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  Chapter One


  


  “Damn it!” Mayla Weaton kept the rifle to her shoulder a minute or two after the shot faded away.


  Yeah, as if holding the gun up will do any good.


  “Wow, sis, you suck today.”


  Sibling rivalry at its finest.


  She loved her brother John, but sometimes she wanted to slap him upside his head. That kind of “love pat” wouldn’t shut him up, but at least it’d make her feel better. A little bit, anyway. Instead, she opted for a more conventional, albeit less satisfying, response.


  “Go sit on a stick, John-John.” As she’d known it would, calling him by his childhood nickname struck a nerve. He grunted, but didn’t hit her with a comeback.


  “Okay, you two.” Her father, William Weaton, chastised her, but didn’t bother hiding his smirk. “Take it easy. Not every shot hits the mark.”


  Mayla lowered her rifle to the crook of her arm and glowered at her brother. It didn’t help that he’d already bagged two quail to her none.


  John was fourteen months older, but acted like he was ten years younger than her twenty-eight years. She had to admit that sometimes she wasn’t much better. Once they were around her father, they often reverted to the squabbling teenagers they’d once been.


  Her family enjoyed going throughout Texas to find different locations to hunt. They’d often ask ranchers if they could use their land and many agreed, understanding a hunter’s need to explore new territory. That and a little cash on the side.


  Although their hunting trips had started out as anything but fun, the Weaton family had continued to do them, coming to treat them like mini-vacations. They’d taken up hunting trips after her mother died of cancer when she was eighteen. Until then, Mayla hadn’t cared to hold a gun, much less shoot anything. Maybe it was an odd way of going about it, but hunting had released the anger she’d felt at the world for losing her mother.


  Ten years later, the anger had mellowed into a dull ache that would never go away. Not a morning passed when Mayla didn’t think of her mother. Mornings had been their special time together, just “us two girls,” and she missed it more than she could say. Although she, her father, and her brother were still a close-knit trio, a gaping hole remained that Mayla knew could never be filled.


  Of course, the best part of hunting was spending time with her family. As an attorney living in Austin, she tried to get home to Amarillo as often as she could to see her father and brother, but it wasn’t easy. Still, no matter what, she never missed the quail hunting season that started in late October. The weather was still sunny, warm enough to go without a jacket.


  She and John had always been competitive and today was no exception. The flash of gray between two rocks caught her eye. “I can still shoot better than you can on your best day.”


  “Prove it.”


  She loved it when John walked right into her trap. “Don’t move, brother dear. I wouldn’t want you to get snakebit.”


  His eyes widened the second she lifted her rifle and pulled the trigger. John’s upper body jerked, but he stayed rooted to the spot.


  “Damn it, sis. You’re going to shoot my foot off one of these days.”


  She sauntered past him, picked up the dead snake with a long stick, then balanced it as she held it out to her brother. “Which would you rather I do? Shoot the snake or let it bite your sorry ass? Good thing my aim’s better than you think it is.”


  Her father laughed. “When will you learn, son? Your sister’s fearless and a damn fine shot. Good thing for you.”


  “Did you know the snake was there, Pops?” John edged away from her. “Damn it, sis, put that thing down.”


  She tossed the snake away.


  “Hey, do you two remember the time she walked into the bear exhibit at the zoo? Damn near gave me a heart attack and I wasn’t even there. As I recall…”


  She and John shared a smile. Although they’d heard the story a thousand times, they wouldn’t interrupt their father if he wanted to tell it a thousand times more.


  “The zookeeper hadn’t latched the gate leading into the bears’ pen after he’d gone to get more food. As a mischievous and too-curious-for-her-own-good child of six, your sweet sister was always wandering off from her mother. You remember how much your mother loved bears, right? Said she had a real affinity to them, although I never understood what she meant.”


  But Mayla understood. Like her mother, she’d always liked bears. And just like her mother, she’d collected anything and everything that had a bear on it. The second bedroom in her apartment was filled with bear pillows, bear figures, stuffed bears, and more. There was just something about the animals that tugged at her. If she believed in reincarnation, she’d pray that she’d come back as a bear.


  Mayla lifted her hand to the back of her neck. She couldn’t feel the tattoo, but she liked to think she could. Touching the small bear tattoo was one way of her keeping her mother’s memory alive. That and listening to her father tell his stories. As it always did, thinking about her mother brought both tears and bittersweet memories.


  “Anyway, Mayla found her way into the back area of the exhibit and let herself into the bears’ pen. Her mother, as brave as her little girl, calmly notified the negligent zookeeper, and while he distracted the bears, your mother walked into the pen, scooped Mayla up, and took her out. Neither one of them had gotten frightened. And, blast it all, neither one of them bothered telling me. I’ll never forget finding out about it on the local news that night. I had to sit down before I fell down.”


  “I remember that day, Dad. Mom didn’t scold me or anything. She even bought me a stuffed bear at the gift shop.”


  “I’ll never understand why the two of you liked bears so much.” He shook his head in wonder. “Well, enough stories. Let’s see if you have any better luck over the rise.”


  As much as she liked his stories, she was glad that he’d stopped. If not, she was afraid the ever-present pain would grow stronger and overwhelm her.


  She loved the way her father looked as he stood, feet apart, rifle resting on both forearms. At sixty-two, he was strong, athletic, and could put men half his age to shame. The latter wasn’t just bragging. She’d seen him do it.


  “You two go on. I’ve got to dump a pebble out of my boot.” She wanted a little alone time, time to swallow back the tears that had started to form. Crying in front of her father wouldn’t have been right. Why make him feel the burden of her loss? He had his own to deal with.


  “We can wait,” offered her dad.


  “No. Go on.” She glanced at her brother, then adopted a distressed expression for her dad’s benefit. “Um, I need to use the ladies’ room.” Which, of course, meant she’d have to squat in front of them.


  As she’d expected him to do, her father grimaced. All she had to do was mention anything about toilets, or worse, a female bodily function, and he’d get gone as fast as he could.


