmated
human female with influence? Who’s regularly overruled them?” She snorted.
Yeah, if either Jonas or Baker became alpha, she’d be gone. “Your father won’t
appoint them, but if it comes down to a challenge?” She shrugged. “You know how
unpredictable those things are.”


She watched his
face carefully, saw the exact moment he started to take her and the situation
seriously. And he was definitely not happy about it. Growling, he paced across
the small room, stopped in front of her to set his hands on her shoulders. He
gave her a small shake that should have intimidated her but instead made her
body clench with excited need.


“You should have
come to me sooner, Liza.”


“I’m here now.”
She tried to make her words firm, but they weren’t. Light and breathy, the
sexual need unmistakable. He noticed. His 
nostrils flared to take in her scent and his eyes were as hot as she
knew hers would be. He let her go abruptly, and she just restrained herself
from stomping her frustration. She’d thought he was over the disgust he felt
for his desire for her. So much for that thought.


He turned to Zach,
who leaned against the doorframe, his ankles crossed, his hands stuffed in his
pockets. He met her eyes briefly, not even attempting to hide his desire or the
arousal bulging the front of his jeans, before turning back to Caleb.


“Welcome to
Redhawke,” Caleb said. “Gimme ten minutes to throw a bag together; then we’ll
get going.”


Zach nodded, his
gaze returning to her. His smile was slow and sexy. “Take your time,” he said
to Caleb, and she didn’t have to wonder if Caleb knew why his friend made the
suggestion or if he was going to protest. He chuckled.


“Sure. I should
gas up before we leave anyway, right?”


“Yep,” Zach
responded but didn’t turn away from her, waited until Caleb was out of sight
before slowly approaching her. Steps careful, smooth, and measured. Stalking.
Her arousal escalated to a level that made her tremble.


She moved back
with each step he took forward until her butt bumped into the counter. Reaching
her hands behind her, she gripped the edges. He stopped in front of her and
lifted one hand to stroke the side of her face.


“Scared?”


Her vocal cords
refused to work, so she shook her head rather than embarrass herself.


“You sure?” His
smile was so promising, so sexy her knees turned to jelly.


“I’m sure,” she
managed to whisper.


His hand slid down
her neck, over her collarbone to graze the bite mark Caleb had left there
earlier. She couldn’t figure out why Caleb had done that. A mate mark. When
he’d made it so damned clear he wouldn’t take her as a mate. Her confusion must
have shown. Zach shook his head slightly then bent it to the opposite side of
her neck, brushed kisses down her collarbone before sucking her skin into his
mouth.


It wasn’t quite
hard enough to leave a mark, but God, it turned her on. He rammed his hand
through her hair, held the back of her head. When he lifted his face to meet
her gaze, she gasped. She hadn’t seen him in wolf form, but she knew his eyes
would take on this bright blue glow.


“Caleb is your
mate.” His voice was guttural, as if half changed, as if the wolf was
struggling to get free. “And so am I.”


She realized with
a jolt of mortification that she’d had his cock in her mouth but he’d never
even kissed her.


“You can’t know
that,” she whispered. “You’ve never even kissed me.”


God, she wanted
him to. Wanted to know if his mouth would fuse over hers with the same wildness
she saw in his eyes. He didn’t bother to respond, just lowered his lips to
hers, tugged on her bottom lip until she opened her mouth for him. And it was a
wild, untamed kiss. His tongue thrust between her teeth, stroking hers until
she groaned and clung to him.


A kiss was not
enough to satisfy him, however. He broke it long enough to pull the sweater
over her head and was kissing her again while he fumbled with her bra. An
excellent idea. She shoved his hand away and unsnapped it herself, yelping when
his hand closed over her breast before she’d even let the garment fall to the
floor.


But then he was
squeezing, rolling her nipple between his fingers until it was a hard painful
point while kissing his way down her body. When his lips closed over it, when
he sucked it hard into his hot mouth, she thought she’d come then and there.
She felt the sensation all the way to the soft place between her legs, her
pussy already wet and convulsing in welcome when he slid his hand down,
unsnapped her jeans, and pushed his finger inside her.


There was no
holding the orgasm back. She became nothing but sensation. Nothing but
pleasure, and the pleasure was so intense she didn’t notice him removing her
boots until he urged her to slip out of her jeans and underwear. He laid her
across the kitchen table.


“I wish we had
more time, sweetheart.” He grunted and she wondered why. Then he was pushing at
her entrance, longer and thicker than Caleb, and she decided thinking was
overrated. Even as wet and ready as she was, there was a hint of pain, a need
to pause and let her body adjust to him. He gripped her hips and held still,
mouth pressed tightly closed, control etched in every line on his face. It wasn’t
until she tried to move beneath him, tried to take him deeper that she realized
they had an audience.


“I think she’s
ready,” Caleb drawled. Maybe it was a sign she was accepting this thing among
the three of them that she didn’t feel an ounce of embarrassment when she
tilted her head back to look at him.


“I’ll decide when
she’s ready,” Zach growled.


Caleb strolled
into the kitchen and sat at the table to watch while Zach slowly, oh so slowly
withdrew until only the head of his cock was left inside her. She moaned with
each lost inch, trying to arch her hips up to recapture him.


“Oh yeah,” Caleb
said, watching the movements of their bodies with a gleam that could only be
described as ravenous. “She’s ready.”


*


Zach was sure as
hell ready, but he wanted, needed, her desperate. Needed her out of
control. Surrendering. Ready to take whatever he felt she needed. Caleb started
to reach for her breast but paused, met his gaze, and waited for Zach to invite
him to join in. Caleb had made his claim earlier, and Zach hadn’t stood in the
way. Now that it was his turn, Caleb wouldn’t stand in his. It was the first
time he felt certain they could share a woman for more than just a few nights.
Both were dominant. Commanding. Both would demand some private one-on-one time
with her, and they’d make it work. He nodded, watched as Caleb’s hand covered
her breast. Squeezing a little, giving it that bite of pain they’d both
discovered she liked, and building her arousal.


He waited until
she was shaking her head back and forth, until her moans grew loud and sweet,
before thrusting back in. Her cry was harsh, her cunt wringing his cock, trying
to milk him dry, forcing him to grit his teeth and fight his body from coming
too soon.


He didn’t normally
suffer this lack of control, could normally go all night. But this was the
first time the woman beneath him was his mate, the first time he felt the
excitement, the anticipation of marking her. When she left the cabin later,
anyone who saw her would know she belonged to him. And Caleb. That she had not
one, but two mates. That paladin or not, Redhawke or not, witch or not, she was
protected. Cherished. And gods help anyone who got out of line. The knowledge
of who and what she was, the feel of her already wrapping herself around his heart
and soul, was the last tie snapping his control.


Her tremors had
begun to subside, the orgasm releasing her from its grip, and a sated beautiful
smile crossed her lips. He loved that expression, wanted to see it every day in
his hopefully very long life. But when he bit that sweet spot on her
collarbone, he wanted her coming with him, wanted her crying out the joy of it
with him.


And Caleb knew.
Just as Zach had done earlier in the evening, while his best friend and lover
fucked her senseless and marked her, Caleb slid his hand down her body until
his finger brushed her clit. Caleb watched as Zach had watched. Fascinated to
see this woman they shared in the grip of passion. As Zach’s thrusts increased
and quickened, so did Caleb’s ministrations. As his thrusts became hurried and
rough and hard, so Caleb’s attention to her clit.


And when she was
keening, when her cunt tightened and froze around him making it hard to move
through the convulsions that began, as if reluctant to release and unable to
prevent it, Caleb stopping the movement of his fingers, instead simply
squeezing her clit while she gasped and bowed her back up off the table.


Zach slid his hand
under her and lifted her torso, unable to stop now, feeling the orgasm tighten
in the small of his back and knowing there was no more holding back. He lifted
her to him, his other hand supporting her neck when she seemed unable to do so
until Caleb sat on the table behind him and took over. His friend kept one hand
on her pelvis, finger still rubbing her clit, while the other cupped her
breast. It was such a damned turn-on, and he had no idea why.


His canines
erupted from his gums, and looking at her, he felt a little guilty. There was
no going back now and she wasn’t exactly in a position to make a decision. Then
her eyes snapped open and she met his gaze. Her body was tight and tense again.
While he delayed, Caleb was keeping her on edge, keeping her flying and there
was only one way off that particular cliff. She knew it too. She was dazed,
riding the razor’s edge of orgasm, but the knowledge was clear on her face.


“Do it now, Zach.
Please.” The last was finished on a groan, and he didn’t hesitate any longer.
His mouth closed over her, teeth sinking deep in her skin. They both jerked,
crying out their release to the night. When he was spent, every bit of cum
ripped from his body by hers, he released her, licking the raw wound he’d left
on her neck. He was dismayed seeing it. He hadn’t meant to be so rough. She
wasn’t wolf. She was human. He raised guilt-ridden eyes to look at Caleb, who
just shook his head and mouthed, “She’s tougher than she looks.”
Maybe, but that didn’t lessen his guilt, didn’t make him less determined to
make it up to her.


He withdrew from
her slowly, smiling at her murmured complaint and picked her up, taking her
with him when he sank into one of the kitchen chairs. She curled up on his lap
the way a kitten would, all purring contentment, and he could only describe
what he was feeling as bemusement.


“I thought she was
some badass warrior,” he said to Caleb, who cocked an eyebrow.


“She is. Don’t be
fooled.”


“Yeah, man, I’m
really seeing that.”


She raised her
head and scowled, her nails scraping across his abdomen. His cock jerked, and
he was pretty damned sure that wasn’t the response she wanted. “You’re not
going to like it when you’re proved wrong.”


His growl was one
of enjoyment -- she was rubbing her ass over his cock after all -- and not at
all what she going for. She punched his shoulder, shocking him enough to let
her wriggle off his lap, which didn’t help at all. All he could think of was
getting her back where he wanted her, while she traipsed around the kitchen
pulling on clothes.


She didn’t face
him until she was dressed, and he wondered if she thought it was some kind of
armor. If she did, she was in for a rude awakening. She was almost as sexy in
the tight jeans and sweater as out of them. Like she could read his mind, she
set her hands on her hips and glared at him.


“You’re coming
home with us?”


He nodded and she
turned to Caleb. “You’re gonna make him your beta?”


“Yes.”


For the first
time, he saw a hint of uncertainty cross her face. “Are you going to fire me?”


Caleb took a long
time to answer, and Zach knew he wanted to say yes. Hell, that’s what he
wanted. She was their mate. Theirs to protect. The trick was to not smother her
in the course of protection.


“No,” Caleb
finally answered, and while Zach understood why, he wanted to howl his outrage.
“You’re a symbol of my father’s strength in the pack. And mine. Ours,” he
added, meeting Zach’s eyes.


She glanced at
both of them and then turned her gaze to the floor while shaking her head. “Not
a very good one. Human. A witch with no powers.”


He stared at her
wondering if the sex was good enough to make her lose her mind. When he looked
at Caleb, he saw the same expression.


“Kitten,” he said
taking her hand. “Your power is pulsing in the room.”


And it was. He’d
felt it earlier when they’d shared her. It was stronger now. She snorted and
jerked away.


“Sex magic.
That’ll be real useful in a fight,” she said sarcastically. “Hold on a minute,
dude, while I go fuck one of my mates. Yeah. That’s gonna happen.”


“Well,” Caleb
started drily, but his tone turned inflexible. “If you’re getting fucked
several times a day, and I promise you will be, you should be just fine, baby.”


He clearly had an
issue with calling what they shared simply fucking. Zach could relate. He did
too.


“What do you
expect me to call it, Caleb?”


He was watching as
Caleb’s expression just…shut down and he felt Liza’s presence again, pulsing
through the room. Zach wondered what the hell her powers were because the look
she turned on Caleb was shocked and full of a lot of “wow, I’m sorry.” He
didn’t know all the details of what had happened with them other than Caleb had
left her letting her believe he didn’t want her. As much as he might want to
intervene, he knew better. That was something they needed to work out on their
own.


“I’ve got things
to take care of before I can leave. I’ll be a couple hours behind you two.”


Caleb just nodded,
but Liza looked panicked once his words sank in. “I’ll see you tomorrow,
kitten,” Zach said softly and turned to leave.


She caught him on
the front porch, her arms crossed over her torso as a feeble barrier against
the cold. “We can wait for you.”


He studied her a
moment before answering, wondering what the hell had happened with Caleb to
turn a normally confident woman into someone who needed a shield?


“I can’t get in
the middle of that, Liza. You need to work this out with Caleb. Whatever the problem
is.”


She shut down. He
saw it. Every emotion fled from her eyes, her face settled into that serene,
tuning-him-out expression. No way in hell. He pulled her close, wrapped her in
his embrace even while she resisted responding.


“Kitten.” His
heart ached for her, and he seriously considered kicking Caleb’s ass. “I don’t
know what happened, but he loves you. He would not have marked you otherwise.”


Her forehead was
pressed against his chest, and she shook her head. Her voice was as shaky as
her body. “No. He wants me. But he doesn’t want to.”


He pulled away
enough to make her look up at him. “He wouldn’t have marked you if he didn’t
want you with everything in him, Liza, and that’s about more than lust.”


He sighed when he
saw she didn’t believe him and kissed her. Keeping it gentle and chaste.
Anything else would just delay everyone’s departure. He set her away from him
and turned toward his truck. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”


She stayed on the
porch, and he watched her as he backed down the long drive until she was out of
sight. Now the hard part of the evening was coming. He turned left on the
highway and wasn’t surprised when thirty minutes later the house he’d come to
was still lit up.


Normally, he
wouldn’t knock. But this night was the furthest from normal he’d ever
experienced. They wouldn’t deny his request, no, but they could in the end deny
him his family. He’d hate to give that up, but for Liza and Caleb, he’d do
damned near anything.


He hesitated
before knocking, straightened his spine, and plunged in. He had no idea how his
fathers would take the news and saw only a second of question on his oldest
brother’s face when he answered the door.


Zach followed
Matthew down the hall to the large study where everyone was hanging out. There
were two large desks in the room. They were placed in an L shape against the
back wall where alpha and beta could both easily see anyone who entered. Both
were there now, leaning back, relaxed, and drinking a beer. His mother was in
the room too, her back against a pillow on the deep window seat. When he
crossed the room, leaned down, and kissed her cheek, she looked up and smiled,
her sharp knowing eyes searching his face. He shook his head, not responding to
her unasked questions, but she wouldn’t be put off.


She turned her
stare back to the knitting on her lap, and Zach let a moment of sadness wash
over him. He’d miss his mother most. No one who looked in on the scene would
imagine she was anything other than gentle and lovely. They’d be wrong. She’d
run herd over five boys, had a spine of steel, and eyes in the back of her
head. She looked up and met his gaze again.


“What’s her name?”
No way. Had to be mother ESP. How could she know about the woman who’d become
his world in only a few hours’ time?


“Liza.”


“Human?” Uh-oh. Dangerous
ground. The question should have been innocent since there was no one named
Liza in their pack, but he got the impression his mother knew a lot more than
she was letting on.


“Yes,” he
answered. It wasn’t a lie. She was human, just had a lot more thrown in.


“I suppose this
has something to do with the woman you and Caleb almost came to blows over at
the bar,” Michael, the beta and one of his fathers, said with amusement.


Busted. He gave
up. If they knew that much, they probably knew it all. “That’s the one.” He
took a deep breath. “Caleb is returning to Redhawke. I’m going with him.
Tonight.”


“As his beta?”
Donald, the alpha, asked.


“Yes.”


“So your woman is
their witch.”


His back stiffened
as his senses went on guard. He didn’t feel any danger in the room. Hell, they
were family, but hatred against witches ran deep throughout the lupine world.


“Our woman. She
is. Is that a problem?”


Michael chuckled.
“Might keep you on your toes.”


“About time
someone did,” his mother teased.


“Grant and Henry
trust her,” Donald said. “From what I hear, she’s earned that trust. You won’t
hear any objections from me.”


Leaving only his
brothers, the oldest of which, the next alpha and second oldest, the next beta,
were in the room.


Matthew shrugged
when Zach turned to look at him. “Your woman, man.”


But his
second-oldest brother was grinning like an idiot. “It’ll be good for you. She’s
not one of those helpless wolves you seem to like so much.” He sobered in an
instant. “And, brother, it would be bad if you forgot that. Better to learn
that right from the start. She doesn’t need protection.”


And he would know.
David’s mate was one of the highest-ranking soldiers in the pack. Zach’s ears
still hurt from some of the fights David and his mate had had in the beginning
of their relationship over whether she needed him to fight for her.
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Liza let Caleb
herd her to the car. She could have stopped him, could have gone her own way,
but what was the point? He’d decided that he was going home, and this way, she
got to keep an eye on him. It didn’t hurt that the eyeful was so…nice. Man.
Time to get her mind on something else.


She turned
sideways in her seat. “So.” She didn’t continue until he glanced over and met
her gaze. “You and Zach. What exactly is going on there?”


His hands
convulsed on the wheel. “You have a problem with Zach?”


Not if I get to
watch. Instead of voicing the opinion -- some werewolves weren’t as
open-minded as she was, and she could understand where his attitude was coming
from -- she shrugged.


“I have a right to
know. You both marked me.” She muttered, “I have no idea why.”


“Zach is my best
friend. He’s also my lover. For three years now.”


“I didn’t have any
idea,” she said softly. “All my reports just mentioned brief flings with
women.”


“You were getting
reports on me?” He sounded more interested than pissed.


She shrugged.
“You’re the alpha’s heir. Plus, I get reports on everyone who leaves the pack.”
She paused. “So you and Zach? That’s not a friends-with-benefits thing, is it?
You love him.”


He grunted and she
figured it was all the answer she would get.


“That’s why there
was never any steady woman. Why bring me into the mix then? You were obviously
happy before without bringing someone in you don’t particularly even like.”


He didn’t respond,
and sighing, she leaned back in her seat and pretended to sleep. Her stomach
was a tight knot of emotions. Anger. Desire. Confusion. The last few hours had
brought about such big changes. Caleb coming home. Caleb and Zach claiming her.
She should be freaking out about all of it, but it felt right. All except the
animosity she still felt from Caleb. Over the past.


She was so
distracted she didn’t react when he picked up her hand, lifted it to his face,
and licked her palm. Then he chuckled. “I know you’re awake.”


Well, hell. In
that case, she might as well get some answers. “Why the change of heart? What’s
different now? You’re still gonna be alpha and I’m still just as likely to have
human babies.”


Anger rose and
with it a pang of disappointment. Of sorrow. He’d really been willing to throw
them away, and whatever children they might have had, over an ability to shift.
What was different now? Pack politics? She yanked her hand back.


“Fuck, Liza. I
never cared about that.”


“Excuse me?” What
an asshole. She remembered that conversation too well. If they weren’t going
eighty miles per hour down the expressway, she might have strangled him. She
still might.


“I was furious.
And hurt,” he added softly. “I was lashing back.”


She tried to
retrieve her hand, but he wouldn’t let go. She took a deep breath, struggling
to keep her voice low and controlled, but man was she pissed. “Furious at me?”
she countered. “You practically attacked me when you opened the door!”


 “How did that conversation with my dad
go anyway? Liza, I really want you to mate with my son. Go seduce him?”


His rage vibrated
in the SUV, but hers matched it. He really believed this nonsense? That she’d
slept with him because she was ordered to? She was so stunned that she couldn’t
do more than huff and try to free herself again. A lost cause.


“If you think so
little of me, why now?”


“Because you’re
mine,” he snarled. “You always were; you just didn’t see it because of your
damned devotion to the pack.”


She couldn’t help
it. She laughed until it hurt, until just glaring at her response wasn’t enough
and he pulled off onto the shoulder. He leaned over, caging her between the
seat and door.


“What’s so damned
funny?”


“You.” Her
laughter was gone with his sudden move. “Your dad told me once you were an
idiot for leaving me. I thought you were just being honest about what you
wanted.” She took a deep breath that made her breasts rub against his chest.
“You wasted five very long years because of that misconception.”


He glared.
“Explain.”


“Why bother? You
already know everything, remember?”


“Start talking
before I turn you over my knee, baby.” She would have destroyed any other man
that dared make that threat. But not Caleb. Never Caleb. His voice dropped to
one promising sensual fulfillment, a kind of play she wouldn’t accept from
anyone but him or Zach.


“Yes, I was
devoted to the pack.” She lifted her hand to stroke the side of his face. “But
Caleb, you were at the core of the pack.”


“And when I left?”


She let him see
the bewilderment she’d never shown before, never understood before. “I don’t
get this, Caleb. All the females are devoted to the pack whether they’re
dominant, beta, or omega.”


He gave her a hard
considering look.


“There was nothing
else,” she said softly. “I couldn’t leave, and I couldn’t stay and do nothing.”


“Don’t worry,
baby. When we get home, I’ll give you plenty to occupy your time.” His low sexy
voice set her body to a slow burn and damn him, he knew it. He grinned. “You
stayed because you hoped I’d come back.” That arrogance, that assumption she’d
just fall at his feet, made her teeth ache.


“Watch it, bubba.
You won’t be able to fit that ego through the door,” she snapped.


Laughing, he
kissed her quickly, then pulled back on to the road. “I’m sure you’ll keep it
in line.”


They hadn’t gone
far before he pulled off the road and into a motel parking lot.


“I can drive if
you need some sleep,” she offered.


“That’s gonna be
hard to do with my cock inside you.”


Crude words but
they made her instantly needy. She tried to trample it, control it, while he
exited the vehicle and entered the small office. He returned in minutes, drove
around the corner of the building, and carried her inside.


“We don’t have
time for this,” she said breathlessly.


He nudged her
towards the bed and fell on top of her. “Can’t wait,” he said, his voice low
and guttural.


And gods help her,
neither could she.
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Liza was tempted
to tug on the collar of her sweater when she entered the house, but knew it
wouldn’t do any good. Even if no one noticed the marks, they’d be able to smell
Caleb and Zach on her.


She heard voices
coming from the office down the hall, and led the way, not surprised when Caleb
held her back and entered first. Rolling her eyes, she stepped around him to
take stock. Alpha, her dad, two others, and Jonas and Baker, looked up
expectantly. Their curiosity quickly changed to shock when they took in Caleb.
She hid her smirk at the look Jonas and Baker exchanged. They were not
happy about Caleb’s return. She could feel the animosity rolling off both of
them.


Her father stood
and smiled, holding his arms out, but Caleb held her back when she tried to
step forward. She turned her back on the room to face him. “What are you
doing?” she whispered harshly.


He didn’t even
look at her as he responded. “Protecting what’s mine.”


She glanced over
her shoulder and saw both Jonas and Baker standing. Eyes narrowing, she took in
the tense, wide-legged fighting stance both had adopted. “I’ll deal with you
two later,” she said while shoving Caleb’s chest until he stepped back into the
empty hall. She slammed the door behind them and almost laughed at his
expression. He looked a little shell-shocked that he’d taken her direction.
Hell, that was her job. Alpha and beta cared for the pack, and she was the
gatekeeper.


“What the hell are
you doing? ’Cause until you fire me, I still serve a purpose here. I can handle
both those idiots. You don’t have to do that for me.”


God, she’d
forgotten how fast he could move. One minute she was blocking the door,
bitching with her hands on her hips, and the next he had her pressed to the
wall, wrists held in one of his hands over her head. His hips pressed against
her belly, his cock thick and hard, and she forgot what they were fighting
about. Leaning forward, he kissed her neck, sucking her skin into his mouth as
he growled.


“I outrank you
here, baby. I can and will interfere if I feel the need.”


Damn it. He was
making it impossible to think. She bucked against him, trying to push him away,
but he just growled in reprimand. Power filled the air as her anger spiked.
When she shoved his chest again, he reluctantly stepped back, a wary expression
on his face.


“I think that
answers that question.”


“What?” she
grumbled, but didn’t pay much attention as she struggled to regain control of
her magic.


“You don’t need
sex to access your magic anymore.”


He was right.
She’d expected her power to dissipate or get locked up again within a couple
hours of having sex, but they’d just spent twelve hours in a car. She probed
the power in her mind and breathed a sigh of relief. It wasn’t sex magic after
all. Her mother had been right about one day setting it free. She scowled. But
she had no idea how to work it, how to mold it to her uses. She’d start
practicing tomorrow. For now…


She didn’t tell
him what she was doing, didn’t say another word to him. He didn’t try to stop
her when she reentered the room, but he couldn’t help displaying his dominance.
One hand rested on her hip, while he wrapped his arm across the front of her
shoulders, pinning her back against his chest. She set her hands on his forearm
but didn’t try to break his hold. Sometimes it was better to let an alpha male
have his way. At least he wasn’t trying to stand in front of her anymore.


Grant, the current
alpha, looked Caleb up and down slowly before turning his gaze to her. His
voice was dry and full of amusement. “No broken bones or blood. I’m not sure if
I should be relieved you let him live or worried he won’t survive the night.”


Caleb barked a
laugh and rubbed his chin on the top of her head. “She likes me enough to let
me live at least a couple more days, Pop.”


Her dad grinned
and winked at her. “You sure about that, boy? Never known our girl to back down
from a fight.”


They hadn’t closed
the office door, and she might have jumped just a bit when she heard the hard,
angry voice behind her.


“What fight?”


Zach entered and
Caleb let him pull her away and into his arms. After a short kiss that curled
her toes, he stood behind her and put his hands in her front pockets, tugging
until she leaned her back against him.


“What fight?” he
asked again, softly, leaning close to her ear. His warm breath against her skin
made her shiver. She shook her head, forcing her body to behave.


“Nothing. It was a
joke.”


“Bad one,” he
said, sliding one hand out of her pocket and under her sweater. His palm rested
flat against her abdomen. The simple contact was enough to make her heart
pound. Her subtle move to extricate herself only garnered a tighter hold and a
low growl. She jabbed him with her elbow but didn’t try to get free again.


Grant chuckled but
didn’t tease her about her predicament. Good thing. She was off balance enough
as it was. Getting pissed at her alpha wouldn’t help matters. Though, she
thought, frowning, how exactly was that going to work when Caleb took over? He
spoke before she could worry about it.


“Since you
apparently have mated with my paladin, I assume you’re staying?”


Caleb turned to
look at her, gave her that slow sultry smile that made her panties melt, before
answering. “Actually, I believe she’s my paladin now.”


“Not so fast,
boyo,” Henry said. “There’re a few formalities to take care of first.”


Jonas stood and
gave her a malicious smile that made her want to bare her teeth. “That there
are,” he said, holding her gaze but speaking to her father. His challenge had
to go through the pack beta. “I claim challenge rights.”


Zach jerked, but
she held onto him and dug her boot heel into his foot. “Still,” she hissed.


Jonas could make a
challenge against the new alpha, but it would first go through the existing
hierarchy, starting with her.


“The last time you
challenged me, you limped out with a broken arm and four shattered ribs,” she
reminded him with saccharine sweetness.


Her statement only
gave him a moment’s pause. “In an alpha challenge, you can’t use any weapons.”


Idiot. She’d only
used a short asp last time because she’d been trying to head off future
problems by allowing him to save face, to let him believe she’d defeated him
with help.


“I don’t need any.
But you’ll need a body bag if you don’t withdraw.” She shook her head in mock
concern. “After I make you yield, and you will yield, the incoming beta
has a right to challenge you. And he’ll win.”


“I don’t think
so.” He clearly thought he had the advantage. “Let me know when and where.” He
left with Baker following him. Her two remaining soldiers stood and approached.


“You want me to
make the arrangements?”


“Yes. Tomorrow
afternoon. Let’s get this over with.”


They left. She
could feel the outrage pouring from both Caleb and Zach, but waited to speak
until she heard the front door close. Zach let her pull free, and she went to
perch on the edge of Grant’s desk.


“This is the way
things are,” she said to them before either could find his voice.


“No fucking way.”
It was Zach who spoke, anger and concern and dominance thickening his voice.


She sighed and
turned her gaze to Caleb. His conflict was easy to read. “Tell him,” she said
softly. His snarl filled the room, and he paced before responding.


“She can do it,”
he finally told Zach, who looked completely incredulous.


“She’s human.”


“She’s a little
more than that,” her father said softly, and she turned to find him sitting in
the ugly green chair he’d claimed for his own years ago, one leg crossed over
his knee and a mischievous grin on his face. Something in his tone got
everyone’s attention. When the room focused on him, he continued. “She’s a
latent werewolf and a witch who’s come into her full power, right, baby girl?”


How did he know?
She nodded. “So it would seem.”


Instead of
responding to her, Henry turned to Zach. “Which means, as good a fighter as she
was before, she’ll be better now. Faster. Stronger. Smarter.”


Caleb cocked his
head to one side and looked her over. “Is that true?”


She didn’t really
know, but it felt right. “Yeah. I think so.”


Zach shook his head.
“That’s not good enough.”


“Well, we’ll find
out tomorrow, won’t we?” she snapped.


His eyes turned
hot and carnal. Promised to follow through. “Watch it, kitten. I’m your mate,
not one of your soldiers.”


If her father and
alpha weren’t sitting in the room, she’d have ripped her clothes off and
offered herself to him. And he knew it too, the big jerk. His nostrils flared
and he strode toward her. She skipped out of way just in time.


“That can wait,”
she said forcefully.


“The longer you
put me off, the worse it’s going to be for you, kitten.” His smile was all
kinds of devilish promise and hit her like a punch in the gut. Dear gods. What
had she got herself into? She ground her molars together to keep from biting
back at him, from goading him into action.


“I think we can
deal with the details in the morning,” Grant said, rising to his feet,
dismissal clear. “Caleb’s place isn’t exactly habitable right now, Liza.”


She nodded. No one
had touched the place since he’d left five years ago. “Mine’s fine.”


She caught her
father’s scowl. “Pretty isolated though.”


She smiled and
didn’t even try to hide her dry amusement. “I think I’ll be fine.”


He snorted. “Maybe
I was more concerned for their safety. All alone with you in the woods.”


Caleb laughed and
Zach choked while her dad kissed her on the cheek. “See you tomorrow.”


It wasn’t until
they were inside her small house that she really focused on Zach again. None of
them had bothered to stop for dinner, and he prowled the front room while she
put together some sandwiches. She put them on a plate on the kitchen table and,
leaning against the counter with hers, waited for the explosion. When he
finally spoke, it wasn’t to her. 


“You can’t
seriously be planning on letting her go through with this. It’s crazy.” He
shoved a hand through his hair. “She’s human.”


She swallowed her
last bite and took a long drink of water. “Does he need a demonstration?” she
asked Caleb.


He shook his head.
“No. We can’t risk you getting hurt before tomorrow.”


“Can’t risk?” Zach
sputtered. “We’re not going to risk her at all!”


That did it. His
attention was focused on the wrong person. She stalked across the room and
poked him in the chest with her finger. “You listen, you big oaf. I am not
paladin because the alpha likes me. I fought my way into this job the same way
it’s done in every other pack.”


She got his
attention all right, but it was more than she bargained for. His hand was on
the back of her neck, yanking her to him, before she could dodge. Shit, he was
as fast as Caleb.


“One scratch, kitten,”
he whispered, lips scant millimeters from hers, “and I promise you won’t be
able to sit for a week.”


It wasn’t much in
the way of acceptance, but it was a start. Her exhalation was pure relief, but
her pride wouldn’t allow her to not push back. “I can’t guarantee that.”


“That doesn’t
change anything, kitten.”


His voice rumbled
against her chest, turned her nipples hard and throbbing, brought her body
screaming to life. She rubbed against him without responding. What could she
say even if her voice was working?


“She’s got a tough
day tomorrow. I think she should get some rest,” Caleb said to Zach, but when
she turned to look at him, she felt anything but tired. His grin was wicked.
“Or maybe she’s too keyed up to sleep. We should help her relax.”


“Definitely.”


Caleb led the way
down the short hall to her bedroom and Zach followed her. He closed the door
behind him. Caleb looked around. “Where do you keep your toys, baby?”


Sucking in a deep
breath, she felt a hot blush spread up her neck to her face. “What toys?”


He cocked en
eyebrow, his expression saying she damned well knew what toys he meant. “Where,
Liza?”


“Bottom drawer.”


She mentally
reviewed everything in it and groaned. Mortified, she sank on to the edge of
the bed as Caleb and Zach, with their backs to her, opened the drawer and
started lining its contents across the top of the dresser.


Grinning, Caleb
looked over his shoulder at her. “You got kinky while I was gone, baby. I like
it.”


Zach laughed. “Now
that is an understatement. You should get naked, kitten,” he said when his hot
gaze met hers.


Her stomach
clenched in knots, but she did as he said. She carried her clothes to the
hamper in the bathroom. When she returned to the bedroom, Zach was waiting for
her with restraints. She trembled, but it was with anticipation not fear. His
smile was small and tight as he nudged her to the bed. He put on the soft
leather wrist cuffs, then moved to her ankles. After positioning her on her
back in the center of the bed, he secured her to the posts, limb by limb.


He sat back on
heels and looked her over. “Worried?”


“A little.” She
bit her lip when his hand stroked up the inside of her leg. He paused over her
pussy until she looked up at him, then slowly pushed a finger inside. She was
wet already. With a smile, he lifted the finger to his mouth and sucked it.


“A little worried,
but a lot turned on, kitten.”


Instead of
returning to her, he stood up and joined Caleb looking over her toys.


“What do you want
to start with?” Caleb asked.


“How about this?”


“Do I get a vote?”
They both ignored her. She craned her neck to see what Zach suggested, but
couldn’t.


Caleb chuckled.
“Nice. Or this one?”


She heard a buzz
and wondered which vibrator they were thinking about torturing her with. Zach
picked up a flogger and it swished when he flicked his wrist.


“That’ll have to
wait until after the challenge.” He turned to give her a hard look. “Of course
if she gets herself hurt I’ll have to wait until she heals to punish her.”


She got wetter.
Hell, she might get a scratch on purpose with that promise. Zach didn’t miss
her arousal. His eyes lit with heat. “When was the last time someone flogged
you, kitten? Or restrained you?”


If she answered
that honestly, Caleb would realize she hadn’t moved on when he left, but when
she opened her mouth, the truth came out anyway. “Five years,” she said softly.


He gave her an odd
look, half disbelief, half triumph. “Why?”


She shook her
head. There was no way she was answering that. Sure, he’d marked her, but she
still believed he might change his mind about her later.


“Liza.” He
demanded her answer, and she turned pleading eyes to Zach, but he just shook
his head. He picked up two items from the dresser top and approached. When he
sat on the edge, she saw he had an anal vibe and lube. He flipped the lid and
squeezed some on to his fingertips.


“We’re waiting,
kitten,” he reminded her gently, but she was focused on him, on his fingers
rimming her hole. Then one pushed inside her. Slowly, so slowly. She squirmed,
not sure if she wanted more or less, and Caleb sat on the bed on her opposite
side. He set his hand flat on abdomen and held her still.


“Tell me why,
Liza.”


Oh hell, he wasn’t
going to let it go was he? “I didn’t trust anyone else,” she snapped.


“That’s what I
thought. It wasn’t so hard to admit, was it, baby?”


She opened her
mouth to respond, but during the brief exchange, Zach had lubed the anal plug
and slowly pushed it inside her. Gasping, she squirmed again, this time
definitely because of the invasion. Caleb didn’t remove his palm and Zach
didn’t stop. She breathed a sigh of relief when it was in place and the pain
receded. Then one of them flipped a switch, and it buzzed to life.


“Oh!”


Caleb leaned over
and sucked one of her nipples. When he bit, she arched her back wanting more.
His fingers closed over the other point and pinched. She cried out.


“Very nice,
kitten,” Zach said.


She pried her eyes
open to see him kneeling between her spread legs, naked, watching her respond
to Caleb. He worked one finger into her pussy, then two. The vibration in her
ass kicked up a notch, and she trembled. He fucked her with his fingers, slow
at first but with a steady increasing rhythm.


“Hmm,” he
murmured. “So hot. So wet.”


He stroked over
sensitive tissue, bumped against her G-spot. Her hips lifted, demanding, but he
didn’t give her more. He just slowly worked her up, slowly drove her body to
the peak of arousal and held her there. She could have cried. Would he fuck her
already? Oh gods, she hadn’t meant to say that aloud.


His laughter was
joined by Caleb’s. “You’re a demanding little thing.”


She glared at him
when he stopped and withdrew his fingers. Damn it. He moved into position
between her thighs, his cock nudged at her entrance, and she held her breath in
anticipation. But he didn’t move. No hard thrusts. No easy strokes. It was
enough to make a girl sob with need.


He was watching
her face closely and finally nodded, before pushing inside her. She moaned with
relief and pleasure. Caleb released her nipple. He straightened as Zach started
to move in shallow, slow strokes, meeting her gaze with a smile that said he
had a secret. She was charmed and amused despite the desire building in her
body, building among the three of them. “What?”


His smile
broadened, and as he turned his head to face Zach, his eyes turned yellow with
barely restrained lust. She didn’t know who moved first but the kiss was hard
and hot. Smoldering. Everything inside her flexed watching it. They broke
apart, Caleb leaving one last lingering lick across Zach’s bottom lip.


“Well?”


Zach grinned. “Oh,
she definitely liked seeing that.”


Caleb looked her
and cocked an eyebrow, obviously wanted confirmation. She fought the urge to
giggle. “Maybe you should do it again,” she gasped as Zach moved deeper,
harder. “Just so I can be sure, you know.”


He didn’t respond
the way she expected. Eyes narrowed, he looked back and forth between her and
Zach. “Still capable of thinking. And being a smart-ass.”


Zach grunted and
fucked her harder. “We can take care of that.”


He didn’t slow as
he reached under her for the edge of the anal plug, but she didn’t notice until
it withdrew a couple of inches before thrusting back in. Then he did it again.
And again. Until she was moaning, thrashing her head back and forth, begging
for release.


“That’s more like
it,” Caleb said smugly.


Each time she came
close to coming, Zach stopped her. He slowed or changed his angle of strokes.
It wasn’t until she actually felt tears leaking from her eyes that they took
pity on her. His rhythm became fast and hard, the anal plug ignored. Caleb
reached between them at first only grazing her clit, then rubbing, then
pinching. She didn’t even attempt to fight the orgasm rising in her, rushing
through her nerve endings. She screamed embarrassingly loud, but she didn’t
care.


Her shudders continued
through Zach’s climax, hadn’t quite stopped when they unstrapped her and
cuddled her between them. Tender hands caressed her. Her hair, her back and
hips, until she came down from the high. Sighing in contentment, she opened her
eyes and met Zach’s smiling gaze. She lifted her hand to trace his strong
cheekbone while nestling farther back against Caleb, sucking in a deep breath
when she felt his erection pressing against her ass. She hadn’t even noticed
them removing the plug. Turning her head over her shoulder, she met his eyes.


“You didn’t…”


“I will.” He
looked at Zach then returned his gaze to her. “Do you want to watch or do we
get kicked out of your bed for this?”


There was zero
emotion in his voice, and she realized that must have happened to him before.
She could settle his mind about that at least. “You’re not going anywhere.
Either one of you.”


Zach grinned. “I
told you she wouldn’t have an issue with us.”


She couldn’t
repress the slight feeling of uneasiness at his words. Were they equals here?
The three of them? Or was she just a biological imperative?


“It’s not like
that, kitten.” Zach stroked the side of her face. She was learning he never
missed anything.


“Tell me what it
is like,” she whispered. She wanted both of them and she honestly didn’t care
if they wanted each other, but she couldn’t help wondering if that included
her. He smiled at Caleb before he answered her.


“We’ve been
together a long time, Liza. It would hurt to be forced to give it up. We would,
for you, but we’d rather you become part of us.”


Caleb took over,
and she turned as much as he’d let her to watch him speak. “Sex…sometimes I’m
gonna want him and sometimes he’ll want me. That’s not any reflection on how we
feel about you. It’s just the three of us expressing our love for each other in
different ways at different times.”


She nodded, trying
to process everything that had happened, everything that had been said. She’d
known they had a relationship. Had steeled herself for the possibility of being
firmly barred from it.


Zach leaned
forward and kissed her. It was tender and deep, yet full of exhilaration.
Caleb’s cock pressed her ass, gentle rocking movements that were as exciting as
they were frightening. He was huge. There was no way she was ready to take him
there yet. That knowledge was in Zach’s eyes when he broke the kiss. He kept
her between them when he reached over, grabbed Caleb by the nape, and yanked
him closer for a kiss. She couldn’t believe how damned hot that was. Caleb
groaned and his fingers convulsed on her hips. She laughed. “I think I need to
get out of the middle soon.”


He slapped her ass
as he rolled away and pulled her out the way. “Such a smart-ass,” he grumbled,
but she knew he preferred her that way. She stuck her tongue out at him.


“You like me that
way.”


“Keep it up,
baby.” His eyes narrowed. “After the challenge tomorrow, you’re fair game.”


She didn’t even
try to hide the way anticipation made her heart race. She’d ignore him. Ignore
the promise. For now. She focused on Zach. He hadn’t moved. He still lay on his
side facing her, giving her a lazy, amused smile. He tensed for a moment when
Caleb, having walked around the bed, moved into position behind him.


“It’s just me,” he
said softly, running a hand down Zach’s side to his flank. She scowled and Zach
answered her question before she could formulate it.


“Male lupines
really, really don’t like being approached from the back.”


“I know that.” Did
he think she was an idiot? “This isn’t just any male.”


Zach grinned. “No.
But that animal instinct doesn’t ever go away.”


Then he was
sucking in a breath, holding it, and she knew Caleb had touched him more
intimately than before. Caleb moved, pushing Zach onto his stomach, and rising
between his legs behind him. He’d gripped one hip and growled, before she
noticed he had two fingers buried in Zach’s ass. “Up.”


With an answering
growl, Zach rose to his knees. She watched mesmerized as those fingers slowly
withdrew. When the head of Caleb’s cock, shiny with lube, nudged his asshole,
Zach met her gaze. “You sure you want to watch this?”


Oh, hell yeah. She
wasn’t going anywhere. She replied with mock seriousness. “Well, as paladin, I
feel it’s my duty to witness. To make sure no one gets hurt, you understand.”


Caleb laughed.
“That would just turn you on more.”


She couldn’t deny
it. “Yeah.” She nodded. “Probably.”


He didn’t say
another word, just slammed into Zach, and the expression on his face, on both
their faces, was almost enough to make her come. In a word, wow.


Caleb worked him
with long slow thrusts. Zack straightened so his back was pressed against
Caleb’s chest. Zach crooked a finger at her, and she realized her own rising
desire would be easy for them to see and smell.


“C’mere, kitten.”


On her knees, she
walked to him and stopped just an inch before his chest. He wrapped a hand
around her nape, pulled her close for a kiss. Then he took her hand, wrapped it
around his cock, and pumped it a few times before he left her to do it on her
own. The kiss intensified as she concentrated on even strokes of his cock.


Each of Caleb’s
thrusts pushed Zach a little closer to her and his grunts filled her mouth. She
knew he was close to coming. He broke the kiss.


“Still thinking,”
he murmured, then inserted two fingers into her, stroked in and out, before
withdrawing and pushing on her shoulder. “On your back.”


How could she
argue? When he lowered himself over her, Caleb moved with him and her arousal
grew. Was he going to fuck her as Caleb fucked him? Why did she find that such
a damned turn-on?


He braced himself
on one elbow and with the other hand guided his cock to her entrance. She had
her hands on his hips and felt his muscles tighten as Caleb withdrew, and then
she was incapable of thought. When Caleb rammed back into Zach, he drove into
her. In seconds the strokes were fast, hard. Almost punishing.


She never thought
beyond the perfect union among the three of them. Beyond the trinity. Strong,
stable, and theirs alone. It was much later that she worried it was only a
physical response, that maybe one leg was stronger than the other two.
















[bookmark: oncebittenten]Chapter Ten



 

Liza woke alone.
Ears straining for sounds of Caleb and Zach, she rolled out of bed, coming to
rest lightly on the balls of her feet with a scowl. They were gone. The
nightstand clock glowed five a.m., and she raised the blinds as she walked by
the window. The sky was just beginning to lighten.


She hurried
through the shower trying to ignore their absence, trying to ignore the
niggling worry they might be up to no good this early in the morning. There was
no time for those concerns. She’d been gone nearly a week; there was no telling
how much work was piled up on her desk.


And she had a
challenge to deal with.


Back in her
bedroom, she pulled on loose pants and a tight, thin long-sleeved shirt over a
tank top. Thank God she was back in the Deep South. She’d thought she would
freeze to death in Maine. Last, she pulled on socks and boots. She delayed in
the kitchen only long enough to pour a cup of coffee. There would be food at
the alpha’s house, where her office was.


Hopefully, she
would find Caleb and Zach there too. She told herself it was because she was
worried about them not following the pack laws of challenge, but knew it was a
lie. She just wanted to see them. Might have a thing or two to say about them
sneaking out of her bed before dawn too.


She was frowning
when she entered the house and followed the murmur of voices to the kitchen at
the end of the long center hall.


“Ah, there she
is.” Her mother hugged her tightly, briefly, before stepping back and looking
her over with narrow eyes. She pushed her to a chair. “Sit. Did they forget to
feed you?”


More like she’d
spent most of the last few days too wound up to eat, but she wasn’t about to
tell her mother that.


Liza pulled a
chair out and sat, gaze taking in the crowded room. Measuring. Zach, standing
near the back door with her father, met her eyes with a nod, his face
expressionless as he focused on whatever Henry was saying. Caleb was at the
stove, flipping bacon and arguing good-naturedly with Ethan, one of her soldiers.
As if he felt her watching, he turned and winked at her.


Her mother had
moved to one of the wall ovens and was pulling out a sheet of homemade
biscuits. Liza drew the familiar smell into her lungs. It was good to be home.
When she stood to help, her mom tried to wave her back to her seat, but she
ignored her and helped set up the sideboard. Platters of biscuits, eggs and
bacon, and a bowl of fruit were set out. Unsurprisingly, she found herself
seated between Caleb and Zach.