  She checked her gun, then listened as they exchanged lighthearted banter while marching up the small rise. Sighing, she looked up at the sun and wished that it was higher in the sky. Today was one of those few days when she’d rather have stayed home and painted her nails. And she loathed painting her nails as much as her mother had. That was probably why her aim was off.


  Until the snake, that is.


  Remembering John’s startled expression, she smiled and took her time to go through the motions of actually having a pebble in her boot, even going so far as to check and retie her boots. All at once, she straightened up. A tickle of unease zipped up her spine as though something was about to happen.


  Weird.


  She didn’t believe in a sixth sense, but she did believe in instincts. And her gut told her she wasn’t wrong. But what was it?


  In the next instant, she knew something very large was heading her way at a dead run. The flash of silver-tipped brown she caught out of the side of her eye came and went, transforming into tanned skin right before she turned her head to see what it was.


  The impact was rough, ramming into her like a defensive end for a pro football team. Her gun went flying and her feet lost their purchase with the ground. The world spun around her, then all at once, she was on her back, her breath knocked out of her.


  The bang of her gun came next, but she barely heard it. Instead, she blinked once, then twice, trying to get her blurred vision to clear.


  Hell and damnation! What happened?


  When her sight finally came back to normal, she stared up at the man who lay on top of her. His chest, harder than any rock she’d ever thrown at her brother, pushed against her breasts. Heat, the kind that came from deep inside her, whipped around her abdomen. Her gaze flowed up to wider-than-humanly-possible shoulders. He gawked down at her, his soulful brown eyes locked to hers. Strange bits of amber colored them.


  She liked his face. More than liked it. Strong jaws sported the rugged kind of stubble she’d always found sexy. His blond hair was shaved, giving him that bald-but-not-really-bald appearance that she found attractive. If he hadn’t had his hands on either side of her arms, capturing them to her sides, she would’ve run her palm over his head, then let it glide down to skim over his stubble.


  Although his face was mesmerizing, she couldn’t help but drop her gaze down again to scour over that godlike chest and see what she might find below. He was, after all, naked, and by her way of thinking, just asking for it.


  “What’re you doing out here?”


  His voice matched the rest of him, masculine, eliciting a reaction from her that shook her to her core. Sensations she hadn’t known existed sprang to life in every inch of her, even more so between her legs. But it was more than attraction, more than the pounding of her heart. She drew in a breath, taking in his unusual scent. Was it musk? Were pheromones kicking in big-time? His aroma was different. Musky, yes, but tinged with a spiciness she couldn’t identify.


  She jerked her eyes back to his. “Hold up. I could ask you the same thing. Especially since you’re running around butt naked.”


  She should’ve been terrified, but she wasn’t. Even though he was naked and obviously strong, she didn’t pick up the feeling that he was dangerous. In fact, she sensed quite the opposite.


  He glanced to the right and saw her rifle. “You’re a hunter?”


  “No. I just like the feel of cold, hard steel in my hands.”


  If he got her sarcastic joke, he didn’t show it.


  She wasn’t afraid, but that didn’t mean she shouldn’t be cautious. That included getting back on her feet.


  “Look, Tarzan, I don’t know who you think you are, but I’m not answering anything until you get off me.”


  “My name’s not Tarzan.”


  She almost laughed at his confusion. Was he simpleminded? Or simply clueless when it came to humor?


  “Get off me.”


  “Nope.”


  Was he joking now? At last, alarm tickled the back of her neck.


  “What do you mean ‘nope’?”


  “Don’t want to.”


  From his stilted speech, she wondered if she should’ve called him Tonto. “Look, big guy—”


  “Name’s Josh.”


  She tried to squirm out of his hold, then felt the brush of his cock against her leg. Her jeans couldn’t hide his hardness, but worse, her jeans hadn’t stopped the quick bolt of electricity zapping into her. The sensation both confused and excited her.


  Maybe she should play nicer until she could get away. After all, a man running around in his birthday suit had to be a card short of a full deck. Which answered her earlier question.


  He’s simpleminded. Or a pervert.


  “Please, Josh. I’d really like for you to get off me now.” Instead of fighting to get free, she lay still, hoping not to brush up against him again. He might take it as an invitation.


  She gritted her teeth and told herself to keep that in mind. And yet, when they’d touched for that brief moment, she’d gotten a sizzle from him. Like when a person walks across carpet in socks then touches someone and gives them a shock. Except this sizzle was a lot stronger and went straight for the part of her that was already heating up.


  “Answer my question first.”


  Simpleminded maybe, but persistent.


  “Yeah, I hunt. But the season’s over for hunting naked men, so you’re safe.”


  Was that the hint of a smile? She relaxed a little. She could be just as persistent as he was. “Now will you please get off me?”


  


  * * * *


  


  Josh Barberson didn’t want to let her go. That slight brush of his cock against her leg had flashed an awareness through him that made moving almost impossible. If he didn’t know better, he’d have sworn it was the first touch of the connection.


  Just like werewolves and other shifters, werebears had intended mates. Mates they were destined to love as soon as they met. Somehow, fate usually brought them together, but at times, accidents of life happened. The intended mate might have already died. Or gotten married or mated to some other man. Or worse, couldn’t accept what they were no matter how strong the connection was.


  Had he literally run into his mate? And hopefully, his cousins’ mate as well? At least he’d managed to shift from bear to human before he’d hit her. He could’ve killed her if he’d hit her with all seven hundred pounds of his grizzly bear frame.


  She was beautiful. That wasn’t necessary for a mate, but it damn sure helped. Her long, auburn hair splayed out a halo around her oval face. A face that had huge eyes and a turned up nose and lips that just begged him to kiss her.


  “Nope.”


  The first time he’d answered that way, she’d given him a stern look. Now she was downright scowling. Funny thing was, he liked it when she was angry. Her beautiful, big brown eyes reminded him of a doe’s frightened eyes when he and his cousins were on the prowl. They never killed since they didn’t have to in order to survive, but the deer didn’t know that. The difference between the deer and the woman was, of course, that the woman wasn’t the least bit afraid. He admired her spunk.