She was rinsing
her plate when Gabby came in. The other woman gave Ethan a dark look and
approached her. “Thank gods, you’re back,” she muttered.


Liza cocked an
eyebrow. Gabby was one of her few good friends, another soldier, and
perennially cheerful. “Problems?”


“Nothing I can’t
handle,” she answered darkly.


Ooo-kay. There was
definitely a problem, but she’d wait to push Gabby about it when they were
alone in her office. She grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge. “Are you
eating?”


Gabby shook her
head. “Already did.”


Caleb and Zach had
already left, so she went to her office, Gabby and Ethan tagging along. Inside,
Gabby kept several feet between them and avoided looking at him while he
watched her with heavy-hooded eyes. Liza sighed. If she had to guess, her money
was on a recent horizontal tango between the two of them. The problem was
werewolves tended to go possessive under those circumstances. Gabby would have
ended the affair the minute that started to happen.


“Is this going to
be a problem?” Liza asked them sharply.


Ethan grinned, and
Liza bit her lip at Gabby’s sharp intake of breath. Not as unaffected as she’d
like to pretend. “Nothing I can’t handle,” Ethan said.


She rolled her
eyes. The man was delusional if he thought he could handle Gabby pissed off at
him. Professionally? Sure. As an angry lover? Not so easy.


“I really
don’t have time to referee right now, Ethan.”


He immediately
sobered and nodded. “Understood. The challenge is scheduled for one this
afternoon at the circle.” With a considering look for Gabby that made it clear
he wasn’t backing down, he went on. “I’m going to head over there and make sure
everything is set up.”


“Okay. Go ahead.”


Liza waved him
out, and Gabby shut the door behind him with a little more force than
necessary. Her desk was piled with reports and message slips, but she ignored
them and, leaning back against the front edge, crossed her arms over her chest.


“Spill,” she
ordered her friend and lieutenant.


Gabby paced,
finally shrugged, and sank into one of the chairs in front of the desk. “Nothing
to tell, really. I had an itch. He scratched it. End of story.”


“Uh huh.”


“You know how they
get.” Gabby narrowed her gaze on Liza’s neck. “Both of them? Ethan filled me in
last night, but I didn’t believe it.”


“Last night, huh?”
And here she’d been under the impression the affair, or one-night stand, or
whatever Gabby was calling it, had been several days ago.


Gabby groaned. “I
keep saying this is the last time, but then he’ll show up just in time for
dinner and I figure, fine. I’ll feed him and send him on his way.”


Liza laughed when
instead of continuing, Gabby blushed. “You can’t resist him?” she teased.
“What’s the problem then?”


The blush faded as
quickly as it had come on, and growling, Gabby jerked to her feet and stalked
to the window. “He’s the worst playboy in the pack. You know that. He’ll move
on when he gets bored.”


As much as Liza
hated to admit it, her friend was probably right. In which case it would have
been better for Gabby and Ethan to leave their friendship strictly platonic.
Gabby had always had a soft spot for him. Liza sighed. This wasn’t something
she could mediate for the good of the pack. “I’m sorry,” she said softly.


Gabby looked over
her shoulder to meet Liza’s eyes and nodded. “Me too.”


She went back to
her chair and sat. “Let’s get to work.”


Liza let her
change the subject and started sifting through the papers on her desk. She
sighed. For all intents and purposes, she was the pack’s police chief and
administrator, and as such not much more than a bureaucrat. What had made her think
she actually wanted this job? The papers were nothing but busy work. Patrol
reports. Incident reports. Requests for new training equipment. The hours
passed at a crawl, but finally it was late enough to head down to the pack
circle.


A small crowd was
already hanging out, including both alphas and her father. She couldn’t help
but be suspicious when she couldn’t find Zach or Jonas. She glanced at her
watch constantly while she chatted with Gabby. Fifteen minutes. Ten. They
finally entered the clearing with three minutes to spare. Neither appeared
injured, but Zach’s smirk was too satisfied for something not to be going on.


Jonas bowed low to
her. “I withdraw my challenge.”


What the fuck?
Jonas had been gunning for her for years and he was passing up his chance now?
She glared at Zach. Her power pulsed through her, and for a minute she was
afraid she would lose control of it. Caleb said something, she missed the words
while she struggled for control, and the crowd slipped away until only she,
Caleb, and Zach were left.


“You shouldn’t
have interfered,” she told Zach. “That was mine to deal with.”


She was proud of
herself for saying it so calmly, and he had the good sense to look a little
nervous.


“Kitten…”


“Don’t!” She held
a hand up to forestall his excuses and took a deep breath. “Just leave before I
decide to beat up on you instead. I need to calm down before I can talk to
you.”


Caleb snickered,
and she spun around to glare at him. “You were in on this?”


“Oh no.” He waved
a hand between her and Zach. “This is between you two. A demonstration might be
exactly what he needs.”


“You’re on her
side?” Zach’s voice was incredulous.


Caleb shrugged.
“You can’t protect her by undermining her position in the pack.”


Zach growled and
pulled his sweater over his head. “Fine. Let’s see what she can do.”


Laughing, she
flexed her hands and circled him. After the last few days, this was exactly
what she needed. She watched him move, studied him before she considered her
first shot. He moved with fluid grace, but he favored his right side. It was
subtle but there. In a serious fight, she would have taken advantage of it.


Instead she spun
around him and hit him in the kidney, hard enough to debilitate another man but
just enough to piss him off. She barely avoided his return attack, his heel
just grazing her shin.


“Remember what I
said about scratches? That applies now too.”


“Well, that’s
hardly fair,” she said softly letting her voice go husky, letting her powers
amplify the attraction that was always there between them. He stumbled and she
took advantage of his distraction. She hit him in the chest before he
recovered.


“That
wasn’t fair.”


She shrugged.
She’d fight dirty if that was the difference between life and death. Or proving
she could take on those fights. But she felt so guilty using her power against
her mate that she vowed not to do it again.


They continued to
circle each other, to occasionally jab or kick. It was clear they were both
holding back. She wasn’t sure why. Measuring each other? Wearing each other
down? Or was it because, as mates, neither really wanted to fight the other?


She let her
thoughts distract her and he caught it, moved in with a quick sweep of her legs
that landed her on her ass. She rolled out of the way just in time and didn’t
realize until that moment that though Caleb had sent the onlookers away, they’d
returned.


Ethan yelled at
her. “Oh, come on, Liza! If it was me, you’d be beating me into the ground!”


Shaking her head,
she grinned at him. He was right. Gabby, standing at his side, slapped him in
the chest with the back of her hand. “Shut up. She doesn’t need you to distract
her.”


Ethan snickered.
“He’s doing that well enough on his own. I don’t need to help.”


Insulting,
aggravating words, but they were absolutely right. She was reluctant to really
fight Zach. She was holding back.


“Am I distracting
you, kitten?” Zach asked with a grin. “Are you holding back?”


He clearly thought
she wasn’t. She shrugged and walked around him. “I’d hate to hurt you and have
to listen to you whine in bed tonight.”


Caleb laughed. She
ignored him, but Zach turned to glare. “You aren’t helping.”


“Was I supposed
to?” Caleb asked with an innocent look. “Liza, darling, could we get this over
with? I skipped lunch.”


“With pleasure,”
she answered, smiling much too sweetly. Zach flinched.


Her next strikes
were harder, faster, and so were his. She felt a hint of claws on her throat
and knew he’d drawn blood, but she also knew by his horrified expression he
hadn’t meant to. It didn’t matter. It wasn’t like she hadn’t felt claws and
teeth in a challenge before. The only thing that mattered was ending this
quickly.


But it went on.
Neither willing to yield and neither using their full strength. And slowly she
came to realize that it didn’t matter. The only way she could defeat him was
with her full strength, and in a quick decisive fight. If she were lucky.


She was tiring.
Slowly wearing down. He hadn’t even broken a sweat. She could get really dirty
and go for his leg, that bad right knee, but she didn’t think even that would
be enough. Then she realized. He was born to be alpha, just like Caleb. Only
circumstance had him second on the totem pole. That made her panic a little. It
was quickly squelched, but still there. 


She barely ducked
his next jab. Her return punch caught his shoulder as he turned into another
strike. His eyes glowed and she grinned. She’d caught him by surprise with that
one, but she could tell by his expression he wasn’t about to let her get away
with it, mate or not. His next series of attacks was fast and furious, his
hands and feet making contact twice as often as hers. 


Sweat dripped down
her neck. Her face was hot with exertion. She jumped back, and again they
circled each other. Ethan still called from the sidelines and she caught a
glimpse of Caleb’s face. Intent. Watchful. As if he was ready to call an end to
the match at any moment. 


She focused on
Zach. He just looked…resigned. Her powers were growing, and she thought she
knew what he was thinking. He didn’t want to fight her, but he figured it was
the best way to prove she couldn’t handle being paladin. It pissed her off.
Okay. Fine. He was stronger and faster than she was. So was Caleb. But
Caleb and Zach were supposed be stronger than her. You couldn’t have pack
leaders of equal strength with anyone else in the pack. There would be constant
war. 


Worry crept into
Zach’s expression and she took advantage of it. Lashing out with her left leg,
she caught him in the sternum. He staggered but kept his feet. His eyes were
intent and determined when he circled again. This time he attacked first, the
punch hitting her back just high of her kidney. 


It stung. To that
point, she hadn’t really felt the hurts of the fight, adrenaline flooding her
system like a shield. This one she felt and other dull throbs were beginning to
make themselves known. She didn’t want the match to continue until she was so
worn down that she couldn’t fight back. How humiliating would that be? She
wasn’t about to concede unless she was forced to either. Her pride wouldn’t
stand for that. 


Again she thought
of his right knee. Was it his Achilles’ heel? She’d half decided to find out
when he moved close, so fast she reacted much too late, and he swept her legs
out from under her. She fell hard, but his big hand cradled her head as she
went down. Her breath left her body in a whoosh, and he pressed her into the
hard-packed earth.


“Do you yield?” he
asked softly.


It should have
bothered her. Should have pissed her off. No one had taken her down in a fight
in longer than she could remember. But all she was aware of was his warm breath
feathering over her face, his hot eyes boring into hers. The erection pressed
against her belly as he held her down. She couldn’t answer. Couldn’t get her
lungs or her vocal cords working right. She just lay under him, breathing hard,
trying to remember what she’d been trying to prove.


“Should we do this
the old-fashioned way, kitten?” His knee nudged her legs apart so he was
nestled between her thighs. She gasped, suddenly so hot and horny it was an
effort to make her brain function.


“I’d prefer not to
have an audience,” she whispered.


“You should have
gone for my knee. I could see you wanted to.” His voice was just as soft as
hers had been, soft enough to not carry to the crowd.


“I…couldn’t.”


He sighed. “You
can’t hesitate, Liza. Ever.”


“I know.” She
nodded. He was right. “Could we get up now?”


He just watched
her until she huffed. She didn’t want to fight him anymore anyway. Her body
had…other ideas. “Fine. I yield.” She let her voice carry to the onlookers, and
he stood, pulled her to her feet with him.


He traced the
scratch down her throat to her collarbone. “I thought I warned you about this.”
His grin was slow, full of sin and promise. She fought the urge to press her
legs together.


“Mmm. I believe
you did,” Caleb whispered behind her, his hands settling on her hips.


People approached
and introduced themselves to Zach, but she found it hard to focus on them. It
took her several minutes to get a grip on the need raging through her body, to
figure out it was their pheromones swamping her with lust. She hissed her
displeasure, and Zach shot her a guilty look. They’d done it on purpose to
knock her off balance. She was ready to break free of Caleb’s grip and stalk
off when Jonas walked up. She immediately went on alert, tensing for a fight.


He nodded at her,
then Zach, his face and eyes wary. “I forgot how well you handle yourself,
Liza.”


Was that supposed
to be a compliment? She didn’t say a word, just waited him out.


His lips curved in
the slightest grin. “I suppose I should thank someone for saving my ass from
humiliation.”


“I suppose you
should.” She couldn’t help the way her lips twitched in response.


He glanced at
Zach, but didn’t say the words. “I’m going wandering a bit. I’ll drop by your
office in the morning to fill you in on my patrol area and team.”


She nodded.
“Okay.”


She stared after
him as he left. Her nemesis gone? Just like that?


“What the hell did
you say to him?” she asked Zach as they turned towards her house.


“Kitten, you don’t
really expect me to answer that, do you?” His expression was so pained and
guilty she laughed.


“Yes,” she
replied, tucking her hand in his back jeans pocket. “I do.”
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It was a long time
later, lying naked and sweaty between them, that she brought it up once more.


“You can’t do that
again, Zach.”


He lifted her hand
to his mouth and nipped her palm. Heat instantly unfurled in her stomach. She
made her voice firm.


“You aren’t going
to distract me.”


“Liar.”


Damn werewolf
senses. She could scent her growing desire. Of course, he could too. Caleb
remained still and quiet, and she turned her head to look at him. She didn’t
have a clue from his expression what he was thinking, but he definitely was.


“What?”


He shrugged. “I
already said this is between y’all.”


She smiled. She
knew him better than anyone. “And it’s killing you to stay out of it, isn’t
it?”


“Maybe.” His lips
curled in a teasing half smile. “I’d like to make you quit. I’d like to keep
you close where I can always protect you.”


“Exactly,” Zach
added, but Caleb glared at him and he didn’t continue. Wasn’t that interesting?


He went on before
she could protest. “But I know that would make you miserable and I know you can
take care of yourself.” He reached across her and tapped Zach’s chest. “Unlike
some people.”


Zach rolled his
eyes. And just like that, she felt like a spectator at a tennis match. It would
have been funny if they weren’t dissecting her life as if she weren’t even
there. 


“Fine. She can
fend for herself. The point is she doesn’t have to.”


“She does
have to. That’s who she is.”


“She’ll get over
it.”


“You wouldn’t
expect her, or me for that matter, to make you change who you are to make our
lives less complicated.”


“You’re
different,” Zach said darkly. “And you know it.”


“Enough!” She sat
up and glared first at Caleb before turning to Zach. “You did not get a tame
puppy for a mate. Get over it.”


She took a deep
breath and forced herself to wait a few seconds before she said something she’d
regret later. “Caleb is right. I wouldn’t ask you to change. I need you to
accept me as I am.”


That he didn’t
want her as she was hurt as much as thinking Caleb didn’t want her because she
couldn’t shift.


“Oh, kitten,
that’s not it,” he whispered, pulling her down and wrapping his arms around
her. “You’re perfect the way you are. I couldn’t stand to lose you.”


“And you don’t
trust me to take care of myself.”


“I trust you,” he
said grudgingly. “It’s everyone else I don’t trust.”


She sighed. “I
really can take care of myself, you know.”


He waited so long
she didn’t expect him to reply. “I know. But if you ever again hesitate like
you did today, I swear I’ll spank your pretty ass and you won’t be able to sit
for two weeks.”


His hands slid
down her back to grip and knead her butt. She laughed. The threat didn’t have
the effect he was going for. It sounded more like a promise to her. His
responding growl was low and not at all menacing.


He rolled over and
pressed her into the mattress, holding her hips still when she wiggled to get
free. His erection nudged her sex, and she held her breath, waiting for him to
enter her.


“The question
is…how much do you trust us, sweetheart?” Caleb drawled.


Oh gods. She knew
that tone. She turned her head to meet his gaze and her heart started to race.
“What did you have in mind?”


He wasn’t smiling
anymore, wasn’t teasing anymore or badgering Zach to accept her as she was.
There was pure male demand in his eyes, a refusal to be denied, and every cell
in her body came alive seeing it.


Without a word, he
left the bed and went to the dresser drawer that held her toy collection.
Worried about what he’d come back with -- some of that stuff was not for the
faint of heart -- she bit her bottom lip. She had to. If she didn’t, she’d
demand answers and they were playing by his rules now. He returned and dropped
several items on the bedside table.


“Up,” he ordered.


With a reluctant
sigh, Zach moved and helped her sit up, but cocked an eyebrow in interest when
he looked at the nightstand. “Kinky it is,” he said softly.


Caleb gave him a
considering look. “You know, you’re the one with the bigger trust issues here.”


Zach laughed.
“Forget it, babe. I’ll do a lot for you. Submission isn’t one of them.”


“He gets to choose
and I don’t? That’s hardly fair.”


It wasn’t really a
complaint, and Caleb knew it. He snorted and returned to the drawer. She took
the chance to look over at what he’d already got out. Vibrator, cuffs, one --
no, two -- floggers. He returned with nipple clamps.


“Zach doesn’t have
a submissive bone in his body, but you my dear…”


He didn’t have to
finish the sentence, and they both knew it. Still, she didn’t want anyone to
get the impression this was normal for her. “Only with you.”


He smiled,
unscrewing the clamp and kneeling down before her. “I know.”


Then there was
that rushing bite of pain as he retightened the clamp. His tongue stroked over
her, soothing, before he moved to her other breast and repeated the process. He
stood and pulled her to her feet.


“Zach, go grab a
stool from the kitchen.”


While Zach hurried
out, Caleb picked up an anal plug and tube of lubricant. He smiled when he
turned back to her, and Zach walked in with the stool. He set it in the middle
of the room, and she wondered if he knew what Caleb was up to. Had they done
this together before? With whom? She repressed a surge of jealousy. It was
before me. It doesn’t matter. If she didn’t know better, she’d think Caleb
could read her mind though.


“Wondering if
we’ve done this before?”


She shrugged. “It
doesn’t matter. You’re mine now.”


He gave her a
cocky grin while sliding a hand up the inside of her leg. From her knee to
thigh, he left of trail of awareness. He rotated his wrist and his fingers
brushed over the tiny curls covering her pussy, then returned to spread the
lips. She groaned and shifted closer, but he denied her with a chuckle that was
heavy with satisfaction.


“Not yet, baby.”


She heard the
squirting of the tube, but still jumped when his slick fingers rimmed her.
“Widen your stance.”


She shivered and
complied. How could she not? One at a time, he pushed two fingers inside working
them back and forth before withdrawing and reaching for the plug. Once it was
lubed, he put it in place quick, not allowing her body time to protest the
invasion. She felt full and expectant. The chain connecting the clamps was
heavy and tugging on her nipples. She wasn’t sure how much of it she could
take.


Caleb looked her
over, nodded, and stepped out of the way. Zach brought the stool with him when
he approached. He set it in front of her, a couple feet from the side of the
bed, and helped her get on it. One of them turned on the anal plug. Then Caleb
picked up the flogger.


He flicked his
wrist and the soft leather straps grazed her stomach. Soft as butterfly wings.
Teasing. Promising. She tried to bite back a moan of anticipation, but was
unsuccessful and he grinned at her.


The different
between tonight and the last time he’d used a flogger on her five years ago was
so vast that she marveled at the change. Last time was so serious and intense,
as if they’d known it would be many years before they’d come together again. It
was nothing like his light mood now. He was different. She was different. And
then she realized that even without their previous conflict, a relationship
between them would not have worked five years ago.


“We didn’t waste
all those years. We needed them apart,” she blurted out.


He scowled. The
flogger wasn’t so soft this time when it contacted her skin.


“Why do you say
that?”


Another swish,
this one hard enough to sting. She had to suck in a deep breath before she
could answer.


“Too young.
Neither of us would be who we are now. I might not be paladin, and eventually
I’d resent you for it.”


“Maybe.” His
answer was distracted, but the strokes of the flogger were focused, coming
harder and faster. They left her gasping. Burning.


When he paused,
she smiled. “Besides, we wouldn’t have met Zach.”


“That would be a
real tragedy,” Zach drawled, easily adopting their Southern accents. He stepped
closer with a second flogger. “Now, no more talking, kitten.”


She couldn’t have
if she’d wanted to. They both worked her with alternating strokes of the
floggers. Sometimes soft, sometimes with a light sting. But building, always
building to something more, something more intense until leather strips bit and
left her gasping for more.


Caleb continued while
Zach removed the nipple clamps, timing them with Caleb’s swings so that the
biting pleasure/pain merged. When the second clamp came off, she cried out,
every muscle tensed as an orgasm overwhelmed her. She gripped the edges of the
stool as she rocked with the force of it, panting as the aftershocks shook her.


Zach dropped the
flogger and lurched forward. His chest pressed against hers and he gripped the
back of her head, stole a hard, ravaging kiss. After urging her to her feet, he
backed up to the bed and sat down, pulling her with him. It was instinct to
line her body up to his, to kiss him back while her pussy rubbed over his cock.
With one decisive thrust, he filled her. Still kissing her, robbing her mind
and body of everything but sensation, he urged her down with him so she lay
flat against his chest.


She was so
consumed by Zach, she didn’t even notice when Caleb moved behind her, barely
registered the removal of the anal plug or the squeaking sound of the tube of
lube. Until the broad head of his cock began to push inside of her. She gasped.
Squirmed. She could hear Caleb grinding his teeth while Zach whispered soothing
nonsense, hands gently stroking her until she relaxed.


“That’s it, baby,”
Caleb whispered, his voice almost guttural as he eased into her. Holding still,
she took deep breaths through the sensation that was a bit too much pain to be
pleasurable. But then Zach moved, slowly withdrawing from her pussy, each inch
rasping over sensitive, inflamed skin, and just like that, the pain was gone.
As she tried to move with Zach, to recapture him, she moved against Caleb.


In one smooth
surge, he filled her, then slowly withdrew while Caleb filled her. They kept up
the maddening, unhurried rhythm until she begged. It was too much. Too much
feeling. Too much sensation. She wanted to come, but she also didn’t want such
sharp pleasure to ever end.


Her body came
without her mind’s permission, and she fell against Zach’s chest, gasping,
muscles frozen. He wasn’t far behind her. With a low growl, he dug his fingers
into her waist hard enough that she knew she’d have bruises in the morning, but
who cared? And then there was Caleb, thrusting into her one last time, his roar
filling the air, before collapsing onto the bed with them. 


Pressed between
them, slick with sweat and her body filled with bone-deep satisfaction, she
closed her eyes and let the magic fill her. She was learning magic had a
different feel, a different taste, from person to person. Each was individual,
and hers was changing. Becoming infused with a bit of both of her mates. It
felt good. Right.


It made her leery.
What if she lost one of them? What if Zach decided he couldn’t accept her as
she was after all? How would she recover? She fell asleep worried about what
the morning would bring.
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The call came as
she left the house for her office, and she hurried to change directions, Caleb
and Zach following. Jonas had the juveniles separated, the fight stopped, but
there were angry looks all around. Six teenage boys. Three visiting for
training from another pack. All six needed some sense knocked into their thick
skulls.


“What’s going on,
guys?”


No one answered.
The ones from her pack had the good sense to look embarrassed.


“Fine. Extra duty
until someone cares to explain.” She narrowed her eyes and spoke to Jonas.
“Pair them up. Maybe they’ll learn to work together that way. The southern
fence needs repairs.”


That got Jay’s,
one of their visitors, interest. “I won’t take orders from a witch.”


“You will if you
expect to stay here.”


“Oh yeah? What are
you going to do? Get your mate to beat me up?”


Surprise startled
a short laugh out of her. “Puppy, you really are as dumb as you look, aren’t
you? I can handle any beatings myself.”


Ignoring him, she
turned to Jonas. “When you leave, escort anyone who has a problem with my
authority out of our territory.”


“You can’t do
that! My father will…”


She gave him a
cruel smile. “What? Ask your father what happened the last time he pushed me
too far. Do you honestly think he’d send you to a weak pack for training? You
do realize who’s in charge of training around here?”


The kid’s face
took on a mulish expression. She sighed and met Jonas’s gaze with a slight nod.
“Sometimes a little pain is necessary to hammer home a point.”


She heard shifting
behind her, knew it was Zach even though she refused to turn around and look at
him. What happened next would probably totally change the way he looked at her.
He hadn’t really accepted what she was. Who she was. She hadn’t really expected
to be confronted with her fears of the previous night so soon. It made her sad
to contemplate how this would change things, but it couldn’t be helped.


The stronger
juveniles, the ones who would grow to be the pack’s defenders, were her
responsibility. She hated this part of her job, but she had to teach them
self-control and respect for authority. It was necessary, if distasteful. She
stepped into the small clearing and crooked her finger.


“Give it your best
shot, puppy.”


From the corner of
her eye, she saw Caleb grab Zach’s elbow and hold him still. Caleb knew it
wasn’t necessary to interfere. Zach would figure it out soon enough. That would
have to be dealt with later. She concentrated on the kid.


The fight was
short and brutal. In the end, after the third time she’d knocked him on his
ass, she stood over him with her hands on her hips. He hadn’t got one hit in;
she, on the other, hadn’t missed one. His lip was cut, his nose probably
broken. He held his arm close to his chest, and she knew it was also broken.
The crack had been loud in the quiet clearing. He started to roll to his feet,
and she put one booted foot on his stomach.


“Don’t get up.”


After a second, he
nodded. She looked at the juveniles milling around. Time to send for the
healer. “Go get Mick.”


When he arrived,
he took in the scene in a quick measured glance. “A lesson learned, I hope,” he
said mildly to the kid as he kneeled next to him and helped him sit up.


She shrugged.
“We’ll see.”


She motioned for
Jonas to follow her and left. He fell into step beside her while Caleb and Zach
brought up the rear.


“Was that because
you’re leaving?”


He looked
surprised. “No. That’s been brewing for a while. Teenagers. Not much in the way
of brains yet.”


She made a
noncommittal sound. “Still. I think it’s a bad idea for you to leave right now.
We haven’t been vigilant enough in the training of the older juveniles.” She
held up a hand to forestall his protest. “I did say we.”


The silence
stretched a moment. “We were friends once. I’m not sure exactly how or when or
why that changed, and it doesn’t matter. The welfare of the pack comes first.”


She watched him as
she spoke. His expression went from angry to pained to wistful. No, that didn’t
make sense. She had to be imagining it.


“I’d never do
anything to jeopardize the pack.” He turned and gave Zach a look she couldn’t
read. Almost defiant. She sighed. Pissing contests were not limited to
juveniles. “I’ll stick around as long as you need me.”


“Good. New
training schedules. I want that group so exhausted they can’t think straight,
much less harass each other.”


He grinned. “You
got it, boss.”


After a few
minutes, he peeled off onto another path, leaving her alone with Caleb and
Zach. A few yards later, another trail veered in the opposite direction leading
to Caleb’s house. She took it, ignoring the activity around the place when it
came into sight. They were making it habitable again and making good progress.
She walked around back where the patio set looked like it hadn’t been abandoned
for years. Knowing she couldn’t avoid Zach’s gaze any longer, she looked at
him, steeling herself against what she might find there. Rejection? Revulsion?


*


Zach forced
himself to breathe normally while he waited for Liza and Caleb to look at him.
To finally meet his gaze. He’d almost been expecting it, but the wariness that
stared back still shocked him. He’d been with Caleb long enough his body
language was easy to read -- protective -- and knew he was more worried about
Liza than Zach’s reaction to Liza.


He was getting to
where he could read her too. Her jaw was clenched. She was stubborn. And stoic.
She fully expected him to reject her. He couldn’t deny it was difficult to
reconcile the hard warrior woman he’d seen today with the soft loving woman who
came apart in his arms at night.


She wasn’t what he’d
expected. She didn’t need his protection, and his wolf side needed to protect
its mate. She was just like Caleb. Strong. Smart. Stubborn as hell. But right
now she looked worried. A little scared and beaten down. He couldn’t stand that
look but didn’t know what to say. He pulled her into his arms, held tight until
she sighed and rested her head against his chest.


“I love you,
Liza,” he whispered. “I’m not going anywhere.”


Then Caleb was
with them, arms embracing them both. It was enough for now. Zach’s heart
swelled. It was more than enough, the two people he loved most in the world in
his arms. The rest would come later.
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Jonas paused at
the tree line. It was late afternoon, not quite dusk, and the pack hadn’t
arrived yet for the celebration. The young ones were gathered, though, around a
small campfire and Liza.


She glowed in the
fire’s light, the swell of her belly easy to see. Soon the next generation of
alphas would be born. Twins. Both boys according to the ultrasound and their
witch mother. It was considered a good omen, a sign of continued prosperity,
and hence the reason for tonight’s party.


She was an
excellent fighter, a superb paladin, and he knew she’d be just as capable as a
mother. He was relieved the jealousy of a year ago had faded to faint longing.
She still had no idea that he’d loved her for years.


She was telling
the story of Little Red Riding Hood, and he noticed that even some of the older
juveniles, those done with training or work, lingered to listen. Why wouldn’t
they? The story came complete with a magic show.


Despite the magic,
it was not the witch version of the tale, something he was too well aware of
after the last week. He scowled down at the slight woman by his side.


“Wow,” she
murmured. There was awe in her voice, appreciation on her face. “She’s very
good.”


Suddenly he
realized this exiled witch who’d come to them begging for sanctuary was very
pretty. Her sexy, curvy body made his heart pound and his mouth water. He stood
frozen in place and studied her. Her expression was rapt, while he fought the
response of his body to her proximity.


Finally Liza ended
her tale. She looked up and met his gaze in the gathering darkness. “And now
it’s your turn, old friend.”

















 

[bookmark: twiceshy]TWICE SHY

















 

[bookmark: twiceshyone]Chapter One 





 

“You will
marry him.” 


“No,” Harper
answered firmly while quaking on the inside. Her father didn’t take defiance
well. 


She kept her face
blank as she met his cruel smile. It was unthinkable. Marrying an old man just
to strengthen her father’s alliance with him? Not to mention the man in
question had a very unsavory reputation. Just ... no. He had the same
stomach-curdling aura her father had. The sickening sweet mental stench of
someone who’d used too much black magic in his life.


Her father’s eyes
widened and she knew her refusal surprised him. She so seldom said no after
all. He took an aggressive step forward and she couldn’t repress her
involuntary flinch, waited for the blow that could be physical or magical.


“You will, Harper.
And you will not embarrass me in the process.” His voice was deceptively soft,
but she couldn’t help imagining how she’d be punished for that transgression.
No one crossed him. Ever. His human business associates knew him as a
well-heeled, distinguished rival. One it didn’t pay to piss off. He was
relentless in ruining those who dared. The magical world both feared and
reviled him. The black arts were illegal, but who could stop him? He was
powerful. Untouchable. 


Behind him, her
brother paced, his expression murderous and she knew she had to get control of
this now before Dane did something stupid. Like get himself banished. Or
dead. She took a deep breath and tilted her chin arrogantly into the air. Her
father understood arrogance and strength.


“Tomorrow is soon
enough for my answer.” 


Finally, she saw a
spark of approval in his eyes. “Good girl. Wouldn’t want to appear too anxious,
eh?” 


He ruined the
jocular tone by sweeping his critical gaze over her body. “Of course, you’ll
have to lose some weight for the wedding.” 


She kept her face
impassive through years of practice, but she heard her brother’s sharp intake
of breath. Still focusing her father, she shrugged. “Good thing I have time.” 


He barked a laugh.
“No, my dear. One month.” 


One month? Only
one month to find a way out of this? To convince him she could make a more
profitable match elsewhere? She gave him the slightest nod, turned, and left
the room, fuming as she walked up the stairs to her bedroom. A size fourteen
was not fat, damn it. There were plenty of men who liked her ass just the way
it was thankyouverymuch. And her boobs? Even better! 


She slammed the
door behind her, wincing a little as it banged loudly. She should be used to it
by now. The taunts and criticisms. And normally, she would blow it off. She was
just upset about the whole arranged marriage thing. Lucky her. She didn’t turn
when Dane silently entered. Didn’t respond when he walked up behind her and
wrapped his arm around her shoulder. 


“You have to
leave. Run.” 


“I can’t do that.
I can’t leave you alone.” Besides, where could she go? No one in the magical
world could shield her and she wouldn’t put a human in such a dangerous
position. 


He turned her,
hands on her shoulders and shook her a little. He smiled. “I love you big sis,
but I can take care of myself. I’ll be eighteen in less than a month. I’ve
already passed all the tests and been elevated to wizard. He can’t hold me over
you anymore.” 


“He’ll find me if
I run,” she whispered. 


“But he can’t
touch you if you go to the wolves,” he answered just as softly. 


It took a minute for
his words to register and surely her eyebrows were in her hairline. “Are you
crazy? Or just pretending to be?” 


He chuckled and
stepped away while shaking his head. “Our mother’s sister lives among them,
remember? They’ll give you sanctuary and Father can’t trespass without starting
a war he doesn’t want to fight.” 


She was tempted.
Oh, was she tempted. There were ancient treaties with the werewolves that even
her father wouldn’t dare breach. But that was for good reason. She shook her
head. “We don’t know anything about them. They’d probably kill me on sight.” 


“They won’t.” He
was so confidant she knew he’d had a vision. 


“What did you
see?”


“Just that this
will make you safe. You have to go, Harper. Tonight.” His smile turned devious.
“I can keep father unconscious for two days. That will give you a head start.”


Her nod was
reluctant, but gods was she proud of him. Their mother would have been so
pleased to see him mostly grown and full of honor and conviction. But he’d
never make it to fully grown if he stayed behind. 


“Only if you come
with me.”


He shook his head.
“You know I can’t. He’ll let you go. He’ll rant and rave for a few days, but
he’ll get over it.” 


Because he wasn’t
particularly interested in her. Until his marriage scheme, he’d never considered
her an asset. Despite the fact Dane defied him every turn, as the only son, he
had value. Someone else in her position might be bitter about that, but she’d
found being overlooked most of the time a much easier way to live. 


She felt the walls
begin to close around her. 


“Then I can’t go.”
They’d only ever had each other. Their mother had died days after Dane’s birth.
She couldn’t abandon him now. “I’ll figure something out. Find some way to
change his mind.” 


His features took
on the hard, stubborn look she knew so well. “No. You go now.” 


“I won’t leave you
behind,” she snapped.


“You don’t have a
choice, Harper. I can take care of myself, but I won’t be able to save you if
you stay.” 


Suddenly, she was
freezing, then shaking, as she realized he’d seen two possibilities of her
future. It worked that way sometimes. She could go to the wolves or die at her
father’s hands. Dane led her farther into the room. She sat on a chair and
leaned forward, head between her knees and sucking in air like it was her last
chance. Gradually her hammering heart slowed and the numbness faded from her
body. She looked up to meet his gaze and didn’t have to say a word. He could
read it all in her eyes. She’d go. 


“Pack lightly.
I’ll let you know when it’s safe to leave.” 


It wasn’t long.
She gave Dane a fierce hug before slinging the backpack over her shoulder and
stepping outside. A mixture of trepidation and euphoria filled her. She had the
map to Redhawke territory but had no idea if her aunt and cousin would take her
in, so that explained the bit of anxiety. Fear was something she was used to
living with. The excitement was a new sensation, however. If she succeeded, if
they let her stay, she’d be free for the first time in her life. She’d rarely
let herself dream of freedom, but now that it was in reach she wanted it with a
stunning fierceness. It was Dane’s final gift to her and there was no way in
hell she would squander it. 
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It took almost two
days to get there. She drove until her car was out of gas, but with no way to
refill it (her father never allowed her cash or credit cards), she was forced
to hitchhike most of the way. Her last ride dropped her at an intersection in
the middle of nowhere. The paved two lane led to the closest town, the road
that intersected it to Redhawke territory. 


It was deep and
rutted, she’d guess impossible to trek in the muddy season in anything but a
utility vehicle. She was forced to walk it. So it was hot and bedraggled and
definitely not looking her best, when after passing miles of fence that kept
her out, she finally arrived at the small gatehouse guarding the entrance. 


Terrified didn’t
even begin to cover her state of mind when two men stepped forward to greet
her. Both were tall, wearing tight t-shirts that showcased bulging muscles.
Their nostrils flared and eyes narrowed. They knew she was witch. And if the
rumors about werewolves were correct, witches were not to be suffered. She
straightened her spine and lifted her chin. She still had her pride if nothing
else. 


The move seemed to
make a difference. One swept her with an appraising look and when he met her
gaze it was with appreciation, not disdain. It gave her courage and she was
grateful to him. She’d been sadly lacking in courage for too many years. 


“I’m here to see
Liza.” 


The other one, the
one more reserved, gave her a hard look. 


“Liza? I think you
have the wrong place.” He lifted the rifle slung over his shoulder and pointed
it in her direction. “And you’re trespassing.” 


She spread her
hands, hoping the demonstration she wasn’t armed would slow his trigger finger.
“Wait. Wait!” she exclaimed when his stance grew more aggressive. “She’s my
cousin. I need help. Do you honestly think I would come here if I wasn’t
desperate?” 


She wasn’t sure
what her brother had done to buy her time to escape but she was damned sure
he’d pay for it in some way. She couldn’t let that be for nothing. Her
desperation must have shown through because he lowered the gun. Her sigh of
relief was heartfelt. 


“Don’t move,” he
said sternly. 


Trembling over the
near miss, she could only nod as he walked into the small gatehouse and picked
up the phone. A few minutes later, he stepped out and gestured her over. She
followed him around the back of the small building to find him starting a motorcycle.



“Hop on.” 


She’d never been
on one and wasn’t sure she wanted to start now, but what choice did she have?
The ride was breakneck and exhilarating. Another new feeling to file away and
savor when she wasn’t in danger. A few minutes later he deposited her in front
of a large house with a nod. 


“Go in. They’re
waiting for you.” 


He left before she
could ask if he was sure. She didn’t even get his name. Sighing, she turned
back to the house. Apprehension made her feet heavy as she walked up the wide
steps, then hesitated with her hand on the knob. She shrugged. The hell with
it. He’d said go on in. She twisted, pushed, and poked her head cautiously
inside. No one stepped up to demand why she was there. 


She heard laughter
and voices down the hall and followed them, coming to a stop in the doorway of
a large kitchen/dining combo. The room was packed. On second look, that wasn’t
exactly the right description. The men in it were just so big. She
didn’t know any of them, but it was impossible to miss Liza and Elspeth. She
hadn’t seen them in years, but the family resemblance was unmistakable. Elspeth
looked so much like Harper’s mother it almost hurt to look at her. 


Harper rubbed her
hand over her chest and the movement caught the attention of everyone in the
room. They turned as one. Elspeth took one look at her, got up from her seat
and rushed over with a smile. She practically dragged Harper to the table, and
pushed her into a chair. Her stomach grumbled when she looked down at the full
plate Elspeth passed to her. When was the late time she’d eaten? Her father
would say she could stand to miss a meal ... no, she wasn’t going there. 


She looked up to
see Elspeth’s stern look going around the table. “Business can wait.” When
several of the men nodded at the order, Elspeth smiled again at Harper. “Eat.
Then we’ll talk.” 


She looked at the
food on her plate. Fried chicken and mashed potatoes. Corn on the cob and green
beans. It smelled divine but she was too off guard, too freaked out to do more
than nibble. Finally the agony was over. Liza stood and waved her to follow. In
the hall, after everyone else followed them out, Liza sighed heavily. 


“Just the five of
us. The rest of you ... go work.” She waved but Harper felt hostility from the
dismissed soldiers. Directed at her. Liza rolled her eyes. “It’s not like I’m
in any danger from one lonely little witch,” thanks cousin, “with the
alpha and beta of Redhawke in the room. Not to mention my mother.” 


Harper felt the
reluctance in the air but the others did start to drift away. Liza stopped one
of them. 


“Jonas?”


He turned to look
at Liza and Harper’s breath lodged in her throat. She’d just sat in a room full
of the biggest scariest looking men she’d ever seen gathered in one place, and
he was the most frightening. Yet for some reason, under that natural reaction,
she was drawn to him. 


“Keep your phone
on,” Liza ordered. “I have a special assignment for you later.” 


He nodded once,
turned and walked to the front door. Harper, transfixed, couldn’t look away.
She swore his shoulders were as wide as the door and she could see muscles
rippling under his shirt. And his ass ... it should be illegal for a man to
have a butt that fine. 


A throat cleared
behind her and she turned reluctantly, blushing. Gods, she’d been caught
staring. Liza had a secret little smile on her face that made Harper nervous as
hell. She’d heard her cousin occupied a position of high power in this pack and
the werewolf world. Something about her eyes made Harper believe the rumors. 


Liza led the way
to an office and Harper had a real attack of nerves when everyone was sitting
and looking at her expectantly. Her freedom depended on this interview and the
short horrible tale just spilled out of her. Caleb and Zach, who’d been
introduced as Liza’s mates (Really? You could have two of them?) and the alpha
and beta, looked ready to commit murder but their eyes softened when they
caught her gaze. 


Elspeth’s sigh was
heavy, resigned but not surprised. “I suppose I should be shocked that kind of
thing is still happening.” 


“And you escaped?”
Liza asked her mother. Elspeth’s smile was radiant. 


“I met your father
first. Who was completely horrified his mate was a witch I might add.” 


“I don’t know,”
Caleb drawled, his hand rubbing over Liza’s obviously very pregnant belly. “It
has its advantages.” 


Liza laughed and
swatted him away. Harper was both amused and perplexed. These wolves were not
at all what she’d expected. 


“You can stay in
my old cottage until you figure out what you want to do,” Liza said. “But you
will have a guard.” 


How could she deny
that demand? She didn’t blame them at all. When she realized who the guard
would be though, she desperately sought a way to prevent it but came up blank.
So she was pissy and scared when Jonas came for her. Not a great way to make a
first impression.
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Several days
later, Jonas wasn’t sure if being put in charge of their sanctuary-seeking
witch was a vote of confidence in his abilities or a new form of torture cooked
up by Zach, Redhawke’s beta. Or maybe it was Liza. She’d given him the
assignment after all. On further thought, as paladin, Liza was third in the
pack hierarchy, but she rarely let that stand in her way. She probably thought
this assignment was “good” for him. She thought he was too solitary. That he
stood too far apart. What the hell did she know?


The night was
gathering. Harper, the witch slowly driving him out of his fucking mind, stood
next to him in the trees watching Liza put on her magic show while she told the
werewolf version of Little Red Riding Hood. Colored lights, shaped as
characters, acted the tale out in the air as Liza entertained a gaggle of
transfixed youngsters. It was a telling nothing like the witch version. A fact
that had been hammered into his head over the last few days by the witch at his
side.


“Incredible,” she
whispered, not hiding the awe in her voice.


He glanced down.
She stared forward, as mesmerized as the pups at Liza’s show. Her face soft,
lips turned up in an easy smile. It was the first time he’d seen her relaxed,
and the change stunned him. She was at times meek. Others fractious. But there
was always an undercurrent of fear in her. He’d had no idea she could morph
into this lovely, beguiling creature. His gaze slid down her body, taking in
full breasts, full hips. An ass that made his mouth water. His lips parted in
surprise. How the hell had he missed this?


“You’ll catch
flies,” Harper said. She was prickly. Acerbic.


Oh yeah, now he
remembered. She said the right things, sounded in control, but her scent sharpened
with fear. Her eyes were round with it. Her body trembled. He liked his women
with teeth and claws, able to tangle with him, and she was more unarmed than
most.


“Don’t worry,
honey. You’re not my type.”


He turned his
attention back to Liza and kept the rest of his thoughts to himself. The
paladin was definitely more his speed. Caleb, their alpha, walked up behind her
to circle her belly with his arms. He rested his hands on the swollen mound.
Twins. Liza smiled and leaned into him but didn’t pause in her story. Jonas
sighed. She might be more his type, but she was categorically not his.


She was coming to
the end of the story. Little Red Riding Hood, promised to the woodsman, her
grandmother’s favorite in a village full of admirers, chose to rebel and run
away with the boy she loved. Because of her sin, her own grandmother cursed her
and her young man to live their lives out half human and half the wolf that had
aided in their escape. It was a curse they passed to their children, a feud
passed to their descendants and the descendants of the witch who had created
them.


The witch version
was different, of course. In it, the boy was a jealous, spurned suitor cursed
to his half life for accidentally causing Red’s death.


“Which do you
suppose is true?” Harper mused softly.


He shrugged, but
before he could frame a response, Mick approached. Just what he needed. The
lover who currently wasn’t speaking to him and the witch who brought out a
protective streak that was not only alien but made him feel uncomfortably
vulnerable.


“Mick,” he greeted
casually when he really wanted to yank the other man to him and kiss the
irritation out of him. “Have you met Harper yet?”


“At lunch
yesterday.” When she’d been with Liza, not Jonas. He should have been happy
with the brief separation. Instead not having her in sight had left him surly
and antsy.


Mick smiled, all
charm and smooth confidence, and lifted Harper’s hand, then pressed a kiss on
her palm. Jonas turned to hide his surge of jealousy, though he wasn’t sure if
it was because Mick was showing someone else so much attention or because of
the scent of Harper’s arousal, sweet and intoxicating, which filled his senses.
Arousal that was for Mick, not him.


Mick gave him a
knowing look and a wink when Jonas turned back to face them. He struggled to
bury his feelings, the jealousy and confusion, and knew he was successful by
the disappointed look that came over Mick’s face. He covered it quickly enough,
turning back to charm Harper.


Jonas followed
them to the buffet, then to an unoccupied table, and stayed silent as Mick
slowly drew her out. There was something, an air about her that called to him.
Sweet. Fragile. Breakable. She was not the kind of woman he was normally drawn
to, but he couldn’t deny that he was.


He just listened
as they spoke, his wolf scratching against his skin to escape. His wolf side
was nothing but pure instinct, and its instinct was to protect. This
woman. He was a dominant male, Liza’s number one lieutenant, but the urge went
far beyond the protective streak he normally felt for members of the pack.
There could only be one reason for that. She was his mate. He sucked in a deep,
shocked breath.


She wasn’t what he
expected, wasn’t what he wanted. He needed a warrior, not a frail witch who
couldn’t fight him, who couldn’t meet him on equal terms. He didn’t want a mate
he had to hold back with.


Harper, pretty and
alluring as she was, was not for him.
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Harper shouldn’t
have followed him.


She knew it. It
was several days after the celebration where Jonas had first looked at her with
heat in his eyes instead of only contempt and Liza had warned her to stay
inside tonight, on the full moon, but it was also her brother’s birthday. She
hadn’t dared contact him to let him know she’d arrived in Redhawke, that for
the moment at least she was safe. But even if she couldn’t risk the
communication, couldn’t risk her father discovering her whereabouts, she wanted
to do a blessing ceremony for him. She’d discovered a tiny glade on a previous
walk, the ideal serene place for her protection prayer, and had returned to it
late in the afternoon. She’d finished before the sun began to set.


On her return she
passed Jonas’s house. He was on his back deck, slowly removing his clothes,
folding them methodically to place on a table. She couldn’t move, stayed hidden
and frozen as each magnificent, hard inch of his body was revealed. If he
hadn’t made his disdain so damned clear at the celebration a few days ago, and
so many times since, she might have sashayed forward and propositioned him.


She couldn’t
believe he didn’t hear her sigh of appreciation when he strolled forward, all
those big, tight muscles gleaming and contracting. And his cock… Wow. They
really came in that size? Her fumbling college days suddenly seemed much less
the education than she’d thought.


So no one could
blame her for spying, could they, when he stopped in the clearing behind his
home and transformed into a wolf? Because, really, who could walk away from
that wonder? Certainly not me. She cast a quick simple tracking spell so
she could follow when he loped off into the woods. But she didn’t in any way
count on the scene she came upon following that spell.


His large black
wolf fought with another, just as big but almost solid white. Well, more blond
than white, and that’s when she realized it must be Mick, the pack’s healer.
They snarled and circled. They drew blood, and once she thought she heard a
bone crack. Finally, sides heaving, they fell apart, on their bellies, and
shifted.


Mick naked was
just as beautiful as Jonas. She wasn’t surprised when Jonas growled and pinned
the other man. Shouldn’t have been surprised that they were both hard, that
Jonas’s cock pressed against Mick’s ass, declaring his dominance over the
healer. What surprised her was how much it turned her on.


And it just got
better.


Mick twisted in
his hold and flipped Jonas over. They were face-to-face. Chest to chest. Cock
to cock. Oh gawd. Harper groaned, not sure if she wanted to watch or be
in the middle. Jonas’s hand was on the back of Mick’s head, and he pulled the
other man down for a kiss that seared her toes.


She wanted to
leave, to ease her way out of view. That was real emotion, real desire she saw,
and it made her want. It made her hurt. She’d never seen so much raw feeling openly
displayed. What would it be like to be on the receiving end? What would it be
like to be free to express it?


She hadn’t been
living with the werewolves long, but it was already long enough to know her
former cold, insular world of magic was sadly lacking. This was just further
proof of it. And she wasn’t a part of it. Not a part of the open affection and
love she witnessed so often lately.


She had to get
away before they discovered her. Maybe get out the vibrator she’d bought on her
last trip to town. But when she took a cautious step backward, eyes still
soaking in the scene before her, her breath caught, and she sank to her knees
to watch.


Mick broke away
from Jonas’s grip and started to kiss his way down the other man’s body. He
used his tongue. His teeth scraped over Jonas’s nipple, and he cried out, harsh
and guttural. Jonas’s back bowed, and when she looked down his body, he was
grinding his cock against Mick’s erection.


Mick moved lower,
until his lips brushed against the head of Jonas’s cock. He gripped the
werewolf’s hips, holding him still while he looked up at Jonas. She wished she
could see his eyes, his face. All she saw was his profile, both their profiles,
all hard angles and skin drawn tight and flushed.


She held her
breath, silently urging him on as he oh so slowly lowered his mouth. She almost
came when the wide head disappeared into Mick’s mouth. He took Jonas deeper,
working up and down on his length. Fast, then slow, then fast again. Just when
she thought there was no way Jonas could last, Mick reared up, head thrown
back. That’s when she noticed that Jonas’s hand was wrapped around Mick’s cock,
and it was now shooting jets of cum.


*


Mick couldn’t
believe he’d come so damned fast, but it was such a turn-on knowing Harper
watched while hiding in the bushes. He could smell her. A sweet mix of woman
and an invitation to sin. He and Jonas should have invited her over. Hell, they
should have done it days ago. She was theirs, and Jonas’s antagonism, his
reluctance, didn’t make much sense to Mick. He’d held off seducing her,
claiming her, until his partner was on board. Maybe that time would come
tonight.


Before he could
bring it up, point her out, Jonas flipped him over and pulled him to his knees.
Jonas stroked Mick’s cock, his belly, gathered the cum clinging to his skin,
and then rimmed his asshole. He groaned and pushed back when first one finger,
then two worked in, spread a bit before working back and forth. Then they were
gone, the head of Jonas’s cock was pushing into the tight channel. One slow
inch at a time. Jonas leaned over him, chest tight against his back, and nipped
his ear. Mick reared back, forcing Jonas to shove the rest of his cock in his
ass.


Jonas chuckled.
“Enjoying our audience, are you?”


He withdrew almost
the entire length of his shaft and then slammed back in. Mick gasped, pushed
back for more.


“Should we invite
her over?” Mick was almost panting, pain and pleasure mixed. It was so, so
good.


“Not yet.” The
pace of Jonas’s thrusts sped up. “Let her see what she’s getting into.”


Under other
circumstances, Mick would have breathed a sigh of relief. He was tired of not
claiming what was his, of not having her in their bed. Then having her every
way they could think of.


Jonas fucked him
in earnest now. Hard and fast. He bit Mick’s shoulder and let one hip free so
he could fist Mick’s cock. He was already hard again, and Jonas pumped his cock
in a rhythm that matched the fucking in his ass.


“Look at her,” he
whispered against Mick’s neck. “Watch her while I fuck you.” He inhaled deeply.
“Smell how much it turns her on.”


Mick turned his
head and caught her gaze.


“She’s flushed,”
he told Jonas. “Dazed.” His gaze slid down her face to her torso, and his eyes
narrowed. She didn’t seem to notice. “And she’s touching herself.”


Jonas shuddered
against him. Mick felt and shared his irritation. That was against the rules
unless they gave her permission. What kind of punishment would be appropriate?
She was fragile, emotionally and physically. It would have to be something
light to begin with. Maybe with time, more would be possible. Of course, they
hadn’t claimed her yet, so she didn’t know any better. Didn’t know what to
expect from two werewolf mates, the demands they would make of her. The
pleasure they’d give her.


He lifted his gaze
to meet hers again, and this time she noticed. She startled and pulled her hand
out of her shirt. Her nipples were hard points against the thin fabric, and he
couldn’t wait to suck them into his mouth. Roll his tongue over them. Bite.


Just imagining it
was enough to push his mind and body into another orgasm. Jonas’s hand
tightened on him, probably trying to hold him back, to draw it out, but it was
too late. When he shook with his release, his muscles clamped around Jonas’s
cock. The pressure was too much to fight, and with one last slam, Mick felt the
orgasm roll through his lover’s body too.


They collapsed to
the ground and reluctantly rolled apart. Mick’s sides heaved with exertion, and
his body felt heavy and satiated. A few minutes later he glanced back at the
bushes. She was gone.


Next to him, Jonas
sighed. “Let’s run a bit. Then we’ll go after her.”


That suited Mick
fine. In a cruel twist of fate and genetics, Mick only had one night a month to
run as a wolf. He was unable to change the rest of the time, unlike Jonas, who
could shift whenever he liked.


He rolled to his
knees and embraced the change, let the wildness of his wolf side take over. His
bones popped and muscles contorted until he stood on four paws. He threw his
head back and howled his joy to the moon peeking through the clouds. Then he
ran.


Jonas stayed close
on his heels, never letting him get far ahead. Sometimes he bumped into him.
Sometimes he just leaped at Mick’s back so they rolled through the dirt and
brush in a mock fight.


Mick was fast.
Tough and agile. But when it came down to it, he was no match for Jonas in a
real fight. There were only three people in the pack strong enough to beat
Jonas -- Caleb, Zach, and Liza -- the alpha, beta, and paladin. Liza was the
problem, Mick thought, although Jonas didn’t seem as hung up on her in the last
year, especially since Harper’s arrival.


Liza’d been the
main cause of dissension between them in their long on-again, off-again
relationship. Jonas loved her, but she wasn’t his mate. She wasn’t Mick’s mate.
Mick had pushed to leave the pack, at least for a little while, and see if they
could find their true mate. Jonas, bitter and angry and heartsick, always
refused. Mick had suffered knowing he would never be enough, but he also knew
Jonas would never be enough for him either. He had always known that they were
supposed to be three.


And here she was.
Harper. Another witch. Yet Jonas hesitated. It was slowly driving Mick insane,
this delay in claiming what was his. He looked at Jonas as they slid to a stop
in his backyard and shifted. Jonas went straight for his jeans while Mick drank
him in. He wanted to officially claim all that was his.


“Are you going to
move back in? Or are you still torturing yourself?”


Mick sighed. This
was another point of contention. They hadn’t lived together for months. He
never knew where Jonas’s mercurial moods would take them, so it was easier to
have his own place to retreat to. Not a good way to have a healthy
relationship, but Mick had learned the value of self-preservation.


“Not yet,” he
answered softly.


Jonas’s cell phone
rang before Mick could continue, and as he watched the color rise on Jonas’s
face, Mick knew they wouldn’t be coming back to it anytime soon. After a few
seconds he answered with a curt “on my way” and snapped the phone shut. “Grab
some jeans from inside. Harper has a visitor at the gate.”


He didn’t need any
more invitation. Jonas had made it a point to not find out why Harper
had come to them. Mick was not so reserved. He hurried inside, found a pair of
jeans he’d left behind, and then had to race to catch up with Jonas.


Harper’s people
had come for her, and there was no way in hell Mick was letting her go.
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Damn it. Jonas hated not knowing what
he was walking into, and that was his own fucking fault. When Harper had showed
up looking for sanctuary, he’d taken one look at her and just known
she’d be trouble. Trouble with a capital T. He’d done just enough
digging to verify she was who she claimed to be -- Liza’s cousin and the only
daughter of Benjamin Alexander, the chairman of the Magical Council. Jonas
hadn’t bothered to find out more. Those people had nothing to do with him or
the pack after all, and okay, fine, he’d been reluctant to get to know her on a
personal level. That reticence was coming back to bite him in the ass. Now they
had a wizard at the gate demanding access to his daughter.


A grown woman no
less. Couldn’t she handle her own damned family? He shook his head as he
jogged. He knew the answer to that. He should have done a thorough background
check on her, but he’d been pretty sure what he’d find if anyone broke the wall
of silence surrounding the magical community. She’d been so scared, so cowed
when she’d shown up. A woman didn’t get that way all on her own. There were men
in her life who were more abusive than protective. It made his hackles rise.
You didn’t treat the people you loved like that.


Okay, okay, he
sometimes didn’t treat Mick as well as he should. But Mick could handle him,
teeth and snarls and all. Harper? Harper couldn’t handle a spider. It was
starting to make Mick a little crazy not claiming her, but Jonas didn’t trust
himself. Didn’t trust himself with such a delicate woman. She would be too easy
to hurt, and as much he wanted her, he wouldn’t endanger her. Not for his own
satisfaction, not even for Mick’s, and he’d do damned near anything to make
Mick happy.


Which was a
problem in the making. Mick didn’t have the same hang-ups. They didn’t have to
worry about hurting each other, and Mick knew he’d never hurt his mate. So far
he’d followed Jonas’s lead, but though Jonas was stronger, Mick was definitely not
a submissive male. Eventually he would claim Harper, and when he did Jonas
wouldn’t be able to keep fighting his instincts to do the same. Borrowed time. He
was on borrowed time, and it made him cranky. He hated not being in control.


He arrived at the
gate to see a small crowd gathered. Mick was right behind him. Harper stood,
more like cowered really, between Liza and Liza’s mother, Elspeth. An older,
distinguished-looking gentleman stood just outside the gate. A few other
wizards surrounded him. Jonas paused in his sweep of the crowd. One looked very
much like Harper. A younger brother maybe? His anger seemed focused on
Alexander.


“I want my
daughter back.”


Liza shrugged.
“You can’t have her. She came to us for sanctuary. Those are rules that cannot
be broken, even between our races.”


“She came in a fit
of pique.”


He took an
aggressive step forward but stopped just shy of crossing onto their land. Given
his position in the wizard pecking order, Jonas bet he’d never been denied
anything. How had Harper found the backbone to take off? More importantly, what
had made her do it? Her father’s gaze seemed to make Harper shrink even more
into herself. That just pissed Jonas off, and he had to put a restraining hand
on Mick’s arm. His questions would have to wait for later. Right now he just
wanted this asshole gone, preferably to some dark, inescapable dungeon where he
could never hurt Harper again.


“Whatever her reason,”
Jonas said, stepping forward, “she’s here now, and here she will stay.”


Her father barely
bothered to grace Jonas with a contemptuous glance. He held his hand out to
Harper. “Come now, child. Enough pouting. Your wedding date draws near.”


She jerked as if
slapped, but still didn’t utter a word, and Jonas felt his rage rising even
higher still. Liza stepped back as Jonas moved to take her place, closing his
hand around Harper’s elbow.


“That is
impossible. She already has a mate.”


Her father’s eyes
held nothing but disdain. “A werewolf? I will never allow that.”


Jonas handed her
behind him to Mick and focused on the threat before him. He let his wolf rise
to the surface. He knew his grin was feral, and he didn’t care.


“She’s a grown
woman and a woman claimed. You know you can’t interfere with that.” But he
could see from the other man’s face he wanted to. Jonas spread his arms. “Try
to take her from me, Wizard. You won’t survive the night.”


The wizard’s eyes
narrowed, and Jonas felt power rising, sharp and fast, in the air. But Redhawke
had their own witches. Liza and Elspeth stepped forward, and in a move that
stunned him, so did Harper, linking her hands with theirs. Maybe she had more
strength than he’d realized. More than she’d realized. Then in the real
stunner of the night, the young man who looked so much like her stepped forward
and joined his power with the three women’s.


“I believe you’re
not welcome here, Father,” the young man said, satisfaction oozing from his
voice.


“No, you aren’t,”
Harper echoed.


He gave both of
them a look full of malice and hate before spinning on his heel and returning
to the black SUV he’d arrived in. Harper held herself ramrod stiff until her
father and his retinue disappeared down the road; then all the fight seemed to
rush out of her. Instead of turning to him or Mick, she rushed to her brother,
whose arms wrapped around her so tightly Jonas wondered if he’d need a crowbar
to get her free. It was the second unexpected moment of jealousy he’d
experienced in the last few days, and he struggled against the urge to snatch
her away from a moment she obviously needed with her sibling.


The other
werewolves drifted away until it was only him, Mick, Caleb, and Zach left. Even
Liza left after a low, heated conversation with her mates, Zach and Caleb.
Elspeth went with her. Mick fidgeted, shifting from foot to foot, his
aggression level rising until Jonas sighed. He would have to interfere. But
before he’d fully decided to, Harper stepped away from her brother.


She looked over
her shoulder and was clearly surprised to find four men behind her and no sign
of her cousin. Unease and fear crossed her face, two emotions he was growing
accustomed to seeing from her, and that irritated the hell out of Jonas. She
should know by now he’d never touch her, much less hurt her.


Her brother
stepped forward and held his hand out. Jonas took it with a touch of
hesitation. Not because the kid was a wizard, but because he was family who
mattered to Harper, and Jonas had no way of knowing yet if he could be trusted,
if his presence was part of a plan to steal Harper back. “I’m Dane. Harper’s
brother.”


“Nice to meet
you.” He gave the polite answer. Dane’s grip was firm, dry, and brief. He
showed no signs of nervousness. Jonas didn’t scent any deceit, but he couldn’t
let his guard down yet.


Dane grinned.
“Under these circumstances? Not really.” He switched his grin and his handshake
to Mick. “I can trust you to take care of her?” he asked softly, getting
serious.


Jonas looked over
to where she stood a few feet away. Head down, arms crossed over her stomach,
she looked so dejected. It hurt his heart to see her that way. He’d gotten used
to sparks of temper, to wary interest.


“You can,” he
answered just as softly, mostly convinced by Dane’s voice and expression he
meant his sister no harm.


Dane nodded.
“Good.” Then he walked over to her and took her shoulders in his hands until
she looked up with a shaky smile. “I have to go.”


“No!”


She looked at
Caleb and Zach and then at Jonas when they didn’t say a word. Perhaps he should
have interfered, but he wasn’t thrilled with the idea of her brother hanging
around over the next few weeks. Later, when he and Mick and Harper were sure of
each other, maybe.


Dane gave her a
shake that made Mick step forward aggressively. “You belong here, Harper. I
have a different destiny.”


He pulled a cell
phone out of his pocket.


“Here. Father
can’t track this phone. My number is programmed in.”


She put the slim
phone in her back pocket. He kissed her forehead and hurried through the gate
to the final vehicle left behind by the other wizards. Waving one last time, he
was gone.


Harper turned and
gave Jonas a look full of accusation, but she hurried off without saying a
word. Caleb and Zach blocked him before he could follow her. His sigh was heavy
with exasperation.


“What?”


“She’s important
to Liza,” Caleb said.


“I know that.” He
didn’t hide his irritation. Did they think he was a blind idiot?


Caleb shrugged.
“We just don’t want to see her hurt.”


He turned
narrowed, angry eyes on his alpha. “I don’t tell you how to take care of your
mate.”


Caleb showed
almost no reaction to his aggression. “She’s unclaimed. That’s a hurt of its
own.”


Jonas fisted his
hands. Like he didn’t fucking know that? Every day the separation was more
painful. If he left the pack, it might become bearable, but he couldn’t bring
himself to leave.


“I can take care
of my own,” he ground out between clenched teeth.


After several long
seconds, Zach nodded. “See that you do.”


Then both alpha
and beta turned and melted into the growing darkness. Mick’s gaze was just as
hard and unforgiving when Jonas turned to face him.


“Come on,” Jonas
said, resigned to the inevitable. “Let’s go deal with our mate.”
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Harper ran,
cutting off the well-worn path to save time through the woods. Unfortunately,
it was dark, and she missed the brambles until she was thigh high in them. They
tore at her jeans as she pushed through, cutting into her skin. It stung, but
finally she was free, and she saw her back-porch light.


She went straight
through the house to her bathroom, where she shimmied out of her pants and
looked at her legs, fighting back a sob. Bad enough to have faced her father,
bad enough to have lost her brother again. For some reason the blood streaking
her calves and thighs made her want to bawl. She blamed it on the delayed
effects of adrenaline. Her hands were shaking, her heart racing. At least her
body and mind had waited to freak out until after the confrontation with her
father.


After several deep
breaths and feeling a little more in control, she turned the shower on and
stepped in, ignoring the knock on her front door. It was probably Jonas
checking up on her, even though he hated the job. Or maybe Mick, who would look
at her with desire and compassion but not make a move to comfort her.


Under the scalding
water, she washed and conditioned her hair fast, then used the cloth and soap
to gently clean her legs. She’d dab on some antibiotic cream when she got out.
She’d seen some in the kitchen cabinet where Liza apparently kept all her
first-aid supplies. Harper supposed it was the sensible place to store them if
you were often giving aid to others. From what she’d seen, Liza wasn’t the one
likely to need assistance after a fight or injury. Harper had never seen her
fight, hoped she never would, but she’d heard the stories, and there was no
denying the strength Liza radiated.


She turned the
water off. She dried off with one towel and wrapped a big, fluffy one around
her body before stepping into the hall. Her scrapes stung. The cream would make
them sting more, but there was also a bottle of rum in kitchen. A shot sounded
like just the thing to soothe her aching heart.


Without turning on
the hall light or even glancing into the living room as she passed, she went
straight for a glass and the bottle. There was enough moonlight streaming in to
see, so she poured a finger and downed it before pouring another. Then she
rummaged in the cabinet where the first-aid supplies were, but had to reach
over to flick on the light when she couldn’t see inside the dim space. She
found the antibiotic cream, a box of Band-Aids, and carried both to the table
before going to retrieve her drink.


“What the hell
happened to you?”


She almost dropped
her drink. Heart pounding, she set the glass on the counter and turned slowly.
She should have known Jonas wouldn’t leave when she hadn’t answered the door.
His gaze moved over her possessively, and she was suddenly aware she was
standing there in only a towel. She wasn’t sure if it was mortification or lust
that sent a heated flush up her throat to her face. Clothes. She needed clothes
ASAP. Before she could sidle past him, however, Mick nudged Jonas aside. He
walked right up to her and dropped to one knee, his hands gentle as he examined
her legs.


“What did you do,
sugar?”


It took a moment
to find her voice. His touch was professional, but her body didn’t care, and
she couldn’t get the image of him and Jonas having sex out of her head. He
looked up with a sexy grin, and she groaned. He was a werewolf. Of course he
could smell her arousal. Standing, he took her hand, then tugged her to the
table. He lifted her to sit on it, went back to the cabinet, and returned with
a bottle of peroxide and a bag of cotton balls.


He pulled a chair
to face her, tugged her feet to rest on the edge and pinned them with his
thighs. He wet one of the cotton balls, then reached for her leg. Jerking away
was reflexive, and she didn’t stop until his low growl filled the room.


“I already cleaned
it,” she whispered.


“With what?”


“Soap and water.”


“Think of this as
added precaution.” His fingers circled her ankle gently, but she knew there was
no way he’d let her go. Resigned, she sighed and repressed a flinch when he
touched the cotton ball to one of the smaller scrapes.


“Harper.” She shivered
at Jonas’s voice. She could hear the wolf in it, but it was sexy rather than
frightening. He moved to stand behind Mick and waited until she looked up to
meet his gaze. “What happened?”


“I cut through the
woods. And found a briar patch.”


He shook his head.
“You can’t be left unsupervised at all can you?”


She bristled. “I’m
fine. It’s just a few scratches. I can take care of myself.” But she didn’t try
to pull free of Mick’s gentle healer’s grasp.


Jonas crossed his
arms over his chest, and his face seemed set in stone. Privately, she called it
his stern face. He wouldn’t use it on her nearly so much if he knew how much
this hard, unforgiving side of him turned her on.


“Is that right?
You get yourself hurt walking home. Spy on people in the woods.” Oh gods, he
had to bring that up? Her face was so hot she knew it’d be scarlet. “And you
get yourself engaged to some wizard when you have two mates already.”


“I am not
engaged to anyone. My father came up with that plan all on his own.”


Jonas, arrogant as
ever, cocked one eyebrow. “Is that right?”


She nodded. She
couldn’t find the voice to answer when he looked at her with that avaricious
heat in his eyes.


“Can’t really
blame her for that anyway,” Mick said calmly. She jumped when the peroxide
contacted the deepest cut and the scrape up the outside of her calf. “She
didn’t know she belonged to us then.”


Was it interest or
terror that filled her at the possessiveness in their voices? Terror,
definitely. She was in no way prepared to handle one of them, much less two.
Tempted maybe, but not prepared. It was just good fantasy material. Fine. Great
fantasy material. Scary and intoxicating at the same time, but impossible.


Mick tossed the
used cotton balls to the trash can in the corner and then picked up the antibiotic
cream. She trembled under his soft touch as he smeared it on each scrape,
paying particular attention to the long, ugly one.


When he was
finished, he held both her calves in a light grip. “Why are you so afraid,
sugar?”


The air seemed to
chill. The question was gently asked, but the demand for information was in his
eyes.


“Who says I am?”


Jonas’s voice was
harsh. “We can scent it. It’s sharp and tangy, and I like it a little too much.
Answer the damned question, Harper.”


Oh, that pissed
her off. He acted like witch was synonymous with leper, in her
case at least, and now he wanted… What? He’d used the word mate with her
father, had insisted here in her kitchen she belonged to him. That shoved her
anger into fury. She’d fled the only home she’d ever known because she refused
to be owned by any man. Not her father or some man he chose for her, and sure
as hell not a werewolf who held her in nothing but contempt.


“Get over
yourself, Jonas,” she snapped. “I don’t owe you any explanations.”


For a moment surprise
crossed his face, and he arched that damned eyebrow again. “Got a backbone
after all.”


She finally
succeeded in jerking free of Mick’s grip and hopped off the table, clinging to
the towel so she didn’t give anyone a show. She nodded at Mick, trying to completely
ignore Jonas in the process.


“Thank you for
helping with the scratches. Y’all can show yourselves out.”


She didn’t quite
run from the room, but she didn’t give either of them a chance to stop her
either. In her bedroom, she slammed the door behind her and leaned back against
it. It was a long time before her heart slowed to normal, before she quit
trembling. She dressed and sat on the edge of the bed, wiping damp palms
against her jean-clad legs while straining to hear sounds in the house.


Had they left? She
hadn’t heard any doors shut, but she didn’t hear any movement or voices either.
Her stomach rumbled, and she glared at the door. Was she really reduced to
hiding in her room in her own damned house? No way. She jerked the door open
and stomped down the hall.
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“Good job, man.”


Jonas stiffened
but didn’t respond to Mick. He walked to the fridge and opened both doors.
There wasn’t much. TV dinners, salad makings. Certainly not anything that
appealed to two werewolves.


“The woman has no
food,” he grumbled.


She had dangerous
curves, curves that made his mouth water and all the blood in his body rush to
his cock. There was no way she’d keep them if she continued to eat this crap.
Scowling, he shut the door. Actually, she’d dropped a few pounds since her
arrival. Why hadn’t he noticed before? He turned to face Mick.


“I’ve got steaks
at home. I’ll go get them. Be right back.”


But Mick didn’t
move out of the doorway to let him pass. Jonas grunted. “What?”


Mick cocked an
eyebrow. “I’m not the one with the problem. She’s not a soldier. Quit treating
her like one.” He hesitated. “She’s not Liza.”


All the air rushed
out of Jonas’s lungs. He had to take several deep breaths before he could
speak. “Believe me, I know that. And I’m not comparing her to Liza. She doesn’t
have anything to do with this.”


He’d thought he
loved Liza once, but once he accepted she’d never be his, that feeling had
faded. Eventually he’d realized it wasn’t Liza he wanted in particular, but a
woman like her. Strong and fierce and independent. Yeah, he felt protective and
possessive of Harper. Hell, he felt that way about most of the pack. It was
just part of his nature. But he never counted on having a mate who couldn’t
match him in strength of will, if not physically.


Harper, lovely and
appealing as she was, didn’t have the fortitude to stand up to him. She didn’t
have the will to rein him in when he went way overprotective, and he knew he
would. She would never be an equal partner the way Mick was.


He’d been in a
nonstop struggle with his wolf side since she’d shown up. It wanted to claim
her and protect her. It wanted to possess her, and not doing so just pissed it
off. Jonas was struggling for control, and the wildness in him was winning.
Harper couldn’t handle it, as clearly evidenced by her fleeing the room.


But even knowing
that, knowing she couldn’t take the wolf and she wasn’t what he’d expected, he
no longer had the willpower to walk away. She was his. Eventually, she’d come
to grips with what he was. Maybe. Hopefully.


Perhaps with the
right kind of encouragement she’d grow into the kind of woman he needed at his
side. Perhaps with time the damage done in the past to her self-esteem, her
spirit would fade. He sincerely hoped so. He didn’t want a doormat for a mate.


“Jonas?”


He shook his head.
He knew Mick wanted to know what was on his mind, what kept holding him back,
but he wasn’t ready to discuss his fears. Sometimes he wanted Harper so badly
he shook with the force of it, and admitting he was afraid she might never accept
him, accept his wild side and be able to tame it was more than he was capable
of yet. Just knowing how deeply his passion ran would probably scare her off.


“I’ll be back in a
few minutes,” he told Mick and then stepped out the back door.


*


They hadn’t left.
She stood frozen in the hall and listened in. So that was it. Jonas might have
wanted her, he couldn’t hide the desire she sometimes saw lurking in his eyes,
but he was in love with someone else. When he left by the kitchen door, she
moved into the light. Mick turned around with a sigh.


“How much did you
hear?”


“Enough.” The
bottle of rum and her untouched glass were right where she’d left them. She
walked over, turned to lean against the counter, and lifted it to her lips.
“How long has he been in love with Liza?”


For the first time
she felt a bit of sympathy for Jonas. Liza was incredible. Harper felt familial
love for her and a hell of a lot of gratitude for Liza’s having taken her in.
She was strong and confident and outspoken. In short, everything Harper was
not. But unfortunately for Jonas, anyone could see she was totally in love with
Caleb and Zach. Harper swallowed the liquid, enjoyed the slight burn as it slid
down her throat.


“That’s gotta suck
for him,” she went on softly.


“He’s not in love
with Liza.” Mick shook his head. “And I shouldn’t be discussing it with you.
Jonas needs to tell you what that’s about.”


He didn’t have to.
“I’m nothing like her.”


“No. You aren’t.
Why should you be? She grew up here. She was always loved. Never abused.”


It was only years
of practice that kept her face calm, kept her from flinching. She didn’t fool
him for a minute.


“How bad, Harper?”
he asked the question so softly, so gently with a voice thick with compassion,
not pity, that she almost gave in to the instinct to rush over and cling to
him. She was so tempted to steal a moment of time, a few minutes of comfort,
and she knew he wouldn’t deny her. “I saw the scars on your legs.”


Tempted, but in
the end she wasn’t able to let her guard down so much. She let her chin drop to
her chest, stared at the floor, and shook with years of repressed fear and
anger and self-disgust. She was smart enough to know it wasn’t her fault. Not
one of the many times her father had raised a hand against her had it been her
fault. But it was damned hard to not hate herself for not getting out, for not
saving herself and her brother all the big and small humiliations accumulated
over a lifetime.


She looked up to
meet his gaze. “It doesn’t matter anymore. I’m free. Dane is free.”


And she would
continue to rebuild herself bit by bit. She’d stood up to Jonas, hadn’t she?
She was getting braver about risking smart-ass retorts when he slung his subtle
insults her way. She was under Liza’s protection, and she was pretty sure even
if she hadn’t been, Jonas wouldn’t have hurt her. For the first time in a very
long time, she experienced a sense of empowerment.


The door opened
before Mick could push her for any answers, and Jonas walked in with three
reusable shopping bags filled to bulging. He must have run to his house and
then packed like a maniac. She arched her eyebrows when without a word he
started to unpack and fill her small freezer, fridge, and pantry.


“Are you planning
to feed an army?”


He grinned at her
over his shoulder, and her stomach did a slow flip-flop. Wow. He didn’t have a
right to look so hot when he spent 99 percent of his time trying to annoy her.


“Werewolves eat a
lot. Especially fully grown male wolves.”


“Maybe it escaped
your notice, but I’m not a werewolf. Or male. There’s no need to fill my
kitchen.”


He swept a
critical eye over her. “You’re not eating right.”


The comment
surprised her speechless. For the first time in her life she was losing weight.
And she’d stumbled across the only male in creation who didn’t appreciate that?
She wasn’t sure if she should be insulted or kiss him in thanks. She shrugged,
going for nonchalance.


“I’ve lost a few
pounds. It won’t kill me to lose a few more either.”


Jonas growled and
with two long strides was right in front of her, so close his chest brushed
against hers. It was damned hard to hold back a moan of longing. He put his
hands on her hips and pulled her flush against him. There was no way to miss
his erection, hard and hot even through his jeans.


“It might kill
me,” he said before leaning down and nipping her neck. His hands slid around to
mold her ass, and this time there was no way to hold in her moan. “I like your
body like it is. I love your curves.”


He nibbled her
throat, searing a path up over her jaw to her lips. The kiss was slow and
teasing. Coaxing. He broke away gradually with little bites and licks. Her
heart raced, and her body went into a slow meltdown. He was being nice. He was
being…seductive. He was sending major mixed signals, but how the hell could she
resist him like this?


With a wink he
stepped away and rummaged in the lower cabinets for cooking pans. Her fingers
hovered over her lips. She might prefer him grumpy and snarly. In a good mood,
with a teasing smile, he was too damned enticing. He’d lull her into a sense of
security and then morph back to the big bad wolf, wouldn’t he?


Mick, who hadn’t
said a word, came up behind her and wrapped his arms around her waist, pulling
her close. His chin rested on her shoulder.


“He’s nice when
he’s like this,” he teased.


“When does he turn
back into a pumpkin?”


Mick laughed at
her joke. His tone was light, but she wondered if his next remark was serious.
“When he does, it’s just because he’s trying to keep up his macho image.”


This time she
laughed. “Is that why? You mean he’s not just mean tempered?”


Jonas turned from
the counter, where he was cracking eggs into a bowl. “You really think it’s
wise to harass the chef?”


She grinned.
“Maybe not. But it’s kinda fun.”


And she hadn’t had
nearly enough fun in her life. Not enough of this teasing banter. A look
crossed his face that made her suspect he knew that.


He nodded. “You
get a pass. This time.”


“Don’t listen to
him,” Mick whispered close to her ear. “He likes it when you sass him.”


It was hard to
concentrate on his words with his lips so close to her skin. Especially when he
left a trail of kisses down her throat and over the exposed part of her
shoulder. His fingers tugged the collar of her V-neck sweater out of the way,
and he continued the soft kisses across her shoulder. When he dipped his hand
down her torso and under her sweater to cup her breast, she gasped, arching
against him when he shoved her bra down.


She stared down at
herself, knowing she should protest. Her breast rested on top of the bunched-up
cup of the garment. He held the weight in his hand, stroking the skin above her
nipple with his thumb. His fingers were lightly calloused, rough and sensual on
her smooth flesh. Her eyes slid closed, only to snap open seconds later when
Jonas spoke.


“Beautiful,” he
murmured, his voice rough with lust.


Then he leaned
forward and sucked her nipple into his mouth. He was gentle. She wasn’t sure if
she wanted gentle. She tunneled her hands through his hair, holding him to her.
He increased the pressure, the suction until he was taking long pulls. She
shook when she felt teeth. Her hands slid to his shoulders, fingernails digging
as she struggled to stay upright.


She needn’t have
worried. Mick held her with one palm on her belly. Under her sweater. His palm
felt hot and fevered. She didn’t notice he’d unsnapped and unzipped her jeans
until his finger slid through her slick folds.


“Oh gods,” she
moaned.


He nipped her
shoulder hard enough that it should have hurt. “Should I stop?”


“Don’t you dare.”


He chuckled,
spread the lips that hid her pussy, and pushed one finger inside her. Then a
second. He thrust them in and out, building up to a fast, even rhythm, each
withdrawal scraping over sensitive, inflamed tissue.


Jonas switched to
her other breast, pushing her bra down to expose her and stare a moment. She
swore she could feel the heat of his gaze on her skin. He took her nipple into
his mouth, sucking hard, and she started to quake. Mick’s fingers fucked her
harder. Faster. When his thumb grazed her clitoris, she bit her lip and fought
the orgasm rising in her body. She wanted to come, but this felt too good to
ever stop.


“Let go, sugar,”
Mick said gruffly. “Come for me now. I want to feel you on my fingers.”


She would have
been able to hold it off if not for that order. She’d always longed for a
take-charge lover. Someone who would dominate her with loving protectiveness,
not cruelty. She quit fighting the sensations in her body. It was like a dam
breaking, flooding her with pleasure, pouring through her body until it almost
hurt, and she cried out.


They didn’t give
her time to enjoy the warm glow that suffused her. Mick’s fingers were suddenly
gone. He pushed her jeans and panties down so they pooled at her ankles.


“Look at me,
darlin’,” Jonas ordered.


She pried her eyes
open. He moved closer, skin to skin. The front of his jeans was open, and his
cock pressed against her pelvis, hot and insistent. When he lifted her, she
kicked off the jeans and underwear caught around her ankles and followed her
instinct to wrap her legs around his hips, gasping when he slowly pushed the
broad head of his cock inside her. She wriggled, trying to adjust or get away
-- she wasn’t sure which. He was too much, and it had been so long since she’d
let a man get her naked.


“Stop that,” he
panted, leaning over to rest his forehead against hers. “You’re so tight.”


“You’re too big.”
She gasped when he worked another inch in.


He chuckled. “No,
I’m not, darlin’. You’re just out of practice.”


She could tell
that pleased him. This was a wolf who didn’t like to share, not even with the
past.


“Relax,” he
whispered. “Take all of me.”


Then Mick’s hands
were on her again, popping the hook on the back of her bra. His fingers rubbed
her nipples. Jonas gave her another couple of inches. He withdrew until just
the tip of his cock was still inside her, and she moaned a complaint, feeling
the loss. But then he slid back, deeper and easier this time, aided by Mick’s
attention to the other sensitive spots of her body.


The rough pinches
on her nipples, the sharp bites on her neck muscle and nape sent desire
spiraling through her again. Her pussy grew wetter, slicker. She wanted Jonas
deeper. With a low moan he complied, in one thrust filling her so completely
she didn’t think she’d be whole if he ever stopped, and still he was not in her
all the way. She wriggled, no longer uncomfortable, only needy, but unsure what
she needed.


“Take all of me,
darlin’.”


He withdrew and
thrust back in hard. Her head fell back with a gasp. He couldn’t get any
deeper. She felt his balls against her ass, the head of his cock deep inside.
He didn’t give her a chance to adjust to the new penetration. He slammed in and
out of her in fast, furious thrusts. She’d never felt so used. She loved it,
lust winding tight in her body, a hard ball of building need coursing through
her.


The quivering
started deep within her body, her magic combining with the pleasure and
demanding release. She fought to contain it, but it was no use, and for the
second time in minutes she cried out as it consumed her.


*


Mick watched as
they came together, though he doubted Harper was aware of it. Breathing hard,
Jonas grabbed a chair and flipped it to sit down with her straddling him. She
shimmied closer, resting against his chest, her long blonde hair covering them
like a blanket. Jonas pushed it aside, leaving the smooth column of her neck
exposed.


He met Mick’s
gaze, his eyes asking a question that didn’t need to be voiced. Yes.
Mick nodded. Make this real. Make her theirs. He would do so later tonight.
Jonas’s incisors lengthened, and he held Mick’s gaze as he lowered them to her
nape and bit. She whimpered but settled when he rubbed her back. When Jonas
lifted his head, there was a tiny bead of blood on her neck. He lapped his
tongue over it, and she stirred, lifting her hand to cover the spot.


He lifted her to
her feet, and Mick caught her when she swayed. She leaned back against him, and
he hissed when her ass rubbed over his cock. Jonas grinned. He knew exactly
what Mick wanted.


“I’m going to
start dinner. I’m sure our mate would like to…clean up.”


Mick didn’t need
to hear the suggestion twice. He swung her up in his arms and carried her
through the master bedroom straight to the bath. He smiled when he saw it. Gods
bless Liza. It was one of those huge, jetted affairs. More than big enough for
one large werewolf and his woman.


She looked at him
curiously when he guided her to sit on the side. Then he reached forward to
turn the water on. Hot but not scalding. He pulled her sweater and bra off and
helped her in. Her eyes widened when he started on his own clothes.


“About this mate
thing?”


“What about it,
sugar?”


“Don’t I get a
choice?” she asked tartly. He’d give her damn near anything, but this one was
not negotiable.


“Not really.
Mating is an instinct that can’t be fought.”


Her eyes narrowed.
“I came here so I wouldn’t be sold off.”


Chuckling, he
climbed in behind her, pulling her back to rest against his chest.


“No one is selling
you off, sugar. No one is taking you away from us either.”


He reached for the
bar of soap and built up a lather. He started cleaning her at her wrists,
slowly working up her arms.


“Why would I want
to be with someone because of that? It’s just based on lust, not love. Or hell,
even like. It’s so…so…”


“Animalistic?”


“Yes!”


He cupped water
and rinsed her left arm, then lifted it behind his head and turned to nibble at
the tender skin on the inside of her arm. She sucked in a breath, tried to pull
away, and he bit her. She yelped.


“We are
part animal. We’re possessive.” He cupped her breasts, molded them before moving
to tease her nipples.


“And protective,”
he murmured, nuzzling her neck. She wiggled against him, and his cock, already
hard, started to throb.


“And we tend to
bite,” he added just before his teeth sank in.


Not hard enough to
break skin. Not hard enough to mark her. He’d get to that soon enough. First he
wanted to taste her, wanted to know if her pussy tasted as sweet as it felt
convulsing around his fingers. Then he’d see if she fit his cock as well as his
fingers. He groaned, got himself under control, and finished cleaning her. He
got them both dried off before herding her into the bedroom. She met his gaze
and backed up warily.


“What’s wrong?”


“Your eyes are
glowing.”


He smiled, felt
fur rippling under his skin. “The wolf is close.”


Her knees hit the
back of the bed, but she stood her ground as he approached. “Is it always like
that?”


He shook his head.
“It recognizes its mate.”


She took a deep
breath, and oh, the phenomenal way the inhale made her breasts rise. For a
moment he was transfixed. Then his nostrils flared as he took in the change in
her scent. She had been aroused, but his open appreciation had ratcheted it up
ten times. His wolf clawed at the corners of his mind, demanding he take her. Now.
She was ready, willing, and able.


His hands fisted,
though. He didn’t want to rush. He wanted to taste her, to savor, then gorge.
“Sit down, baby. Spread your thighs for me.”


Her knees seemed
to go out on her, and she sat with a bounce that jiggled her breasts
enticingly, but she kept her knees pressed tight together. He didn’t smell any
fear on her. Embarrassment, then? He knelt in front of her, resting his hands
on her knees.


“Disobeying
already, sugar?” This time there was a spike of fear filling his nostrils. He
sighed. “I would never hurt you. This is about pleasure.”


He gently pushed
the insides of her knees. She spread enough to let him lean in and kiss her,
leave a quick bite. Then he nudged her again, and with a sigh she let him
spread her legs wide enough to accommodate his shoulders. He slid forward,
pushed her to her back with one hand on her belly, and pulled her legs over his
shoulders.


“Oh!” she cried
when he put his hands under her ass and lifted her to his mouth.


He held her to him
with one hand and used the other to open her folds, brushing tight blonde curls
out of the way. He licked her from her anus to her clit, one long stroke to
take her in. Sweet heaven. He pushed his tongue into her pussy, letting her
cream coat him, her flavor exploding in his mouth like fine-spun sugar.


He flicked her
clit and loved the way it swelled under his tongue, but he couldn’t resist
going back to her pussy, fucking her with his tongue while she squirmed and
whimpered and finally begged him to fuck her. Her pleas fell on deaf ears. She
came, and he kept her on that high, refusing to let her body settle down,
determined that come morning she wouldn’t associate mating with anything other
than unbearable joy.


Finally a throat
cleared behind him, and with one last lingering lick he turned to meet Jonas’s
gaze. Jonas smiled.


“Much as I’m
enjoying the show” -- and he was, his hand was pumping his cock -- “dinner is
ready.”


Grunting, he rose,
kissing his way up her body. “It can wait.”


She looked at him
with glazed eyes when his cock nudged her entrance. Pushing against him, she
pleaded, “Now, Mick. Now.”


He didn’t hesitate
and knew there was no way he was going to last when she came immediately, her
inner muscles clamping around him in a fierce undulating rhythm. He fucked her
through it. Jaw clenched, hands gripping her hips too hard. When he couldn’t
fight the orgasm pulsing at the base of his spine anymore, he lifted her to
him, tilted her head to the side Jonas hadn’t marked. Her pale, creamy skin was
all the invitation he needed. His incisors lengthened. Her skin broke under the
pressure as jets of his cum spurted into her. Marking her in the most primitive
way of both man and beast.


Reluctantly, he
released her, swiped his tongue over the drop of blood, cock still thrusting
shallowly inside her. When there was no more fluid to ejaculate, he slid from
her, picked her up, and turned to sit on the bed. It took a long time to catch
his breath, to slow his heart.


Jonas watched from
the doorway with the slight sexy smile that always made Mick inhale sharply.
The look that said the evening was just getting started. When she began to
stir, Jonas went into the bathroom and came back with a short red robe, and
placed it in her outstretched hand.


“Nothing under
that robe, darlin’.”


His voice was hard
and stern, and for a second Mick thought Jonas might be pushing her too hard.
But she nodded and lowered her eyes, a slight tremble rocking her body as she
stood clutching the garment in front of her. Mick’s cum trickled down her leg,
and he grabbed the robe, placing it on the bed.


“Wait a minute,
sugar. Come with me.”


Mick led her to
the bathroom and wet a washcloth with warm water. He started at the end of the
trail and moved up, cupping her pussy and pushing one cloth-covered finger a
mere inch inside her.


“Mick, there is no
way -- not so soon,” she protested with a drawn-out groan, but her body
welcomed him.


He tossed the
cloth in the hamper and followed her to the bedroom, where she put the robe on,
belting it tight over her waist. He grinned. Did she think that would be any
kind of deterrent? If anything she was sexier wearing the short, satiny thing.
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Jonas waited in
the kitchen. He’d made steak and scrambled eggs and handed her a plate when she
entered. She sat at the table and stared at it a moment before a laugh bubbled
up. Jonas gave her a stern look.


“Eat.”


“This is way too
much,” she complained, rolling her eyes, but picked up her fork.


She didn’t do much
more than nibble and push it around her plate, though. His voice lowered to a
sexy growl. “Do I need to feed you, darlin’?”


Her glance at him
was startled, and to his disappointment she took a real bite of the steak. The
idea of feeding her by hand was strangely appealing. She ate, not enough to
appease him, but by the third time she tried to hide a yawn, he gave in. He
pushed back from the table, picked her up, and headed into the living room,
where he settled on the long sofa.


Mick moved around
the kitchen, probably cleaning up, and Jonas picked up the remote from the side
table. He flipped through channels, looking for anything interesting. He was
wired. Mick probably was too. Their mate, on the other hand, was exhausted.
Hell, she’d had a busy day. Looking down, he brushed strands of hair off her
face, and his heart stuttered. She was so beautiful in sleep. Calm and peaceful
with none of the fear and worry that seemed to haunt her eyes while she was
awake. He wanted to see her like this in the morning. For the rest of his
mornings.


It was a stunning
realization.