  None of that, however, made up for the fact that she was a hunter. “Why do you want to kill animals?”


  She’d stopped squirming, which was sad since when she squirmed her full, ripe breasts jiggled under her shirt. Her body was curved, a strong body, with legs that stretched on for miles. Even her jeans, long T-shirt, and camo vest couldn’t hide her attributes.


  “What?”


  “You kill animals, right? That’s what hunters do. But why? Do you need them to keep from starving?”


  Her mouth parted, challenging him to kiss her. He resisted the urge to answer that challenge, but just barely.


  “No. Of course not.”


  “Then why do you kill?”


  “I, uh, I—”


  He’d made her think and imagined that he could see the churning of her mind. “You don’t have a good reason, do you? Or is it that you think it’s fun?”


  “No. Yes.” Her scowl deepened. “What the hell concern is it of yours?”


  He dreaded her answer to his next questions, but he had to ask. “Do you like to see the blood flowing out of their bodies? Or the poor thing taking its last breath?”


  “Urgh. What’s with you? No. I mean—”


  Score point number two for him. “Then stop killing. You’re too beautiful to be a killer.”


  He hated hunters. Not only because he’d barely missed getting shot on more than one occasion, but because of Jenkins, his friend who hadn’t moved fast enough. Jenkins’ death in the Colorado Mountains still pained him.


  “Get off me.”


  He shook his head, then put his nose to her neck and drew in a large sniff. She stiffened then, giving off the putrid aroma of fear. Underneath the scent of alarm, she smelled good, and as he’d hoped, he felt the zing of the connection fly through his body, racing toward his cock. His shaft hardened even more.


  Do I have to get off? What if I seduced her right now?


  “Mayla! Are you all right?”


  She arched an eyebrow. “That’s my father. Would you like to hang around and meet him? He has a bigger gun than mine. I’m sure he’d let you get a look at it. You know. Up close and personal.”


  He scoffed, understanding her meaning all too clearly. “Maybe another time.” Even though there was no way he’d stick around to meet her father—much less his gun—he couldn’t help wanting to stay. A surge of lust spun him around, turning him inside and out. As far as he and his libido were concerned, he had no choice. He had to have a small taste of her no matter what the danger.


  He crushed his mouth to hers, felt her quick intake of breath and her hands trying to work free of his arms. Then, as soon as it had happened, she stopped fighting. He whipped his tongue around her mouth, picking up the juices he’d commit to memory.


  He groaned, and knowing he’d take it farther if he kept going, he pulled away. She stared at him, her mouth plumped from the kiss.


  Then she let out a groan of her own, grabbed him at the back of the neck, and pulled him back into another kiss. It was her tongue that swept into his mouth, hungrily, urgently.


  “Hang on. We’re coming!”


  Another male’s voice. A younger voice than the first one. Was that her man?


  Josh jerked away from her, sprang to his feet, and didn’t think before he acted. Breaking their biggest rule, he shifted, knowing he’d move faster in his bear form.


  Her eyes grew wider as fur replaced skin and the world around him took on an amber hue. In only a minute or so, he landed on all fours. A growl came from behind a grove of trees, warning him to get moving.


  Shit. They’re going to give me hell for shifting.


  He whirled, then dashed away.


  Chapter Two


  


  “Oh, hell,” whispered Mayla.


  She scrambled to her feet. Her father and brother came over the rise, not slowing their pace as they rushed toward her. But she was only vaguely aware of their presence. The grizzly bear that had disappeared into the grove of trees had her attention.


  Her father grabbed her by the arms. Yet she still couldn’t look away from the trees.


  Where had it gone? What the hell was a grizzly doing in Texas? Had she really seen a man change into a bear?


  “Honey, are you all right? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”


  She could sense her father checking her out, looking for any signs of injury. John strode over, picked up her gun, but didn’t give it back. She glanced down at her hands. From the way they were shaking, she didn’t blame him.


  “Did you see it?” She couldn’t get her voice above a whisper.


  “See what, honey? What happened?”


  “Yeah, sis, did you get attacked by a big, bad bird?”


  “Shut up, John.”


  If she wasn’t still in shock, she would’ve laughed at her brother’s stunned expression. Her father rarely talked to him like that.


  “Did you see the bear?”


  Her father turned her loose, then turned in the direction of her stare. “Are you kidding me? A bear? Around here?”


  “I saw it. It knocked me off my feet. Then it…” It what? Changed into a man? A man that had barreled her over, then had changed back into a bear?


  “I’ve heard that more bears were migrating here, but I thought they were mainly on the east side, down around Big Bend Country. Even then, it’s rare to see one. Are you sure, honey? Maybe it was a big hog.”


  She shook her head vigorously. “I know a bear when I see one. This wasn’t a hog.”


  Clamping her mouth closed, she kept from adding, “This one was a man. A naked man.”


  “Come on, sis. Are you telling us that a bear attacked you? There’s not a scratch on you. What’d you do? Feed it honey?”


  Anger flared inside her. Not that she blamed them for not believing her, but it still riled her. “I know what I saw and I didn’t land flat on my butt by myself.”


  “Did you shoot at it and scare it away?”


  Her father was trying to understand, trying to believe what she’d told them, but she could see the doubt on his face.


  If she told them the truth, they’d drag her to the nearest hospital to get her checked for a concussion. And yet, maybe that’s what she needed to do. Had she really seen a bear? A grizzly bear on top of that? And a man who could change into an animal?


  “Yeah, but I missed.” She sounded almost normal now. Brushing the dirt off her, she jerked her rifle away from her brother, gave the trees one more hard look, then turned on her heel and headed in the opposite direction.


  How could she ever tell them what she’d seen? She’d experienced it and she was having a hard time believing it. A man had changed into a grizzly bear. It was insane to think that it had happened. She might’ve convinced herself that she’d imagined the entire, strange event, except for one thing.


  She could still feel the excitement his touch had given her. Her body hummed as though he’d hooked her up to an electric current and had turned up the juice.