How had he gone so
quickly from wanting an entirely different kind of woman to suspecting it would
rip out his heart if he couldn’t live with this soft, delicate creature? Mick
sat down next to them, close enough to widen his legs and brush his knee
against Jonas’s. Mick laid his head against the back and looked over to meet
his gaze, deep and soulful and as always knowing exactly what Jonas was
thinking.


“She soothes the
wolf.”


“Yeah.” He stared
at her, ran his fingers through her hair. “I didn’t expect that,” he admitted.


“Because you’re so
much a protector. A defender. You expect everything in life to be a battle.”


“And the two of
you don’t,” he murmured confirmation, knowing it was the truth.


Mick shrugged.
“I’ll fight to protect the ones I love. But I am a healer.”


Jonas didn’t envy
him. To be a healer in a wolf pack was to have dual natures. His wolf was just
as predatory as Jonas’s, but his human soul made him pay for causing pain or
death. It was something Mick was born to do, the same kind of calling to help
and cure human physicians felt. Jonas had always admired him for the way he
walked the line between his two natures with honor. He loved him for so much
more. His dedication. His loyalty. Mick was the kind of man who’d always have
your back. 


Now they’d brought
this woman into the mix, and Jonas wasn’t quite sure what to make of her. He’d
thought he knew her. Thought he knew what he wanted. He was beginning to accept
he was wrong.


His hand rested
above her knee, and he itched to slide it up. He wanted to know every pale inch
of her. Wanted to find all the hidden spots that turned her on, that tickled.
Wanted to discover all the old hurts and make them better. The lighting in the
room was dim, but he didn’t need more to make out the scars crisscrossing her
thighs. He hadn’t missed them when she’d turned her back and walked into the
bathroom with Mick earlier.


He kept a tight
stranglehold on his rage. It wouldn’t help her to see it, but he couldn’t fight
the desire to find the monster who’d left them on her and rip him apart piece
by piece. If he’d claimed her before her father had shown up at their gates
demanding her return, he would have known, and the man wouldn’t still be
breathing.


The need for
vengeance grew to a pulsing fury. His hold on her tightened until she voiced a
sleepy complaint, and he released her so fast she almost fell off his lap. This
was his worst nightmare, inadvertently hurting his mate because she was human.
Because sometimes he forgot his own strength. It was only her hand twisted in
his shirt and Mick’s quick leap that saved her from a nasty bump on the head.
He didn’t release her to Mick’s hold, though. He pulled her close, careful this
time not to do it too tightly, and met Mick’s gaze over her head.


“The moon is still
up,” Mick said softly. “Let’s go run.”


His first instinct
was to refuse. How could they leave their mate unprotected?


“She’s safe here,”
Mick reminded him. “She’s on our land, and no wolf would dare touch her. She
carries our scents now.”


Still, Jonas
hesitated until Mick rolled his eyes and huffed. “You can’t stand guard all the
time, and neither can I. She has a long way to go to heal, and over
protectiveness will stunt that healing,” he said bluntly. “Is that what you
want?”


“Of course not.”


“Then take charge
of the wolf. You’re letting the animal have control.”


Jonas responded to
the insult with a low growl, but he didn’t try to defend himself. After
standing, he passed her over to Mick, who carried her down the hall and put her
in bed. Jonas had to force himself to step outside and strip.


He didn’t want to
leave her alone, but he could see the wild joy in Mick as he joined him and
shifted. It was the only night a month they could run together. Jonas owed it
to him. He had no control over the twist of fate that left Mick only able to
change on a full moon. It had taken a couple of years to get over feeling a bit
guilty about it.


Even during the
times when Mick was angry and disgusted with him, the times he either kicked
Jonas out of his house or moved out of Jonas’s house, Jonas made sure they were
together this night. It was the only night they really let themselves go. The
only night when their relationship was nothing but raw emotion. It seemed
fitting somehow they’d joined Harper to them on a full moon. No logic or
forethought or illusions of being civilized had gone into the decision.


Out in the yard,
Mick danced and yipped at him. He was anxious to run. Jonas smiled. Probably to
fuck too. He shifted into his wolf form and let the euphoria of the moment take
him as he chased after Mick under the glow of the moon.
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“Okay. Concentrate
on the wick and try it again,” Harper told Liza.


Her cousin scowled
at the candle, and a tiny flame sputtered for a second before going out. They’d
claimed a back corner of Liza’s veranda and dragged a tall table and candles
out to practice. It was a nice morning, and well, safer to play with fire outside.


“Why haven’t you
learned this before?” she asked curiously. It was simple magic Liza should have
learned as a kid.


“I couldn’t access
my magic until a few months ago.”


She shrugged as if
it was no big deal, and Harper didn’t push for more information. It was rare,
but she’d heard of cases where a witch had powers but couldn’t use them. If the
barrier in the mind ever broke, it was usually because of something deeply
personal or traumatic. She would bet in Liza’s case it had been joining with
her mates.


She ignored her
curiosity and watched as Liza tried it again with much more success. Harper
laughed as Liza yelped and jumped back from the flame she’d brought up. “I
don’t think you really need lessons from me.”


She pointed to the
flickering candle, and her cousin grinned at her.


“That’s a pretty
nifty talent to have, isn’t it?”


“Well, you’ll
never be cold on a snowy night.”


“Oh, honey,” Liza
joked. “I don’t need a fire to stay warm.”


Harper blushed.
She’d seen the way Liza’s mates looked at her, so there was no doubt in her
mind she spoke the unabashed truth. Liza gave her a wicked grin.


“Neither do you.”


If it was
possible, her blush got hotter. She turned and tugged at the top of her
turtleneck. She knew those marks were hidden, so why did she feel like
everyone she’d come into contact with this morning had seen them? She
considered bluffing, but what would be the point? Besides, maybe Liza would
explain a few things.


She walked to the
porch swing, sat, and faced her cousin, who leaned against a railing. “Why the
lessons? You obviously don’t need them.”


Liza arched an
eyebrow. “Really? That’s where you want to start?”


It got very
annoying dealing with people who always seemed to read her mind. Although in
Liza’s case, that might be reality. She didn’t know her cousin well, didn’t
know what secret talents she might be hiding.


“It’s a place to
begin,” she pointed out, proud of herself for not backing down.


Liza’s lips turned
up in a half smile of approval, and she nodded. “I think you’ll do.” She sat in
a rocking chair a couple of feet away, and Harper pushed her foot against the
floor, set the swing into a gentle motion. “For the pack, of course. Your being
around me and Caleb and Zach so much shows that we’ve accepted you.”


“And that’s
important?” She felt a little light-headed and was glad she was already sitting
down. It was so much more important today than yesterday.


“Isn’t it?” Liza
asked, her voice kind and gentle. “Aren’t Mick and Jonas important to you?”


“How do you know
about them?”


“I can’t shift,
but I do have all the normal abilities of a werewolf in human form.”


Her confusion must
have shown.


“Your scent. It’s
covered in theirs.”


She couldn’t have
hid her horrified embarrassment if she’d tried. Liza moved much faster than a
woman that pregnant should have been able to and sat next to Harper on the
swing.


Liza took her
hand. “Hey, it’s okay. This is normal for us.”


Her laugh sounded
a little manic. “Normal? Everyone knows?” Liza nodded. “What happens when they
get tired of me? When they decide they’ve made a mistake?”


When Jonas decided
that, she wanted to say. When her heart lay broken and bleeding at her feet.
Liza’s look was one of confusion that morphed into exasperation.


“Didn’t explain
anything, did he?”


“Who?”


“Jonas.”


She opened her
mouth to defend him, then snapped it shut. What the hell? He turned her on, and
okay, he definitely delivered, but she didn’t even like the man. Right?


Liza took pity on
her. “They won’t decide that. We wouldn’t scent them on you if you weren’t
their mate. And your scent is on them. There’s no breaking a mate bond, Harper.
You’ve been here long enough to pick that up.”


She knew the
werewolves took their mate thing seriously, she just hadn’t realized how
seriously. Or maybe, if she were honest with herself, she’d simply chosen not
to see it was a bit more permanent than marriage.


“Jonas won’t like
that,” she whispered. “He doesn’t like me much.”


Liza tilted her
head to one side and studied her. Harper felt like a science specimen. “Likes
you well enough to get naked and mark you.”


The blush came
back in a furious rush. “Gods.” She groaned. “Please tell me not everyone knows
that.”


“Sorry.” Liza
shrugged with a teasing grin.


Harper put her
face in her hands and mumbled. “That is so embarrassing. I can’t believe
I had sex. With both of them. Everyone else has to know it too?”


“It’s normal for
us. A strong sexual appetite is part of a werewolf’s nature.”


“I’m not a
werewolf.”


Liza smiled. “But
you belong to one. Well, two.”


A door opened at
the other end of the porch, interrupting them. Caleb poked his head out,
grinned, and was in front of them in seconds, but he didn’t even notice Harper.
He pulled Liza up and kissed her. Harper jerked away from the naked passion,
and her gaze clashed with Jonas’s who was standing at the door Caleb had exited
from.


He strolled
forward, smiling a little the closer he got, probably at the appreciation she
couldn’t hide. She ordered her eyes to move away, close, something other than
drink him in, but they didn’t obey. By the time he stopped in front her, she’d
completely forgotten they weren’t alone.


He stopped close,
not quite enough to touch, and reached out with one hand to grip the back of
her head. He stared at her a second before hauling her forward and fusing his
mouth over hers. His tongue dueled with hers; his teeth nipped. She was
breathless and clinging to his shoulders for support when he pulled back.


“Glad to see you
took care of that,” Caleb said drily.


She wanted to melt
into the floor. Jonas pulled her under his arm, and she hid her face in his
chest. His shielding her, protecting her seemed out of character, but she
didn’t hesitate to take advantage of it.


“You ready?” Caleb
asked.


“Whenever you
are,” Jonas replied. She hadn’t been around long, but even she knew that cocky
reply and tone were out of line. She turned her face enough to see, wondering
if she needed to get the hell out of the way, but Caleb only laughed. He pulled
Liza with him, and they disappeared into the house.


“Should you be
talking to him like that?” She regretted it as soon as the words were out of
her mouth. “Sorry. None of my business.”


His hand slid from
the back of her head between her turtleneck and skin to rub over the spot where
he’d bitten her the previous night.


“This gives you
rights.”


His face remained
calm, but his voice was moody, questioning. The skin-to-skin contact, despite
the innocuous spot, was beginning to make her toes curl. She tilted her chin up
and gave herself a pep talk. Damn it, she could have a conversation that
did not devolve into sex or arguing. He’d done something, changed something
between them, and she needed to know what. It took all her strength of will,
but she managed to free herself from his embrace, ignoring a pang of
disappointment when he let her go.


“What rights do I
have?” She made her voice firm. She wanted to be clear on this.


His eyes glowed
hot, but the moodiness, the edginess remained. “The same as any mate.”


She dug her
fingernails dug into her palms while she fought the urge to punch him. She’d
never struck another soul in her life, but right now it was damned tempting.
“I’m not one of you. I didn’t grow up here like Liza. I don’t. Know. What.
That. Means. Jonas!”


Okay, so she lost
it. Her fist connected to his chest, though it didn’t faze him. He grabbed her
elbow and yanked her close, a feral smile on his face.


“I like this side
of you,” he growled softly, bending to nuzzle her neck.


It stunned her.
First, that a male of her acquaintance hadn’t lashed out at her outburst. And
second, that he had most definitely liked it. His erection ground against her
stomach, and his teeth, nibbling her through her turtleneck, made her eyes roll
to the back of her head. She was gasping when he gently set her away from him.


“The explanations
will have to wait. I have a meeting with Liza and Caleb, and Mick is waiting
for you at the clinic.”


“Why?”


“I think he misses
you,” Jonas teased.


“No. Why the
meeting?”


Who cared if she
was being pushy? He said she had the same rights as any mate. Surely that
included questions.


“Pack business.
Boring stuff.”


Ouch. Guess having
rights didn’t equate to being trusted. He leaned over to buss her cheek and
turned her toward the stairs.


“Go find Mick, darlin’,”
he ordered. With a slap on her ass he was gone, leaving her to fume through her
wounded pride.
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Zach waited just
inside the door, leaning one shoulder against the wall with his hands stuffed
in his pockets. He fell into step beside Jonas as he walked down the hall.


“She’s going to
make you pay for that.”


“What are you
talking about?”


“Your mate.
Blowing her off. The ‘don’t worry your pretty little head about it’ response
back there.”


He snorted. “Not
your business how I deal with my mate, Beta.”


Zach grabbed his
arm, stopping him before he could open the alpha’s office door. “Everything
in this pack is my business, up to and including how you treat your mate. Caleb
and Liza think you have it under control. I think that’s about as far from the
truth as you can get.”


Jonas wrenched
free, barely restraining a growl. Harper was his. He wasn’t going to
tolerate any interference, not even from his beta.


“I seem to recall
your relationship had some growing pains,” Jonas reminded him, fighting to
contain his wolf.


Zach watched him
and waited until he was back under control before he nodded. “That it did.”


Zach reached out
to open the door but paused a moment first. He continued, “Harper is fragile,
but you shouldn’t confuse that with broken. A woman doesn’t survive what we
suspect she did without an iron will.”


Jonas wasn’t sure
he agreed, but he nodded anyway and followed Zach inside. Everyone else was
already there. Caleb and Liza -- alpha and paladin. Plus Gabby and Ethan, two
of the other lieutenants, the highest-ranking soldiers in the pack. The six of
them met at least once a week.


Caleb was behind
his desk, and Zach sat in an armchair off to the side. Liza went to take her
usual perch on the front corner of the desk, but Zach grabbed her before she
could and pulled her into his lap. Everyone pretended not to notice the way she
blushed.


There was another
chair in front of the desk and a sofa tucked under the window. Normally, the
chair was his, but when he signaled Gabby to haul her ass out of it, she gave
him a mutinous look. Ethan didn’t look much happier on the sofa. Jonas sighed.
He was going to have to do something about that. Like he didn’t have enough
going on? He sat next to the younger werewolf and let his mind wander as they
went over training reports and other mundane tasks involved in running a pack
the size of Redhawke.


“Something odd in
town,” Ethan said when Liza asked if there was anything else. “There seem to be
a lot of new people coming and going, but none of my people have been able to
get any specifics.”


“For how long?”
Jonas asked.


“A few days. Maybe
a week.”


He looked at Liza
and saw his suspicions mirrored in her eyes. “Harper’s --” He cut off people.
She wasn’t theirs anymore. “Family?” Though he objected to calling them family
also.


Liza nodded
agreement. “Go check it out.”


“Anything else?”


He stood and
looked around the room. When everyone either shook their head or said no, he
stalked out, digging his cell phone from his pocket as he hurried to his house
and his truck. He put the call through, and it was answered on the first ring.


“Yeah?”


“Mick. You got
Harper?”


“She just walked
in.”


“Keep her close.”


“What’s wrong?”
Mick snarled, low and mean. Sometimes Jonas forgot he had that side.


“People snooping
around town. I’m going to check it out.”


“Watch your back.”
It was as close as Mick would come to telling him to be careful.


“Always.”


Jonas got his
truck, drove out the main gate, and hung a left on the dirt track to head for
the closest town, which was twenty miles away. Redemption, Florida, wasn’t much
more than a hole-in-the-wall. Redhawke had spent generations encouraging that.
Half of the town’s five hundred residents were pack members, either werewolves
or humans who had mated in. The other half knew exactly who owned the land they
bordered, and most were the descendants of the original founders. A handful
were refugees from the magical world.


Redhawke had a
good relationship with the town. They depended upon each other for survival.
Thirty minutes later Jonas turned onto Main Street. It was a scenic little
town, mostly turn-of-the-century buildings and bungalows. He pulled into a
parking spot in front of the tiny police department and strolled inside to find
the man who ran the operation.


He was sitting
behind a desk, leaning back in his chair with his feet propped on the edge
while he juggled tennis balls in the air without using his hands. He grinned
when Jonas walked in. He was one of the few people Jonas called friend, a
wizard in werewolf territory, who’d earned respect and trust over many years.


“What brings
Redhawke calling?” Harris asked.


“Heard there’ve
been some strangers around.”


“Ah, good.”
Harris’s feet thumped to the floor. “Ethan found you.”


“Why didn’t you
call me?”


“Tried yesterday.
You didn’t answer.”


There was a
question in that statement, but Jonas didn’t respond to it. He’d been focused
on Mick because of the full moon, and later Harper.


“Fill me in now.”


Harris shrugged,
standing as he grabbed his hat and gestured for the door. “There were five or
six snooping around. I got wind of it yesterday morning, but a couple of the
locals remember seeing them as early as a week ago. Though, looks like they’ve
all cleared out. ’Cept for one.”


“Describe him.”
The wolf was in his voice. Harris gestured him to follow.


“Let’s go visit.
He’s staying at the McCaller place.”


The last McCaller
had died before Jonas was born, and left his house to the town. The town used
it as an inn. Redemption was wolf territory, but they’d established it as a
neutral meeting ground decades ago. Whoever the stranger was, he wasn’t hiding.
Jonas would lay odds on Harper’s father. He was arrogant and brazen. Neutrality
or not, that particular wizard had no business there.


Since it wasn’t
far, they walked down Main Street and then turned left to follow a lane to its
end. The big house sat on a corner, porches wrapping the exterior upstairs and
down. Their guest was waiting in a rocking chair when Jonas walked up the
steps. It wasn’t who he had been expecting, but he shouldn’t have been surprised.


“Dane.”


“Took you long
enough,” he grumbled.


Jonas cocked an
eyebrow. “If you wanted to speak to me, you could have done it yesterday.”


Dane rolled his
eyes. Jonas supposed the kid was now technically family, his brother-in-law,
and maybe he shouldn’t give the juvenile a lesson in manners. He was pretty
damned tempted, though.


“Harper’s been
through enough. I did give her a phone. I figured you’d use it.”


“I was busy,” he
said defensively, and that just pissed him off. He was not explaining his actions
to a damned kid. “Why are you still here?” he growled.


Dane’s spine
stiffened until he stood at his full height, and he narrowed his eyes. Jonas
studied him. The kid was tall and lanky. He hadn’t filled out yet, but there
was promise there, especially in the hard, determined look on his face.


“I hope I didn’t
make a mistake sending my sister here. You’re supposed to take care of her.”


“Says who?”


The kid did the
shutting-down thing Harper was so good at. His expression went blank, even his
eyes. He held himself calm and loose, no sign of distress in his body language.
It didn’t just fuel Jonas’s anger. It made him sad. No kid should have to learn
that kind of coping mechanism.


“Your father must
be one real piece of work,” he muttered.


“You don’t know
that half of it.” Dane’s smile was cold and humorless. “If you can’t or are
unwilling to protect my sister, bring her to me. I’ll take her somewhere safe.
Somewhere he can’t reach us.”


Jonas didn’t care
how the fuck important the kid was to Harper. Dane wasn’t taking her anywhere.
In one long stride, he had the boy’s shirt twisted in his hand, yanking him
close.


“No one takes what
is mine, and she is mine, you understand?” He felt magical power
building in the air and shook him. “Don’t even think about it, kid.”


Dane ignored him
and used his magic to add to his strength enough to shove Jonas away. “If you
think my father has given up, you’re gonna get her killed. He won’t hold back
out of concern for her feelings.”


Jonas bristled at
the unspoken threat. “And you are?” Dane just nodded once, curtly. But there
was something in the kid’s eyes. Something…uncertain.


“Are you strong
enough to fight your father?”


“Yes. Probably.”
Dane shrugged. “He’s older and a hell of a lot more experienced.”


Jonas made a
split-second decision he was sure he would regret later. “Go pack. You’re
coming back with me.” He opened his mouth to protest, and Jonas speared him
with the look that made every juvenile in the pack obey him. “Do it. Now.”


He sprinted off,
and Jonas pulled out his phone to scroll through numbers. He should call Liza
first. She’d welcomed Harper into the pack, but he got the feeling she’d draw
the line at Dane. Caleb would back her up. Zach, on the other hand, had left
four brothers behind in his pack when he’d joined Redhawke. He might be more
sympathetic. Plus he understood better than Caleb the struggle Jonas was
experiencing. He found the number, hit send, and stepped off the porch to get
some privacy.


“Jonas. What’s
going on in Redemption?”


“Harper’s brother
is here.”


There was a long
silence. “And?”


“I’m bringing him
in. He’s definitely not a threat to Harper, and I don’t think he is to us
either.”


“What else?”


“He thinks their
father hasn’t given up. That he’ll be back. Zach, this is her kid brother. I
can’t leave him out here unprotected.”


Zach sighed. “You
didn’t call Liza, did you?”


“No.”


Another long
silence.


“Liza is an only
child. So is Caleb.” Jonas didn’t add that he was too.


“Sneaky, Jonas.
I’m not sure whether I should congratulate you or beat you into the ground.”


“You can try,”
Jonas growled before thinking better of it.


Zach chuckled. The
bastard knew how much that irritated Jonas. “Bring the kid. But he’s your
responsibility.”


“Of course.
Thanks.”


“No problem.
You’re the one who’s gonna have to deal with Liza. She won’t be happy about you
circumventing her.” He sounded entirely too happy about that circumstance.


“Right,” Jonas
answered drily before flipping the phone closed on Zach’s laughter.


Dane waited
silently on the porch, a big duffel slung over one shoulder. He looked
mutinous, but he obeyed when Jonas gestured him forward. Jonas and Harris
dropped back, but neither spoke until they were on Main Street and almost to
the truck.


“Care to explain
what the hell is going on?” Harris asked.


“My mate’s younger
brother.”


“Mate?”


“Harper. You’ve
met her.”


“So all the
activity in town was looking for her?”


“Probably. And we
don’t want anyone finding her.”


“Got it. I’ll call
if anyone else shows up.”


“Thanks.” He shook
Harris’s hand and shoved the kid in the truck before recalling the other matter
he needed to deal with.


“Anything else you
need?” Harris asked.


As a matter of
fact there was. Crossing his arms over his chest, Jonas turned back to face
Harris.


“Yeah, one thing.
About Gabby and Ethan. But first,” he added in a lazy drawl, “nice of you to
step up and help when Dane tried to use his magic against me.”


Harris grinned,
cocky and assured and arrogant. “He’s a puppy. You didn’t need my help.”


True, but… “This
is our town, Harris. We welcomed you. You belong. We need to be certain where
your loyalties lie.”


“You don’t have to
worry about that.”


Jonas nodded.
“Good. So about Gabby and Ethan.”


Harris’s
expression turned wary. “What about them?”


“Don’t you think
it’s time y’all all made up and made nice?”


“I have no idea
what you’re talking about.” His tone had turned flinty.


“Sure you don’t.
You know how to find me if you want advice on straightening that out.”


Harris snorted.
“Right. ’Cause you’re an expert on relationships.”


Jonas grinned.
“I’m learning at least.”


Harris shook his
head, shooting him a dirty look before turning and going back inside the police
station.


Jonas got in the
truck and turned toward home. His phone rang on the drive, and he might have
winced a little when Liza’s name showed up on the screen.


“Yeah?”


She jumped
straight to the point. “You know, you could have asked me.”


“I thought you’d
say no.”


“I would have. At
first. We don’t need to create an interspecies incident. There was almost a war
when my parents mated.”


The reminder made him
go cold. “I can take Harper and Dane somewhere away from the pack. Mick will
come with us, of course.”


“Oh, give me a
break. That is not what I’m suggesting. You’re Redhawke. And so is Harper. And
now her brother too, I guess.” Liza sighed. “We just need to be prepared.”


“What do you want
to do?” Liza was paladin. He’d defer to her on this.


“For today, you
take care of Harper and her brother. I’ll talk to Ethan and Gabby about
increasing patrols and my mom about magical defenses. I’ll see you in my office
in the morning.”


“Fine. See you
then.”


He ended the call
just as he drove through the gate. The question was where to put his new
charge? Harper and Mick both lived in small cottages with one bedroom. His
house had four. No-brainer, right? Except the part where he convinced everyone
to move in with him.


He drove to his
place. He figured he could tell Harper there was no way he was letting Dane out
of his sight, and she’d hustle her cute little butt on over. Mick wasn’t so
easy. Jonas might have to grovel.
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Harper was waiting
for him. She’d gone to Mick like she had been told. Like a good little girl. It
made her spitting mad to be out from under her father’s thumb and following the
orders of a different man. So she’d hung around a few minutes until Mick’s
bright gaze finally focused back onto his work, and then she’d sneaked out.


Which was
surprisingly harder than it sounded. She liked watching him. Jonas had farmed
her off to Mick a few times, so she’d had time to observe him with his patients.
Some he was kind and gentle with, his voice soft and soothing. Others he was
just as obnoxious an alpha as Jonas, bullying soldiers until they allowed
treatment or examination.


She went to her
place, knowing eventually Jonas would come looking for her. If she weren’t
careful, he’d order her around, and because against her better judgment she
felt safe with him, she’d follow. She’d do it blindly, with no explanations
from him, and she knew that was just wrong. He wasn’t supposed to be
keeping her in the dark. She couldn’t explain how she knew that, but she did.


What would it
take, though? To throw him off balance enough he opened up? To shake him enough
he took her seriously? Sighing, she walked to her room. Found her backpack and
tossed it on the bed. She couldn’t think of a thing. He was just so…Jonas. An
immovable force of nature.


How the hell did
Mick handle him? She scowled as she moved to the closet and started pulling her
few belongings off hangers. She left the things Liza and other women in the pack
had given her. When it was all out, she moved to the dresser and did the same.


Then she realized
Mick didn’t have much more of a handle on Jonas than she did. How many times
had she seen him and Jonas interact and nothing but frustration and sadness in
Mick’s eyes when Jonas turned away? Sucking in a deep breath, she stopped
packing and sat on the bed, struck by new knowledge. She wasn’t the problem.
Mick wasn’t the problem.


Jonas, on the
other hand… She appreciated that he was a dominant male. Hell, she liked it.
But even a dominant male had to let loose with the people he loved, right?
Caleb and Zach didn’t seem to have that problem with Liza.


She shoved the
rest of her things into the pack and opened the back door. Okay, Liza didn’t
have the same problem with her mates, but that didn’t mean it had always been
that way, right? Dropping the pack just inside the kitchen door, she stepped
out, tipped her head back to enjoy the afternoon sun before setting off. She
needed advice, and she couldn’t imagine anyone better than her cousin to seek
it from.


When she walked up
the stairs of the alpha’s house, she didn’t sense Liza inside. She hesitated
but knocked anyway. She’d turned, giving up on any answer when it was pulled
open with an abrupt “yes?”


“Zach. Is Liza
around?” Why did she ask? She already knew the answer.


“Sorry, little
one. It’s just me.” He gave her a teasing smile and opened the door wide. “Come
in. Want a beer? It’s five o’clock somewhere, right?”


She laughed. “Yes,
it is. And yes, I’ll take one.”


She followed him
to the kitchen and sat at the long table when he motioned. A second later he
handed her a cold Coors Light.


“What brings you
here?”


She shrugged. He
was male and huge and outranked Jonas. He scared her as much as he comforted
her. His hand covered hers.


“Harper?”


“I don’t know what
I’m doing,” she confessed in a soft whisper. “I thought it was just me, but I
think he might be just as bad with Mick.”


She clapped a hand
over her mouth. This was their beta. She shouldn’t be talking to him about
their private relationships.


With a small
smile, he pulled his hand away.


“You aren’t
betraying anyone, Harper,” he said gently. “Jonas is hard to handle.”


She bristled.
Okay, fine. He was an obnoxious jerk, but he was her obnoxious jerk,
damn it. But Zach was just trying to help. She took a deep breath.


“I don’t know what
to do. Part of me just wants to say all or nothing. Pick.”


Zach laughed.
“Might be the best way.”


“An ultimatum?
Even if he gave in, he’d never forgive me.”


“This kind of
ultimatum?” She swiveled to see Jonas standing in the doorway, her backpack
held up in his hand. “Going somewhere, darlin’?”



 

Jonas watched her
swallow, the motion as exaggerated as her fear. Good. He couldn’t remember the
last time he had been this fucking pissed. Bad enough she’d packed to leave
him, but to find her with another man? Even knowing Zach was totally committed
to Liza didn’t soothe the sting of that betrayal. She’d gone to another person,
another man for advice? He felt fur under his flesh. Claws poking through his
skin.


She stood and
faced him, gingerly took one step forward. He clenched his fists and felt skin
break. She should be running like hell. He was losing control. But she kept
coming closer. Her hand lifted to rest on the side of his face.


“I’m not afraid of
you,” she whispered.


“You should be.”


She trembled and
nodded her head. “Yeah. Probably.”


He wrapped an arm
around her back and pulled her close, glaring at Zach over her head.
“Interfering again?”


Zach gave him a
hard look. “I’m taking care of a member of the pack. You’d do the same.”


That got through
to him as nothing else would have. Protecting, caring for the needs of others
was in his makeup. It was the emotional shit he had problems with. Not being
able to deal with that was going to cost him both Mick and Harper if he weren’t
careful. The only reason it hadn’t cost him Mick yet was the man was stubborn
as hell. But it wasn’t fair to either of them, and Jonas knew it.


With a nod at
Zach, he led her outside, taking her hand as he urged her down the porch steps.
“Where were you going to run to?”


She glanced over
at him, but he couldn’t read her expression. “I wasn’t running exactly. I
thought I’d take a few days in town. Think things over.”


Right. She was
running. He couldn’t, wouldn’t let her do that. “Look. I know I’m hard to live
with.”


His confession
startled a laugh out of her. “Ya think?”


He scowled down at
her. “I’m trying to be honest here in a way that is totally alien to me, okay?”


“Okay.”


She answered
simply, calmly, not asking or pushing for more. Unfortunately, she sounded more
resigned than anything, and that scared the hell out of him. He panicked. He
couldn’t lose her now. And not just her. Mick would go with her. He would lose
them both.


He waited until
they were on the path, out of sight from the house, and pulled her to a stop.
But he had no idea what to say. No idea how to make this better.


“What?” She lifted
her hand to his face again, her expression softening a little.


He kept his arms
at his sides. If he touched her, there would be no going back. “I can’t…” How
did he bare his soul? “I can’t lose you. Or Mick.”


He thought he
could see her heart in her eyes. Just for a second. Just long enough to pierce
his soul before she shut down. “You’ll lose us both.”


She spoke nothing
but the truth, and he knew it. “Give me time?”


Her nod was
reluctant, but she fell into step beside him, quiet until they took a turn she
didn’t expect. “Where are we going?”


“My house. It’s
bigger than yours or Mick’s, and we have a guest.”


“Who?” She swung
to a stop, and he heard the sudden pounding of her heart. The sudden surge of
suspicion and fear.


“Your brother. Do
I need to worry about that, Harper? Is he dangerous?” He didn’t think so, but
her reaction was so extreme he had to ask.


She took a deep
breath, her scent immediately changing to one of relief. She’d been afraid it
was someone else, probably her father. He was disappointed. And insulted. But
he couldn’t blame her, could he? She was used to betrayal from the one person
who should have loved her more than anything else, and she hadn’t been with
Redhawke long enough, with him and Mick long enough, to fully accept they were
nothing like that. Simple logic that made sense, but it still hurt.


“There is no way
I’d bring your father here or hand you over to him,” he said coldly.


She shrugged and
started walking again. “I really want to believe that, Jonas. But you aren’t
exactly forthcoming, you know.”


They continued in
silence. She seemed calm, but he stewed. It was an odd reversal. He wasn’t used
to feeling off balance, and he didn’t like it one bit. He reclaimed her hand,
which calmed his wolf, so he refused to let her go when she tugged.


“You mean
everything to me. You and Mick. The three of us -- we’re meant to be together.
You know it.”


There was a break
in the trees, and he saw his backyard. She pulled him to a stop at the tree
line.


“Maybe we are. I
won’t pretend that I can handle this. But I’ll try. I want to try, Jonas, if
you don’t cut me out. I can’t take that. Don’t treat me like I’m a kid who
can’t handle reality.”


“And if I think
you’ve dealt with enough evil in your life?”


She smiled. “I
came through it, didn’t I? There isn’t any avoiding it.”


“Don’t ask me to
pretend your life has been normal, Harper. I can’t do it.”


She sighed. “It’s
not like I’m bitching and moaning and whining about it, you know? If I can move
on from it, why are you dwelling on it?”


He pulled her to a
stop at the picnic table, set her on the edge, and moved between her legs. She
spread them to make a space for him, sliding her hands up his chest, and he
felt his heart crack open a bit.


“Why?” He
ruminated about it while he traced the freckles across her nose. “You’re mine.
It pisses me off to know I couldn’t keep you safe.”


“You didn’t even
know me,” she said softly, her voice soothing.


He shrugged.
“Doesn’t really matter, darlin’. It’s how I feel.”


He couldn’t resist
touching her anymore, and his hands slid up under that stupid turtleneck. Palms
flat, fingers splayed as his hands slowly crept up. With each inch her eyes
changed, growing hazy with lust. Her breath hitched when he finally reached her
breasts and firmly palmed their weight.


“My brother…” she
let the thought trail off.


“Sent him off with
a pack member. He’s getting the grand tour.” He nibbled her neck while pushing
the top of her bra down to stroke her nipples. “Then dinner. We won’t see him
for a while.”


He lifted her
shirt and stared at the tantalizing flesh he’d left bared. Her skin pimpled in
the cool air, her nipples growing into hard points that begged to be sucked. He
leaned over and pulled one into his mouth, supporting her with one hand on her
back.


He heard Mick
approach, his scent heavy and aroused, his cock bulging in his jeans when Jonas
looked down the length of the table to meet his gaze.


“We should take
this inside,” Mick said.


“Mmmm.” He moaned
before releasing her nipple with a pop. “Yes.”


He swung her over
his shoulder in a fireman’s carry, smiling at her startled giggle. And then she
grabbed his ass. The little minx.


“I can
walk.”


Her voice was
husky, teasing, and very satisfied. He didn’t let her down until he’d run up
the stairs in the house and walked down the long hall to the bedroom. There he
dropped her on the bed. Laughing, she crawled to the edge and hopped down,
giving him the sultriest look he’d ever seen. Oh shit, I’m in trouble.


He stood
stock-still, afraid to move as she circled him, trailing one hand on his chest
as she walked around his body. When she stopped in front of him, she tugged the
hem of his shirt and glared until he cooperated, pulled it off, and tossed it
aside. Then she slid forward, her hands flat on his belly, and licked his
nipple. Scraped her teeth over it. He lifted his hands to grab her, and she
jumped back.


“No,” she said
firmly. “It’s my turn.”


Sitting on the
edge of the bed, she pulled off her boots and socks, followed by the shirt. Her
jeans. Until she was left only in bra and underwear. He remained rooted in
place, gaze clashing with Mick’s where he leaned lazily against the back wall.
Mick, who didn’t look at all surprised by the new brazenness of their mate. Had
they planned this? The demand for that answer was on the tip of his tongue, but
suddenly she was in front of him again. Touching him. Exploring. The look on
her face was so rapt he was afraid to breathe.


“I’ve always
wondered,” she said in a breathy wisp of air, kissing her way down his body,
“what a man’s cock tastes like.”


She dropped to her
knees. Then she unsnapped the button on his jeans and rested her fingers on his
zipper. She looked up at him through thick eyelashes, gaze a little uncertain,
but a lot turned on. Asking for permission. It was damned hard not to order her
to unzip him, not to insist she take him in her mouth. It was the heat between
them bringing her to this point. He couldn’t believe she was really ready for
it. His claws pierced his palms, and he forced them to retract.


“You don’t have
to, Harper,” he managed to croak out.


“But if I want
to?” Her fingers gave a little tug. The zipper gave half an inch. “If I belong
to you, then don’t you belong to me?”


She tugged the
zipper a bit, exposing the swollen head of his cock. She leaned forward and
gave it a long lick.


“Yes,” he hissed.


Instead of taking
him in her mouth, she looked up again. “Yes, you want in my mouth? Or yes, you
belong to me too?”


She was killing
him. She wanted to talk about the nature of mating now?


“Both,” he ground
out between clenched teeth. And if it wasn’t soon, he’d spank her for teasing
him later.


But she gave him
that sultry smile again, carefully unzipped him the rest of the way, and with
her hands starting on his hip bones, slowly pushed his jeans down. They caught
at his knees, and as much as he wanted to kick them free, there was no fucking
way he was moving.


*


Okay, Harper.
Now what?


She had no idea
what had come over her, but she liked it. She liked it a lot. She especially
liked looking up and seeing that bewildered, wild, and barely controlled look
on Jonas’s face. Everything going according to plan.


She’d realized on
the walk to his house that the problem with Jonas was control. He had too much
of it, and he used it to hide his emotions. Control saved him from having to
tell Mick how much he loved him. Saved him from telling her… She wasn’t sure
what yet. The only way to really get through to Jonas was to make him lose
control. She just hoped she could handle what she unleashed if she succeeded.


One thing she was
certain of, though. She wasn’t going back to her old life. Sterile and cold and
full of people who silently hated each other. No way. And she wasn’t going to
let Jonas create some little microcosm of it to house her in here either.


Decision made, she
gripped to his hips, then leaned forward to place her tongue at the bottom of
his erection and licked up. He tasted masculine and salty. He tasted of the
wildness of the forest. She licked again, slower this time, exploring the
ridges of hard flesh, searching out and tasting bulging veins. His hands
tightened on her nape, urging her up, toward the head.


She followed his
lead, and he moved his hands to grip her shoulders. Her tongue followed. First
licking around the head, then dragging over the slit, taking in a tiny drop of
precum as she did. He jerked when she took the head of his cock into her mouth
and sucked.


“Gods, Harper.
Like that.”


She let her lips
slide lower, taking his shaft into her mouth before slowly withdrawing, sucking
as she moved, rolling her tongue under the skin just below the head of his
cock. He groaned when she took him back in, this time about half his length.


Her hands rested
on his thighs, and she repeated the action, again and again. His muscles
trembled, but he didn’t move. Didn’t thrust into her mouth. Didn’t fist her
hair. He was still too much in control.


She might not have
much experience, but she’d read. A lot. She wanted to please him, to break his
hold over himself. She slid one hand around to cup his balls. Squeezed and
kneaded a bit harder when he rewarded her with a raw groan. She bobbed her head
faster on his cock.


And finally his
control began to slip. Both hands fisted in her hair and his hips began to
subtly thrust to meet her. But she wanted more. So much more. She took him
deeper. Allowing her teeth to barely scrape the sensitive skin.


His fingers moved
to grip her head, to guide her faster, and she hummed with the exquisite
feeling of satisfaction. She dug her nails in his ass when he tried to slow the
pace, the depth of his strokes, and to pull away, and with a growl that
infamous control finally snapped.


He fucked her
mouth. Hard. Fast. The head of his cock hitting the back of her throat. Until
finally he was coming, roaring in the still air, cum shooting down her throat
as he held her in place to take it all. With a great shudder his grip loosened,
but he stood rigidly as she let his flaccid cock slip from her mouth. She
licked him, cleaning the last of his cum away, loving the way his cock jerked
at her touch even though he’d just come. Loving his taste. Loving the way she’d
made him lose control.


When she looked
up, he wore a stunned expression she couldn’t help but smile at. He pulled her
to her feet, but it was the growl behind her that made her gasp. Mick pushed
against her so she was sandwiched between them. Two hard bodies crowding her
close, the one behind her fully aroused. She moaned, excitement surging through
her, every pore feeling electrically alive.


Jonas took her
mouth while Mick’s cock pressed against her lower back. He bit into her nape
while his hands slid to her front, claiming her nipples in pinches that were
just on the right side of pain. Jonas worked his hand down her body, pushed two
fingers into her pussy with no warning, making her arch into him and break his
kiss with a cry.


She was wet. Hot.
Wanting. There was no way to conceal it, and she didn’t try. She just wanted
them. Both of them together, at once, she realized with a jolt and pushed back,
grinding her ass against Mick.


“Oh, sugar,” he
muttered. “Trust me, we’ll get to that soon enough.”


His fingers
tightened on her nipples as he kissed his way across her shoulders.


“Not soon enough,”
she complained.


A fire was
building in her, so hot it threatened to wipe her away. Jonas removed his
fingers, tracking slowly to her rear entrance, and she froze, held her breath
as anticipation swept her away. He pushed one finger coated with her juices
gently against her opening, rimmed it. He didn’t satisfy the need until she
made a sound almost like a growl and pushed against him.


He pushed one
finger knuckle deep, and it startled her so much her eyes snapped open. When
had she shut them? She didn’t remember. He watched her, his gaze hooded and
hungry and intense. Then he worked his finger in higher, added a second, and
she felt the first resistance of her body.


“You are so tight,
darlin’,” he whispered, leaning in for a quick kiss. “You have to relax.”


She nodded -- she
couldn’t speak if her life depended on it -- and concentrated on relaxing her
muscles, on accepting him. She wanted them both. She wanted them like this.


Jonas smiled and
praised her, his fingers slipping farther into her rear entrance. “Just like
that.”


Mick moved one
hand down her body, and dipped his fingers into her pussy just enough to pull
out her cream before rolling over her clit. Just like that she came, a tidal
force of pleasure consuming her completely, and she didn’t notice they’d moved.
Didn’t notice until she blinked and found herself braced on her hands, leaning
over the bed with Jonas behind her.


His hands stroked
her back, her flanks, dipping in every now and then to rub against her asshole.
Groaning, she moved against him. Silently demanding until he chuckled, until he
gave her one finger and held her still. She quivered with pent-up need.


“Darlin’, I don’t
think you’ve done this before.”


She gasped when he
gave her a slow back-and-forward thrust. “No.”


“Hmm,” he hummed.


She heard a
squeaking sound. Then he worked a second finger in, easier than before.
Lubricant. His fingers worked her, scissoring a bit. Stretching her, she
realized. She held her breath, desire building, but then he withdrew, and there
was more of that squeaking sound.


He sat beside her,
totally back in control. His face was calm, his eyes hot but not demanding. She
sensed Mick behind her, tried to turn to look, but Jonas leaned in and took her
lips. Mick’s hand pressed against her lower back, pushing her till she broke
the kiss and her upper body rested on the bed.


Jonas urged her
knees apart, and Mick pressed something hard and cold and slick against her
ass. Her eyes jerked up to meet his. That was not Mick’s cock pressing against
her, into her. Jonas smiled.


“Relax. It’ll hurt
more if you don’t. Or we can try another time?” Jonas made the offer, but there
was something in his gaze that suggested this was a test. She bit her lip and
shook her head. Then there was more invasion, enough to wring a gasp from her
and a panicked look. “It’s an anal plug, darlin’. You can’t take either one of
us yet. You need to be…stretched.”


When he put it
like that, did she really want to do this? Hell yes. She expected it to hurt at
first. But she knew they wanted her to feel pleasure so if it was only pain,
they wouldn’t do it, would they? She nodded, somehow forced her muscles to go
lax.


“Do it,” she
whispered.


Mick didn’t wait
for another invitation. He pushed in, fast and sure, wringing a gasp of pain
from her when it pushed past the ring of muscle unaccustomed to such invasion.
But then it was in place, and the discomfort faded. Hands gently laid her on
the bed on her side, and Mick laid down next to her, propped up on one elbow.


“Better?”


She couldn’t
answer. Could only nod, because the plug started to vibrate. Smiling, he pushed
her to her back and leaned over her. She was so focused on the wicked intent
stamped on his face, she didn’t notice Jonas on her other side until he leaned
down and sucked on her nipple.


It started easy
and gentle, but in seconds his teeth clamped down hard. She lifted her hand to
twist in his hair, holding him close. Gods, who knew a little pain could be so
good? Her back bowed to give him access, silently begging for more. She squeezed
her eyes shut until she felt the same sensation on the opposite breast, this
time from fingers instead of teeth. Mick leaned into her slowly to kiss her, a
low growl rumbling in his chest.


His lips on hers
were so soft, so gentle, so opposite of the other sensations flooding her body
that when someone’s hand moved to cup her mound, to push fingers into her
pussy, she came in a rush. All at once. Mick’s tongue thrust into her mouth as
she screamed, his big body rolling over hers to thrust his cock into her.


She shook.
Consumed. Then she came again, her channel clamping down until he moaned and
withdrew. He flipped her over and pulled her to her knees, gave her no warning
before thrusting into her from behind. The full feeling in her ass increased,
and the vibrations kicked up a notch.


There was no way
to fight the pleasure. No way to survive it. She gave in and became a creature
that was nothing but feeling. Nothing but bliss. He made her feel every
microsecond of it until she was sure she wouldn’t survive. Until she was sure
she really could have an overdose of ecstasy.


She felt him grow
harder, his strokes grow faster, his roar filled her ears, and in one final
release she literally saw stars. Her overloaded brain shut down, and she
slumped to the bed. Minutes later when she finally could crack open her eyes,
they both leaned over her, wearing the same expression of worry. The plug was
gone. Her body felt sated and heavy and replete, and she vowed never to move
again.


“What?” she asked
sleepily.


“You’re okay.”
Jonas’s voice was full of relief.


She found the
strength to stretch her arms over her head, arching her back to loosen those
muscles. “Oh yeah. I’m not moving for a week, but I’m perfect.”


His eyes narrowed,
and it made her sex clench.


“It’s a very bad idea
to test my control, darlin’.”


“Yeah? I thought
it worked out pretty well,” she said smugly.


He growled, his
expression stern, but he sounded too satisfied to pull it off. She looped her
arms around his neck.


“Maybe control is
overrated?”


“Not yet.”


He pulled her arms
loose and sat up, looking over her moodily. Starting at her face, his gaze
moved down her body, stopping at her stomach. His fingertips lightly grazed the
faint pale scars there before his lips did the same. She sucked in a breath,
tried to move him away, but he wouldn’t budge until he’d traced them all. He
sat up, his gaze traveled down to her thighs, and Mick’s lips took over where
Jonas had stopped.


Jonas didn’t speak
until Mick lifted his head. His eyes were cold and determined. “This is a story
I will have from you, Harper.”


She tried to
wiggle her way out between them, to avoid having to paint a picture of herself
as weak and damaged, but they easily held her in place. She sighed.


“It was a long
time ago. I got between him and a horse that had pissed him off.”


“Who, Harper?”


“You know,” she
whispered. Why were they insisting she rehash this? “My father.”


The story spilled
out against her will. It had been a beautiful summer day, her last week in high
school, and she had felt freedom in her grasp. She had been planning to go away
to college in the fall, had been ignoring her father’s taunts and jeers and
hints that he would force her to stay. It had been that freedom, that feeling
she was going to break away, that emboldened her to step forward and protest
when he’d raised the riding crop against the horse. He had simply transferred
his fury from it to her. It had taken weeks for her to recover. Weeks that had
seen his emotional torment focused more and more on Dane, and she had known when
the time came to leave in the fall, she couldn’t abandon her brother.


“I’m going to kill
him,” Jonas said, softly, but with so much rage it scared her. And infuriated
her.


Wrenching free,
she jumped off the bed to glare down at them with her hands on her hips. She
was a little surprised they let her go, but pissed off enough she didn’t care.
Why were they trying to mess up her new start by reliving the past? She’d been
afraid, but obviously it wasn’t a problem. Or had they missed the fact it was
her screaming her head off in pleasure anytime either one touched her?


Worse, Jonas
couldn’t go after her father. Couldn’t even entertain the idea. He was the most
powerful wizard she knew, maybe in his generation. He wasn’t afraid to use
black magic, and he loved to make her miserable. And killing Jonas would rip
her heart out. She had to stop this madness before it took root. But before she
could launch into a lecture, before she could collect her thoughts and give
them the yelling she wanted to, a banging came from downstairs on the front
door. It opened with a thud.
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“Harper!”


Holy shit. Just
what she needed. Her overprotective baby brother joining forces with two
overprotective mates. Then it occurred to her she was naked. And footsteps
pounded up the stairs. She pulled on the first thing she reached -- Jonas’s
shirt -- and tossed two pairs of jeans on the bed.


She didn’t wait to
see if they’d dressed before flinging open the door, hoping to meet Dane at the
stairs. No such luck. He stood on the other side of the threshold, fist raised
to knock, face a furious red. He reached out and grabbed her in a tight hold.


“Thank gods,” he
muttered. “Are you all right?”


“Of course.” She
pulled back and scowled up at him. “What happened?”


He shook his head,
looking over her to take in Mick and Jonas, who both, she noticed when she
turned to look, waited in only jeans. She felt power rising, recognized it as
her loving brother’s, and tapped him on the chest to get his attention. He
rubbed the spot, looking down at her with a surprised expression. Okay, maybe
she’d hit him harder than she’d realized, but… She poked him in the chest.


“They are off
limits.”


“You sure, Sis?”


She gave him a
tight smile. “Mine.”


She surprised
herself with her vehemence. She could get used to this werewolf stuff, where
possessiveness wasn’t considered a character flaw. Looking over her shoulder,
she caught Mick’s approving grin. That didn’t hurt either. She pushed Dane out
of the doorway and toward the steps.


“I thought you
were going to dinner.”


“I got
distracted.”


It was almost
a growl, but the rage in his tone was all real. She led him to the kitchen,
opened the fridge, and pulled out four beers still on the plastic ring. She
shouldn’t give her underage baby brother a beer, but she recognized that look
in his eyes. She knew he’d had a vision that frightened him, and it still held
him in its grip. She shook her head at Jonas’s disapproving frown when she
handed one to Dane. Hell, at eighteen he was older than most of the thirty
somethings she knew. She dragged him to a chair.


“Tell me.”


He sat, silent,
Adam’s apple bobbing while he got himself under control. Then he popped the top
on the beer and took a long swallow.


“Dane?”


“He’s coming.”


“But you already
knew that, right?” she said gently. That was why he’d hung around when it was
so dangerous for a wizard to impede on werewolf territory.


His eyes were
haunted. “This time he’s going to kill you,” he whispered.


She repressed her
immediate reaction. She’d worry about terror later. Grabbing her brother’s
hand, she focused on his face, focused her power into her voice. Convincing.
Certain. “No, he isn’t. There is no way Mick and Jonas will let that happen.”


“Harper --”


“No,” she said
sharply. “You’re good, but you’re young. You don’t have perfect control. You
know that.”


For the
gazillionth time in her life she wished this were a gift, a burden she could
take from her baby brother.


The table was huge
and round, probably capable of seating eight men. Impressive, considering the
size of most of the men in Redhawke. She sat next to Dane, Jonas next to him,
and Mick took the chair behind her.


*


“Tell us about
your visions,” Mick said softly, but there was no denying it was an order.


Dane’s head jerked
up to glare at him. A wizard’s natural suspicion at war with his need to
recruit whatever help was necessary to protect his sister was easy to read on
his face. Harper opened her mouth to intervene, but Mick squeezed her hand and
shook his head. This had to come from Dane, and Mick wouldn’t allow him to hide
behind his sister. That would stunt a boy on the cusp of becoming a man.


“They’re flashes
of images. Like snapshots.”


“And they aren’t
always accurate?”


Dane sighed. “No.
But I’m more accurate than most. Maybe eighty, eighty-five percent of the time.”


“But you’re more
likely to be wrong about me,” Harper pointed out.


Dane’s nod was
reluctant. “Emotion can cloud things.”


That had better be
true, because no one was going to be permitted to harm Harper ever again. Not
even death would take her from them.


“What did you
see?” Jonas asked, glancing over at Harper. “Darlin’, why don’t you go get
cleaned up.”


Mick moaned to
himself. Jonas’s suggestion was an order, and Harper wasn’t about to let
herself be bullied into following it. Maybe a few a days ago, but not now. Mick
wondered briefly if Jonas realized how much she’d changed, opened up in the
last few days? That conversation would have to wait for later.


“I’m not going
anywhere. If I want other people running my life for me, I know exactly where
to go.”


Jonas growled.
Mick gripped the back of her neck and snapped his teeth in warning before she
could dig herself a deeper hole. Leaving them was not an option. Ever. She
rolled her eyes.


“Didn’t I just say
I wasn’t leaving?”


Her words soothed
his wolf, but her confrontational attitude excited it. “Keep pushing, sugar,”
he growled.


He didn’t think
she was ready to play the kind of games she was inciting just yet. Dane cleared
his throat, and everyone’s attention swung back to him.


“The vision. It’s
soon. Probably tonight. We have to get Harper out of here.”


“No. He’ll just
come after me wherever I go. I’ve hurt his pride now.”


Dane turned a
little green, and Mick jumped up to grab the trash can. Better than vomiting
all over himself and the table, but when he handed it over, Dane shook his
head, pulled himself together.


“So we know when.
Do you know where?”


Dane looked
around. “Here.”


Jonas snarled and
stood to pace. Mick could guess what he was thinking. This damned wizard was
coming after their mate in their territory? Stupid. But lucky for them. Jonas
got control of his initial rage and turned to meet Mick’s gaze. They were
definitely thinking the same thing.


“Why do you think
it’s tonight?” Jonas asked.


Dane turned and
pointed to the window over the sink. “Because in the vision I could see the
moon, almost full, in that window. And if the weather report is right, tomorrow
will be too overcast to see it.”


Well now. Maybe
the kid was smarter than he looked. Mick never bothered to check weather
reports. His wolf alerted him to impending changes. A storm was moving in,
probably after daybreak, and it wasn’t quite dark yet.


“We need to get
you up to the alpha’s house,” he told Harper.


“What? No. It’s me
he wants.”


“And he isn’t
getting you. We need you someplace we know you’re not in danger,” Jonas
growled.


She lifted her
chin in the air, stubbornness radiating from her tense body.


“You need my help.
Dane is a seer, but not a great a spell caster, and Liza isn’t good enough yet.
So you’re stuck with me.”


Jonas snarled and
resumed pacing. Thinking. Unfortunately, he’d reached the same conclusion Mick
already had. She was right. But they sure as fuck didn’t have to like it.


“I’m not going
either,” Dane said belligerently. Mick sighed. Apparently, pigheadedness was
genetic. “I’m good with fire if nothing else,” he added with a glare at Harper.
From what little he’d seen, he’d guess Harper protected her younger brother
from danger as much as possible.


“Is that why Liza
sent me down here?” a voice drawled from behind them.


*


Jonas turned to
see Zach lounging against the door frame behind him. Great. Just what they
needed to add to the clusterfuck. Zach was annoying on his best days,
antagonistic the rest of the time.


“Why would she
send you here?” Jonas asked.


Zach shrugged and
strolled into the kitchen. “Said she had a bad feeling and wanted me to check
up on Harper.”


One day very soon
Jonas was going to give into the urge to knock his beta on his ass, but the
threat to Harper had to be eliminated first. He could guess by Mick’s
expression he’d decided to give in to her demand to stay. Like her, he hadn’t
thought the whole thing through. He was a healer. He’d never kill unless he was
in the heat of battle. Jonas was not so reserved. They were only thinking of
beating the bad guy, not what it would take to keep the bad guy away forever.


He walked outside,
past Zach, who followed and closed the door behind him.


“Kid says he had a
vision. Harper’s father isn’t willing to let her go after all.”


“You believe him?”


“Yeah.” Unfortunately.
“If the kid is right, he’ll show up tonight.”


Zach’s expression
changed from predatory to amused in half a second. “The kid has a name.”


Jonas snorted.
Like they had time for stating the obvious? “Whatever. I need them out of here.
All three of them.”


Technically, Jonas
outranked Mick, but under the circumstances Mick wouldn’t follow the order if
he gave it, and because of what they meant to each other Jonas was reluctant to
force him. Zach, on the other hand, was beta. Not even Mick would go against his
orders. Zach nodded.


“And then we wait
for her father.”


Jonas nodded.


“Get Gabby and
Ethan here too. And put a couple extra patrols on my place.”


He tossed his
phone to Jonas and left him outside to make the calls while he went back into
the kitchen. Jonas stepped away from the house and scrolled through the address
book. He picked up raised voices inside but couldn’t make them out. A few
minutes later, everyone trooped out, and he turned his back on Mick’s angry
glare.


He should’ve known
he wouldn’t get off that easy. He scented that Zach, Harper, and Dane had moved
away, but he knew when he finished his last call, Mick would be standing there
waiting for him. Knowing he couldn’t put it off any longer, he flipped the
phone closed and turned to face him.


Mick strode
forward, stopped inches from Jonas, a growl rumbling in his chest. “She’s my
mate too. You wouldn’t try to stop anyone else from protecting what was
theirs.”


“No.” Jonas closed
the distance between them, lifting his hands to cradle Mick’s face. “But do you
want her to watch me kill her father? Is there another way to keep her safe?”


Mick’s body
jerked, but he didn’t pull away. “Mick, baby, let me do what I have to without
worrying about y’all,” he pleaded.


Mick’s eyes glowed
in the evening gloom. “You think I’m not capable? You think I can’t help?”


Jonas took a deep
breath. “I think it’s against your nature. I think it would eat at you. And
that would make me feel…less. For not protecting you too.”


When was the last
time he’d been this honest? Had he ever? It surprised him how easy it was to
do, to just lay everything bare. He leaned his forehead against Mick’s. “I need
you to stay whole,” he whispered.


Finally, finally
Mick touched him. His arms lifted, circled Jonas’s waist, and yanked him close.
“You are not getting off the hook for not discussing this with me.”


No but and
Jonas heaved a huge sigh of relief. Mick was going to go. “Someone has to watch
Harper, and I have to be focused elsewhere. You know that.” He couldn’t help
push, though. “Could you really do it?”


Even Mick’s scent
went cold. “If it meant protecting you or her, yes.”


“And that I don’t
want you to have to make that choice? Does that mean anything?”


Mick smiled, slow
and sweet and sensual. “Baby, the time is going to come you have to let someone
take care of you.”


They did something
-- those words -- to Jonas. The sensual promise. The exacting command. He
whispered, “Maybe. For now, though, I need you to go.” He leaned forward and
kissed Mick. All teeth and tongue and bite. “Be safe. Keep her safe. And let me
do my thing.”


Mick didn’t let
him go so easily. He bit him hard on his bottom lip. “We are going to
talk about this again.”


He scented Zach
returning, and he wanted Mick away. Safe. “We will. For now, go.”


He wasn’t happy
about it, but he turned to leave. Jonas watched until he disappeared in the
growing dark, and Zach stood at his side. Then Gabby and Ethan strolled into
the yard. They both radiated tension.


Zach heaved a
sigh. “You two. Can it.”


Gabby flashed a
quick rueful grin, and the anxiety seemed to deflate out of her. “What’s the
plan?”


“You’re playing
decoy.”


Ethan jerked, his
eyes glowing wolf yellow, but he nodded. Even if he claimed her right now, she
was a lieutenant in the pack, and she’d remain one. Up close she looked nothing
like Harper, but they were the same height and had similar builds. Harper’s
father wouldn’t realize he’d gone after the wrong target until it was too late.


The patrols had
been ordered to let the man slip through or believe he had. He’d probably use
magic at the gate for entrance and to find the location of Jonas’s house, so
the gate guards hadn’t been warned. Jonas felt a little bad about that, but
they couldn’t accidentally betray a plan they knew nothing of.


Now it was simply
a matter of waiting, and he was nothing if not a patient wolf. If he’d been in
lupine form, his lips would have been pulled back in a snarl. This was one kill
he was looking forward to.


The plan was put
into action.


Hours later, he
could see Gabby through the window where she pretended to be Harper, puttering
around the kitchen. He could smell the others in the woods -- his backup should
things go wrong. He wouldn’t need it. He had determination and cold, cutting
fury on his side. He lifted his snout to check the angle of the moon. Almost
time.


But the minutes
stretched on and on until the wolf that was sometimes Jonas thought Dane’s
vision must have been wrong. The wolf grew restless, then agitated when
suddenly the forest around it felt wrong. Too quiet. Too still. There was a
yelp -- Ethan’s -- that was cut off too quickly to indicate anything other than
unconsciousness or death.


Teeth bared, he
crept forward from his place hidden in the trees, sharp wolf’s eyes quartering
the open space. Watching and waiting for the wizard to reveal himself. The only
movement was from Zach, who crouched in bushes close to the house.


Sensing something
approach from his left, he froze. His muscles coiled tight, ready to spring at
any attack or threat. Careful to keep the movement small and natural,
unnoticed, he swung his head in that direction, keeping his eyelids narrowed to
tiny slits to avoid giving his location away. The glow of a werewolf’s eyes
couldn’t be mistaken for anything else.


He saw nothing but
a blackness where there should have been trees, and barely restrained
his triumphant howl. The wizard was cloaking himself, or trying to, but he
couldn’t hide from Jonas. Couldn’t hide from justice.


The wolf edged
closer, still careful, but moving faster now. The wizard was too far away to
spring at. Yet. The blackness moved forward, no longer cautious as it
approached the house. It didn’t notice the wolf pursuing at its back. But the
other wolf had been spotted. The blackness solidified into form for a moment
and Zach rolled out of the way just in time to miss a blast of energy erupting
from the wizard’s hands. Then Alexander was that almost invisible again.


Jonas leaped for
his back, worried only fleetingly as his teeth sank into the blackness. The
illusion dropped so fast Jonas almost lost his hold, disoriented. The
hesitation nearly cost him everything. He was amazed at the strength of the
wizard, who dropped desperately to knock him off his back. Then there was
nothing but a human cry of pain as Jonas’s teeth closed over his jugular.
Nothing but the sound of gurgling death when he ripped it out.


He shifted as he
dropped the wizard. Spit blood out of his mouth, and then wiped it away with
the back of his hand. Zach joined him as Gabby ran out of the house, shaking
and panicked.


“Ethan?”


He didn’t smell
Ethan’s death in the air, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t in trouble. “We’ll
find him. Go get Mick.”


She took off up
the trail. Zach jerked his head to where the trees were thickest. “This way.”


It only took a few
minutes to find Ethan. He was unconscious, pale but breathing. Jonas slung him
over one shoulder and followed Zach back to his house, where a crowd had
gathered inside. He wasn’t surprised to find Gabby and the others had beat him
back to the house. Jonas carried him to the living room and laid him out on the
couch, where Elspeth approached and looked him over.


“Knocked out by a
blast of magic. He’ll be fine in a few days,” she gently told Gabby, who’d
knelt by his side and taken his hand, refusing to be moved. “He’ll be more comfortable
at home in bed.”


Jonas stepped
forward to lift him again, but Zach and Caleb stopped him. “We’ll handle it.
And get all our women out of your hair,” Caleb joked, his critical eye sweeping
over Dane also. “And the boy. Grab your things.”


Harper, looking
pinched and worn, jerked forward. “Why?”


“Don’t worry,
little one,” Zach said. “He’ll be safe at our house.”


Mick stood behind
her, his hands massaging her shoulders, and she nodded, relaxed at the comfort
given by her mate. Jonas felt something tighten, then snap in his chest.
Emotion overwhelmed him. He couldn’t speak as everyone left. Didn’t know what
to say when it was just the three of them alone. It was Harper who broke the
spell. With a cry, she pulled free of Mick and rushed to him, clinging around
his waist.


“What is it,
darlin’? What’s wrong?”
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She shook, but it
wasn’t until she looked up at him that Jonas realized it was with fury. “If you
ever scare me like that again, I swear I’ll rip your heart out.”


That seemed a
little extreme under the circumstances, especially coming from his
gentle-souled mate. He looked over her head at Mick and cocked an inquiring
eyebrow.


“Gabby was pretty
freaked out when she came to get us.” He shrugged one shoulder, but Jonas knew
he wasn’t as unaffected as he appeared. He seemed to vibrate with pent-up
energy. “We didn’t know until you walked out of the woods with Ethan that you
were safe.”


Harper’s hands
fisted in his shirt at the base of his spine. “I mean it, Jonas,” she said
fiercely. “Never again.”


He held her
tighter, sliding his hands up and down her back in an effort to comfort her. He
kissed the top of her head and looked up to meet Mick’s gaze.


“Let me make it up
to you,” he whispered, letting the desire, the love he felt for them color his
voice.


Mick didn’t budge,
and his arms were crossed over his chest. “Is this a breakthrough, then?
Something has changed?”


He laughed. “You
mean other than I’ve been an idiot?”


That startled
Harper enough that her scent changed with it, the anger finally leaking away.
She leaned back in his arms. “You’ll have to explain that. Now would be a good
time,” she said tartly.


She amazed him. So
vibrant. Full of life. His. “Why did I ever think you were submissive?”


Mick finally
moved, hands dropping to his sides as he strolled closer. “Oh, she has her
moments, don’t you, sugar?”


“Um.” The scent of
arousal spiked, lush and tangy in the air, on his tongue. “We’re talking about
Jonas right now.”


“Later,” Mick
murmured against her nape. “He’s not going anywhere.”


“No, I’m not.” Not
now. Not ever.


Harper escaped
from their arms and retreated a few feet, switching her gaze back and forth
between him and Mick. He groaned when he got a good look at the mutinous,
stubborn look on her face. She pointed a shaky finger in his direction.


“I have questions
you two need to answer. I’m new here. Not a werewolf. I’m flying blind,
and sometimes I get the feeling you prefer it that way.”


Well, hell.
“That’s not true. I just forget that you don’t know our world like…” He almost
said like Liza, but something told him that would be a mistake.


“We can answer
questions just as well naked, sugar,” Mick drawled, his voice deep and sexy and
coaxing, rushing to Jonas’s rescue.


Harper wasn’t
being deflected, however. One eyebrow cocked, she switched her attention to
Mick. “Maybe the more answers I get, the more skin you’ll see.”


He jerked at the
tone of her voice, felt the subtle flare of magic she used to infuse it with a
sultry invitation to sin. “Not fair,” he croaked.


She shrugged.
“Neither is you keeping me in the dark. I’m here for more than sex, aren’t I?”


Finally, he could
retreat into irritation. This emotion shit sucked. “Of course you are,” Jonas
snapped.


Mick sighed and
gave him the baleful look that seemed to scream you damned idjit. This
was his worst nightmare. Out numbered. Hell, he’d said he wasn’t going
anywhere. They knew how he felt. Why did he have to put everything into words?
He was so much better at action. He almost said all that. He almost stomped out
of the room. One look over and he knew Mick was his usual calm, or maybe
resigned, self. He didn’t expect Jonas to do anything but avoid expressing how
he felt. Hadn’t he promised himself he wouldn’t do that to Mick anymore?


Then he looked at
Harper. Her arms were crossed over her chest, her face blank as she waited for
him to respond. But though she seemed relaxed, she stood straight and sure,
like she’d built a wall around herself. A wall that kept him and whatever
cruelty he might come up with out. There was a hurt, a disappointment in her
eyes she couldn’t quite hide.


And all it would
take to make that go away was to answer a few uncomfortable questions. He
nodded.


“But let’s go out
on the porch.” He needed to be outside, under the cool glow of the moon, where
his animal nature was more at peace. “And, darlin’?” No reason he couldn’t have
a little fun while he bared his soul. “For each question I answer, you lose an
article of clothing.”


She met his gaze
with a startled one of her own. “Outside? It’s cold.”


“No one will bother
us. And the sun porch is enclosed and heated.”


He recalled all
the games of strip poker he’d played as a teenager. “Shoes and socks stay
inside.” They’d slow the game down.


“How is that
fair?” she grumbled but sat to remove them, and when she stood, her color was
high, her eyes bright. It was a weird game to play with his mate, but he didn’t
think she’d had much chance to play in her life.


Just to make
things even, he took his footwear off too, then gestured for her to lead the
way. It was full dark, the moon high and bright, and she walked away from him
to lean against a glass wall with one shoulder. She didn’t say a word, just
watched, and the longer she remained quiet, the more nervous he became. What
the hell was going on in that pretty little head? Finally, though he knew it
hadn’t been more than a couple of minutes, Mick joined them. He was barefoot
and tossed a bottle of lube on the double-wide lounger.


“We’re all here,
darlin’. Start,” Jonas ordered.


“Okay.” She licked
her lips nervously. “But we all take something off. Not just me.”


“Fine,” Mick
answered and elbowed him sharply in the side when he opened his mouth to point
out that had not been the original deal.


Harper nodded
acceptance, though, straightened away from the wall, and gave him a hard look.
“Are you still in love with Liza?”


Fuck. He turned to
glare at Mick, who backed away, hands held up in a placating gesture Jonas
didn’t buy for a minute. “Don’t look at me. I didn’t talk to her about it.”


He turned his
glare to Harper and then ripped his shirt over his head. She wanted to play?
Fine. They’d play.


“No, I’m not. I
don’t think I ever was. We’re friends. I have a great deal of respect and
admiration for her.”


“You wanted
someone like her,” she accused.


How could he deny
it? “I thought I did. Then I met you, and I started to rethink things.”


“Why?”


He fought a smile.
This might work out well after all. “That’s two questions, darlin’.”


With a huff, she
pulled the turtleneck off and tossed it away, then let her arms fall to her
sides. Oh yeah. He could get used to this game. The anticipation was
invigorating. She was left standing in tight jeans and an even-tighter, barely
there white lacy bra. He wanted to lick his way around its edges but managed to
stay still. First things first.


“I thought, for a
long time, that if I had a mate, she needed to be another soldier. I thought
that was the only kind of woman strong enough to stand up to me. To take me on.
I was wrong.”


“So you don’t want
someone as tough as you now?”


He smiled, looked
her up and down in a blatant reminder of the rules. She played with the snap on
her jeans and rolled her eyes before popping it free and shimmying out of them.
She was left in a tiny pair of panties that matched her bra. Oh yeah, baby. He
edged closer to her.


“I’ve decided soft
is more appealing.”


*


He was calling her
soft? Was that a good or bad thing? Part of her said bad, bad, bad. But
the other part pointed out how good bad could be. Playing by the rules,
he and Mick both dropped their jeans. Bad was looking better and better. Focus
on something besides sex, Harper. But gods, was that difficult to manage
with two hard, sexy, and mostly naked bodies in front of her.


“I am not a soft
woman,” she whispered.


Mick chuckled and
approached, then moved around behind her. He set his hands on her hips while
leaning forward to nuzzle her neck.


“Maybe. But this
definitely is.” He pushed his erection against her ass. “And this.”


His hands slid up
her back to the clasp of her bra, and she felt it pop free. He moved to cup her
breasts, his teeth nipping the sensitive skin between her shoulder and neck.
“More softness.”


“Any more
questions, darlin’?” Jonas asked, approaching her and Mick. His gaze ensnared
her. Hot. Open. He stopped close enough she could feel the heat pouring off
him, but not close enough to brush against her. Mick held her still when she
tried to close the gap. Jonas cocked an eyebrow. “No more questions?”


“Um.” How could
she think right now? Mick’s hands were hot on her body, stoking a fire she
wanted to set free, and Jonas’s body was tight, coiled to spring, his eyes full
of carnal promise. Finally, he stepped closer, lifting one hand to stroke the
side of her face.


“I choose you,
Harper, and Mick. I don’t want anyone else. Does that answer your questions?”


She couldn’t do
anything but jerk a nod. He grinned in response, and oh was it wicked. When he
kissed her, it was slow and unhurried, a deep exploration that left her gasping
when he broke away. Mick took her hand and pulled her to the lounger.


“Lie back,” he
whispered, and she did as he ordered, her anticipation building.


Jonas knelt in
front of her and spread her legs wide to accommodate his shoulders. His hands
slowly slid up the insides of her thighs, rough calluses leaving a hot trail in
their wake, until he reached her panties. He leaned forward, his tongue tracing
the edge, his fingers working under the sides to tug them down. She lifted her
butt and helped wiggle them off, raising her legs to kick them away. Jonas
clamped his hands under her thighs and held them high, staring at her like a
starving man. She shivered and held her breath. Gods, she hoped so.


Then his mouth was
on her, his tongue spearing inside her while his fingers found her clit. It was
exquisite. It wasn’t nearly enough. She tried to wiggle free. She wanted him
inside her. She wanted them inside her. But he held her still with one
arm across her pelvis, fucking her with his mouth.


She turned her
head to look for Mick and found him kneeling beside her. He smiled when she met
his gaze, leaned forward to steal a quick kiss before breaking away. It wasn’t
until she heard a squeaking sound that she realized he was holding a bottle of
lube for Jonas. Until she heard the squeak, she hadn’t realized his arm was no
longer holding her hips down.


She lay frozen in
place as Jonas lifted his head and held his hand out to Mick. She watched
half-fascinated, half-scared as Mick squeezed a generous amount of the lube
onto his fingers. And then those fingers disappeared from view, and she could
do nothing but wait, shaking, unsure. Jonas blew a hot breath over her sex.


“Relax, darlin’,”
he whispered, and her laugh strangled on a moan of pleasure as his teeth closed
over and tugged on her clit. She was so focused on the sensation that she
didn’t flinch when his wet, cold fingers circled her rear entrance, when he
slowly, carefully worked two fingers inside.


When Mick lay down
next to her, he kissed the tip of one hard nipple before sucking it, biting it,
and she came with a hoarse yell. Yet neither stopped what he was doing. Jonas
worked another finger inside her, eased them back and forth, stretching her.
His mouth moved over her clit. Sometimes slow and gentle, sometimes fast and
hard, until she was begging, pleading for release, her hips thrusting against his
fingers. She was desperate to come.


She wanted to weep
when Jonas pulled away, when his tongue and fingers abandoned her body. But she
knew it was only temporary, watched with nothing but anticipation as he reached
for the bottle of lube. He squeezed enough on his palm to coat his shaft and
more around her opening. She held her breath when he moved into position and
paused with the head of his cock pressing against her.


“Ready?”


She nodded, unable
to speak, hoping her eyes held her response if the motion did not. His entry
was slow, what felt like a millimeter at a time. She tried to thrust against
him, eager to come, but he held her still.


“Easy, baby. I
don’t want to hurt you.”


He worked the head
of his cock in, then more, giving her so little at a time she thought she’d
lose her mind until he started working through that restricting ring of muscle,
and she gasped. Pain and pleasure. Pleasure and pain. She didn’t know which was
more, which was in control. Mick put a finger under her chin and turned her to
face him. He tugged her bottom lip with his teeth, swept his tongue into her
mouth, then broke away.


“Relax, sugar.”


He stood, the
bottle of lube in his fist, and moved to kneel behind Jonas. His grin was
sinful, his face flushed with excitement, and Harper felt her own grow. Jonas
slid more of his cock into her ass, and this time there was no pain, just some
residual discomfort. He smirked when she met his gaze.


“You like the idea
of watching me get fucked, darlin’?”


He withdrew his
cock a bit, thrust back in a little harder, deeper. He wasn’t quite all the way
inside yet. She was disappointed when he kept his thrusts shallow.


“Harper? Answer my
question.”


She looked over
Jonas’s shoulder to meet Mick’s gaze. His hands stroked down Jonas’s back, face
bent forward to nuzzle his neck. He held her gaze while he waited for her
answer.


“Yes,” she
whispered. “I like it.”


Mick groaned and
straightened, and she heard that telltale squeak again, but she couldn’t see
anything from her position. She could only guess from Jonas’s reaction.


“Gods, babe, a
little warning,” he growled. “Remember foreplay?”


Mick laughed, one
hand gripping Jonas’s shoulder as he leaned over to look down. “How much more
do you need?”


His tone, his
expression was teasing as his gaze traveled up her body, winking when he met
her gaze.


“I just need
someone to move,” she said a little more tartly than she had intended.


“Yes, ma’am,” Mick
drawled, and when he thrust into Jonas, Jonas thrust into her. She gasped. This
time his cock was fully inside her. He was a tight fit. She couldn’t believe it
was possible to be so full and not burst.


“I hope you’re
ready.”


He lay down over
her, pressing her into the lounger, his mouth fusing over hers. He withdrew and
thrust back in, Mick moving in tandem with him. They were shallow, quick
thrusts. Jonas broke the kiss, his lips moving from her mouth, down her neck,
finally stopping at her breast. He flicked his tongue over her nipple before
his mouth closed over it. He sucked her hard in long, even pulls that matched
his thrusts in her ass. She couldn’t take any more, couldn’t hold back the
pleasure any longer.


She gave in to the
ecstasy building, flooding through her body, short-circuiting her nerves and
her brain. Every muscle pulled taut as the tension broke free. Even her vocal
cords were out of her control. She couldn’t do anything but keen as the orgasm
overtook her. After a couple of minutes she focused on the men leaning over
her, her men. Jonas was no longer moving inside her, no longer buried inside her.
He searched her face, seemed to see what he was looking for, and nodded.


“Slide up on the
lounger, sugar,” Mick ordered.


She did, but they
stayed where they were, and she realized she’d come and Jonas had come, but
Mick hadn’t yet. She held her breath, watched as he gripped Jonas’s hips and
surged forward. Mick’s head was thrown back, his skin drawn tight over his
cheeks, and his lips pressed together.


“Beautiful,” she
murmured and wondered if they knew what they looked like together. How raw and
carnal and easy to read their love for each other was. She quashed a moment of
unease, the fear she might not be part of that love. But Jonas was watching her
like he knew exactly what was going through her mind.


“Touch yourself
for me, darlin’.”


She sucked in a breath.
She was no stranger to her body, but to masturbate while someone watched -- no,
while Jonas and Mick watched -- felt scandalous. Decadent.


“Do it, Harper.”
His voice was low, more coaxing than demanding. “I want to see your fingers in
our pretty little pussy.”


She blushed from
her toes to her forehead, and embarrassment warred with lust as she slowly
palmed her breasts, squeezing her nipples to tight buds before sliding her
hands down. Over her ribs, past her belly, to spread the lips hiding her sex.
Jonas’s eyes glowed the eerie blue she knew meant his wolf was close to the
surface.


“Yes,” he hissed.
“Keep going.”


But she wasn’t
sure if the words were for her or Mick, who was fucking him faster, harder. Who
cared? It was a major turn-on, and if she got to get off watching them, she
wasn’t complaining. She pushed a finger into her pussy, moved it in and out a
few strokes, gathering the hot moisture before moving her finger to rub her
clit. It was hard, pulsing, begging for attention. So good. She arched her back
as the feeling built, thrusting fingers from her other hand into her pussy,
switching her gaze from Jonas to Mick and back again as she did. She tried to
hold on to the enjoyment, tried to drag it out, and in minutes she was shaking
with the restraint.


“That’s it,
sugar,” Mick moaned. “Come now. Come with us.”


She was helpless
against the order, could only fall apart as she watched a shudder move through
Mick’s body as he came, matching the one that racked Jonas while he pumped his
cock and cum spurt from its tip.


It was a long time
later, while she was lying back on the lounger between them, that her brain
reengaged. “This is going to be complicated, isn’t it?”


“What’s
complicated?” Mick said. “You love us. We love you.”


Her heart
stuttered. “Is that right?” she asked lightly. She loved them. She couldn’t say
when or how it had happened, it certainly made no sense, but she couldn’t deny
to herself how she felt. But is that what they really felt?


Jonas rolled to
his side and leaned up on one elbow. “That’s right,” he said. “I know this
seems fast to you. You don’t know us well yet. You don’t know much about
werewolves yet. But we’ll get there. It’ll all work out, I promise.”


“Even if I’m
soft?” She honestly wasn’t sure how she felt about that assessment.


His smile was slow
and lazy. “I like soft, and you are soft in all the right places, darlin’.”


She rolled her
eyes and fought a losing battle to control the new flight of butterflies in her
belly.


“I was mistaking
soft with weak,” he continued, leaning over to kiss her forehead. “But our mate
isn’t weak.”


“No,” she agreed,
but she wasn’t convinced he wouldn’t change his mind later, and her fear was in
her voice.


“What are you
afraid of?”


“Witches are so
different from you all. No affection. No love. At least not openly.” She
shrugged. “To feel a part of that, but fear losing it…” She let the thought
trail off.


Mick scooted
closer to her, his heat infusing her and making her feel less exposed. “There
is no way you’ll lose us, Harper. Mating is forever. There’s no splitting up.
No divorce.”


“I’ve heard that.
I just, I guess I’m afraid one of you might regret it later.”


“Me. You’re afraid
I’ll regret it,” Jonas said, and she could only nod. She was sure of Mick’s
feelings. Jonas’s? Not so much. He laughed.


“Oh, darlin’,
that’s not going to happen. You are exactly what I want. Exactly who we need.”
His lips met hers, soft and gentle and warm. He lifted his head enough to meet
her gaze. “I love you. That isn’t going to change.”


When he looked at
her like that, no barriers, totally open, she believed him. She wanted him and
Mick, wanted to be part of their lives, their love, and was forced to face her
last fear.


“I don’t know much
about love,” she whispered.


“Don’t worry about
it, sugar,” Mick said, and she switched her gaze to him, heart tripping at his
lascivious grin. “We know all the ways to love you.”


She laughed at the
audacious claim, joy bursting inside her and she was certain everything was
going to be all right, everything was going to be perfect. She wrapped an arm
around each of them. “Show me,” she demanded.


And they did.
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“All right, all
right, I’m coming,” Harris yelled while he wrapped the towel around his hips. 


He stalked down
the center hall but didn’t reach the door before the bell rang a fourth
time. It couldn’t be Ethan. It was too early for their date. Besides he’d just
come in or use his key if the door was locked, which it rarely was. 


Harris damned near
ripped the door off its hinges when he yanked it open. The sight that greeted
him stopped his next angry words cold. He opened the door wide and stepped back
to let her enter. 


Gabby. 


Werewolf soldier
and major pain in his ass, but man could the woman work a short red
dress. Clingy fabric wrapped around her killer curves, high full breasts, and a
mouth-watering ass. Auburn hair hung loose down her back, framing a face more
striking than beautiful. But it was her eyes that did him in every time. Rich
brown and expressive. 


He hadn’t seen her
for three months, and there could only be one reason for her showing up now.
She looked him over with a smoldering look that confirmed his suspicions. 


“In heat again,
darlin’?” 


Smoldering gave
way to bright, sharp anger. “Are you complaining? That’s a first.” 


She moved to the
living room entryway, leaned one shoulder against the wall and wrapped her arms
around her middle. The movement pushed her breasts up so they almost spilled
from the top of the low bodice. It was a calculated move, playing dirty, and
they both knew it. His own anger started to simmer. 


He wasn’t sure who
was the cat or who was the mouse, but he was fucking sick of this game. They
should be enemies. Wizards and werewolves weren’t allies, friends, or fuck
buddies. Then again, nothing was as it should be, right down to his presence in
Redemption, Florida. He’d been banished as a teenager and made his way here to
neutral territory. 


Neutral or not, it
bordered werewolf land, and a good half of its residents were members of the
neighboring Redhawke pack. He hadn’t exactly been welcomed with open arms, but
he’d carved out a place for himself. Despite the odds, despite centuries of
animosity between his race and theirs, Harris counted werewolves among his
friends and lovers. He’d made a name for himself as an honest and ethical and
dependable man.


But that
acceptance only went so far, and that was part of the problem, wasn’t it? 


Gabby would never
mate with him. She wouldn’t let him get that close, but she trusted him when
she was in heat in a way she’d never trust a wolf. Mating was an instinct a
wolf would find hard to resist with a female in heat, but she didn’t believe
Harris could create a mate bond with her since he was a different species.
Since he’d been content with their arrangement he hadn’t corrected her. The
first time she’d come to him, two years ago, he’d resolved to just enjoy what
part of her she was willing to share. He didn’t push. He didn’t make demands.
He didn’t come close to taking her the way he wanted to. Why? Because wolves
did not mate with wizards. 


But then things
started to change. First Redhawke’s paladin -- their third in command -- Liza,
the only person on the planet Harris knew of who was half wolf and half witch,
had mated with her alpha and beta. It was a year ago now, and even though Liza
had always been a part of Redhawke, was seen as more wolf than witch by her
pack members, it had made Harris start to think. If that mating could be
accepted, why not others? When he’d casually mentioned that to Gabby, she’d
stayed away five months. On her return, he’d smelled what remained of a potion
he knew werewolf females sometimes used to delay heat. He didn’t bring it up
again, but it made him angry and resentful, and he felt ridiculous about it.
Who complained about casual, no strings attached sex with a hot woman? 


“Earth to Harris?”


He realized he was
staring at the wall over her head while memories had washed over him, and he
shifted his gaze to study her face while he went on thinking. Liza had been the
first, and her circumstances were special. But then came Harper, a witch
looking for sanctuary. It hadn’t taken long before one of Redhawke’s soldiers
and its healer had made her theirs. Why couldn’t two witches mated into
Redhawke become two witches and a wizard? Harris had stopped thinking about it
weeks ago. He knew what he wanted. 


“Harris?” 


A look crossed her
face -- something between unease and fear -- that made his heart accelerate
with anticipation. Let the games begin.


“This isn’t
working for me anymore.” 


At his words the
expression turned to annoyance. “Fine,” she said, straightening. “I’ll leave.” 


“I didn’t say you
could leave, darlin’.” 


He was as good at
spells and potions as the next wizard, but that wasn’t what set him apart. He
used his mind to slam the still open front door shut and turn the locks. The
surprised look on her face was so comical he almost laughed. He did grin, and
she gave him a dirty look. 


“I had no idea you
could do that.” 


“Oh, I can do all
kinds of things.” Read as much innuendo into that as you like, darlin’. 


Small white teeth
bit down on her bottom lip. He just managed not to groan remembering what they
felt like on his skin. 


“How?” 


“Telekinesis.” He
took a step forward, and she matched it with one in retreat. “It’s a rare
talent, and mine is stronger than most.” Probably the strongest in the country,
but she didn’t need to know that yet. 


“Can you read
minds?” she asked curiously. 


“No.” 


“And what can you
do other than shut and lock doors?”


Ah, his curious
little wolf. He had her. With a slow shake of his head and fighting a smile, he
said, “Let me show you.” 


But she didn’t
take the hand he held out. “I thought you said this wasn’t working for you
anymore.” 


She frowned, but
her eyes were feverish, and her gaze kept returning to the erection his towel
did nothing to hide. The heat was taking over. He used a finger under her chin
to lift her face so he could see into those cloudy eyes. Deep and whiskey
colored, they only spoke of lust and need. 


He grinned. “Don’t
you think we should wait and talk about this later?” 


“Oh yes.” She
nodded, lust thickening her voice. “Definitely later.” 


She reached for
him, but he stopped her and turned her around. He kept his hands on her
shoulders and moved up close behind her, his cock pressed against her ass, as he
whispered in her ear, “Wait in the bedroom. You know where it is.” 


“Aren’t you
coming?” 


He slid his hands
down her arms to her elbows, moved them to her hips and held her still while he
pushed his pelvis forward. She gasped and tried to get closer. It took all his
restraint not to let her.


“Harris.” It was a
panted plea, and he let her desire wash over him, a hot seductive wave. He knew
what she wanted. A casual, undemanding, very vanilla joining. But he was
certain that wasn’t what she needed.
It might satisfy her body, but it wouldn’t give her the fulfillment she craved
in her heart and soul. He wasn’t a telepath, he hadn’t lied about that, but he
felt her emotions and most deeply hidden secrets on a psychic level. Secrets
she probably didn’t even acknowledge to herself. The only other person Harris
could read so well was Ethan, and Harris knew that was because both wolves were
his. Ethan accepted that, but not his skittish little she-wolf. She required
persuasion, and Harris was ready to use the most sensual kind. 


Releasing her, he
stepped back and slapped her ass. “Go. I want you waiting naked for me.” He
looked down her stocking clad legs. It was time to make some demands of his
own. “You can keep the shoes on.” 


With one last
uncertain glance over her shoulder, she moved down the hall and disappeared
into his bedroom. He could sense a low-level tension under her confusion. As a
high-ranking soldier in Redhawke, her instinct to resist his order was only
quelled by the desire flooding her body. He heard the key in the lock behind
him and turned as Ethan sauntered in. Grinning, Ethan looked him over. 


“I figured dinner
and a movie first, but if you want to skip straight to dessert, I’m game.” 


Harris rolled his
eyes, but it was only a feeble effort to hide his excitement. “Not now.”


Ethan shut the
door and leaned back against it with a casual grace that fooled everyone who
met him. It was a carefully cultivated image. He was tall and leanly muscled
and looked more like a rich playboy than a dangerous soldier. Dark blond hair
with tantalizing streaks of gold fell into his eyes, and he shoved the shaggy,
wavy mass back to pin Harris with an emerald green stare. His eyes narrowed,
and his nostrils flared. That easygoing mask slipped for just a minute as he waited
Harris out. 


“She just showed
up,” Harris replied to the unanswered question. He knew his werewolf lover
could scent the woman they both wanted in the house. He’d been with Ethan long
enough to anticipate him. Usually. Harris half expected him to straighten and
make himself scarce. He didn’t. 


Instead a pained
look crossed his face, and Ethan muttered, “that woman is gonna kill me.” 


Harris understood
like no one else could have. He wanted Ethan and Gabby fiercely, always. He
wanted a right to them. A right to make demands from them. He was sick and
damned tired of being on the outside, and he was pretty sure Ethan felt the
same way. Gabby would only come to Harris when she was in heat, but she would
only go to Ethan if she wasn’t. The woman had serious commitment issues. 


He looked Ethan
over and felt the usual lust strum through his body. He rarely allowed himself
the fantasy of the three of them together, but things were changing, weren’t
they? 


“I told her this
arrangement isn’t working for me anymore.” 


Ethan gave him
sharp look edged with hunger. “And yet, she’s in your bed.” 


“Jealous?”


He snorted. “Hell,
yeah.” 


“I told her, but
she isn’t exactly in a position to think right now. It would be cruel for me to
send her away like that.” 


“The heat. I thought
I scented the beginning yesterday,” Ethan murmured. 


“Hmm. No telling
what she might agree to in that state.” 


Ethan blinked,
then a slow smile curled his lips. “That’s not right. Sneaky. Underhanded. I
like it.” 


Harris grinned.
Gabby didn’t feel any compunction about playing dirty, why should they? Besides
all was fair in love and war, and this was both. “After you then.” 
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Gabby tried not to
obey Harris’s order too quickly, too eagerly, but it was impossible. She burned.
Unfortunately, she couldn’t blame it all on the heat. Her craving intensified
each time she came to him. Heart racing like she’d just run a marathon, she
shut the door behind her and stared, unmoving, at Harris’s huge bed. Three
adults could comfortably share it. Leaning back against the door, she squeezed
her eyes shut. This wasn’t the first time she’d thought about the number of
people who’d fit in that bed. It wasn’t any more welcome now than then,
especially when she reminded herself who Harris would invite to join them.
Ethan. The wolf who teased her, tempted her, irritated her, and generally made
her crazy. 


It’s just the
hormones, Gabby. Forget about it. 


Damn the heat. Men
didn’t have to suffer through this indignity. They didn’t get ambushed by their
hormones every three months, didn’t become consumed with lust. Sometimes the
desperation was so bad it hurt. The women in the pack said it wasn’t so bad if
you were mated. In fact they said the opposite -- that it was incredible with a
mate. Gabby would never know. She had no intention of mating. It didn’t tend to
work out for the strong females in the pack like her mother. Even Liza, who was
paladin, second in strength and power only to the alpha and beta, constantly
struggled against her mates’ instinct to dominate her. 


 No. Gabby would rather be alone than turn her
personal life into a battleground. So why was she here now imagining Harris and
Ethan in that bed with her? And worse, imagining being in their power, giving
them total control. It was just the heat, damn it. Had to be. Ethan drove her
up the wall 90 percent of the time, and despite the time she spent with Harris
during heat she hardly knew him. They didn’t exactly spend their time together
talking. When he tried to initiate conversations she did her best to keep it
impersonal. Why tempt herself by deepening the attraction she already felt for
him? It was better to keep him at an emotional distance.


With a groan, she
moved to sit on the edge of the bed and put her face in her palms. None of that
had stopped her from having sex with him before. She almost stood to leave, but
where could she go? It was too late for the mix of herbs that would deaden the
heat, and dangerous to use more than once a year anyway. If she went home, she
ran too big a risk of running into a male who might scent her condition, and
he’d try his damnedest to seduce her. She’d probably give in too, not because
she wanted to, but because she couldn’t fight the need indefinitely. 