  It was real.


  She knew that as well as she knew her own name.


  


  * * * *


  


  “What the fuck were you thinking?” Jadon bumped against his cousin Josh, knocking him to the side as they strode toward their pickup.


  “That’s the problem. He wasn’t thinking,” added their younger cousin Curt.


  Josh kept moving, grumbling under his breath.


  “You know the rules, man. We’re supposed to check before we shift.” Jadon, the oldest of the three, hated taking on the role of disciplinarian. Thankfully, he didn’t have to do that often. Yet every now and then, Josh and the fun-loving Curt took things farther than they should. Curt was the jokester while Josh didn’t think first before he acted.


  That made him the serious one. It wasn’t how he liked to think of himself, but with Josh’s impulsiveness and Curt’s joking manner, someone had to keep things under control.


  They hadn’t shifted in over two weeks while trying to keep a low profile after moving back to Texas from Colorado. After spending some time there, they’d found that they’d missed the home where they’d grown up too much to stay any longer. Shatland was the place where they wanted to raise their family.


  Shatland’s residents were a mix of supernatural beings, including a large sleuth of bears that preferred to be called a clan. Other shifters were welcome there, even a few rogue werewolves, as well as faeries, vampires, werecats, and a couple of witches. Although there weren’t many of them, humans were allowed to live side by side with the shifters as long as they kept their secret.


  For the most part, they got along with everyone, including the vamps since the vamps were out mostly at night and kept to themselves. The werewolves in the neighboring town of Forever, however, were a different story. The werewolves and werebears held each other at arm’s length. A peace had been established, but it was tenuous at best, always on the brink of collapsing under any perceived slight.


  “Yeah, cuz, what would you have done if the girl had been one of those fucking werewolves instead of a human?”


  Josh, who’d kept quiet while they’d hurriedly dressed in the seclusion of the trees, finally spoke. “Fuck it. If I hadn’t shifted today, I’d have gone out of my mind. It felt fucking great.”


  Jadon rolled his shoulders, trying to ease the tension. It was hard enough to keep his own bear down without having to worry about his cousins shifting without warning. If he hadn’t been so burdened trying not to shift, he might’ve anticipated Josh’s abrupt change. Being the impulsive one, Josh hadn’t been able to resist any longer and he’d shifted right out in the middle of the day. And in front of a human, no less.


  “I get that, Josh. I do. And we felt, shit, we still feel the same way. But we agreed. No shifting until you know the coast is clear. You know that.”


  “Hell, I need to shift so bad I can taste it.” Jadon snarled, unable to keep a small part of his inner bear from surfacing. “Your impulsive move screwed that up for us. Now that you’ve let a human see you, we can’t take the chance of being seen again.”


  “He’s right. Once the clan hears what you did, they’re going to jump all over us. It’s bad enough that we’re grizzlies instead of black or brown bears. That alone has always made us stick out,” added Curt. Shatland’s clan consisted mainly of black and brown bears along with a few grizzlies who tried to blend in with the rest of the clan.


  Josh stepped between the two men. “Calm down. Let’s hope the others don’t hear about it. And they won’t if you two don’t flap your yaps about it. Besides, if she talks, who’s going to believe her except the people who already know what we are?”


  “Let’s just hope she’s not one of the humans who live in Forever. We don’t want the werewolves to know we’re running this close to their town.”


  Part of it was the natural distrust that all bears and wolves had for each other. He wasn’t sure if there was another reason behind the clan’s attitude toward the wolves. At least he’d never heard of any. But their human sides should’ve been able to get past that instinctual dislike. As far as he was concerned, some of the Forever werewolves, like Jackson Carr and an older woman called Miss Clara, were all right. He could even see becoming friends with them.


  “She’s not one of them. If she was, she wouldn’t have gotten so scared when you shifted. If the werewolves find out that more grizzlies are coming into the area, then we’ve got another problem.”


  “Yeah. Thanks for that, cuz.” Curt’s sarcastic tone couldn’t be missed.


  Josh growled, then spun to face them. “You should thank me.”


  “What the fuck for?”


  Josh, however, was building up steam. He was holding something back.


  “Just trust me. You should.”


  “What do you mean?” Jadon hoped his cousin was just talking, but the glint in his eyes said otherwise. “What’s going on? Did she say something?”


  They’d watched from the small grove of trees, half-undressed, stunned at the abruptness of Josh’s run. As usual, Josh hadn’t looked before he’d leapt. They’d had to growl a warning that the other two humans were close before he’d gotten off the girl. But to shift in front of her from man to animal? Again, he had to wonder at his cousin’s thinking.


  Josh jumped ahead of them, then walked backward, grinning as he did. He definitely had something to tell them.


  “She’s the one.”


  He and Curt stopped in their tracks. He knew what Josh meant, but he wasn’t about to buy it. They’d waited a long time, hoping to forget about finding their mate. If fate wanted them to have her, then it would happen. Did he dare think that it had?


  Curt spoke the combination of hope and disbelief that was gnawing at him. “Naw. You’re wrong. After all these years?”


  If Josh’s grin had been the sun, it would’ve blinded them. “I’m not kidding. When I was on top of her—”


  “Which, by the way, was a smooth move,” joked Curt.


  Josh showed his fangs and growled. “Anyway, when I was on top of her, I felt it. The connection. The bond.”


  “Are you sure?” Jadon didn’t want to hope. It would hurt too much if he did and that hope died.


  Josh’s smile wiped away, replaced by a serious side that he didn’t often show. “I’m sure. I felt it, man. The connection was amazing, powerful. I could’ve taken her right then and there if I hadn’t thought it might scare the hell out of her. As it was, I couldn’t resist kissing her. Shit if she didn’t kiss me back.”


  “She kissed you back?” Her doing that made sense. If she’d felt the connection, too. That bond between future mates broke down the natural resistance of a female, making it possible for the relationship to warp into full speed much faster than human relationships did. It wasn’t uncommon for mates to get together, to even commit to each other, in only a day or so.