No, that wouldn’t
do. 


At least there
were no expectations of something more with Harris. They’d spend a couple of
days together. She’d screw it out of her system and leave with no strings
attached. And if that was getting harder to do, oh well. Life was a bitch
sometimes. She’d deal. 


Decision made, she
kicked off her heels. Harris may like them, but they pinched her toes to the
point of numbness. She gasped and wiggled them when they were free, then stood
to roll down her thigh highs. She tossed them away and hurried to reach the
zipper on the side of the dress when she heard footsteps in the hall. It was
pulled to her waist before she realized there were two people out there. She
held her breath, staring, when the door opened but she knew who was there. His
scent was just as intoxicating, just as seductive as Harris’s. Rich and male. A
hint of forest and dominance.


“Oh, no,” she
whispered. 


“You’re still
dressed,” Harris said. 


No shit.
“What’s he doing here?”


“Did you assume I
didn’t have plans today, darlin’? Not very thoughtful of you.”


She hadn’t
considered it one way or the other. “You should have said something. I don’t
want to interrupt.” 


Oh gods. Was that
a note of longing in her voice? Get a grip, Gabby. She couldn’t have sex
with both them and expect nothing to change. Ethan especially would be insufferable.
He’d brought up relationships and commitments more than once in the last year.
Hinted at but never uttered the dreaded ‘M’ word. Mate. Every time he did, she
ran hard in the other direction. He was blocking her escape now though, wearing
an expression that said he knew exactly where her thoughts had gone. 


“You aren’t
interrupting,” Harris said. He let the towel drop, and her mouth went dry.
“You’re joining.” 


“Um.” She licked
her lips and wrenched her gaze from his cock. Need punched hard in her belly.
“Bad idea.” She picked up her shoes, but Ethan didn’t move from his position
blocking the door. 


“I should go,” she
said softly. “I need to go.” 


What she really
needed was one of them moving hard and fast inside her, but if they knew that
they’d use it to keep her here. To make it reality. She shut her eyes, afraid
they gave her away, and took a deep breath. A mistake. She took their scents
deep into her lungs. Ethan was masculine and woodsy, while Harris was rich and
mysterious. She got a seductive of hint of how theirs would mix with hers if
they were mated. She frowned and took another breath. One already had a piece
of the other’s. Harris and Ethan belonged to each other, though she didn’t
think they realized it was a done deal yet. She opened her eyes, looked first
at Ethan, then at Harris. 


“I really don’t
belong here,” she said, ignoring a twinge of regret. You don’t want that,
remember? Two obnoxious alpha males trying to control her life? No way. 


“You’re wrong
about that,” Ethan said so softly even her sensitive ears had to strain to make
out the words. 


And still, he
guarded the door. She very carefully kept her eyes off Harris, who stood naked
just a couple feet away. She’d never find the necessary strength to walk out of
the house if she looked at him, so she concentrated on Ethan. 


“Let me go.” Damn
it, the demand sounded more like a plea. If she showed any weakness to him now,
he’d pounce. She knew it and she suspected she wouldn’t be able to resist. 


“Where?” he asked
sharply, letting that playboy façade that made her crazy drop. “Where will you
go? To someone else? I’ve allowed this because of my relationship with Harris,
but do you really think I’ll let you give yourself to another man?” 


There was
incredulity in his voice, but it barely registered. For the first time she
thought there might be a way to defeat the heat. Fury. Pure, undiluted rage.
The kind only a cornered female wolf would indulge in. 


“Allow? Let? I
don’t answer to you. Who the fuck do you think you are?” 


She’d moved close
enough to punctuate her words with a finger in his chest, and she should have
known better. He gripped her hips, hard, bruising, and pulled her closer. The
eyes that stared down into hers glowed yellow, the tiny partial shift that
indicated the wolf was more in charge than the man. 


“Your mate,” he
growled. “That’s who I am.”


It was said with
fierce possession, commanding, and oh so dominant. Her heart thudded in her
chest, heavy and fearful. But a secret buried part of her was excited. Eager.
He pulled the hem of her dress up so that it exposed her panties; then he slid
his hands under them. Bare flesh. She was still furious, but her body, her
wolf, knew this man’s touch. Knew how right it could feel if she just let go.
But letting go with a dominant male equaled giving in. Submitting. If she did
it once, he’d expect it always. Especially if she did it now, while she was in
heat. He would expect her to take a submissive role and not just in the
bedroom. It would change the entire dynamic of their relationship in a way
neither she or her wolf could accept. Knowing all that didn’t change her secret
yearning one damned bit, though. 


She struggled to
free herself, but it was a halfhearted attempt, and they both knew it. Ethan
didn’t let her go and from the corner of her eye she saw Harris step up behind
her. His erection pressed against her butt, and she didn’t know if she should
groan or cry. They were insistent, and she was weak. She could resist the pull
she felt toward Ethan most of the time, but she couldn’t fight the heat or the
attraction she felt for them both now. Her usual emotional armor was useless
with this need raging through her. The only recourse was to beg. She laid her
hands flat on Ethan’s chest and looked up into his gaze. 


“Let me go,” she pleaded.
“Don’t do this to me, Ethan. Please. You know what happens with the dominant
females when they mate. I don’t want to become that woman.” 


He looked stunned
at her admission and a little hurt. “Gabby. Baby. You know I can’t walk away
now.”


Because in a
roundabout way she’d admitted it, hadn’t she? Admitted that she knew he was her
mate, that she’d been fighting the bond for what felt like forever. She leaned
her head back against Harris’s chest, and Ethan reached up to brush her hair
out off her face. Maybe they would sleep, and she could sneak out later. Run
fast and far. With enough distance maybe she could free herself. She was strong
and capable. Another pack would take her in. 


“Whatever plan is
going through that pretty little head, forget about it,” Ethan said softly.
“And it’s not all the dominant females. Liza isn’t exactly submissive. I don’t
think she knows how to submit.” 


“And it’s a
constant problem. How many arguments have you walked into?” she asked.


Ethan didn’t look
concerned anymore. Instead he smiled. “I asked Zach about that once.” Zach was
the pack’s beta. “He said the arguing is fun, because then they have to make
up.”


She scowled.
“That’s stupid.” 


“But it’s probably
the only time Liza will let them take care of her. Spoil her.” 


“Even stupider.
All that strife just to give in?”


“Maybe,” Harris
said in her ear, “you should ask Liza how she feels about it.”


“I would hate it,”
she grumbled. 


Harris laughed.
“You aren’t her, and we aren’t them. What makes you think our relationship will
be anything like theirs?”


Our relationship?
She wanted to point out he was taking a lot for granted. She wasn’t agreeing to
any kind of relationship with either one of them in her current state. But the
point of no return was quickly approaching. She needed to get out of this room,
out of this house. Though she admitted she probably didn’t have the will to
leave anymore. 


Harris’s cock
still pressed insistently against her ass, and Ethan had moved his hands to cup
her breasts. She was having a hard time sticking to one thought. Her arousal
was growing, and she didn’t want to think, didn’t want to argue. She just
wanted to feel. To feed the craving. She wanted to be used and come so many
times that she lost count. Until she couldn’t think anymore. 


Ethan slipped the
straps of her dress down her arms and pushed it to her waist. He bent, brushed
kisses over the top of one breast, then the other, before sucking a nipple into
his mouth. His touch was soft, gentle. A caress. He took the opposite breast in
his palm, circled the nipple with his fingers and squeezed. She gasped. The
combined sensations of tender and hard were more seductive than she would have
imagined possible. Weakness swept through her and she clung to Ethan’s
shoulders, certain she would melt into a puddle at his feet at any moment. 


Harris wasn’t
idle, either. He pulled her panties down her legs and lifted each foot free of
them before pulling the dress the rest of the way down. It fell, pooling around
her feet. Harris slid his hands up her inner thighs and nudged until she
widened her stance. His fingers skimmed over her sex, back and forth, once and
then again in a light stroking rhythm that made her pant. He spread the lips of
her sex and pushed one finger into her pussy. She was embarrassed by how wet
and ready she was, but she couldn’t leave now if someone paid her. One finger
became two, and he stroked her, turning his hand so on each retreat and thrust
his fingers dragged over her G-spot. 


At the same time,
Ethan suckled harder. She was swamped by sensation, the emotions she refused to
acknowledge and the heat she couldn’t fight heightening the pleasure. Her
orgasm was fierce and sudden. She cried out when it consumed her and was left
trembling and stunned in its wake. Someone carried her to the bed, but she
didn’t open her eyes to see who until it dipped on either side of her. She
stared at the ceiling and tried to slow the rapid beating of her heart. She
cracked a smile as hands moved on her. Exploring. Demanding. Well, she’d wanted
to feel used hadn’t she? 


“What’s so funny?”
Harris murmured, his lips moving over her neck, down to her collarbone and then
turned to nip at the sensitive skin on the inside of her arm. Ethan moved her
to her side so she faced him and lifted her top leg over his hips. 


“Nothing,” she
gasped, as Ethan’s erection nudged her entrance. “Nothing at all.” 


He rolled to his
back, pulling her so she straddled him, and with his hands gripping her hips,
he lifted and lowered her on his cock. The first few strokes were so slow and
careful. She grew slicker around him, her pussy clenching each time he tried to
withdraw. Finally, his control seemed to snap as if he’d teased himself beyond
endurance. She’d never seen Ethan lose control. He growled low in his chest,
and instead of scaring her, it excited her. He made her crazy. Why not return
the favor? 


She put her hand
on the center of her chest and casually drew it down her body. His eyes, bright
and feverish, followed the motion, mesmerizing her. Hell yeah. She could make him
burn as much as she did. She paused at her pelvis and stretched one finger to
flick her clit, watching as his eyes changed to neon yellow. She’d woken the
wolf. 


“Do it again,” he
ordered. “Open yourself so I can watch.” 


It should have
pissed her off. She’d never let him or Harris have control in bed. That was the
first step of a long, slow slide. It should have angered her, but it didn’t. It
electrified her, ratcheted up her arousal to a point she’d never experienced
before. The heat. It has to be the heat. She knew that was a lie, but
she didn’t have the power to delude herself again. She didn’t even want to. 


She used one hand
to spread the lips of her sex. With the other, she rolled a finger over her
clitoris. Harris groaned, and she looked over at the other man. She’d forgotten
he was there, but he was impossible to miss now. He crouched next to them on
his knees. His gaze was on her hands. His hand wrapped around his cock,
stroking up and down almost languidly. 


She rubbed her
finger over her clit again. And again. Ethan growled and fucked her harder, and
Harris, eyes hot with passion, moved into position behind her. He squeezed her
ass, then spread the cheeks and pressed a finger against her rear entrance. Her
heart, already racing, felt like it would explode from her chest. Could she
take both of them at once? The fantasy took root in her mind, and she rubbed
her clit harder, rougher, until she felt her body tighten with another orgasm.
She froze as the pleasure swept over her. Ethan’s cry of release only increased
her satisfaction, but she didn’t have time to bask in it. 


Harris picked her
up and arranged her on her hands and knees next to Ethan, who leaned up and
kissed her, deep and long. It was a thorough and intense kiss. She felt marked
and for a moment panic intruded. She wasn’t ready to be claimed. As if he
sensed her misgivings, Harris thrust into her pussy from behind and whatever
direction her thoughts might have gone vanished into a cloud of renewed lust. 


Her hands curled
into fists in the blankets as he moved inside her. His strokes were deep and
forceful, his hands holding her still were strong and branding. She’d never
been with him like this before. He’d never lost control, never got rough. Never
gone all dominating and alpha male on her. It scared her a little because she
liked it. Liked it a lot. 


Is this what
Harris meant when he said their arrangement wasn’t working for him anymore? Was
it as simple as he wanted to change the nature of their sexual encounters?
Possibly. 


But that wasn’t
what Ethan wanted. He watched them with avaricious eyes, but he didn’t join in.
His hand wrapped around his cock, already hard again, giving it easy languid
strokes. A pearl of cum was on the head, and she was tempted to lean forward
and lick it off. He gave his patented sexy wicked smile. 


“You want a taste,
baby?”


Harris’s strokes
slowed, gentled. She moistened her lips. Suddenly, she wanted that taste as
much as she wanted Harris pounding into her. She nodded, and he rose to his
knees moving into place in front of her. She breathed deeply, taking his scent
into her lungs, then leaned forward to lick up the drop. Salty and tangy. Pure
male. She sucked the head of his cock into her mouth, ran her tongue over the
slit, and was rewarded with another drop. 


His hand twisted
in her hair and tugged her forward. An unspoken demand, but a demand
nonetheless. She wasn’t giving in. No way. But she decided she could indulge
his need, and maybe retaliate a bit for his overstepping her boundaries while
she was at it. She gripped the base in one hand and starting at the slit licked
her way down his shaft. She took her time, explored every vein and bump and
ridge. Then she scraped her teeth, lightly, over the underside of the head. 


With a low snarl,
his hips jerked forward, the hand in her hair gripping hard now. If she wasn’t
so consumed by the same lust, she’d laugh at his impatience and her ability to
instill it. But teasing him turned out to be just as tortuous for her. She
decided to give in a little. She took the head into her mouth, sucked it
lightly while running her tongue over the slit back and forth, gathering the
precum weeping there. Then she took him farther into her mouth. Her tongue
stroked down the underside of his cock, coating him in his own fluids. He tried
to hurry her so when she bobbed her head back she used her teeth. Not a lot.
Just enough to warn him to stay still. It had the opposite effect. 


Ethan growled.
“Stop teasing, Gabby.” 


That was
definitely an order, but instead of anger and resistance, it inflamed her. It
didn’t make any sense, but she didn’t have enough active brain cells to think
it over right now. Harris began thrusting inside her again, and his fingers
squeezed her clit. She gasped and when she did, Ethan thrust into her mouth. Even
with a hand still around the base of his cock, he nudged the back of her
throat. She fought down the urge to gag. Then he started moving, and the reflex
disappeared. Hard, fast strokes that Harris matched while keeping rough fingers
rubbing over her clit. 


There was no way
she could last, no way to delay the orgasm rising in her. Her hand tightened on
Ethan. Part of her knew it was probably hard enough to hurt the tender organ,
but he didn’t seem to care. With a cry he came in her mouth, but he pulled out
before she could swallow more than a few drops of his cum. He reached under
her, found her breasts and her nipples. Caressed. It was an exquisite
combination of pain and pleasure. Coupled with Harris pounding into her and his
attention to her clit, it unleashed the orgasm building in her body. She cried
out, and her muscles seized. Harris, groaning, fucked her through it until he
too spent himself, quieter than her and Ethan, but his groan no less satisfying
for knowing she had a part in it. 


All three of them
collapsed onto the bed. Harris murmured something about a shower, and a few
seconds later she heard water come on. She kept her face pressed to the pillow
and refused to move when one of them slapped her ass. Like she could move? They
were both smoking crack. Hell no. She was staying put and enjoying the after
effects of good -- okay, incredible mind-blowing -- sex. It wouldn’t be long
before her energy returned, and the heat once again took over. Though she’d
never experienced it like this. She groaned. They better not get it into their
heads this was a regular arrangement. She didn’t think she’d survive. 


The water turned
off and a few minutes later, Harris bullied her until she slid under the
blankets. Then the light went off, and they left her alone. But probably not
for long, she hoped, as she drifted off to sleep. 
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Ethan paced in the
kitchen. Back and forth and back again. He glanced at the rear wall for the
umpteenth time, wishing he could see through it, wondering if she still slept.
He should feel calmer. He should be back in control. But he was wound tight.
Her scent permeated everything. It was usually sweet and intoxicating, but with
the heat it was more. Rich, piquant, irresistible. It was turning him into a
madman. He felt his wolf side clawing for freedom, demanding he claim her. Mark
her. No wonder she'd stayed far away from him when it took her over. 


“You’re going to
wear a hole through that floor,” Harris said drily. 


He spun around,
hands fisted at his sides. Harris leaned back in a chair, casual, one eyebrow
arched in question while Ethan struggled to control his wolf. He wasn’t jealous
exactly. He’d known for a couple years that if Gabby ever gave in, they’d share
her. But knowing that didn’t stop possessiveness from ruling him.  She was in heat, and she was his mate, but
she remained unclaimed. He’d damned near bitten his tongue off not marking her.
Maybe this intensity would recede after he did. 


“This is pretty
out of character,” Harris pointed out. 


Fuck yeah it was.
He didn’t get bent out of shape over women, not even Gabby. It had been hard,
but even as a teenager, she was fierce and independent, determined she’d never
take a mate. He’d trained himself not to get too consumed with her because he’d
known it was unlikely she’d accept him in her life like they were meant to be.
Now, however, all those hard years of training, of denying himself, seemed to
have vanished. 


“I’ve known for
years she’s mine. I think I’ve always known.” 


He’d never felt
torn between Harris and Gabby before and he didn’t now. It was common in the
lupine world to have two mates. It was something their wolf sides craved, like
being part of a private pack inside the larger one. He’d repressed his desire
for that for years, but he wasn’t sure if he’d be able lock it away again.  


“I get that,”
Harris said. “So why are you struggling so hard with it now?” 


“I also always
knew it was unlikely she’d ever accept a mate. I learned to live with it.” 


“And?”


“And she hasn’t
accepted. She still might not, and it’s gonna be damned hard to go back to
being indifferent about the status quo.” 


That finally got a
reaction from the wizard. His eyes narrowed. “I will not go back from tonight.”


Ethan figured his
smile was just as bitter and frustrated as Harris’s voice. They wanted the same
thing, but no matter how much he wanted Gabby he wouldn’t do anything to hurt
her. He wouldn’t allow her to be hurt even if it meant going against Harris.
“You can’t force her to accept you. If you try, you’ll be fighting both of us.”


Harris didn’t take
offense. Instead, he smiled. “I had something else in mind.” 


His words seemed
to break the spell Ethan was under, and he paused to examine that startling
thought. It made sense in a way. Werewolves were created by magic, so mating
and the heat would be a kind of magic, right? He shook the idea away, it wasn’t
important now, and sat down. 


“What?”


“Persuasion.
Seduction.” 


He cocked an
eyebrow. Was Harris serious? “I’ve seduced her before. Look where it got me.” 


“You’ve talked your
way into her bed. I’m talking about getting into her head and her heart,
Ethan.” 


He snorted. “She
won’t let me that close. You either. How do you propose to change that?”


With a grin Ethan
could only describe as diabolical, Harris stood and walked to one of the
cabinets. Ethan joined him when he started pulling out supplies. He knew what
was kept in there. Seeing the bottles made him uneasy. It was one thing to know
your lover was a wizard. Another to have it shoved in his face. 


“What are you up
to? Don’t tell me love potions are real.”


One side of
Harris’s mouth kicked up in a sexy smile. “They are, but that’s not what I’m
doing. This is more like an opening yourself to new possibilities potion.” 


“It won’t hurt
her? It won’t be against her will?” he asked sharply. It rankled, using magic
against his mate. He was a wolf, a natural enemy of magic users, but despite
his relationship with Harris and the witches in Redhawke, he rarely saw it in
use. He wasn’t quite suspicious of it, but it made him nervous. It felt almost
like cheating.


“I would never
hurt her. You know that,” Harris snapped. “Look, I’m not proposing that we give
it just to her. That wouldn’t be fair, would it?”


Ethan laughed.
“She won’t take it if she knows about.”


“Nope. She won’t.
So we all take it.” 


“And not tell her
about it.”


“But we’ll all
take it. You have a better idea?”


Gods. He shouldn’t
even consider it. This was bound to come back and bite him in the ass. Harris
mixed liquids while Ethan thought it over. It was a bad, bad idea, and he knew
it. 


“We aren’t messing
with her emotions,” Harris said softly. “It’s not a love potion or animosity
spell. Hell, it may not even work on werewolves.” 


But it might be
their only chance. Harris didn’t have to say the words. Ethan knew. Gabby had
resisted any relationship outside of sex with them for so long they would need
an edge to breach her defenses. Sharing her while she was in heat was a good
start, the opportunity to show how good they could be together physically, but
wouldn’t be enough to get her to open her heart. She was too stubborn. Too
determined to keep them at arm’s length. Harris finished mixing it and put the
vials back. 


“Now what? How do
you get her to drink it?”


Harris grinned.
“We take her to dinner.” He poured the liquid into an empty bottle, capped it,
and stuck it in his pocket. 


“What’s going on?”
a sleepy voice asked from the doorway. 


Harris took the
small bowl he’d used to the sink, turned on the water, and rinsed it out. He
moved with an easy, casual grace. Not at all like a man who would have been
busted if she’d come in five seconds earlier. “Nothing.”  


Ethan held his
breath and faced her, hoping like hell he didn’t look as guilty as he felt. She
was so pretty. And so damned stubborn. She looked tousled and well-fucked. She
practically glowed with satisfaction. His cock took immediate notice, aching
and steel hard the moment her hooded, languid eyes met his.


“We were just
talking about dinner. How about the pub?” he forced out, fighting the lust
screaming through his body.


They could go to
the one bar and grill in town, locally called the pub, or drive to the next big
town. Ethan would prefer to just go back to bed, but he’d have to talk her
there first. She’d put her dress and stockings back on, and her shoes dangled
from her hand. At the mention of food her eyes lit up. 


“We could throw
something together here,” she said. Right. Because going somewhere to eat might
be too much like a date. It violated her "don’t get too close" rule. No
way, baby, not this time. He wasn’t getting brushed off that easily. He’d
had a taste of the way things could be, and that nibble was not enough. It left
him starving for more. Harris might be on to something with his potion. If it
made her open up to the possibility of a real relationship with them then
hopefully the next step would be to accept mating with them. It might be a
foolish hope but he’d take what he could get. 


“We’d have to run
to the grocery store. The pub is close,” Harris pointed out. “And the steaks
are great. Might as well go there and save ourselves a sink full of dirty
dishes.” 


She didn’t look
happy about it, but finally she nodded, her reluctance easy to read. Bending at
the waist, she reached down to slip on her shoes, and her hair fell loose
around her. The memory of holding her hair, of thrusting into her mouth blazed
in his mind. Dinner could wait. He took a step forward, but she was already
straightening and moving into the hall, toward the front door. Harris gave him
an amused, knowing grin and followed her. 


Ethan heard the
front door open, a murmur of voices. “Let’s go,” Harris called out, and with a
growl, Ethan followed. 


As soon as he
stepped outside, he knew he had a bigger issue than getting back in Gabby’s
pants. She and Harris stood on the sidewalk talking to a neighbor. A male,
werewolf neighbor. It didn’t matter that Ethan knew the wolf was happily mated
and old enough to be Gabby’s father. The man was speaking to his mate, smiling
and joking with his mate. Years of pent-up frustration and denial broke loose,
and he snarled, low and vicious. Gabby took a wary step toward him, putting
herself between Ethan and his quarry. That pissed him off more. What was she
doing trying to protect the male? 


She stopped a few
inches from him and reached out to place her palm flat over his heart. It beat
wildly, fast, threatening to burst from his chest, and her eyes widened, her
nostrils flared to take in his scent, his emotions. “If I didn’t hurt so bad,
I’d go home right now,” she said. 


Her words stopped
the snarl like he’d been doused in icy cold water. He rested his hands on her
shoulders and searched her face. “We hurt you?”


She rolled her
eyes. “Different kind of hurt.” 


His confusion must
have shown. She went on grudgingly. “It hurts. The heat. The need. It twists
you up, and there’s only one way to relieve the pressure,” she ended on a
bitter note. 


He breathed her
scent in deeply and knew she was telling him the truth. He lifted his hand and
stroked her cheek with the knuckles. “We can go back inside,” he said softly
enough the others couldn’t hear. It was a promise of the relief she sought, but
she shook her head. 


 “I’m starving. I didn’t eat today.” 


His hackles rose,
threatening to let his feral protective instincts free again. She was his. He
didn’t like her not taking care of herself, and if she wasn’t going to do it,
he’d do it for her. “Why?” 


Over the top of
her head, he saw the neighbor leave and took her hand to tug her with him. She
shrugged but didn’t try to free herself, and he hid a grin. Progress at last. 


“Too antsy, I
guess. Nothing looked appealing.” 


“Is that normal?”
Ethan asked while Harris fell in on her other side. “She doesn’t eat when she
comes to you?”


He ignored her
blush of embarrassment at the question, and Harris shook his head. “Not in the
first twenty-four hours. Sometimes after that.” 


Interesting. Ethan
had never heard that heat killed an appetite for food, but why would he? The
only woman he’d touch during that time always put him off, so he’d never
questioned what was normal or not. 


“Is it almost over
then? Since you want to eat?” The idea disturbed him. He wanted a couple days
of mind-blowing sex. It might help mellow her outside of bed. Might convince
her to give them a chance.


She scowled. “I
should be that lucky,” she muttered before continuing in a firmer voice. “This
is the beginning. I have no idea why I’m suddenly hungry. I shouldn’t be.” 


He looked her
over, assessing the little he knew. She was in heat so she was fertile, but
even if they’d gotten her pregnant, her body shouldn’t be adjusting to those
needs so soon. Besides she would have taken steps to prevent pregnancy before
she came to Harris. Lupines never used condoms. They were immune to the
diseases that plagued mankind and pregnancy could be prevented with a simple
herbal brew. There was only one other explanation for her unexpected appetite
then. He hesitated to bring the subject up, but… “You haven’t been with your
mate during heat before.” 


He got an angry
look for that, and she covered her neck with her hands, like she was afraid
he’d marked her and she’d somehow missed it. “I doubt that’s it,” she grumbled.
“And don’t get any ideas. This is not a permanent arrangement.” 


Yeah, we’ll see
about that. He exchanged a look with Harris and knew he was thinking the
same thing. They had no intention of letting her walk away. She belonged with
them as much as they belonged with her. Going back to the way things were would
a soul deep pain he doubted he’d recover from. So they’d fight for her. It was
a fight he couldn’t contemplate losing. He didn’t want to make her angry enough
she’d leave before they set their plan in motion, though, so he only nodded. By
then, they’d reached the pub, and he steeled himself to enter. He could already
smell them. Men. Young, old, available and not. And under that, sinking talons
into his mind, was Gabby’s scent. The intensity of the heat. 


This was a bad
idea, but she entered before he could stop her. He had no choice but to follow.
Only the werewolves looked up at their entrance, and those gazes lingered over
Gabby a moment. How many knew she was in heat? How the hell did he control his
wolf’s instincts to grab her up, toss her over his shoulder, and get the hell
out of there? 


She didn’t give
him a chance. Her gaze swept over the crowded space, and she set off for a
booth on the back wall. He followed, managed to return the bartender’s nod as
he passed, and took a seat with the wall at his back. Harris sat across from
him and Gabby to his left, exposed to the room. He repressed a growl and nudged
her to stand. She’d be by the wall where he could protect her.  When she was on her feet, she glared and was
anything but obliging.


“I’m going to say
hi to Harper. Order me a beer, will you?”


She took off
before he could protest, and Harris grabbed his arm so he couldn’t follow. 


“She’s fine,” he
said softly as a waitress approached and set down three mugs. Was it good or
bad the bartender knew them well enough to anticipate their drink order? Once
she’d gone, Harris pulled the potion from his pocket and put an equal amount in
every beer. He returned the bottle to his pocket and lifted the glass, tipping
it toward Ethan. “Ready?”


Ethan was not as
eager, but he picked up the drink at the same time Gabby returned. This time he
bullied her into the inside of the booth, but he got the feeling she was just
humoring him and not accepting the protection of a mate. The waitress returned
for their order, and they all drank. He didn’t breathe easy until, mostly done
with her glass, she ordered another beer. There was no way she could skip
drinking her whole share of the potion now. 


They ate the meal
with small talk, nothing of consequence, but it filled him with a sense of
contentment even as he felt the heat rising, faster and harder until it was
consuming, in Gabby. Harris paid before they were finished, and as soon as she
took the last bite of steak, Gabby rose. There was no lingering, and it was a
damned good thing. Much longer and he’d take her on the table, demonstrate his
mastery of her and show everyone she was already claimed. 


Thankfully, it
didn’t come to such a public loss of control. She’d probably scratch out his
eyes if he attempted it. He let a grin slip as he followed her out. Maybe he
should try. He suspected the resulting confrontation would be hot as hell.  
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Gabby led the way
back to Harris’s. If she had any sense, she’d get there, get in her car, and
drive like hell. But despite knowing that would be the best thing to do, she
couldn’t, and she couldn’t even blame it on the heat. She was curious. They
were up to something. Something subtle and devious, and she had a sneaking
suspicion she knew what it was. Inside the house they tried to urge her in the
direction of the bedroom. Her libido was all for that, but not until she had
some answers. 


She walked into
the living room instead and sat on the couch. “So what did you put in my beer?”
she asked Harris, then turned to Ethan. “And why the hell did you agree with
it?”


“How did you
know?” Ethan asked. 


The confirmation
enraged her, but the feeling of betrayal was so much worse. She’d trusted them
with her body at the time she was most vulnerable. Her wolf side scratched at
her mind, furious and spitting. It was much angrier than the woman. All it
understood was her faith had been violated. Gabby fought the urge to lash out,
fought to remain calm when she really wanted to scream. This was exactly what
she’d fought so hard to avoid, leaving herself vulnerable to two men who
believed they had the right to rule her life. To make her decisions.


“What was it?” she
asked evenly. 


They both had the
grace to look guilty and contrite, which calmed the wolf a bit, but the feeling
of treachery remained. It threatened to overwhelm her anger.


“It’s nothing so
bad. We all took it,” Harris said, squirming under her glare for just a moment
before his expression changed to one of resolve. “It loosens inhibitions.” 


She snorted.
Right. Because during heat she was so inhibited? “Try again, bubba.”


“That’s it,
really. It’ll…just make you open to possibilities a little bit more.” 


She believed him,
but there had to be some trick, some deception she was missing. “I’ve already
been with both of you,” she pointed out. “I don’t think inhibitions are a
problem.” 


He shrugged, and
his voice was hard when he spoke. “For now. What happens when the heat is over?
You disappear?” 


Suddenly, the heat
receded completely, and she was freezing. “Some kind of love potion?” she
croaked out. 


No, no, it
couldn’t be. That was her worst freaking nightmare. She refused to get that
close to either of them. Refused to love them. Everything would change, her life would change, and not for the
better. They were too dominant. They would try to take her over, try to mold
her into something she wasn’t and when that didn’t work the real misery would
begin. She couldn’t imagine anything worse than having a mate who didn’t accept
her as she was. Well, having two mates who didn’t would definitely be worse.
She stood, jerked away when he tried to reach for her, and stalked over to the
big window. There was a lump in her throat, and she focused on the scene
outside. 


It was a pretty
little picture. A view of a wide tree-lined road, boys tossing a football back
and forth in the waning evening light. Serene. Nothing like the thoughts
rushing through her head, the fury and confusion winding her tight. The utter
disbelief and sadness that Harris would pull such a dirty trick on her. 


“It wasn’t a love
potion. I would never do that to you.” 


“Why not?” She
laughed bitterly. “Isn’t that what your people do? Fuck with everyone else’s
life? Make them do things against their will?”


His eyes glittered
in anger, but she didn’t care. 


“First of all,” he
snapped. “It is exactly what I said. It will lower your inhibitions. Some. It
won’t mess with your emotions. Everything you feel is all on you. Second, don’t
ever insult me like that again, darlin’. You won’t like the consequences.” 


Consequences? Had
he lost his freaky little mind? The wolf pricked at her skin, wanting out,
wanting free. She could tear him apart, and he couldn’t do a thing to defend
himself. Except use magic. But could he really hurt her with it? 


“Whatever. Reverse
it. I’m sure you know how.”


He looked her
over. His anger was easy to read but it wasn’t bright and uncontained anymore.
He’d gone icy cold. Controlled. “There are conditions.”


Oh, he really had
lost what was left of his gray matter. She moved toward the door, but the
deadbolt slid closed long before she got there. She banged on it once and
turned to glare at him. Then her gaze slid to Ethan, thinking he might help her
escape. Once glance and she knew there wasn’t a chance in Hades of that
happening. 


“What conditions?”


“You stop
running.” Harris walked toward her. Slowly. Carefully. As if she had anyplace
to bolt to. 


“You take this
opportunity to get to know me. Us,” he added, indicating Ethan who now stood
behind him. 


“How about I wait
for it to wear off?”


His responding
smile was gloating and just this side of mean. “That could take weeks,
darlin’.” 


Weeks? She was so
screwed. She could already feel her resistance weakening. Could she hold out
against their combined effort for weeks? She didn’t have a choice, did she?
Somehow she’d make it or convince him to reverse the potion. There was no other
alternative.


Harris drew closer
until he was just inches away, close enough to touch, broad shoulders blocking
the hall at his back. Even if she did dart around him, Ethan would be there to
stop her. Panic shook her hard. She felt hemmed in, and that was a bad position
to put a wolf in. She lashed out before the thought even finished, intent on
space and breaking free. He caught her wrist as her claws connected to his
neck. It was a small scratch, but she drew blood, and that pleased the wolf
enough she let her guard down. He yanked her close, pinned both her wrists in
one hand behind her back. 


“Why does it scare
you so bad?” he whispered. 


Snarling, she
struggled to get loose, and he released her. It’s not like she could escape,
could she? There was a bitter taste in her mouth. She pressed her back against
the door and tried to find another solution, but there weren’t any. 


“Until the heat is
over,” she offered, but he shook his head. 


“I want a whole
week.” 


Oh gods, would she
be able to resist for a week? Would she be able to keep her heart out of it?
She kept her distance from them for good reason. She knew what would happen if
she let her guard down. 


“Three days,” she
countered, desperately hoping he’d take it. 


He just shook his
head. “A week, darlin’, or we dissolve this arrangement altogether. Don’t come
to me the next time you go into heat.” 


She stared. An
ultimatum, and the worst kind. He couldn’t do that to her. He wouldn’t, would
he? She couldn’t go to someone else. Even if she wanted to, she didn’t think
her wolf would let her. She’d become so accustomed to his touch during this
time another just wouldn’t satisfy. 


“That would be the
worst kind of cruelty,” she admitted, and his eyes softened a bit. 


“Any less cruel
than you showing up for two days every three months and then sneaking out of my
bed?” 


She couldn’t say
anything to that and for the first time she felt guilty. She’d always taken
what she needed from him when she was heat and never considered his feelings.
Since he hadn’t pushed for anything more she hadn’t believed he wanted more
than sex. She knew better now, but it didn’t change anything. It would be
better to end things as soon as possible. Cleanly. Minimal wounds for everyone
involved. She met his gaze and saw he was bracing for that. Despite his spell,
despite the threat, he was afraid she’d walk away. She couldn’t make herself do
it. 


“What did you have
in mind?” 


Because this
couldn’t be all about sex. Not with Ethan here. She knew exactly what he
wanted. But the smile Harris gave her was sinful and lascivious, and she
wondered for half a second if she was wrong. 


“Naked would be
the best way to have this conversation.” Okay, so it was definitely the sex.
That was cool. She could handle that. He took her hand and pulled her from the
door, then reached for the zipper on the side of her dress. Her anger faded at
his touch, and the heat came rushing back. He stripped her and stepped back to
look. She swore she could feel that gaze, could feel his hands stroking over
her breasts. Her hips. Move to spread the lips of her sex. 


“What are you
doing?” she gasped. 


“Exploring,” he
murmured. “Be quiet and leave me to it.” 


His tone was so
hard, so dominant. It should have made her spitting mad, but instead her toes
curled and arousal raged through her. Then she felt those invisible fingers on
her clit, pushing into her pussy. He watched with heavy lidded eyes, almost
broody, while she panted. 


“Why didn’t you
ever do this before?” 


“You wouldn’t let
me.” 


But things have changed. He didn’t say
them, but the words seemed to hang in the air. She was the one who’d opened the
door when she’d let Ethan stay earlier. Now Ethan moved closer, quiet and
intense, no sign of the easygoing soldier she knew. His eyes glowed an eerie
yellow, and she knew his wolf was close to the surface. She shivered when he
stroked her cheek with his fingertips, saw the intent radiate from his eyes.
This time he would mark her. Her wolf protested, but she was so caught up in
sensual pleasure, it was barely a whimper. It wouldn’t do at all to give in so
easily. 


“The conditions?”
she reminded, though her voice was weak and breathy and hardly commanding. 


Harris laughed.
“She’s thinking too clearly.” 


“Definitely,”
Ethan agreed. 


Ethan grabbed her
around the waist and lifted her over his shoulder. She was so shocked it didn’t
occur to her to protest when he dropped her on the bed. 


“I want her
restrained,” Harris murmured. 


Now that she would protest, but when she
tried to sit up she couldn’t move. “A few tricks?” she snarled at Harris. “I
don’t like this.” 


Oh, but that was
the biggest lie she’d ever told herself, and he knew it. He put one knee on the
edge of the bed, leaned over, and thrust his fingers into her pussy. 


“Is that right?”
he said, moving them back in forth in short, hard strokes. Her body welcomed
him. Clamped around him. “No protest here.” 


She wanted to beg
and cry for more when he pulled his hand away and lifted his fingers to his
lips. He hummed when he sucked her taste into his mouth. “Next condition. I get
to tie you down.” 


She tugged on one
wrist but it didn’t budge an inch from where he had it mentally pinned. “You
don’t need ties or restraints.” 


“It’s a matter of
consent.” 


“Is this another
deal breaker?” Why was she so intrigued? It scared her. She’d fantasized. Who
didn’t? But she’d never seriously considered bondage before. What had he done
to her? What had really been in that potion? 


He cocked his head
to one side and studied her, finally sighed. “No. But it’s important. To me.
It’s a trust thing, Gabby.” 


She opened her
mouth to say no way, and judging by his expression, he knew it was coming. He
looked so disappointed, she snapped her teeth shut. Her response confused her.
Why was she considering this? If she let him restrain her, tie her down, she’d
be acknowledging his dominance. It had to be the potion, the heat, combining to
ambush her good senses. 


She heard her
mother’s no nonsense, take-no-prisoners voice in her head. Protesting a bit too much aren’t you, Gabby girl? She’d never
seriously considered it before, but she couldn’t deny her curiosity. She was
tempted. There was a kind of appeal to it, a craving she’d repressed for years.
What would it be like to let go? To let someone take care of her every need.
Hell, to just not be in charge for once? She was intrigued and pissed at the
direction of her thoughts at the same time. Damn Harris and his potion, because
this was so out of character that’s what it had to be. But she knew she was
lying to herself. She may never have submitted before, but she wanted to try it
now. She wanted to experience the loss of control, wanted to know if it would
be freeing or make her feel tethered. It was about trust, he’d said, and she
was surprised to find that she did trust him enough to explore this desire
she’d always fought.


“One time. That’s
it.” 


Ethan’s fingers
slid up the inside of her thigh. The teasing touch made her shiver. 


Harris smiled.
“Unless you decide you like it?” he asked.


She shook her
head. “Not gonna happen.” 


“Why try it if
you’re so convinced you won’t like it?” Harris asked.


Oh, there was no
way she was admitting it was because she didn’t want to disappoint him. That
was too close to acknowledging that this was more than just sex. That there was
a repressed, lonely voice buried deep in her mind that wanted more than a
couple of days every three months. She closed her eyes and breathed deeply,
trying to steady her heart, her mind, her emotions. But her inhalation drew
their scents into her lungs and only made her more aware of them. They were
completely focused on her. On bringing her pleasure, on claiming her heart and
soul. She fought the urge to give into the inexplicable urge to give in then
and there. She’d be weeping if she was a crier, she was so knotted in confusion
and want. 


Opening her eyes,
she shrugged. “It makes no difference to me. I just need someone inside me. Now
would be good.” 


She craved so bad
her skin hurt. Her pussy throbbed. She needed release with a desperation she
hadn’t felt before and glanced over to look at Ethan. It was because he was
there. His presence had changed every dynamic. He didn’t wait around for any
more invitation either. While Harris went into his closet, Ethan stripped, but
damn him, the man didn’t hurry. He took his time. Shoes and socks first, shirt,
jeans, finally his underwear. He drew out the disrobing, his eyes glowing at
her the entire while. By the time he was finished, Harris had her tied,
spread-eagle, to the posts of his bed. She hadn’t even noticed and was beyond
caring now. 


Ethan climbed onto
the bed and knelt between her legs. He put a hand on the inside of each knee,
slid his palms higher in a light teasing touch until he reached her sex. He
spread her with careful fingers and leaned down to blow over her mound with hot
breath. Then he settled onto his elbows and licked her. If she hadn’t been tied
down, the pleasure would have launched her from the bed. He nibbled on her clit
with his teeth. His thumb rimmed her opening. And when he thrust in, she
shattered with a keening cry that would have mortified her if she didn’t want
so much more. 


He gave it to her.




 


 


 















[bookmark: thirdtimeluckyfive]Chapter Five



 

Ethan had found
heaven, and he was damned if he was ever letting go again. 


She came on his
fingers and tongue, her taste rich and sweet and fierce. Just like Gabby. He’d
planned on dragging this out. Had planned on teasing her, playing with her for
a long, long time before he took his own pleasure. But the eager look on her
face, her breathy little cries tested his control. He took a deep breath. Her
scent was pure ambrosia. Lustful with a hint of delirium. He rose to his knees,
prepared to lunge up to claim her lips as his cock claimed her cunt. Mine. 


But before he
could, Harris gripped his chin and forced him to look over. Ethan smiled at
what he saw, was filled with a joyous sense of rightness. He had his woman and
his man right where he wanted them. Right where he’d dreamed they would be one
day. The three of them together. Ethan leaned forward, and Harris met him
halfway. The kiss was almost feral, his wolf side stronger than the human side
at the moment and impatient to claim, to dominate, its mates. The only thing
that could bring it back under control was Gabby’s startled gasp. He wouldn’t
have believed it possible, but the heady scent of arousal in the air
intensified. He broke the kiss and grinned down at her. 


“I didn’t know you
were such a voyeur, baby.” 


She bit her bottom
lip and shook her head slightly before answering. “I didn’t either.” 


He took a deep
breath and closed his eyes. “Gods, baby, you smell like heaven. Honey and vanilla
with a dash of desperate.” Grinning, he looked at her. “And mine.” 


Her eyes flashed
at the statement, but she didn’t protest. Her unspoken acquiescence appeased
his wolf, and he decided to modify his original plan. He could tease her
without touching her body. He moved away from temptation and stood at the side
of the bed. That’s when he noticed some of the other items Harris had
retrieved. He held up the butt plug and watched her eyes widen. There was a bit
of trepidation there and a whole lot of curiosity. 


“Ever used one of
these before?” he asked, as Harris flipped the top open on a bottle of lube.
Again, she bit her lip and shook her head. It was such an anxious gesture, so
unlike the Gabby who never gave away anything, that he found it endearing. Normally
she wouldn’t do anything to betray her thoughts or emotions, but she was
dropping those walls she’d kept so high between them. 


Harris squeezed
some lubricant on his fingers and first circled her opening, then pushed one
finger slowly inside her anus to the first knuckle. Gabby’s lips parted with a
sigh, and Ethan couldn’t resist. He braced his hands on either side of her head
and leaned forward for a kiss. He kept it slow and tender, his tongue sweeping
inside to explore her mouth. She gave a startled gasp, and he paused long
enough to glance down her body. Harris had two fingers in her ass now, working
them back and forth in a sedate, easy rhythm as he stretched her. Harris nodded
at Ethan as he held up the plug, already lubed, and instead of returning to
that sweet kiss, he sucked her nipple into his mouth. 


He kept one eye on
Harris as he suckled her, watched as first the tip of the plug worked in, then
the widening length of it. She sucked in a sharp breath as it pushed past the
restricting ring of muscle and with one final push Harris had it all the way
home. Gabby’s breath returned to normal for half a second before Ethan reached
down for the controller and switched it on. 


“Oh gods,” she
muttered. “Too much.”


He chuckled. “You
need to get used to it, baby. You’ll have both of us there before this week is
over.” 


She’d had her eyes
squeezed shut, but now they flew open, her gaze jerking from one to the other.
And it didn’t focus on their faces. She licked her bottom lip, and his cock
jerked in response. She frowned. “You’re too big to even consider it,” she
whispered. 


He and Harris
exchanged an amused look that quickly turned heated. “I believe she needs a
demonstration,” Harris invited, a slight wicked smile curving his lips. 


Ethan was more than
ready to take up the offer. They turned to each other at the same time, and he
gripped Harris’s hips, pulling him close. The other man’s cock rubbed against
his. He had to grit his teeth and fight back the orgasm that threatened to take
him over. 


“Not gonna last,”
he grunted. 


“Who asked you
to?” Harris countered, and Ethan realized Harris was just as caught up in this
new experience as he was. 


It was impossible
not to be. Gabby knew about him and Harris, of course. She’d never said a word
against the relationship. That wasn’t quite the same as taking a part in it,
however. He’d never known if she’d accept him and Harris like this, in her face
so to speak, or insist on keeping the relationships separate. He knew he would
try to convince her otherwise if she tried because he was sure he couldn’t
divide them. It was exhilarating to know she’d come this far for them. But how
far would she go? Ethan didn’t want to compromise. He wanted no half measures.
He needed her to embrace every part of this trinity and not just occasionally
because the heat was in charge. 


Harris bit his
bottom lip hard enough to sting, and Ethan growled in response, turning and
pushing until Harris’s back was against the wall next to the bed post. Ethan
ground his pelvis against Harris's, freed one hand to tweak the man’s nipple.
Harris’s groan was loud and lusty and perfect. 


“You went away
somewhere,” Harris grunted. 


“So you decided to
get my attention?”


The familiar
wicked, sexy smile. “Worked.” He maneuvered a hand between them and wrapped it
around Ethan’s cock. Oh hell yeah, it did. He thrust back and forth in the
tight grip. 