  “I don’t suppose you got her name.” Curt laughed at the ridiculous idea.


  Jadon, too, was smiling until he noticed how quiet Josh had gotten. Way too quiet. “Fucking hell. You told her your name, didn’t you?”


  As usual, when challenged, Josh went into defensive mode. “Yeah, I did. So what?”


  “Did you give her our address, too?”


  Josh took a swipe at the younger cousin. If he’d been in his bear form, he would’ve taken a chunk out of Curt’s arm. “Fuck off.”


  Jadon took in a steadying breath. Sometimes, being the oldest sucked. “What’s done is done and there’s nothing we can do about it now.”


  Curt stepped away from Josh, a clear sign that he was about to make the bigger man even angrier. “But you got her name, right? At least, tell me you weren’t so stupid that you didn’t get her name.”


  Josh’s growl came from deep inside his chest, a sure sign that his inner bear was close to the surface. But being bigger meant that he was slower. By the time he’d started running after Curt, he was already several feet behind.


  Jadon watched as his cousins took off toward their pickup. “Damn it. If I didn’t know it for a fact, I’d swear we aren’t related.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Mayla gathered her clothes, a simple T-shirt and skinny jeans, then saw her reflection in the mirror across the small bedroom. Yet she wasn’t ready to put on her clothes. First, just as she’d had to do for the past week since meeting the man-bear, she had to gain some release.


  She dropped her clothes on the side of the bed, then made sure the door was locked before crawling onto the mattress. Lying on her back, she slipped her hand between her legs and skimmed her middle finger between her pussy.


  If only I had a vibrator with me.


  But how could she have known she’d need one while on a hunting trip with her father and brother? It’d be just her luck for one or both of them to hear its hum. Or worse yet, to ask her what she was doing.


  She couldn’t have predicted her response, especially not her continued response to Josh. As soon as he’d gone, she’d felt the overwhelming compulsion to call him back. But for what?


  Later that night, she knew. The hunger for him had swamped her, driving her to relieve the ache between her legs. She’d been stunned at its force, like a power possessing her that had whipped into her body, taking complete control of her libido and her mind. Ignoring it, even resisting it was impossible. She’d done the only thing she could do. But even masturbating hadn’t helped much. The urgency came back within a few hours, urging her to find…to find what? The man-animal?


  That had to have been confusion on her part. She’d gotten confused after getting knocked down. No man could change into an animal. That was ridiculous.


  It made sense that her mind had created the animal as a bear. Her mother’s obsession with bears had passed to her. Plus, she’d just been thinking about her mother moments before. No wonder that the hallucination would be that of a bear instead of a dog or a cat.


  But what was driving her to heights of lust she’d never experienced? And why couldn’t she think of anything except finding that man?


  As the week went on, she’d needed more and more release. If she didn’t pleasure herself, relieving the tumultuous craving that stole over her, she couldn’t think straight.


  Closing her eyes, she gave into her body’s demands and let his handsome face and rugged body flow into her mind.


  He dipped between her legs, pushing down her jeans, then ripped her panties away. With a growl, he pressed his face against her, spread her lips, then sucked on her clit. She reached for his hair, but he pushed her back. His hands skimmed under her shirt, took hold of her bra, and yanked his arms up and out, tearing away both her shirt and her bra with one smooth motion.


  She cried out, but her cry suddenly died as his tongue circled her tender bundle of nerves. His hands were huge, dwarfing her breasts with plenty of hand left over. Rubbing her nipples, he brought them to their hardened peaks, then pinched them as though punishing her for their reaction to his touch.


  She lifted her head, loving the way he bobbed up and down, slurping her cream, then letting out a breath only to suck on her more. His broad shoulders bumped against her butt cheeks. Then, wrapping her legs over them, he lifted her hips and rose to his knees.


  His dark eyes, flecked with strange bits of amber, stared at her from over her mound. More and more, he drank from her, nibbling every so often to change the rhythm and keep her unnerved.


  “Oh, please, fuck me.”


  He chuckled, sending the warm air over her pussy. “Would you like that, baby?”


  “Yes, please. Now. I can’t take it any longer.”


  He growled again, the sound coming from even deeper in his chest. For a moment, she thought she saw the tips of fangs. But how could that be?


  Then, without warning, he pierced her pussy, driving his cock hard into her. She dragged in a ragged breath as her body recognized him and ached to trap him inside her.


  He straightened her legs, holding them up so that her ankles bumped against his ears. His ripped abs worked, tightening then loosening as he plunged into her over and over. His stonelike pecs worked, flexing with his movements.


  She tried to move her hips against his, but his power, his unbelievable strength wore her out. He was flesh-covered steel, unyielding, focused on driving his long rod into place.


  Her ache became a beautiful torment, surging through her body to wage war with her reason and her freedom. She gave herself to him as the whirlwind grew, controlling her every move, the very breaths she tried to take.


  His gaze never left her face, locked on her like she was his last and only meal. She’d have gladly given him whatever he wanted, but he wasn’t the type of man who waited. He was the kind who’d take what he wanted, when he wanted it, for however long he wanted it.


  Two men moved to stand beside him. She couldn’t see their faces, but she knew that they were there for her. They were a part of the first man, which made them a part of her. She reached out, begging them to come closer.


  “Josh, please.”


  Mayla bit down on her lower lip, then choked back the cry that her family might hear. Her body tensed, coiling like springs, then released, letting her cum and her heart fly. It took several moments before she could open her eyes and stare at the ceiling. The shudders took longer to end as the fantasy faded.


  Who were the other men?


  During the first couple of nights, her fantasy had only included Josh. On the third night, the two other men had eased into place behind him. And yet, no matter how much she wanted, she could never see their faces. The fact that they were in her fantasy had to mean something. But what?


  Had she hit her head when Josh had run into her? She’d checked for any pain that night, but found nothing. And she hadn’t suffered any vision problems or headaches. But how else could she explain seeing him change into a bear? Or had the bear been there all along and she’d mixed them up in her foggy head?