“I can’t see,”
Gabby complained from the bed, and he looked over. Her head was turned back
trying to watch them. Had to be uncomfortable as hell. Harris, using those
mental powers that no longer freaked Ethan out, released her bonds. She
immediately scrambled into a crouch, turning to sit cross-legged to watch them
and wincing a bit when her bottom landed on the bed. He grinned and reached for
the controller. She’d forgotten about the plug. He kicked it up a notch, and
she shivered, hands gripping her knees so hard her knuckles turned white. He
chuckled when her hands began to slide up her inner legs and moved forward to
grab them, holding them against his chest. 


“Oh no, baby.
You’re just watching right now.” 


Her jaw clenched,
eyes flashing ire, but she obeyed, and it gave him a moment’s pause. Harris
claimed she was submissive, a contention Ethan had always scoffed at, but maybe
the wizard was on to something. Ethan lowered her arms and moved them behind
her back. She laced her fingers together. 


“Hold her like
that,” he told Harris. 


Okay, it was an
order, and normally Harris wouldn’t let Ethan order him around. That Harris
followed his command exhilarated Ethan, even though he knew it was because they
had the same goal. Claiming Gabby. Convincing her to stay with them. 


Harris nodded and
stepped up behind him. His wolf tensed until it felt familiar hands on his
waist. Lovers or not, old friends or not, the wolf did not like being approached from behind. But both man and wolf had
learned to trust this wizard and once he was recognized, his touch was
welcomed. Encouraged. 


Ethan rubbed his
ass against Harris’s cock and took his own in hand. Gabby looked mesmerized as
he stroked it in long, smooth movements. Her eyes were dazed, fevered, her
bottom lip held hard in her teeth. She shifted to the edge of the bed, but she
didn’t free her fingers from their laced position. Her gaze never moved from
his cock, and with a moan she leaned forward and licked her lips. If that
wasn’t an invitation, he didn’t know what was. 


He stepped closer
until his knees bumped the bed, his cock jutting out proudly before him.
Swaying forward, tongue darting out, she licked the drop of precum from its
tip. Her touch was like lightning whipping through his body. Too much, too
fast, too soon. He jerked. Thank gods Harris caught him so he didn’t fall and
embarrass himself.


“She’s
intoxicating when she’s like this,” Harris murmured. Ethan knew he meant when
the hormones of heat were ruling her, but after experiencing it, he was pretty
sure he’d always crave her with the same intensity. 


Ethan had never
been so out of control around her, and he’d had her many times when the heat
wasn’t in charge. She didn’t believe it yet, but there was no going back.
Judging by the expression on her face, she wasn’t thinking about anything but
her next orgasm. Her body was tense, her skin flushed, her eyes dreamy and
lost. He was more than happy to give her more. When he felt like it and not one
second sooner. 


She had to
understand the depth of the pleasure he could give her. Had to understand no
one else could ever compete. The wolf rode him hard. He wanted to bite her,
mark her, claim her, and he wanted everyone to know. He needed that stamp of
possession to glow like a neon bright sign on a moonless night. And more, he
needed her to accept his right to her. 


Harris reined him
in before he lunged for Gabby, but Ethan was too far gone to the wolf to allow
him the lead. He spun them around and shoved Harris to the bed. Harris landed
on his knees but rolled to his back, shoving at Ethan with his mind when the
wolf tried to surge forward. It wasn’t enough power to throw him away, but it
slowed him down, gave him back a little of his mind. It his current state
Harris wouldn’t let Ethan take him on his knees, from behind, and Ethan didn’t
blame him. The wizard was strong, but he was no wolf. It would be face-to-face,
torso to torso, and make it easier for Ethan to rein in the animal that was his
second half. Things changed when you looked someone in the eye as you fucked
them. And everything changed as he looked into Harris’s eyes. Harris knew, and
he accepted this part of Ethan. He understood how much it meant to that untamed
side of Ethan, how important it was to take over the ones he loved. Harris also
understood that this wasn’t about sex; this was the expression Ethan allowed
himself with the two people he loved most in the world. People he knew were
perfectly capable of taking care of themselves. The wolf knew. The man knew.
But he still needed this. He still needed them to let him take charge, to let
him take care of them, at least some of the time. 


He knew his eyes
were glowing yellow, felt the wolf’s claws breaking through his fingertips, but
when he met Harris’s gaze, he saw only invitation. Only love, and it was
unconditional. He needed, craved the same from Gabby, but at the moment he’d
take what he could get. 


Harris was sick of
waiting apparently, and he reached up, gripped the back of Ethan’s neck with
one hand, and yanked him down for a soul-sucking kiss. Ethan groaned into it,
his cocked pulsing in insistent demand, and he nudged against Harris’s ass. 


Then the tube of
lubricant was in his hand, and he smiled. “Do it,” Harris ordered. 


Ethan popped the
lid open and squeezed some onto his palm. He coated his dick as Harris held his
gaze, then covered his fingers to rim his hole. Harris held his gaze as Ethan
pushed first one then two fingers inside. He felt Gabby scoot closer and turned
to look at her. She was focused on his hands, watching as Harris pumped his
cock. Ethan moved into position, and Harris, watching them both, spread his
thighs wide so everyone had a view of the head of Ethan’s cock moving into his
entrance. Gabby sucked in a loud audible breath and held it. 


“Come over here,
darlin’,” Harris groaned. “Over my mouth. I want you to watch while I taste
you.” 


She rose to her
knees and moved to hover next to his head, facing Ethan. He read the hesitation,
a hint of awkwardness in her eyes. Harris wrapped his hands around her upper
thighs and tugged until she straddled him. Then he pulled until her cunt was
inches from his mouth. She closed her eyes and let her head fall back when his
tongue stroked over her swollen folds. It was nearly Ethan’s undoing.


Gods, that was one
hell of a hot view. The image would be burned into his retinas forever. While
Harris pulled her to his lips, he rocked his hips against Ethan, a subtle
demand. One Ethan was thrilled to comply with. He stroked in, the lube easing
his way so his thrusts weren’t as violent as the lust pounding through his
body, but neither were they tender or gentle. 


*


Gabby was on fire.
There was no other way to describe the intense sensations that consumed her.
Harris used his tongue like a master. When his teeth closed over her clit, she
decided he was a god. It was so hard to keep her eyes open, to keep her gaze on
Ethan as he fucked Harris, but it was too damned erotic to miss. Harris’s teeth
closed over her clit and gently tugged, pushing the blaze that ruled her body
into an inferno. 


Knowing each
second’s delay would make her release even more intense, she held back as long
as she could. Focused on Ethan to hold it off. The skin was drawn tight over
his cheekbones, his lips peeled back in a grimace that exposed his sharp
canines. The muscles in his neck, shoulders, and arms were thick and tensed,
bunched, and held tightly in check. But he wasn’t immune to the pheromones
swamping the air and he came with a muffled cry. Harris took the opportunity to
shove her hard-won control out the window. Teeth on her clit, his fingers
thrust into her pussy, twisting to stroke the soft, sensitive spot that made
her lose all hope of holding back. She was coming before the second brush over
her G-spot. 


And she didn’t get
the chance to enjoy the blissful feeling either. Ethan put his hands on her
hips and pulled her to him. He paused for a short deep kiss before turning her
around and urging her to straddle Harris’s hips. Not that it took much urging
when she felt Harris’s cock brush over the folds of her sex. They were on the
bed, his feet planted on the ground and her knees on the edge. He was lying
back, watching her with such greedy intent she caught her breath. Trembling,
she grasped the base of his penis and guided him inside her. 


This time she let
herself go. Riding him slowly, head thrown back and eyes closed, she knew what
was coming when Ethan stepped up behind her. When he brushed her hair away and
left one side of her neck exposed. Her heart stuttered, and her belly spasmed,
though she couldn’t say if it was from fear of Ethan’s bite or because Harris
was buried so deeply inside her. Maybe she was just tired of fighting it,
because she didn’t protest when Ethan’s hands closed over her shoulders to hold
her still. Or seconds later when those sharp, deadly teeth scraped her skin in
a soft caress. 


“Say yes, baby,”
he murmured, and she heard the yearning in his voice. A yearning she wasn’t
ready to admit she shared. Her delay in responding earned her a sharp nip, not
quite enough to break skin. Not enough to mark. He moved his hands to shape her
breasts, then tweaked her nipples. “Gabby?”


She groaned, the
raw hoarse sound of desire filling her ears. “What was the question?” she
managed to whisper, earning another nip. 


“You know,” he
said darkly. “I want to make this real. I want to mark you. Claim you. I need to, baby.”


She could hear it
in his voice and found it impossible to respond to such naked longing. He took
it as an invitation. This time when his teeth closed over the flesh at the
hollow between shoulder and neck, he didn’t hesitate. She felt the sharp sting
as her skin was punctured, felt as if he somehow lived inside her, and knew
despite the amazing healing abilities of her kind, this mark would never fade.
Like it or not, she belonged to him now. Irrevocably. 


The knowledge
should have sent her into a blind panic. Should have set her wolf side clawing
at the confines of her mind and the human woman desperate for flight. It was
hard to think of those things while they stoked the flame of her desire higher
and higher though. Impossible in fact. They didn’t give her time to think.
Before the bite had even trickled one drop of blood, she found herself on her
back, once again spread open and tied to the posts. 


Harris loomed over
her, hips between her thighs, cock nudging her entrance, but he waited until
she focused on his face before he began pushing in. His jaw was clenched so
tight, she could see a tick on the side of his face. She wanted to reach up and
smooth away the tension, but of course she couldn’t move. She did the next best
thing and forced her body to relax, limb by limb, muscle by muscle, until she
was completely available for his mastery. It felt good to let go, but the look
on his face was what really made it worth it. She could even forgive the
triumphant, dominant gleam in his eyes when it was mixed with the rest.
Tenderness. Joy. Adoration. 


She was Alice
fallen through the rabbit’s hole, but she didn’t care when he began his long
slow strokes. Withdraw to the tip of his cock, then that steady thrust back
into her pussy. He left her panting, needy, desperate, and it wasn’t because of
the heat. It was all him. Harris of the rigid control, eyes dark and stormy
with desire and emotion. She was a little surprised when he bent his face to
her neck, opposite of the side Ethan had bitten, but what could it harm? He was
a wizard not a wolf, no matter how deep her wolf’s instinct was that they belonged
to him. 


She should have
paid more attention in her "know your enemy" classes. Teeth closed
over skin and tugged, bit. It would mark but not permanently. Then she felt a
short burst of energy she’d come in a very short time to associate with his
mind touching her body. She’d question him, but she felt too damned good at the
moment. After the bite his strokes increased, became hard and fast and then
frenzied. She might have cared, might have protested, except she was totally
along for the ride and came screaming his name within seconds.  



 


 


 















[bookmark: thirdtimeluckysix]Chapter Six





 

Gabby stood deep
in the tree line. If the three werewolves bickering in the backyard were
focused on anything other than their own bullshit, they would have noticed
someone was so close by. Not that it would have mattered. They were in safe
territory. Even if someone came upon this scene, they wouldn’t expect any
danger. She was not so lax in her personal security and took a deep breath,
smiling when she heard steps coming up on her side, the male’s scent preceding
him.


“Hey, sis,” her
brother, Kade, said softly as he sidled up next to her. 


Following werewolf
custom he’d spent his early twenties with another pack and had just returned to
replace Baker, one of the other soldiers who’d decided to go wandering. This
was the first she’d seen Kade in three years, and her heart soared to have her
twin brother home. Though she was tempted to pull him close in a hug, they were
both staying out of the way of the fireworks behind the house and therefore
drawing no attention to themselves. They didn’t want to get pulled into the
middle of it. They’d learned that lesson well over the years. “How’s it going?”



She shrugged. The
argument before them drifted around to the front of the house, and he followed
her further into the yard as their parents moved away. “The usual. You?”


He tilted his head
to one side, and she groaned at his no bullshit look. She wasn’t getting out of
this one. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but you’ve never shown up for one of these
little shindigs smelling of two different men.” 


Thank god for
turtlenecks. “So I had a fun weekend.” 


She’d left Harris
and Ethan before dawn despite their protests and Harris’s reminder of the deal.
But her duties had been abandoned for two days, and she couldn’t delay returning.
She’d been running all day playing catch up. She hadn’t even had the chance to
come find Kade until well after lunch, and now they wouldn’t have much time to
talk. The pack was having an impromptu party to welcome Kade home. She would
meet her mates there later. 


He grinned. “Fun
and marked are two different things.” 


“Who said anything
about marked?” She glared. Twin brother or not, he was pushing his luck. 


“I wouldn’t be
able to scent a man on you if he wasn’t your mate,” he said, voice hard and cold,
all protective brother. She was reminded that if he’d stayed the last few years
he’d probably occupy a higher space in the pack than her, and she was right at
the top in fifth place, right after Jonas. It made her uncomfortable to
consider Ethan and Kade could both probably have challenged her for her
position long ago too. But for now Kade was just her sibling, she outranked
him, and this was none of his business. Ethan…that was a worry for another
time.


“Not your problem.
Or your concern.” 


He snorted and
nodded to the back patio they’d been avoiding. “Tell them that.” 


“It isn’t any of
their business either.”


He hooted with
laughter. “You tell the dads that. You tell Mom
that.” 


He didn’t get it,
of course. Hell, he was guy. She was pretty sure their mother would understand
exactly the nature of her reticence. She was a female soldier mated to two
soldier males, and as near as Gabby could tell none of them had ever been
happy. They wanted a submissive woman. Her mother tried; it just wasn’t in her.
Gabby had fought so hard to stay unmated because she’d seen exactly how bad it
could go. 


Her brother nudged
her shoulder. “Hey, who’s that?” 


She looked over to
see Harris exit the path into the yard, Ethan right behind him. “Shit,” she
muttered. 


Her brother cocked
his brows. “Really? Not invited, huh?” He thought it over and then smiled.
“Gutsy. I like them.” 


But his nostrils
flared as Harris approached. “Wizard,” he snarled. 


Gabby grabbed his
arm when he stepped forward and hissed back, “Mine. And they were invited. I just didn’t expect them yet.”


Holy shit, what
was she doing? She’d hoped she’d have more time to brace herself before dealing
with Harris again, but she’d be damned if it was someone else who got rid of
him. And the idiot man had no sense. None at all. He swaggered into the yard,
walked as if he had every right to be there, zeroing in straight for her. His
entrance actually stopped the argument between her parents, and she hurried
closer, Kade at her heels. That was bloodshed she didn’t want to witness or
take responsibility for. He looked at her, his eyes calm, expression almost
serene before he smoothly turned to her parents and held his hand out to
introduce himself. She held her breath and edged close enough to listen in.


“You bear the scent
of family, wizard.” 


“I imagine I do.”


Robert, one of her
fathers, still didn’t take his hand. “Why is that?”


Harris turned to
give her a small, tight, furious smile. “Because she’s my mate.” His words were
hard and certain, proprietary, and made her belly flip-flop. He looked back to
her parents, meeting all three gazes carefully. “We have met before. I’m the
police chief in Redemption. Harris.” 


“We know who you
are,” Steve, her other father, snapped. “Though I haven’t heard any reason why
we should let you live.” 


She rolled her
eyes and stepped into the fray. “Get over it. You’ve been complaining about me
being single for years.” 


They finally
seemed to notice her and both fathers turned on her at once, nostrils flaring,
eyes narrowing. It seemed an eternity before anyone spoke. “You took two mates?
And you kept this from your family?” Robert asked, sounding hurt. 


“It just
happened,” she said meekly. She hated to hear that tone in her voice, but hell,
he was her father. Harris stepped up behind her and squeezed her shoulder.
Silent support, but she felt it bone deep and tilted her chin up. Then Ethan
stepped up to her other side, nodded, and said hello. 


“And Ethan too,”
her mother murmured, a hint of approval in her voice. She stepped forward, took
Gabby’s hand, and drew her into the house before another word could be spoken.
Gabby wasn’t so sure leaving the men alone was a good idea.


They walked into
the kitchen. Its big windows and glass doors overlooked the yard, and Gabby
hovered near them, watching the four men out there. They circled each other,
speaking every now and then, though of course she couldn’t make out the words
from this distance and behind glass. Feeling each other out, she realized. She
turned to her mother, who stood at the counter pouring coffee. She took both
mugs to the table and motioned Gabby to join her. 


They had an
unimpeded view of the yard. Where had her brother gone? She searched and found
him off to the side leaning against a post. Five keyed up males. All that
damned testosterone. It made her teeth hurt she was gritting them so hard.


“Is it too much to
ask for a normal life?” she whispered. “A nice, peaceful, calm life?” 


Her mother
laughed. “Wolf, wizard, human. Doesn’t matter, they’re all men. That out there
is perfectly normal.” 


The woman had
surely lost her mind, and Gabby was sure her expression matched that belief
because her mother chuckled again. “Before I mated them, I went out into the
world. I dated nice, normal human men. Who it turns out are just as possessive,
some just as dominant. Just as mule headed,” she added with a wink.


Gabby was stunned.
She’d never considered her mother had had another life. “If you broke free, why
did you come back?”


Her mother gave
her a quizzical look. “Who said I broke free? You can leave the pack, but in
the end, we are pack creatures.” She took a deep breath and shook her head.
“No, I needed some place I can be a wolf. Some place I can run when the urge
strikes. And people who understand that.” 


Gabby could relate
to that, but… “But, Momma, the way they treat you.” She stopped. How could she
explain without hurting her feelings? “I don’t want to spend my life fighting
for independence or proving my place.” 


Her mother gave
her a tiny smile and sat back in her chair. “Is that what you think? Well, I
suppose it is. We’ve all screwed up then.” 


Gabby scowled. It
wasn’t perfect, okay, but she wouldn’t go that far. “What do you mean?” 


Her mother
shrugged. “I will never be as dominant, as high up the chain of command as you
are. I had the strength maybe, but I just didn’t want it. They weren’t holding
me back, baby, don’t think that.” 


She hadn’t thought
that exactly. Had she? No, she’d always known she’d go higher than her mother
and her fathers had. “No. It’s the rest of it.” 


Her mother
frowned. “It’s complicated, but I promise you I’m happy with our relationship,
baby.”


She was stunned.
“Happy fighting all the time? Happy always having to fight for even a little
independence?”


Her mother gave
her a frank, assessing look. “Even as a little girl, you always were a
peacemaker,” she murmured. “I may be your mother, but I’m not perfect. We argue
sure. A lot of the time it’s over stupid little stuff. Most of time it’s even
good-natured. It’s never physical, and we’re rarely angry for more than an
hour.” She took a deep breath and stared out the window. 


“I think I
understand where this is going,” her mother continued finally. “You’re one of
the strongest in the pack. Willing to fight, but you hate personal conflict.
That peacekeeper gene again.” She smiled. “That’s the problem with your mates,
right? You’re afraid it’ll be a constant struggle for dominance.”


“I don’t know how
to deal with it,” Gabby whispered. She couldn’t deny her concerns. “The other
high-ranking females, they all seem to have these relationships that are a
constant struggle. I don’t want to live like that.”


“You could
submit,” her mother said. Gabby growled. Submitting was impossible. Not in her
nature. Her mother smiled and shook her head. “Does it have to be all or
nothing? Who says it does? Be the she-wolf defender when it comes to pack
defense, but when you go home? Be whoever you want. You think they don’t know
the difference?” She looked out the window to watch the men, her gaze
assessing. “I think they know. And I think they will give you whatever you
need.” 


Gabby wasn’t so
sure about that, but she knew they had to find a way to make this work.
Standing, she bent to kiss her mother’s cheek. “Thank you, Momma. I’m getting
them out of here before there’s bloodshed.” 


Her mother
laughed. “Call me, baby. I’m always here for you.” 


She knew she was.
She left with a smile, collected her men with minimal conversation with her
fathers, and led the way home. 



 


 


 















[bookmark: thirdtimeluckyseven]Chapter Seven



 

She took them to
her cabin. Shaky. Nervous. Was her mother right? Could she be one thing to the
pack and something else in her private life? She’d never thought that possible.
Never even considered it. She was strong and independent. A soldier. Didn’t
that bleed into every aspect of her life? Except, she remembered, her pussy
clinching, in bed. She clearly did not like being in charge there. Even her
wolf side liked the mastery of her two mates. 


The question was
how far could she take it? Privately how much could she bend and still feel
like herself. Like she wasn’t betraying herself. No. That wasn’t the question.
She could bend, she already knew that. The question was how much she could
adapt to their needs and still respect herself. Huh. She’d never looked at it
like that. It had always been an either/or question. 


She was lost in
thought when she opened the door and wandered in. They seemed to realize she
needed some space, and no one protested when she went to her room and ran a
bath. The idea intrigued her. Dominant publically, submissive privately. She
liked it. Liked it more than she thought she would. Or should. Shit. She was in
trouble if she was giving in so easily. If they were going to make this work,
and it was too late to back out now, there had to be some ground rules.


She sank into
scalding hot water, leaned her head back, and closed her eyes with a moan. The
water felt great. Soothing. Relaxing. She was always sore and tired when the
heat was over. This time more than ever after slaking her desire on two men.
She smiled. Who would have thought this would happen to her? Despite her
unanswered questions, her concerns, Harris’s potion, despite everything…she’d
never felt so sexually satisfied. It went bone deep, and she wondered how long
the effects would linger. She felt languid and sexy here alone in her bath. So
good in fact, she didn’t react at all when Ethan walked in. His scent wrapped
around her, bringing the forest and an odd sense of comfort inside. 


“Did you get to
talk to Kade today?”


She turned her
head and cracked an eye open. “I got there right before y’all. I had a ton of
stuff to catch up on today.” 


He grunted. “Me
too.” 


“Did you see him
earlier?” Something made her ask. 


He gave a brief
shake of his head and scrubbed his hand over his face. “No.” He sounded down,
resigned.


“What’s wrong?” 


His smile was
forced. “Nothing. Not a thing.” 


“Liar.” 


She expected him
to deny it. He laughed but he sounded more resigned than amused. “Yeah. It’s
just…Kade and I were best friends for so long. I don’t think he’ll ever forgive
me for mating his sister.” 


She scowled,
suddenly suspicious. “That doesn’t sound like him. What did he say after I went
inside?”


He flashed her a
grin, his amusement a sharp scent in the air, on her tongue. “That if I ever
hurt or upset you, he will rip me into tiny little pieces.” 


She rolled her
eyes and stood up, reaching for a towel on the nearby shelf to wrap around
herself. “Like I need someone to defend me.” 


“Oh, I don’t know,
baby,” he drawled, stepping forward and pulling her towel loose. “We could all
use someone to stand up for us every now and then.” 


He first dried her
front with slow, soft rubs of the towel, then moved to her back. “Someone to
take care of us,” he whispered against her nape. 


Even as her mind
rejected the idea, her body responded with a delicious curl of heat. She turned
in his arms and looked up at him, for the first time not irritated that she had to look up when she stood this
close. He lifted a hand to her shoulder and brushed his thumb over his mark.
The fleeting contact made her heart race and her middle summersault. And, damn
the man, he knew it. His smile was sexy and satisfied, his eyes yellowed with
an answering heat, and his scent changed to match hers. Spicy. Alluring.
Inviting. 


“Just the way I
like you, darlin’,” Harris said from the doorway. “Naked. And hot.” 


As a wizard, he
shouldn’t be able to scent her arousal like Ethan could, but she had no idea
what his mind was capable of, and she was struck by a sudden curiosity. She
tilted her head to one side and studied him. “How do you know I’m hot?” Wasn’t
much point in denying it, was there? “I thought you said you weren’t a
telepath.”


He shook his head.
“No, but sometimes I can feel others’ emotions.” He gave her a cocky grin.
“It’s much stronger with you. Always has been.”


“So you know how
I’m feeling, but not what I’m thinking?” 
She didn’t think she liked that idea, but was it any different from
Ethan being able to scent her moods?  


“Pretty much,
yeah.”


“That’s
disturbing.” 


He looked contrite
at least. “I’m sorry, darlin’, nothing I can do about it.” 


He hesitated a
moment, then took her hand and pulled her into the bedroom. She sat on the edge
of the bed, and he took a few steps back, leaving her confused. She was naked.
On a bed. And neither one of them was making a move. 


“What’s going on?”


“I’m going to tell
you something, but I don’t want you to freak out, okay?”


She arched her
eyebrows, suspicion and disquiet making it hard to answer. Making it hard to
breath. “Tell me,” she ordered, crossing her arms over her chest when his gaze
lingered too long. 


“The most powerful
of my race can create a mental bond with a person. A mate.” 


“And you did this?
Is it the same as a lupine bond?” She remembered a surge of power. It had left
her feeling branded and connected. The sensation wasn’t much different from the
bond with Ethan. He hadn’t even hinted he could bond with her. His keeping that
secret from her hurt and made her angry. 


 He shrugged. “Basically. It’s unbreakable.
Lets me know how you feel. I could probably track you through it. In that way,
it’s no different from a werewolf’s bond. But mine is based on the power of my
mind, not blood.” 


Unbreakable. So
even after she gave him his week to get to know each other she didn’t have a
choice, did she? There wasn’t any deciding if she wanted more. Like Ethan, he’d
taken that decision out of her hands. An angry reply caught in her throat, and
she stood, jerking away from his hand when he tried to stop her as she passed.
She needed the armor of clothes, needed to get away from them for awhile so she
could think. She veered away from her closet, though, when a better plan
occurred to her. They followed her into the hall and to the back door. 


“Whoa, baby, what
are you doing?” Ethan asked as she yanked it open, but she was already shifting
and couldn’t answer. 


Her muscles
contracted and reshaped, bones snapped and reformed. Fur raced across her skin,
and claws popped from her fingers, which shrunk into paws. When Ethan made to
follow her, ripping his shirt over his head and unsnapping his jeans, she
showed him the sharp points of her teeth in a low, mean snarl. He dropped to
his knees and stared into her eyes. 


“Fine, baby, go
run it off. But when you get back, you’re going to tell us what pissed you off
so bad.”


She tossed her
head, spun around, and took off into the woods. Scents were easier to pick up
in this form, and she knew a group of juveniles cavorted nearby. She went in
the opposite direction, deciding she’d run the outer perimeter where she was
much less likely to run into anyone. Where she wouldn’t slip and take her anger
out on someone who couldn’t handle it and didn’t deserve it. 


As her fast legs
took her farther away she expected her anger to dissipate. It always did when
she gave her wolf free reign to master its world. But this time was different.
This time the wolf shared the woman’s fury. It felt caged, cornered, and didn’t
like it one damned bit. They’d tied her to them without her permission, without
even asking. And at the time, in throes of passion and the thrall of the heat,
she hadn’t been capable of protest much less reasoned thought. 


Damn them both. 


She pushed them
out of her mind, legs stretching to race for the border fence. She let the
wildness rise, let the wolf’s joy fill her mind as she tested her limits, and
felt them merging together. The forest quieted as she flew by, the chatter of
small animals and insects abruptly cutting off, but she barely noticed. When
she saw metal gleaming in the sun, tasting the tang of the bitter scent on her
tongue, she slowed to an easy lope. 


She drew alongside
it and chose to go left, taking her farther away from the homes of the pack and
Redemption, farther away from civilization. Slowing to a walk, still breathing
heavily from her exertions, she lifted her snout and took in the smells.
Nothing out of the ordinary. Animals, pine and hardwoods, wild roses, the faded
scent of the last patrol through this area. The wolf would have frowned if
possible. The scent was too faded, days old. She made a mental note to review
the roster and find out if this area had been overlooked or if someone was
shirking their duty. Maybe it was time to rearrange all the patrols. Shake
things up a bit. She’d discuss it with Liza tonight. 


If she could get
free of Ethan and Harris long enough for a few words with her paladin. She
needed to talk to her. They’d been friends since they could walk, had fought
their way up in the pack together. Gabby was the only person who wasn’t
surprised when Liza became paladin. The woman could out stubborn a mule and was
loyal to a fault. Paladin was the perfect position for her. Like the legends
from Charlemagne’s time, modern-day paladins were werewolves, knights sworn to
the defense of their leaders. Though nowadays that meant the pack’s alpha and
beta, and instead of many, every pack had only one. 


That’s where she
should have gone instead of taking off into the woods. Liza understood how she
felt about mating, and she might snicker through it, but she’d let Gabby rant
to her heart’s content. If it were possible, the wolf would have heaved a sigh.
Instead, she turned into the woods and found a path that would take her to the
alpha’s house and her best friend. 


Her goal wasn’t so
far away though. She reached the large cleared area they used for gatherings in
minutes. The place was buzzing with activity as pack members set up tables,
laughing and joking with each other. Her mood immediately lightened at their
joy. The pack was one big extended family, and she always felt better in a
group of them. 


Liza’s scent came
to her on the slight breeze, and she veered in another direction to follow it.
She found the woman sitting on a huge boulder, rubbing the small of back, and
grumbling at one of her mates, Caleb, the pack’s alpha. 


“I’m pregnant. Not
broke.” 


Gabby bit back a
grin. She knew this was a sore point. One, they kept trying to coddle her. And
two, she wasn’t just pregnant. She was past due, tired and grumpy. Gabby knew
better than try to assure her friend no one had ever been pregnant forever. Her
males were not that bright, and Gabby winced in sympathy when Caleb spoke. 


“I know that, but
there’s no point in tiring yourself further. The pack can live without your
help for one day. The babies will be born any time now, and then you can dive
right back in.” 


Then Caleb muttered
not quite low enough, “Hopefully, any hour now.” 


Before Liza could
strangle him -- and judging by the look in her eyes, she really wanted to --
Zach walked into the little clearing. He looked to where Gabby was sitting in
the trees and grinned, then yanked his shirt off and tossed it towards her. 


“You better come
help, Gabby. I’ve never heard of a paladin killing his, or her, alpha before,
but I’d have to say he asked for it.” 


She hurried to
shift, tugging her beta’s shirt over her head when she was done. It fell to
midthigh, and she walked across the pine needle strewn ground to join Liza on
the rock. By the time she got there, she had the undivided attention all of
three of them. Then, because things weren’t bad enough, Jonas showed up. He looked
her up and down, his gaze coming to rest on her neck. With a chuckle, he shook
his head. 


“So the mighty has
finally fallen, huh?” 


She couldn’t hold
in the growl. “Not fond of having your head attached, huh?” she snapped back. 


That just made him
laugh more. He was grinning when he stopped, and cocking his head to the side
took a deep breath. “Ethan. And Harris?” 


“Well, isn’t that
interesting,” Liza said and made a shooing motion with her hand. “Go away,
gentlemen. It’s girl talk time.”


“But I want to hear
what she has to say,” Zach, always the teaser, said but Liza just stared him
down. 


He assumed a
pathetic pleading face. Laughing, Liza waved her hand at them again, her intent
clear. There weren’t any more objections, and all three men went back into the
woods in the direction of the pack circle. 


“Spill it,
girlfriend,” Liza ordered when they were far enough away they couldn’t
overhear. 


Gabby had no idea
where to start. “It just sorta happened.” 


Liza gave her a
frank, assessing look that Gabby was rarely on the wrong end of. It made her
fidget uncomfortably. 


“Right,” she
finally said and lowered her voice. “You said you needed two days off. I know
you go to Harris when the heat takes over, but you’ve never let Ethan anywhere
near you during that time. You’ve never let him close enough to mark you. Never
let the sex get that out of control. So what happened?” 


Gabby sighed, but
the story started to spill out. Liza halted her with a frown. “He used a potion
on you? That’s not cool.” 


She snorted. “That’s
what I said. He said he’d reverse if I gave him a week, but then, things got
even more intense, and well, it’s too late now. Even if he reverses it, the
bond is still there.” 


“Yeah. I’ve heard
some wizards can do that bonding thing, but it’s uncommon.” Liza looked
surprised at that. “They don’t like to leave themselves vulnerable.” 


“What do you know
about it? How does it make them vulnerable?” She’d take any ammo she could get.
Liza was half wolf, born and raised in the pack, but her mother was a witch,
and Liza knew a lot about that world. 


“Hey,” a voice
greeted behind them, and they turned to welcome Harper. “Jonas said y’all were
hiding out here.” 


Gabby was glad to
see her. What Liza and her mom didn’t know, Harper would, being the daughter of
the wizards’ leader. Harper came closer and leaned one hip against the rock,
brows drawn together in a scowl. 


“I was just
telling Gabby about wizard bonds.” 


Harper’s scowl
deepened. “Too late for warnings, I’d say.” 


Gabby’s chest went
tight. Did she need to be warned? But Liza said it made Harris vulnerable too.
“Tell me.” 


The witches
exchanged a look, and Harper shrugged one shoulder. “It’s a psychic bond. Our
worlds are very different. Wizards use that bond to keep track of their wives.
They can spy on their emotions, their movements. Sometimes their thoughts, if
they have enough telepathic ability.” 


Gabby knew Harper
had grown up in a cold world, but the way her voice changed, the way her eyes
dimmed, Gabby knew it was worse than cold. Monstrous. 


“You can…feel this
bond?” 


Harper bit her
bottom lip and nodded. “I can see it, like a shimmer around you.” 


Liza cocked her
head to one side. “Do you see wolf bonds?”


“No. Different
kind of bond.” 


“Harris said that.
One is blood, the other psychic.” 


Harper nodded
again. “Yes, exactly.” 


“And there’s no
way to break it?”


“No, sorry. Only
if one of you dies.” 


“That might be
arranged,” Gabby growled. 


“Well, let’s not
go that far yet,” Liza said and turned to Harper. “Mom said, whether the
wizards like it or not, their bonds are not one-sided. That it works for the
mate as well.” 


Harper thought it
over. “That would make sense. It’s not something they talk about with women, so
I can’t say for sure.” She looked at Gabby. “You could test it though.” 


“How?” 


“Focus on him and
let everything else go. Don’t let anything else intrude on your thoughts.
You’ve been close to him. You felt his power at least once before. See if you
can feel it now.” 


Gabby was curious
yet reluctant. Would she draw his attention to her if she was successful? In
the end, she was too inquisitive to not give it a try. She closed her eyes,
called his image into her mind, the feel of his power around her, and kind of
wished to know where he was. And suddenly, just like that, she felt that power
surround her again. He was in her house, prowling like a pissed off, worried
cat. It startled her so much, she lost the connection and opened her eyes. 


“It works.” She
grinned, wondering how she could use this to turn the tables on him. 


“Okay. So Harris used
a potion and both of them marked you. You managed to avoid everyone all day, so
I’m still sadly lacking in details here.” 


“What potion?”
Harper interrupted. She looked more and more disturbed as Gabby explained. 


“How much do we
know about this guy?” Harper asked nervously. 


“He’s been here at
least ten years. Showed up when he was seventeen or eighteen.” Liza paused with
a shrewd look at Harper. “Jonas trusts him. They’re friends. And Ethan’s been
with him for at least a couple years. But you’re right. It makes me suspicious
too. Think you can get a read on him, Harper?” 


“Probably,” she
answered. 


Liza turned to
Gabby. “He’ll be here tonight, right? The gatehouse told me earlier he came in
with Ethan.” 


She didn’t like
it. What he’d done with the potion was sneaky and underhanded, sure. And not
asking her before he bonded to her pissed her off, but it wasn’t any different
from what most werewolf males did. She wasn’t happy about any of it, but she
didn’t think it made him untrustworthy. It hurt to think he might be
untrustworthy. 


“Gabby?” Liza
prodded.


She nodded. “He’s
at my cabin.” She jumped off the rock. “And I better get back there so I can
get some clothes on.” 


“Not so fast,”
Liza stopped her with that paladin tone in her voice. She pointed at the
boulder. “Sit.” 


Well, shit. She
could walk away from her friend, but not her paladin. She leaned back against
the large rock once again the focus of Liza’s perceptive gaze. “You didn’t
avoid me all day, then come find me now because of the potion. I’m guessing it
was because you found out about his bond.” 


Sighing, she
nodded. “Bad enough being mated to one. To a werewolf. But two men? One a
wizard? No offense to y’all, but I don’t know what he can do. Or why he’s here.
Or anything.” 


One side of Liza’s
mouth kicked up. “Maybe you should ask him.” 


Gabby glared back.



“Right,” Liza
drawled. “That would require you get to know a male. Let one get to know you.
And you’ve worked damned hard to not get involved.” Her voice softened, and she
winked. “Honey, it’s not all bad, you know.” 


She blew out a
breath, reluctant to voice her questions, her concerns, but knowing she could
trust Liza and Harper. Knowing they wouldn’t scoff or think less of her. “Do
you think it’s possible to be strong and dominant publically, with the pack.
And be something else privately? Personally?”


“Absolutely,” they
answered in unison. 


Gabby was a little
surprised to hear Harper say that, but maybe she shouldn’t be. She looked over
to meet her gaze. When the witch had joined them, she was beaten down, defeated
by that cold world she came from. Meek and submissive in the worst unhealthy
way. The longer she stayed in the pack though, the more outgoing and assertive
she became. Harper smiled. 


“I’m not a
telepath, but I know what you’re thinking, Gabby. I was so afraid. So afraid
they would completely take me over. I thought I’d have no will of my own. That
I was leaving one nightmare for another. But…” She laughed. She was almost
giddy as she spoke of her mates. “They actually make me stronger.”


Gabby could see
that was true. “But Harper, honey,” she said gently. “You had to be stronger to
be with them. It’s not the same.”


“You think you
have to be weaker?” Liza asked, always the shrewd one. 


“Don’t I? Neither
me or my wolf will be happy if they’re weaker, and I can’t stand the idea of
spending the rest of my life fighting with my mates to keep my place in the
pack. I just can’t accept less. If I could be one thing in private and this me,
the old me, with everyone else, maybe I could do that. But they’re both alpha
males. Ethan especially will try to take over my entire life. You know he will.
He can’t help himself.” 


“Ya think?” 


“Yeah, I think,”
she snapped back sarcastically. 


“Gabby.” Shit. The
paladin voice again. “Ethan could have challenged for your position years ago,
and he would have won it.” 


“So he waited till
he could win me over?” She didn’t even care all the bitterness shone through. 


“No,” Liza said,
shaking her head. “He didn’t do it because it made you feel more secure. Because
you worked so hard to keep him at a distance, it was all he could do. And
because, frankly, it doesn’t affect the security of the pack. The difference in
your ranks is negligible. You essentially do the same jobs.”


“Well, he doesn’t
have that excuse anymore, does he,” she whispered. Oh hell. Her rank and her
job were the only things she was sure
of. 


“This is something
you really should be talking to him
about, Gabby,” she said, and it was the friend not the superior in the voice
now. “It’s not all conflict, you know. It doesn’t have to be. My private
relationship is not on display for the pack. No reason yours should be either.”



Liza didn’t have
to say what she was really thinking. Gabby knew. Liza kept her personal
relationship as private as possible, unlike Gabby’s parents, who were known
pack wide for their volatility.  


“And yes,” Liza
went on. “You can let go, you should be able to let go, privately, with your
mates.”


Liza said it with
such conviction, such faith, but Gabby wasn’t sure she had any. She swallowed
hard and stood, wanting only to be inside the safety of her house while these
thoughts consumed her. 


“I need to get
back. Thanks.” She nodded to include Harper. “I appreciate it.” 


She was grateful
they’d shared their experiences, that they understood her fears, but in the end
she left more confused as when she’d started. She ran home using werewolf speed
but without shifting, dimly aware of the damage it was doing to her bare human
feet. It didn’t matter to her, but she was so lost in her worries she didn’t
realize they were both still in her house until she entered. She didn’t realize
until she’d slammed the door behind her and Ethan growled. 


Her response was
instinctive and mean, and she knew when she snapped her head around to look at
him her eyes glowed yellow. He stood in the middle of her hall, chest bare,
jeans zipped but unbuttoned. The smell of sex was heavy in the air. They’d
entertained themselves while she was gone. 



“Why are you still
here?”


He slid forward
slowly. Stalked. She stood her ground, refusing to be cowed. 


“Why do you smell
of our beta?” he practically snarled. 


She’d completely
forgotten about the gray T-shirt she was wearing. “I shifted to talk to Liza.
He gave it to me so I wouldn’t be naked.” 


Oh my gods. She wanted
to slap herself, the explanation came out so fast, without any thought. 


“Take it off. Take
it off now, Gabby,” he demanded and if she hadn't seen a hint of claws poking
through his fingertips, she would have delayed. Would have argued against his
trying to dominate her. She’d never seen him like this though, out of control
of his wolf. 


She pulled the
shirt over her head and tossed it into the corner. Ethan heaved a sigh and came
closer. He lifted a hand, claws gone now, and his fingers stroked her cheek.
“Where did you run off to? Why?”


She ducked under
his arm, feeling exposed down to her bones, and tried to hurry down the hall
while looking like she wasn’t running away. Harris caught her elbow when she
passed the archway into the living room and tugged her inside. 



 


 


 















[bookmark: thirdtimeluckyeight]Chapter Eight





 

Ethan still wasn’t
thinking straight. She’d taken off, angry and confused, and returned with
Zach’s scent on her. He knew in his head she hadn’t fucked their beta. She
wouldn’t let Zack touch her, and he wasn’t interested. But the sane, rational
human side wasn’t exactly in control right now. Harris shielded her, and that
just pissed him off more. 


He prowled into
the living room behind them and snarled when Harris tried to step in front of
her. “Don’t. Don’t do that.” Reluctantly, Harris stepped aside, but Ethan
didn’t get closer to her. 


He was too
furious. He didn’t trust himself. He’d never been so angry at her before, and
he’d had cause to be plenty angry over the years. 


“Where did you
go?”


“I ran the
perimeter some. I talked to Liza and Harper. It’s not a big deal, Ethan.” 


He wanted to shake
her. He wanted to yell at her. He wanted to kiss the hell out of her until she
stopped resisting him. 


“Running. Again.
Always running, Gabby.” 


He paced. It was
the only way to stop himself from grabbing her, from begging her to just stop
this nonsense already and accept him. Accept Harris. Stop fighting. He knew how
much she hated discord, so why was she doing this? 


“What do you
expect me to do, Ethan? Just let you take over?”


Good gods, was she
still hung up on this? 


“I expect you to talk to me.” He took a couple steps
closer. “I expect you to tell me what you’re feeling. What you’re afraid of.”
Two more steps. “I expect you to not come home smelling of another man. Talk to
me, Gabby. Please.” 


He was close
enough to touch her now and that irrational rage was fading. He set his hands
on her shoulders. He finally noticed, really noticed, she was naked, breathing
fast and deep, her skin flushed rosy with the high emotions in the room. He
could smell them, a skill all lupines shared: anger and jealousy and
protectiveness and yes, even lust. He pulled her close, kissed the soft skin
under her ear. 


“Talk to me,
baby,” he whispered. 


He was stunned at
how quickly she spun away, moving toward the window and standing with the loose
limbed fighter’s grace he knew so well. Subtly aggressive, ready to pounce. He
knew every detail of her, but he was surprised to see this here, now. He held
his hands wide. “I’ve never been a danger to you,” he said firmly. 


Her lips twisted
in a way that some would have called a smile, but he knew her too well. “Are
you going to challenge me for my rank now that you’ve marked me?”


The question
stunned him. He could challenge her, and he’d probably win. He suspected they
both knew that. But it would be a long bloody battle. The price too damned high
to move up only one rank when neither of them was going higher than they were
now. He wouldn’t risk losing her for that little bit of gain. It was too
important to her. Not the rank but the position it put her in. She thought he
didn’t know about her little side projects. The girls she took under her wing.
The abused refugees -- human, wolf, and mage -- she funneled through Redemption
and sent to safer places. She didn’t discriminate against the needy. It was one
of the things he loved about her. 


“No,” he answered.
“I’ve never intended that.”


She didn’t believe
him. He could see it clearly on her face, in her eyes. But he also saw
confusion and longing, and he knew he still had a chance here. She turned away.


“Baby, I can
accept being your equal out there. I have never had a problem with that, and
nothing has changed now.”


Her eyes were
watery when she looked over her shoulder and met his gaze. “And here? Are we
equals here?”


This is where her
confusion came in. She was such a marvelous kick-ass woman out in the world,
and she hadn’t accepted yet that she wanted something else at home. 


“We can be,” he
said carefully. “If that’s what you want.”


She gritted her
teeth. He could actually hear her teeth grinding together before her gaze swung
to Harris. “And you? Will you accept that?”


And holy fuck, we have a problem, captain. 


Ethan was a
dominant male, yes, and he knew it. But Harris was a Dominant, capital D,
lifestyle male. Ethan seriously doubted Gabby had ever run across anyone like
him. He was going to have issues with that equal thing. He accepted Ethan as an
equal because Ethan could kick his ass. Huh. Come to think of it Gabby probably
could too. But Ethan didn’t arouse the instincts of the Dominant the way Gabby
did. Ethan knew Harris. Knew him as well as he knew himself. And he knew it
burned in Harris, that need to control her, to own her. 


Harris scrubbed a
hand over his face as if it could wipe away any visible emotions. “Darlin’, I
don’t think that’s what you really want.”


Ethan was
surprised at the tenderness, the gentleness in the other man’s voice. He’d
expected demands and orders, and was relieved when that wasn’t the direction he
went. 


“You didn’t answer
my question,” she pointed out. Ethan wanted to go to her, hold her until the
fine tremor in her body became a reaction of desire instead of the mix of fear
and anger he scented now. He sure as hell hoped Harris knew what he was doing.


*


Harris took a step
closer to her and held out his hand. “Come away from the window, Gabby. Anyone
walking by will get an eyeful.” 


He didn’t trust
himself to not kill another man who got a good look at her like this. Which was
bad all things considered. She was a lupine. She couldn’t exactly carry clothes
around with her in case she needed to shift in a hurry away from home. Maybe
once things were settled he’d get the primitive urge back under control. 


“Come sit down,”
he ordered. “Let’s talk this through.” 


She bit her bottom
lip, and he nearly groaned aloud. Tiny, perfect white teeth. He’d felt them on
his body, on his cock. He hoped to feel them again soon. His body ached with
his desire, with his need of her. 


She finally moved
from her post at the window and approached the long sofa, an unconsciously sexy
walk that made his heart slam against his ribs. She grabbed the afghan from the
back and wrapped it around herself, tucking it under her arms before she sat
down and folded her knees up. She was covered from her chest down to the red
painted toes that barely peaked out. That glimpse was amazingly tantalizing. He
took the opposite end of the couch, fisting his hands against the desire to
grab her ankle and yank her to him. She stared at him, and he reminded himself
he was supposed to be talking. 


“What’s your
objection exactly, darlin’?” He couldn’t resist reaching over, slipping his
hand under the blanket and wrapping it around her ankle. He didn’t pull her
closer though. Not yet. “You liked me dominating you just fine yesterday.” 


“That was the
heat. That wasn’t normal for me,” she insisted. 


Could that be
possible? He used the bond between them. He couldn’t read her mind, but he
could read her emotions, and he smiled. “It’s not nice to lie to me, darlin’.”


She glared and
moistened her lips. “Don’t use that bond on me. Harper told me all about it.” 


He narrowed his
eyes. He’d only met the witch a couple times, but he knew some of her history,
and it was ugly. “And what was that?” 


She didn’t answer,
and he gave her ankle a squeeze. “You started this, Gabby. What did she tell
you?”


“That wizards use
it to keep control of their wives. They use it to keep tabs on them. Where they
are. What they’re doing.” 


Well, fuck. He couldn’t really deny
that, could he? The ability was what got him banished. He looked at Ethan.
“Doesn’t your bond with her do the same?”


Ethan shook his
head. “I don’t think so. I can find her by scent, and I can feel and scent her
emotions, but I think you’re talking about something much more.” 


Harris got the
feeling the lupine might be a bit envious. At least he wasn’t freaking out like
Gabby. Her agitation was rising by the second. It was a discordant drone in his
head. She was breathing too rapidly, and he could feel her heart racing. He
needed to calm her down fast. 


“Take a deep
breath, Gabby,” he commanded. “Calm down.” 


She flinched when
he reached for, but that didn’t stop him from pulling her over. He settled her
on his lap and held her in a firm embrace while trying to send soothing energy
through their bond. She punched his shoulder. 


“Don’t do that,”
she snapped, but she wasn’t struggling in his hold and her heartbeat was
slowing, her breathing coming in slower pants. “Don’t manipulate me. First that
damned potion, now this.” She glared at him. “You made a deal with me and then
you made it useless.” 


Okay, he
understood why that pissed her off. Not that he’d change anything if he could.
“I should be sorry about it. The bond,” he admitted. 


“But you aren’t.”


“No.” What else
could he say?


“You should have
given me a choice.” She turned her furious gaze to Ethan, who didn’t look one
bit contrite. 


He felt her anger
but under that so much else. Confusion. Resolve. She was determined to get away
and if that didn’t work to at least distance herself from them. Harris knew
they could lose her here, now, if he wasn’t careful. 


“No,” he said. “I
shouldn’t have given you a choice. I shouldn’t have used the bond at all. I
know what it is, what it does. The lengths it will drive a man to.” 


He definitely had
her attention now. Ethan’s too. He took a deep breath before plunging on,
tempted to get up and pace as he told the story, but unable to make himself
release her from his lap. 


“I came here when
I was eighteen after my brother banished me.”


She gasped and
slid her hand down his arm to his hand, gave it a brief squeeze. He knew after
years of living among them a lupine couldn’t imagine a worse fate. He laced her
fingers through his and brought them to his mouth for a lingering kiss. 


“What happened?”
she whispered.  


“My parents were
bonded, but that world is so different from anything you know. It’s cold. Love
and happiness are frowned upon. Held in contempt. It’s all about power, and
those emotions make you weak. My mother was a witch, but she was different. She
refused to live like that. She told me she was leaving him, after my birthday.”



He took a deep
breath. This part sucked. This was the part he’d tried to forget. 


“My father found
out,” he said flatly. “Because of the bond. He tracked her movements around the
city, knew she wanted to flee, and he wasn’t about to let that happen. He would
look bad,” Harris said bitterly. “He decided he didn’t need her anymore since
he had two grown sons.” 


“Gods,” Ethan
muttered, clearly understanding where this tale was going. 


Harris didn’t meet
his eyes or Gabby’s. If he did, he wouldn’t be able to finish, and they both
needed to know what he was capable of. 


“He was a cold
bastard, my father,” he ground out, remembered fury thickening his throat. “My
brother and I had been gone all day. It was my birthday. Mom left the house the
same time we did. To run errands she said, but I knew that wasn’t true. I don’t
know how he got her back to the house, but when we returned. He was standing
over her in the foyer. The gun was still in his hand.” 


Gabby turned her
face into his chest, and her hand slid up to clutch the hair at the back of his
head. “I’m so sorry,” she murmured. 


“I’m not
finished,” he ground out.


He knew his voice
sound grim, like it carried death, but Gabby didn’t flinch or try to get away.
She just held on tighter. He was afraid his heart might crack open. 


“He killed her. He
didn’t deny it. The rage was so consuming. He told us not to worry, someone
would come along to clean up the mess in a minute. Then he turned around to
walk away. I lost it. I lost control of my power. Slammed him against the wall
until he was dead.”


“And they banished
you for that?” Ethan asked, voice almost a growl as he shared Harris’s fury and
grief. 


“As the oldest
surviving male in the family, it was up to my brother to decide my punishment.
By our law, for killing an elder, there are only two options. Death or
banishment. No matter what the circumstances are. There were some pretty loud
demands for my execution.” He felt wrung out from telling the story, but he
gave them a wan smile. “You’ll have to forgive my brother. He didn’t have a
choice, and in the end, it brought the three of us together.” 


“So you shouldn’t
have created this bond with me because of what happened to your mother. Why did
you do it then?” she asked gently. 


He wanted to tell
her he hadn’t been able to help himself, that it had just been instinct, but he
gave her the truth. “Because I wanted to be that close to you. I wanted to feel
this connection with you. I needed it.”



“And it had
nothing to do with keeping tabs on me?”


He sensed a trap
here. “I’m not trying to track your every move, darlin’.” 


Her eyes narrowed.
“Just some of them?” she asked tartly. “Will you know if I’m on pack business?
Dangerous pack business?” 


Yep, definitely a
trap. He nodded. 


“I don’t need
protection. I don’t need a big strong man to keep me safe.”


He felt like he’d
walked into a mine field. “I know that,” he said warily, not about to admit
part of his motivation was protecting her. Even though it was more a guard
against his people than any danger a lupine might pose. Any wolf challengers
would have to get through Ethan first, and that wasn’t happening. “I can’t pick
and choose which parts of the bond work anymore than Ethan can control his.” 


She didn’t look
happy about it, but she let the subject drop, and her anger faded with it.
Thank the gods. 


“Now about the
dominance thing, darlin’.” He needed her to submit to him here, at home, and he
knew deep down she wanted to. Ethan never would and that was okay because he
didn’t want to. But Harris hated
seeing Gabby deny herself something she needed. Something he could give to her.


Her eyes turned
guarded. 


“You lied to me
about liking it,” he said. She scrambled to get off his lap and he let her go.
For now. She got a stubborn look he recognized. “Don’t lie to me, Gabby,” he
said softly, not bothering to hide the Dom from her. 


She heaved a sigh,
wrung her fingers, and looked down, refusing to meet his gaze. The actions of a
submissive. “Okay. Fine. I liked it.” 


Progress, finally.



He didn’t show his
sense of triumph though it was damned hard to conceal it. She felt it through
the bond. Her head snapped up. When she looked at him defiantly, he allowed a
mean little smile knowing it would excite her as much alarm her. Knowing she
needed the combination, that it was hardwired into her just as much as her need
to submit. 


He arched an
eyebrow. “I don’t think I like your tone.” 


He watched her
struggle with conflicting emotions. Her desire to fight for dominance warred
with her impulse to please him. Interesting. He let his senses expand, opened
the bond as he tried to figure her out. She was one of the highest ranking
females in the pack. There was only way to achieve her position: fight. 


But her mind
didn’t feel like a warrior’s. She was willing to fight. She wouldn’t hesitate.
She got no joy from it, and she’d somehow managed to learn to contain that part
of her separate from the rest. Almost as if she was insuring she wasn’t
contaminated. He’d never felt a mind like hers, divided like hers. 


“You were not born
to be a dominant member of the pack,” he said, the realization stunning. “Not
as dominant as you are, at least.” 


She crossed her
arms over her chest, defensive. Cagey. “Don’t be ridiculous. Of course, I was.”



“No, darlin’.” He
shook his head. “You weren’t. Don’t worry. I don’t have any interest in taking
it from you, but haven’t you ever felt divided? Torn between that public life
you lead and what you want personally? Privately?” 


He saw right away
that he’d hit a nerve. 


“Tell me,” he
demanded, keeping his voice soft and gentle, every instinct he had urging him
to go to her, to shelter her as she told her secret desires, but it was too
soon. She didn’t trust him enough yet. 


“I wouldn’t know
where to start,” she murmured, sounding so confused and dejected it hurt his
chest. 


He glanced at
Ethan and registered his stunned expression -- he hadn’t had a clue about these
revelations. Harris decided to push her a bit. 


“You start by
letting us help you. Do you want to be held, Gabby? Do you need it? Ethan is
right next to you, and I’m only a few feet away.” 


She bit her bottom
lip and looked over at Ethan from below lowered lashes. Harris was instantly
throbbing hard. He wanted her to look at him
like that. Ethan met his gaze, a question gleaming in his eyes. He wasn’t sure
how to proceed here. Harris shook his head when Ethan started to move toward
her, and with a huff of breath, he stilled. Gabby needed to come to them. To
know she could come to them. There was a lot he wanted to demand of her, but
she had a right to demand a few things in return.


“Gabby? Look at
me, baby,” Ethan said. He waited until she did before going on with an
uncharacteriscally serious expression. “I’m right here.” 


Harris held his
breath when she moved. She let Ethan pull her into his arms, burying her face
in his a chest with a heaved, almost sobbed breath that was easy to read as
relief. Ethan held her tight, close, one hand lazily stroking her back until
finally she calmed and broke away. 


Harris knew better
than to smile. “That wasn’t so bad, was it? Come back to the couch. I need you
to tell me about this.” 


Reluctance was in
her every step. When she was close enough, he grabbed her hand and pulled her
into her previous position on his lap. She was stiff, but she didn’t try to
escape, and Ethan came over to sit next to them. She relaxed as he drew closer,
but Harris was pretty sure she wasn’t aware of it. The mating bonds at work? He
wanted it to be so much more. Wanted it to be an emotional response that had
nothing to do with the bonds they’d forced on her. 


Ethan lowered
himself next to them, watching. Curious. Cautious. “Talk to us, baby.” 


“And tell you
what? I…have desires that don’t fit what I am. That frankly freak me out. A few
years ago I thought maybe it would be possible to be…these two different
people.” 


“Why did you stop
believing that?” Ethan asked. 


She chuckled. “Too
bad you can’t see how you treat your woman of the week in front of the pack.
They’re all submissive females. Ever notice that?” 


Her bitterness was
sharp and hurt and angry in his mind. A shock. But nothing compared to what
Ethan was feeling if his face was anything to judge by. He was stunned. A
little angry. It frustrated Harris. He didn’t how deeply this animosity ran
between them or how to fix it. Ethan lurched to his feet and stalked away. When
he whirled back around to face the couch, Harris considered throwing a
telekinetic punch at him, the fury etched on his face was so easy to read. 


“Don’t go there,
Gabby. Just…don’t. You have spent your whole life keeping me at arm’s length.
When did you realize that I was your mate? How long have you known? Because
sometimes I think I was born knowing.” 


He couldn’t
disguise the hurt in his voice and though Harris was tempted, so tempted, to
call a halt to this conversation, to all the painful revelations, he knew he
couldn’t. They all needed to get this out. They needed to talk. But damn it was
hard to watch Ethan hurting like that. To feel Gabby’s pain and confusion and
panic. The three of them were supposed to be one unit. It didn’t matter who’d
been together first, which of them had accepted the other first. But they
couldn’t get on with the future until they dealt with the past.


“Damn it, Gabby, how
long?” 


She shrank away
from Ethan’s fury, molding herself to Harris’s chest, and he shot Ethan a
warning look. Ethan turned his back for a moment, shoving his hands through his
hair. He was calmer, on the surface at least, when he turned back around. 


“Gabby?” 


“I don’t know.”
She sighed. “I had a suspicion when I was sixteen, maybe a little younger.” 


Gods. Harris felt
for Ethan, understood why he’d armored himself as he had. What was that? Ten
years? Eleven? Ethan stood across from them, hands clenched at his sides, body
strumming with tension. 


“Did you even care
what that did to me, baby? Even a little bit?” he asked so softly, Harris
almost missed it. 


But Gabby didn’t.
Her head snap up, eyes flashing yellow. Regret and annoyance shimmered through
their bond. 


“You’re three
years older than me. Do you know what I remember most about you from when we
were teenagers? All the females in the pack panting after you. And you were
pretty damned happy to accommodate them. I didn’t want to add my name to that
list. Of course, as I got older, the list grew. You think my not acknowledging
you hurt you? What do you think your
behavior did to me?” 


She shuddered, and
Harris was sure she was repressing a cry. Then she lurched up and stalked over
to Ethan. “Do you have any idea how long I waited for you to come to your
senses?” she asked. 


Harris watched as
Ethan’s eyes turned yellow. “All you had to do was say something and you know
it. Don’t throw that in my face, Gabby.” 


“You’re so sure of
that?” she asked. So angry. So hurt. Then she shrugged it off, or pretended to,
but Harris saw right through her. He was pretty sure Ethan did too. “Anyway,
you were my friend. I started to think maybe I was getting the best part of
you.” 


Oh gods, that had
to cut. Harris watched silently, wanting to intervene, but knowing all this old
rancor needed to be aired. But fuck was it hard. Ethan paled and looked like
she plunged a knife right into his heart. He actually swayed with the imagined
blow and for a moment, Harris was sure he’d spin around and leave the house. He
didn’t. He just watched her with wounded eyes for several long minutes. 


“You worked damned
hard to make me believe you’d never accept a mate, much less me,” he said
calmly. 


Much too calmly.
He moved so fast Harris didn’t see it, but he had Gabby pinned under him on the
floor, one hand resting on her throat, when Harris blinked again. 


*


Ethan was livid.
He hadn’t known for sure. Not until she admitted it. But gods damn it! Ten
years of fucking misery. For what? So she could prove she was strong? Because
she wanted to be something she wasn’t? 


“Why, Gabby? Why?”
he didn’t even care that he was giving away everything in his voice, in his
eyes. 


“I…” she trailed
off, staring into his gaze. A scent tantalized his senses, and he took a deep
breath. Shock rocked through him, the hand he’d pressed to her collarbone, so
close to her throat, spasmed. Tensed when that seductive scent intensified. She
was under his control, they both knew it, and she liked it. Her body came alive
with it. Harris was right. She was
submissive. 


She brought her
knee up, and he barely managed to save the family jewels by rolling away. She
was also no pushover. She was a fighter. He’d seen her in action. It was an
undeniable part of her nature. 


They stood several
feet apart now, aggression a heady scent in the air and mingled so nicely with
lust. With her desire. She wanted to be taken, but she wouldn’t make it easy.
Why had he never seen this before? He relaxed, smiled, forced his wolf side to
back down. 


“Oh, you have a
lot of ‘splaining to do, Lucy,” he murmured. 


She backed away
warily, but he wasn’t fooled. She was ready, even eager for him to strike. She
wanted him to be strong enough to subdue her. Why couldn’t he have discovered
this years ago? He had her in his arms before she could react. He left the
blanket wrapped around her, left her that last bit of security. The sound of
her heart suddenly pounding, the echoing sweetness in her scent, told him
everything he needed to know. She wanted him. And she wanted him to be strong
enough to take her. But she needed the truth. He owed her the truth. 


“My reputation was
unearned, baby. I have not slept with half the women in the pack. Not even
close. No one could ever compare to you. No one else could touch me the way you
do. No chance in hell.” 


She stopped
fidgeting in his arms. The breath seemed to rush out of her, there was a short
burst of tenseness, and then she was all pliant female. All his. For the first
time, he thought he understood why Harris liked sex with women like this. It
wasn’t just about being in control. It was the trust it took, a woman giving
herself over so totally. Trusted completely, with everything. Past, future,
pleasure, pain. 


He was hooked. 


He looked over her
head to meet Harris’s gaze and saw all of his desire reflected there. Ethan
picked Gabby up and carried her down the hall, Harris at his heels. He lowered
her to the bed and though she didn’t rise, she did protest. 


“We don’t have
time. The party--”


“It can wait,
baby,” he said gruffly. “They’ll understand.” 


He unwrapped the
blanket, revealing her like a present. He didn’t lift his gaze but he knew
Harris watched from the other side of the bed. Gabby writhed on top of the
thick comforter. Her eyes were feverish, her skin flushed. If Ethan didn’t know
better he’d think she was in heat again, but it was much too soon. He responded
to her like she was though. So damned beautiful, reacting as she could only to
her mates. It made him hungry for the taste of her, the feel of her. 


He stripped
quickly and made room for his shoulders between her thighs. Harris hadn’t come
prepared for this, but he made do. Ethan watched as he slid the belts from both
jeans and felt sharp canines poking through his gums. Not good. He’d already
marked her. That craving should be under control. Still it pounded at him, and
he turned his head to the inside of her thigh, up high and so close to her
pussy all he had to do was turn his head. She moaned, bucking her hips against
him, her scent washing over him like fucking ambrosia, and he was back in
control again. Of his canines, at least. 


He scooted closer,
blew a breath over her sex, and inhaled deep. Gods. Her scent. It would make
him crazy. He had to have a taste. His tongue flashed out, over her pussy, up
to her clit. She mewled like a kitten, and he would have given her whatever she
wanted except he sensed movement and glanced up. 


Harris held her
hand in his, stretched high above her head, face bent to leave nibbling kisses
on his way to her wrist. She trembled every time his teeth scraped her skin, so
he did it often. Finally Harris reached her pulse point, and he paused for a
long suck before wrapping the belt around it and securing it to the bed post.
He started to walk around the bed, to handle the other wrist, but caught Ethan
watching him. He paused with a wicked smile, braced his fists on the bed to
lean down, and kissed him. It was all heat and teeth and brawn, but addicting
as that taste was, they were both focused on her. Harris straightened and moved
to her other side. She didn’t protest when he secured that wrist the same way
as the other. 


Ethan sat back on
his heels and gazed down at her. Spread out like a feast just for him. So
fucking beautiful, he ached to look at her. She met his gaze and held it when
he expected her to look away. When he expected fear to make her back off. Which
taught him the futility of trying to predict Gabby didn’t it? She was back to
her usual fearless self. 


“What do you
think, darlin?” Harris drawled. “Being submissive isn’t so bad.” 


Harris lay down on
the bed next to her, his hand moving to cup her breast while his teeth grazed
the skin on her neck. Ethan smiled at the display. She shivered, tiny goose
bumps rising over her body. 


“Gabby,” Harris
said in a voice that was way to calm, grabbed a fistful of her hair and forced
her to turn to face him. “You didn’t answer me.” 


“You’re asking me
to think at a time like this?” 


“No. I’m asking
what you feel, darlin’.” 


Ethan wanted to
know the answer to that himself. She took a long time to answer, so long he was
sure she wouldn’t. 


“Don’t…stop.
Please.” 


Harris leaned
forward and rolled his tongue over her nipple until it was a sharp wet point.
Then he bit her. Ethan’s eyes widened, jealous, as those teeth closed over her
soft creamy skin. He wanted to do the same, wanted to take his time and leave
evidence of his desire, his love over every inch of her body. Harris looked
over with a grin as if he knew exactly what Ethan was thinking. Next, he bit
her stomach, right above her belly button, sucking the skin in hard and leaving
it wet and red when he sat back. 


“Don’t stop isn’t
an answer,” he said sharply. 


She groaned and
opened her eyes, pleading silently. Begging to keep some of herself private.
Ethan could read it so well, he was amazed. 


“What do you want
from me?” she whispered. 


“Everything,”
Harris answered, and Ethan sucked in an excruciating breath. Fuck. He’d ruin everything. She wasn’t ready to go
that far yet. She may never be ready to go that far. 


She shook her
head. “Too much.” 


Harris looked
broody and thoughtful, but eventually nodded his head. “I’ll keep pushing,
Gabby. Right now I’ll settle for you trusting me with your body. Hopefully,
you’ll give me your heart later.” 


She tugged her
arms but was too secure to get free. Her face went pale with alarm, and her
gaze shifted between the two of them. No.
A soundless response, easy to read on her lips. He’d never realized before that
she was afraid of falling in love. He didn’t like that. He was crazy about her.
Had been since she was sixteen. It seemed only fair that she return the favor. 


“Later is not good
enough,” he snarled, at her or Harris he wasn’t sure. 


He crawled up her
body. Resting his elbows on either side of her head, his torso pressing against
hers as a cold fire raged through him. He’d marked her, claimed her, loved her
for years, and just when he thought she was coming around she’d made it clear
that was light years from the truth. She would make him mad. Crazed and insane.


“What will it take
to make you open your eyes, Gabby?” he asked, desperate for some sign of
affection. He stared into lust-filled eyes and while he loved seeing that look
on her face, he wanted to see clear reason right now. The Gabby he could always
count on for sound advice and a level head. The one who always gave him the
complete, unvarnished, ugly truth. 


“To what, Ethan?
What do you what me to see?” 


“How I feel about
you. How I’ve always felt. What you deny.” 


She focused on his
face just a moment before they went blurry again. He looked over to see Harris
leaning on her other side, his fingers pushing in and out of her cunt in a slow
rhythmic reason. 


“I’m trying to
have a conversation here,” he snapped. 


Harris grinned.
Shrugged. “Go for it.” 


Right. Because she
was so receptive now with Harris playing with her body. Flushed and sweaty,
eyes closed, head tossing back and forth on the pillow while she moaned. Gods,
that was hot. He stretched out next to her and skimmed his hand over her torso.
When he brushed by her nipples, she froze, and he went back for a second
go-round. Again and again. 


When she was
panting and begging, he stopped and moved back up her body so he could lean
down and claim her lips. But he whispered in her ear first. “I’ve loved you for
years, Gabby. Don’t you love me just a little?” 


And he poured
everything he felt into the kiss. Years of watching her, admiring her, wanting
her. Loving her. He’d run a gauntlet of emotions with this woman. Love, fear,
anger, jealousy, amusement, possessiveness, and protectiveness. The amazing
thing was as he deepened the kiss, as his tongue swept into her mouth, he felt
that emotion reciprocated. His heart kicked hard in his chest. She did feel
something. She returned all those complicated messy feelings even if she hated
it and hated to admit to it. He broke away and stared into her eyes, deep
whiskey colored pools of frustration. 


“Why are you
stopping?” 


“You didn’t answer
me.” 


She looked more
than a little desperate. He liked
that look. “What question?”


He rolled over on
top of her. Harris who’d been fingering her pussy and clit deftly turned his
hand around to stroke Ethan’s cock. It jarred him for a moment, that sudden
sweet contact, and he turned to press a quick kiss against Harris’s lips,
getting that sinful mysterious grin in return before the wizard released his
grip on him. 


Then Ethan
refocused on the woman beneath him. The woman who was his world, his
everything. Her eyes were wild, bright and blazing with passion and what he
hoped like hell was love. He needed the words though. He needed her to say it.
He pressed the head of his cock against her entrance and held her hips still
when she arched to take him inside her. 


“Gabby?”


“Why aren’t you
moving?” she whined. “Fuck me, Ethan. Quit teasing.” 


Harris chuckled.
“I think you’re missing a few key elements of submitting, darlin’.” 


Her pussy
tightened around him a slick, hot vice. He gave her a short shallow teasing
thrust in retaliation. “Can’t we talk about that later?” 


*


Gabby was losing
her last grip on her mind and her control, and she knew that was exactly what
they wanted from her. She even wanted to give it to them, but reversing an
entire lifetime of conditioning was harder than it sounded. 


Harris lay down
next to her, leaned over, and gave her a drugging, soul-sucking kiss that left
her feeling weak and desperate, while Ethan bent his head to her nipple. He
licked her, rolled his tongue over the hard peak before pulling it between his
lips and sucking into his mouth. Then his teeth closed over it just hard enough
to pinch, and she arched into him with a cry. Harris repeated the action on her
neglected nipple. 


The pleasure and
pain combined until she was flying high and knew just a few seconds more and
she’d come. When Harris released her, she swore she heard him mutter something
about clamps, but she was too far gone to ask what he was talking about. She
wanted to wail. She’d been so close, and when she met his gaze, she realized he
knew it. He’d intentionally held her back. She swallowed hard and tried to
relax, knowing the more she strained to reach orgasm on her own the longer he’d
hold back. He gave her his sexy half smile. 


“You’re learning,
darlin’.” 


Damn her heart for
stuttering at the approval in his voice. She didn’t dare try to answer him. She
had no idea what her voice would reveal. Anger at being under their control? Or
eagerness to give into it? Harris lowered his head to nip her bottom lip. It
was such a lupine thing to do, dominant and masculine, she shivered. He
caressed her cheek with the back of his knuckles. 


“You still haven’t
answered Ethan’s question, Gabby,” Harris chided. 


She met Ethan’s
gaze and felt her eyes change, struggled to keep the wolf’s claws from poking
through her fingertips as emotion and indecision raged through her. Did she
love him? She’d always loved him. She’d just never believed she could have him
and keep herself at the same time. She still wasn’t convinced that was
possible, but she was beginning to hope, and she knew she wanted to give it a
shot. She didn’t want to live without either of them. 


She couldn’t give
him the words he wanted though, not yet, but she couldn’t hold back the rush of
emotion either, the love swelling and breaking free of the constraint she’d
always kept it under. She didn’t have to say anything because he felt it
through their bond. He threw his head back with a snarl and surged into her.
His cock was thick and pulsing, filling her. His thrusts were fast and hard,
left her keening as her body strained toward orgasm. She felt someone’s fingers
on her clit, opened her eyes to see Harris smiling at her, working her. 


He leaned down to
whisper in her ear, “Come, darlin’. Come now.” 


She let go. Ethan
froze as her pussy clamped around his cock, his groan barely audible over the
roaring in her ears. He didn’t come with her, but she couldn’t wonder why. She
was flying apart, sparks exploding behind her eyes and firing every nerve
ending in her body. It had never been this good, never this sweet, not even
during the heat. 


She felt the bonds
on her wrists loosen and gentle hands rub the marks of her struggle against
them. When Ethan rolled them over, still buried inside her, it took all her
effort not to sprawl across his chest, but she didn’t think she had the energy
to respond to the roll of his hips, the gentle thrust of his cock still filling
her. He chuckled, gripped her nape and tugged her up to brush a kiss over her
lips. 


“Did I wear you
out, baby?” 


“Hmm.” It was
impossible not to be amused by the male satisfaction pouring through the bond.
“I just need a minute to recover.” 


Harris had other
ideas, however. He reached across them and picked up the bottle of lube that
was on the nightstand. They had used an anal plug over the weekend, and it had
been incredible, but not like this. Not both of them at the same time. Fear
mingled with excitement, and she trembled. Harris stroked a soothing hand over
her back as he worked one lubed finger, then a second into her rear entrance. 


“Shh, Gabby, easy.
Just relax for me, darlin’,” he crooned. 


He worked the
fingers back and forth while she forced her muscles to relax. He didn’t give
her time to tense up again once she was loose and ready. His fingers
disappeared, and the head of his cock pressed against her, eased in just a bit
before withdrawing. He took his time, working back and forth slowly, stretching
her, until he pushed against the ring of muscle barring his entrance. She cried
out at the pain when he pushed past it. 


“I’ve got you,
darlin” he whispered. “Relax. Breathe through it.”


He wrapped an arm
around her torso, cupping her breast and rolling her nipple between his thumb
and finger. At the same time, Ethan covered her clit with a firm brush of his
thumb that made her keen. The pain in her rear, the pain from being filled by
two big cocks diminished and grew into pleasure. When they started to move, one
withdrawing as the other thrust deep, it became something more than pleasure,
something she couldn’t begin to name much less describe. 


She felt them inside her, twining their souls around
hers. Desire, love, craving. Devotion. It heightened the physical sensations
until she feared for her sanity. Until she feared she’d be lost forever. It was
ecstasy and terror. Rapture and a
curious melting sort of pain. She knew that was the last of her defenses
failing, the last of her barriers dropping when she felt Harris’s surge of
triumph. Masculine and dominant, it should have worried her, but instead she
felt comforted. Treasured. 


And they knew.
They felt it. They fucked her harder. Ethan strummed her clit faster while
Harris plumped and squeezed her nipples. It was too much, more than she could
fight, and when Ethan growled at her to come, she did with an explosion so
fierce her entire body locked up. She felt Ethan come next, his hot sperm spurting
into her pussy, and Harris seconds later filling her ass. She sprawled across
Ethan’s chest and swore. 


“I am never moving
again. Y’all have killed me.” 


Chuckling, Harris
withdrew, and she felt every inch of him, still half hard pulling out. He collapsed
at her side, and she turned her head, blowing her hair out of her face to meet
his smiling gaze. 


“You loved every
minute of it, darlin’.”


“Did I say I
didn’t? I’m just not moving anytime in the next week or so.”


Ethan’s hand moved
up and down her back in long lazy strokes. She loved when he did that. “No more
running, baby?”


She thought it
over before she answered. She really wasn’t fighting it anymore. A part of her
had begun to accept, begun to embrace these bonds.


“No.” 


Even if she could
free herself now, she didn’t want to. She sensed he wanted to talk more about
that, but she felt too raw, the acceptance too new, and her body still hummed
with satisfaction as lassitude set into her limbs. She closed her eyes and let
her mind drift. Sleep wasn’t far behind. She stirred when one of them cleaned
her with a damp cloth but didn’t wake until dusk, and Ethan nudged her awake to
get ready for the party. 


***


A couple of hours
later, Gabby stepped to the edge of the clearing and joined Liza. The paladin glanced
at the two men hovering behind her. 


“Go find something
to do for a bit, guys. I need private word with my assistant.” 


They both
hesitated, and Liza’s eyes narrowed in ire. 


“Go,” Gabby
ordered. 


Ethan recognized
the tone, and while he arched a sardonic eyebrow, he turned to obey, grabbing
Harris’s arm to pull him along. Harris went but the look he shot her promised
retribution. She shivered. Maybe he’d tie her up again. When they were gone,
Gabby linked her arm with Liza’s. She leaned into Gabby with a grateful smile. 


“We could get some
chairs,” she offered softly. 


Liza shook her
head. “I’m fine. Just a little tired. It’ll pass.” 


Gabby knew better
than to argue with that tone so she looked around the clearing. She saw Caleb
and Zack working through the crowd, and Caleb met her gaze, his expression a
combination of worry and question. Gabby gave a slight shake of her head. She
knew her alpha. He wanted to march over and order Liza to sit or return to the
house. If he did either, he’d have a fight on his hands, and it wasn’t
necessary. Between Gabby and Harper, they would maneuver Liza into resting. As
if the witch read her mind, Harper stepped off the trail and approached them,
smiling, her mates in tow carrying three chairs. 


“Hey,” she said
brightly as Jonas and Mick unfolded the lawn chairs and set them in a little
semicircle overlooking the clearing. She was just beginning to show, and it was
impossible not to grin at her joy. And laugh at Jonas as he glared and nudged
her to sit. She rolled her eyes, leaned toward Gabby and Liza, and in a stage
whisper said, “I’m helpless now, you know.” 


“Get used to it.
They don’t improve with age,” Liza grumbled, taking the center chair. 


Harper shooed her
mates off, and the three women sat in silence for several minutes. Gabby kept a
watchful eye on a group of rambunctious juveniles until raised voices from
another part of the party caught her attention. She turned to see her parents
arguing -- big surprise -- and rolled her eyes. She was getting ready to stand
and intervene when her mother turned and winked at her. What the hell? Then her
mother turned on her heel and stalked away from the party, her mates trailing
along and grumbling. 


“Did she just wink
at you?” Liza asked, incredulous. 


“Yeah. I think
so.” She shook her head. “I’m beginning to think maybe she picks most of those
fights.” 


“I really don’t
want to ask why, do I?” Harper asked. 


“Probably not, no.
I don’t either.” 


Gabby met Liza’s
frank, assessing gaze. “And how are you doing?” 


Gabby turned to
search out Ethan and Harris, who’d apparently decided they’d had enough girl
time and were almost back to her. She grinned. “We’re a work in progress.” 


She knew they’d
overhear. Ethan laughed and grabbed her hand, pulling her to feet. “A work in
progress? I like that.” 


“I don’t,” Harris
complained, pulling her from Ethan’s arms. 


“Has anyone ever
told you you’re grumpy and way too serious?”


He cocked a very
arrogant eyebrow and leaned in to whisper close to her ear. “Careful, darlin’.
Just because I won’t try to dominant you outside our bedroom doesn’t mean you
can get away with whatever you want out here. I will make you pay.” 


She trembled at
the sensual pledge. In her wildest dreams. “Promise?” she whispered back. 


He groaned and met
Ethan’s gaze over her head. “Have we put in enough of an appearance?” 


She laughed and
pulled free. “No, honey. Sorry. I haven’t seen my brother yet.” 


She jumped away
before he could catch her, and it became a game through the next few hours.
Every time one of them tried to corner her, she danced free. She knew they were
letting her, but she didn’t care. They were letting her do her thing, checking
on the younger soldiers and trainees in her charge, socializing and gathering
the gossip and news Liza would ask for later. They were never far but they
didn’t hover or interfere.


It reassured her
as nothing else could have, so at midnight when she ventured too close to the
dance area, and they swooped in on her from two different directions, she
accepted them with a laugh. Joy infused her. Love, laughter. All the things
she’d been afraid to dream of for herself. Ethan had her hands while Harris
gripped her hips and pressed into her from behind. He leaned down to nibble
that sensitive spot under her ear and she giggled. 


“Something funny,
darlin’?”


She looped an arm
around Ethan’s neck then twisted to wrap the other around Harris’s. “Not a
thing,” she whispered, standing on her toes to brush a kiss over his mouth.
“I’m just happy with what I found when I wasn’t looking.” 


“Is that right?”
Ethan drawled. 


She gave him an
arch look. “And I don’t share.” 


He grinned. “Baby,
I’m all yours. I always have been.” 


“Then take me
home,” she said softly, including Harris in her soft demand. “Maybe this time I
can show you how much I love you.” 


Instead of only
them trying to show her. Ethan’s smile was huge and smug. “Finally admitting
it, are you?”


She rolled her
eyes. “Are you going to gloat all night, or are you a man of action?” 


“Oh, darlin’,”
Harris whispered against her ear, dark and dangerous and sending a tendril of
wicked desire whipping through her. “I warned you about the attitude, didn’t
I?” 


Before she could
protest he moved, lifting her and tossing her over her shoulder as he stalked
from the clearing. She blushed at the cheers of approval and cat calls that
urged him on, but she laughed as they carried her home and cried out her
delight as they showed her exactly how they felt about her throughout the
night.
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Sergeant Major
Laney Bradford stood on a ledge cut into the cliff side, watching over the
battlefield through binoculars. The valley spread out before her, dust swirling
around troops and sending plumes into the air. Hazy heat shimmers obstructed her
field of vision. At least from this lofty position the smells of battle didn’t
assault her nostrils—the too old latrines and lingering blood from the night
before. The cordite from discharged weapons drifting on the breezy updraft
provided a harsh enough reminder of the carnage.


Things weren’t
going well. She snorted. That was a laughable understatement. The Alliance
army, her army, had called for a temporary cease-fire and the enemy, in an odd
show of largess, had granted a small reprieve. Laney clenched her jaw and
resisted the urge stomp her feet in frustration. Acting like a petulant child
had never been her style and it wouldn’t get her far anyway.


The Alliance had
managed to hold back the invaders from the mainland for a year, sacrificing
outlying territories here and there, but it was a wasted effort. The Delroi
were winning. They knew it. The Alliance knew it. Hell, everyone knew it.


She studied the
enemy’s array on the valley floor below. The Alliance’s superior numbers were
insignificant in the face of the Delroi’s superior technology. Laney’s spies
stole it when they could but there was no way to put anything into production
in time to save the Alliance.


A truck lumbered
to the front of the enemy’s lines and she watched with apprehensive interest, a
sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach. This was something new. New couldn’t be good. She heard the
agitated murmurs of the others around her and knew they’d reached the same
conclusion. The vehicle’s driver and team exited. They looked human—any one of
them could have passed for one of her soldiers, except the Delroi tended to be
a few inches taller than average and most of them didn’t keep their hair cut to
the short military precision demanded of the Alliance’s male soldiers. They set
to work quickly removing the vehicle’s sides. They removed a tarp from the top
to reveal its contents. Laney felt more than heard the collective gasp of the
soldiers around her. Lowering the glasses, she reached for her radio and turned
to the man beside her.


While she admired
the enemy’s ingenuity and wished she could counteract it, dismay was uppermost
in her mind. She couldn’t even find it in herself to be angry. She’d fought too
long and too hard to create the Alliance to see it destroyed by their own
damned weapon. Damned being the operative word. Fear added an unfamiliar
tremble to her voice.


“General, that’s
one of ours. We should order a retreat and clear as much of the surrounding
area as we can,” she said.


He nodded. “They’ll
want to discuss terms for surrender, not retreat.”


She shrugged,
hiding her unease behind her usual cool and professional facade. The wishes of
the Delroi were not her immediate concern. She keyed the mike and sent the
order to move out down the chain of command.


The alien enemy
had uncovered an experimental bomb. Called the Doomsayer, it gave new vision to the ancient Roman practice of
salting the earth. If detonated, it would poison the land for a hundred square
miles, killing everything in its path. A truly horrifying weapon and one that never
should have been created. She’d protested its creation, had been overruled. She
would do whatever was necessary to dismantle it now including agreeing to a
surrender and forcing her superiors, the generals behind her, to accept it.


Laney trained the field
glasses on the enemy command center on the opposite cliff. While she watched,
commotion erupted in their ranks after someone pointed out the Alliance’s
preparation for retreat. A newly arrived general lifted his field glasses,
studied the valley floor, and then turned them on her.


Laney bit back a
gasp. She had seen this one before, and he was quite the specimen. He made her
heart pound wildly, had since the first time she’d spotted him. Tall, at least
six-foot-four with a broad chest she was certain was chiseled under his tight
tunic, he had long golden hair and a hard jaw. A shiver worked down her spine
and she shifted under the weight of his gaze across the distance.


Snap out of it, Laney. He’s the enemy.
He was also gorgeous. What could lusting from afar hurt? Her radio crackled to
life and interrupted her thoughts. Handing it to the general standing beside
her, she continued watching the Delroi general. She’d never met his gaze
before, if this could count, and was loath to break it. She wished she could
tell what color his eyes were, if they were as intense close up as his regard
was at this distance. Like a childish game of chicken, she refused to look away
first, somehow knew he felt the same way. Did kids play chicken on his world?
She shook her head and focused on the match at hand.


“Sergeant Major,”
a low voice called behind her. She slowly lowered the binoculars, unwilling to
break contact first, and turned.


“Yes?” She sized
up the circle of generals, noting her old friend, General Bob Darren, at the
center.


“They sent a
message and a radio frequency. He said he’ll only speak with you.  You’re on,” Bob said, his face solemn.


She reached for
the radio he held out and turned back to face the enemy command center, glasses
zeroing in on the blond. He’s still
watching. As she stared, he lifted a corresponding radio to his lips. They
were full, firm. Totally kissable. She scowled. Where the hell had that thought
come from? She hadn’t combined male
and kiss in her thoughts in longer
than she could remember, not even the last time she’d seen him. She lifted the
radio, which now had the proper frequency, forcing herself to focus on the
situation at hand, and a gravelly voice came over it. His voice.


“Are you ready to
discuss terms?”


Laney took a deep
breath, fighting her body’s reaction to his voice, reminding herself sharply
that she had an audience who would wonder at her uneven breathing, at the flush
she felt on her cheeks and neck. “Yes. But first, we want to disperse these
armies and secure that weapon.”


“It will take
several days to clear this area.”


His tone was low
and commanding. There was something indefinable in it, something that made her
heart thump and her knees a little weak. His gaze intensified, focused solely
on her, and she swore she felt his big hands stroking her, urging her to take
him deep inside her. With a mental nudge, she shook it off just as Bob gave her
a concerned look.


“Yes,” she
answered. Did she hear a tremble in her voice? God, she hoped not. “Days which
will give us time to find a neutral location for talks and our leaders to join
us.” She thought he would refuse, but after several minutes, he nodded.


“We will secure
your weapon and make arrangements for talks on one of our ships in three days
time.”


The generals
around her murmured their reluctant assent. It may have been because they were
less willing to argue with her if they refused than face the Prime Minister’s
disapproval over surrender. She didn’t care. She wasn’t risking the lives of a
hundred thousand soldiers for someone’s hubris. “Fine.”


She lowered the
binoculars, handed the radio to one of the junior aides to make the
arrangements, and escaped the area. The enemy general’s rough voice still
seemed to skim over her skin, electrifying nerve endings that had held no life
for years. She felt an unaccustomed wetness between her legs and hurried to her
quarters. God, what was wrong with her? Of all the damned luck, her libido came
back to life for one of them. The
enemy.


Once inside the
small space, she headed through the cramped living area and into the tiny
shower enclosure. A small, vain privilege of rank perhaps, but she had never
felt gladder of it. Hurriedly, she stripped her uniform and boots off, reaching
in to turn on the spray. She let the hot water wash the grime from her body
while her hands traveled its length. She was desperate for an orgasm, a longing
she hadn’t felt in so long she couldn’t remember the last time.


She shook as she
fought the compulsion to touch herself more intimately, tried to force his image,
his voice from her mind. Desperately, she tried to recall the face of her last
lover, of any lover, any man who turned her on like this, but all she saw was
the blond Delroi. Her hands clenched as she struggled against the fire racing
through her veins, the confusion fogging her brain. Why did she feel so drawn,
so pulled to him? She’d seen him before and never had this extreme reaction.
But she’d never seen his eyes before, never been the object of a stare so
intense, a stare she swore she felt as strong fingers stroking her, teasing
her. And that voice when he asked her about discussing terms, that voice had
seemed to promise ecstasy in surrender. Her sex spasmed with need, with want at the thought and she gave up
fighting against herself.


Eyes closed, she
reached for her nipples, imagining the enemy general’s big hands pinching the
distended flesh, providing just enough pain to make it pleasurable. She
squeezed and flicked at the hard tips, her breath coming in gasps. One hand
snuck between her legs. Her pussy creamed and she imagined him licking at it,
eating her until she came, and then plunging his cock into her. She wanted him
fast and hard and stroked her clit as the fantasy gained momentum. She came
with a cry; thankful the pounding water muffled the sound, and sagged against
the wall, spent.


Several minutes
later, Laney reached for the soap and washed with brisk strokes. Her body
burned with lingering pleasure and embarrassment. Fantasizing about the enemy
had never been a problem for her before, and she had faced plenty of enemies in
her thirty-five years. It was mortifying, this attraction, and oh so wrong. She
sighed. With any luck at least, she would never have to face him again.



 


 

General Alrik
Torfa couldn’t believe his good luck. When the aide brought news that Sergeant
Major Laney Bradford, was in the Alliance war party, he had rushed up to the
observation ledge. These battles were pointless. The Earth soldiers could not
prevail. They had managed to drag things out this long because his people had
an interest in not destroying this world.


The Sergeant Major
was the reason for the humans’ success. Their most talented strategist, she
obviously had the soldiers’ admiration. They never quit and never surrendered.
The general in him admired such leadership, but the Delroi part of his psyche
was horrified the Earth leaders risked their women in war. Women who
represented the future of his people.


In a last ditch
effort to bring things peaceably to an end, he had seized one of their most
powerful weapons, a world destroyer, and drawn the battle to this almost empty
desert. If it had to be used, his scientists assured him they could clean up
the mess. Surely the Earth contingent, who didn’t fully understand its enemy’s
capabilities, would surrender rather than test his determination.


But everything
changed when he stepped on the observation platform and got his first glimpse
of Laney Bradford. She would
surrender. First her armies, and then her body. His blood stirred at the
thought, imagining her writhing in ecstasy beneath him.


When she first
spotted him from across the valley, Alrik felt her gaze like a punch in the
gut. His people said he would know his der’lan,
literally translated as mate of the heart, by the avalanche of awareness and
lust that hit at first glance. It was a source of great amusement to his men
that their word for mate bore such a close resemblance to the human word
darlin’, a common term of endearment. Their amusement would turn quickly to
satisfaction though when they realized how accurate the old tales were. He
wasn’t really thinking about those things when he saw her, though. Instead he
felt her response to him and hardened his resolve. He would have her complete
surrender.


The communications
officer got her on the radio and her voice had dribbled like honey across
Alrik’s skin, smooth and warm. Panic edged her voice, unusual for someone so
cool under fire, and she escaped from the ledge in haste.


Deciding his
brother needed apprising about this newest development ASAP, he passed the
chore of planning the surrender talks to a junior general. Halfway down the
winding steps, he felt her again and ducked into an armory blasted into the
mountain side. The vision in her mind was so vivid he was grateful for the
privacy.


He stood with his
back against the wall, breathing hard, while his mind joined her in pleasuring
herself. Cock hard and throbbing, he knew it would be hours yet before he could
seek his own release. He vowed to find a creative way to make her pay for his
discomfort. He smiled at the thought, imaging her on her knees, mouth wrapped
around his erection. Or maybe he would spank her. She so clearly deserved it
for putting him through this unfulfilled torture. But first, he would bury
himself so deeply in her she wouldn’t be able to say where she began and he
ended; and then he would say the prayer needed to bind them together forever.
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