  Yet the persistent question kept plaguing her. What if what she’d seen was real? What if a man could change into a bear?


  She slid off the bed and grabbed her clothes, determined to find the answers to all her questions. First, however, she had to get away from her father and brother.


  Mayla tried to act nonchalant as she walked into the combination living area and kitchen of the rental cabin. The after rush of her masturbation still glowed over her body to mix with the excitement in taking steps to find out who Josh was and where she could find him, She knew she was taking a risk. If her father or brother wanted to come along, she was screwed.


  “Hey, honey. How’re you doing?”


  “Fine, Dad.”


  “So have you talked to Mathew today?”


  She waved off the coffee he offered her. “No. I already asked him about taking another week off.”


  “Honey, it’s not that I don’t enjoy your company, but don’t you need to get back to work? What about your clients?”


  She’d asked to stay yet another week, telling Mathew Wallingford, the head of the Austin law firm where she worked as a junior partner, that she needed more time at home to handle “an unexpected problem.” Lying didn’t come easy to her, but what else could she have said? Should she have told him that she’d met a naked man while out hunting and couldn’t get him out of her mind? That the naked man she’d found had changed into a huge grizzly bear and run off? That she had daily sexual fantasies about him and two unknown men?


  That would’ve gotten her a quick pink slip without a doubt.


  “She’s hanging around so she can find that bear she supposedly saw.”


  Mayla closed her eyes. Why couldn’t they believe her? “That’s not it at all. Can you blame me for wanting more time with my family? How often do I get up to the Panhandle anyway?” She gave John a look that warned him to back off. She added, “Make that more time with my father.”


  John knew she was teasing by not mentioning him. They’d been close as children, but after their mother’s passing, they’d come together even more, forming a solid friendship. Of course, that didn’t mean they didn’t grate on each other nerves every so often. Especially whenever they got to teasing one another.


  He fisted his hand, then put it against his chest. “Ow. I’m hurt. You just stabbed me in the heart.”


  She wrinkled her nose at him. How could she love someone who irritated her so much? But she’d do anything for her brother.


  “You’re welcome to stay as long as you want, honey. The landlord said we could take all the time we wanted. But then I’ve got to get back to Amarillo.” Her father had his own law firm to think about. John was one of the other two attorneys in the firm, but it was her dad who kept the place running smoothly.


  “Thanks, Dad. I guess I needed this time off more than I thought.” She kept her gaze down and let him draw his own conclusions. He’d never guess the real reason she wanted to stay. How could he? She didn’t believe it, either.


  “How about going out tomorrow?”


  “Yeah, sis. It’ll give you another chance for the quails to laugh their heads off when you shoot and miss.”


  They’d asked her every day that week, but she’d turned them down. The man who made her ache for him, the one who made her wake up in perspiration-filled awareness of a wet dream, had scolded her about shooting animals. She’d never given it much thought, but it made sense. Didn’t quails hurt when they were shot? And for what reason? For her enjoyment? She hadn’t told her father or brother about her decision to never hunt again, but she couldn’t put it off any longer.


  “Actually, I’m kind of over the hunting thing.”


  They both acted as though she’d told them that she’d come from Venus. Hopefully, they’d understand without making her explain too much.


  “What do you mean? Are you sure you’re all right? I mean, you aren’t hurt from falling, er, getting knocked down, are you?” Her father studied her, his brow knitted.


  Even he doubted her now. But she couldn’t blame him.


  “I’m fine.” She held her ground, meeting her father’s gaze. “I know this will seem fast and all, but I gave it some thought and realized that I can’t bring myself to kill an innocent animal just for sport.”


  John put the back of his hand against her forehead. “Are you sick? We’ve gone hunting for years and now you’re done with it? Just like that? What’s really going on?”


  She averted her gaze, knowing that, although he kidded her a lot, her brother was as astute as any attorney she’d ever met. He wasn’t anyone’s fool.


  “Nothing. I just don’t want to do it any longer.” She’d long ago recognized that she’d started hunting to release the anger she’d felt at her mother’s passing, but that anger was gone. She’d continued going hunting as a way to stay close to her father and brother, but, although she never wanted to give up that closeness, they’d have to find another activity to share. “I don’t need to do it any longer.”


  John began to question her more, but her father put a stop to it. “Let her alone. She has a right to her opinion.”


  “But it doesn’t make any sense. One day she likes hunting, then the next she doesn’t? Something’s up.”


  “John, leave it alone,” warned her father.


  “Fine. You and I’ll go it alone. Right, Pops?”


  “Of course.”


  “Good.” John picked up his laptop and headed for the second bedroom of the small cabin. “I’ve got a few e-mails to attend to.”


  She knew her father well enough to know he wouldn’t let it rest. “Does this have anything to do with the bear you saw? Are you afraid of getting attacked again? If you are, I understand.”


  Afraid of getting attacked? If it meant having Josh on top of her, then she’d welcome another “attack.”


  “I told you. I don’t want to kill any more. Not without a good reason. Doing it as a sport just isn’t enough for me any longer.”


  “Okay, okay. I get it. But you’re staying anyway, right?”


  She hugged him, and for the first time ever, noted that his firm shape seemed softer, less toned than she remembered. He was getting older, and she didn’t like thinking about it.


  Instead, she put her mind on her plan. “I, uh, thought I’d go into Forever tonight.”


  He pulled away, keeping his hold of her arms. “What for? Oh, wait. I think I heard something about a town meeting. Is something interesting going on? Should I come with you? We could try out that diner we saw when we drove through town. What was it called?”


  “I think it was Milly’s Coffee Spot.”


  “Yeah, that’s it. I’d rather give that place a try before going back into Shatland. Although I can’t say the welcome mat was out in either town.”


  He was right. Forever and Shatland were very similar. They were both small country towns with one main road running down the center of them. Each of the towns had quaint shops lining the main street, including one grocery store and a hair salon, and houses spreading outward on the side streets. Ranches dotted the land around the towns. While Forever had Milly’s Coffee Spot as the local dining spot, Shatland had Earline’s Eatery.


  Although the people in both towns hadn’t done or said anything to make them think so, they’d felt like outsiders. She hadn’t been able to shake the impression that the residents of each town had a secret. Smiles had greeted them, but they’d been accompanied by stares. The people had appeared normal, even though she’d noticed a few with larger than average teeth.


  Now she knew why.


  “No. You should stay here.”


  “You want me to stay here, huh?” He eyed her in that way protective fathers eye their daughters. She could still remember how her mother had criticized him, telling him not to interrogate her like she was a witness against one of his clients.


  “Yes.” She didn’t elaborate. The less details she gave meant the less chance for a slip up.


  “Okay, I get it. You need a little space. Or maybe some time to check out the locals?”


  “Hardly. I am not interested in any man. Especially a man who lives hundreds of miles away from Austin.”


  “Uh-huh.” He strode over to the kitchen counter and poured a cup of coffee. “Just be careful, okay?”


  “No problem. Thanks, Dad.” Trying not to seem too eager, she forced herself to walk to the front door in a slow, no-reason-to-hurry stroll. It wasn’t easy, especially since the meeting was due to start in less than thirty minutes.


  He probably won’t be there anyway.


  Yet, with no other leads to try, what did she have to lose?


  


  * * * *


  


  Curt led his cousins toward the back side of the Moonstone Bar that lay on the outskirts of Forever, Texas. They’d waited upwind for the past hour, letting the residents arrive and take their time getting into the bar. His legs were stiff from crouching behind the bushes that surrounded the place, but the soreness would be worth it if they gained any news about the woman Josh had knocked for a loop. They hadn’t asked around, fearing that she might be visiting someone in Forever. If that was the case and her friend was a werewolf, then soon every werewolf in the small town would know what had happened.


  They had, however, checked out Shatland, knowing that word of a human female in town would spread faster than a grass fire. Some people reported having seen a family of three, two adult children and their father, grabbing a quick bite to eat at Earline’s. Could that have been their intended mate and the two men with her? All they could hope was that she was still around.


  During the week since they’d seen her, they’d gotten grouchy and on each other’s nerves. The way Curt figured it, he owed them a prank just to ease the tension. Knowing they were itching to see their future mate again, he’d sent his cousins rushing to Sharon Glossen’s house, by telling them that their mate was staying with her.


  Sharon, an older werebear who’d lost both her mates to heart attacks years earlier, had greeted Josh and Jadon with open arms, a yellowed smile, and sagging breasts. She’d had a crush on them since they’d reached maturity and had told them that if they didn’t find their intended mate soon, she’d lay claim to them.


  The sight of his cousins hightailing it away from her house with Sharon’s flowery housecoat flapping in the wind behind her as she chased after them still gave him a good chuckle. Yeah, what they’d needed was a good prank, even if he had caught hell for it later.


  “I still don’t understand why she didn’t come to us. Isn’t that what the connection’s supposed to do?”


  He didn’t bothering looking at Josh. Instead, he motioned for him to keep his voice low. “You know as well as we do that the connection has different ways of working. It’s only been a week.”


  One glance at Jadon told him his oldest cousin was thinking the same thing. A week was a long time for intended mates to get together. Especially after one of them had already touched her.


  “What if she doesn’t show up?”


  For fuck’s sake. When did Josh get so pessimistic?


  “Damn it, Josh. Give it a rest. She’ll show. At the very least, we’ll hear something about her. These werewolves don’t let people walk in and out of their land without knowing.”


  Thank you, Jadon.


  “Are you sure we can trust Virton to unlock the door?”


  “He’ll do it. He owes me a favor. Not to mention, he’s trying to sell me that extra land adjacent to our ranch.” Jadon groaned as he shifted from one foot to the other then squatted behind them.


  Robert Virton was the local realtor. As such, the faerie tried to please all the supernaturals since vampires, werewolves, werebears, and the rest were all potential customers. Faeries were natural pranksters which meant he and Robert got along well.


  “Did anyone see her go in?” He hadn’t taken his attention off the place, but there was always a chance that he’d missed her. He got his answer when neither of his cousins answered.


  “Are you sure, Josh? Is she the one?” Curt had asked the same question often since the day Josh had knocked her off her feet. Could Josh be pulling a prank on the prankster? But no. One look at Josh’s face when he talked about her was enough to know he wasn’t lying.


  “Damn, man. How many times do I have to say it? Yeah, she’s the one.”


  “But are you certain?” He and Jadon had talked about it amongst themselves. Was what Josh said he’d felt really the connection? Since they’d only heard about how others felt when they’d gotten it, they couldn’t be sure what to expect. That begged the question. How could Josh be sure?


  “Once you get close enough to smell and touch her, then you’ll know. I don’t have a doubt in my mind.”


  Jadon was as skeptical as Curt was. “Describe it again.”


  Josh didn’t mind answering that question. In fact, he’d told them about it several times. Each time he told them, it sounded better than the time before.


  “It’s like getting struck by lightning except that it’s not painful. A massive sizzle rushes through you, and for a moment, you’re not sure which way is up. It’s like someone picked you up and shook you. Your body goes haywire and your mind stops working. Then, all at once, you can’t think about anything but her. When it hit me, I just knew.”


  Curt couldn’t wait. Listening to Josh talk made him jealous. If only he’d gotten to touch her. Or at least gotten close enough to sniff her. But when Jadon and he had heard the two human males charging up the rise, they’d known they had to get away. They’d growled a warning at Josh and were almost ready to dash out and tear him off the girl when he’d finally come out of his trance and run away.


  After they’d raked him up and down about showing her his bear form and coming just short of breaking into a physical fight, they’d calmed down. They could hardly blame him. She was beautiful, with an innocent yet sultry allure, as well as seeming sexy yet modest. From the way she’d handled the whole thing, he could tell she was brave. If they’d sat down and come up with a list of the attributes they’d wanted in their mate, she would’ve checked off all the boxes. Understandably, Josh had gotten mesmerized by her scent, her sexy looks, and the bond that had joined them in that invisible way all shifters hoped to experience. If the men hadn’t come back, Josh would’ve taken her. And if she’d felt the same connection, she wouldn’t have minded one bit.


  “There he is.”


  Curt jerked his mind back to the present. Virton’s balding head shone under the moonlight of the full moon as he peeked out the door, then looked around. Whether he saw them or not wasn’t clear. Then he eased the door back, leaving it cracked enough that, unless someone looked straight at it, they wouldn’t notice that it wasn’t closed.


  “Come on. And keep your head down.” Curt stayed bent over and hurried toward the door. His cousins followed, making very little noise considering werebears weren’t known for their silence. If they’d been in their bear forms, half the town would’ve heard them lumbering toward the bar.


  His inner bear shook itself awake, making its fur dance, then roared. He clamped his mouth shut, keeping the sound from escaping. By the time he made it to the door, his heart was beating a quick rhythm. Who knew what might happen if they got caught? If it was Jackson Carr or one of his brothers, then it wouldn’t be too bad. More than likely, Jackson, who strived to keep werewolf-werebear relations on good terms, would tell them to get the hell out before anyone else saw them. But if it was one of the other werewolves, all hell might break loose. They’d have their hands full. Three bears against a whole pack of wolves weren’t odds he wanted to test.


  He put a finger to his lips, once more warning his cousins to stay quiet, then dared to stick his head around the corner of the door. As Virton had promised, the door opened into the storage area of the bar. It was empty, but close enough to the main room that they could hear the meeting through the air vents. He gave an okay sign, then slipped into the room packed with liquor and bar supplies.


  They edged as close to the vent high on the wall as they could. The voices of the crowd came through, but with all of them talking, it was difficult to understand what they said. Josh selected a bottle of wine from one of the boxes, then found a bottle opener and grinned.


  Jadon shook his head, but it was too late. Josh already had the bottle open and chugging from it. He handed it to Curt, who shrugged, then took a long swig, too. What had Jadon expected him to do? Josh always acted without thinking, much less asking first. And now that the bottle was already opened, why not enjoy a good drink while they listened?


  “Okay, folks, let’s get this meeting going.”


  Jackson Carr, the werewolves’ unofficial leader, must’ve taken the stand on the stage. His voice rang out over the microphone. “We only have a couple of items on the agenda. First up is the question of digging a new well. It’s either that or get some of our water from Shatland.”


  The people booed, shouting their opposition to getting the water from a place that werebears controlled. They made it very clear how the townspeople felt. Jackson called for quiet, but it took a minute or so before he got it.


  “I don’t guess we need to take a vote on that. If there are no objections, we’ll get Harvey Childers to start working on finding a place to dig the well. No? Good. Then let’s move on to the next and final item.” He chuckled. “This is going to be a quick meeting. That’s good because we have Beckett Malone and his band here ready to play.”


  Beckett Malone was a local werewolf who had gone on to make a name for himself in country music. Even after achieving fame, he continued to give back to Forever, playing festivals and even town meetings whenever he could. All for free. A cheer went up.


  Curt had to hand it to the werewolves. They knew how to have a good time. He wished werebears were more like that, but they tended to enjoy more leisurely activities than kicking up their heels at a dance. Aside from needing to shift often and have a good run like werewolves did, of course.


  “The next item up is the situation with the werebears.”


  Curt and his cousins stopped, intent on listening more than drinking at the mention of werebears. Had something changed between the pack and the clan? They’d always tried not to delve into the friction between their two peoples. As long as the peace held up, why worry?


  “As you know, y’all, I don’t like conflict with them. We’ve managed to keep the peace for a while now and I’d like to see us keep it up. It looks like there are more of them moving into the area from Oklahoma, Louisiana, and Mexico. The Red River Country has seen a lot of them coming in. I’m talking real bears as well as shifters. As long as they stick to Shatland, I don’t see that as a problem. This is, after all, America. They’ve got the same rights as we do to live where they want.”


  The crowd gave him a mixed reaction. Some wanted to maintain the peace like Jackson did, while others wanted to take a more aggressive approach.


  “Forever is for werewolves, Jackson.”


  “We need to get their mangy butts off our land.”


  “First they’ll take our land, then our intended mates.”


  Curt checked with his cousins. He’d heard of only one time when werebears had tried taking a human female who was intended for werewolves. That had happened during the Amber Moon event that only came around once in several decades. The clan had exiled the werebears that had caused the problem, preventing a possible war between werewolf pack and the clan.


  “Take it easy, folks. That’s my point. Both werewolves and werebears have bad apples in their groups. But once I brought the problem to the bears’ attention, they handled it. There hasn’t been a problem since.”


  “Jackson’s right,” argued a woman. “We need to stay calm and see how it all works out. Hasty action is never good in this kind of thing.”


  “Okay, then, y’all. Let’s just wait and see how things shake out. I’d call for a vote, but it’s too soon. Nothing’s gone wrong.”


  “So far!” shouted a man.


  “That’s right, Dan. So far. That’s why we’re going to watch and listen, then bring this item back up for discussion at the next meeting. Now, if there’s nothing else…”


  The sound of someone clearing their throat echoed through the vent.


  “Excuse me. My name is Mayla Weaton and I’d like to ask a question.”


  Josh almost dropped the bottle he held, then closed his eyes, lifted his head and sniffed long and hard. A wondrous expression brightened his face. He opened his eyes. “I remember that voice. That’s her. She showed up.”


  Chapter Three


  


  Mayla was so frightened she couldn’t move. How many times had the man on the stage said werewolves and werebears? Was he serious? Yet as much as logic said that he couldn’t be serious, she could see that he was.


  Either everyone in town was delusional, had gotten drugged through the town’s well system, or…Or what? Werewolves and werebears actually existed?


  The image of Josh changing into a bear hit her so hard she wobbled on her feet.


  The crowd in front of her turned around and stared at her. Although many of the stares weren’t what she’d have called antagonistic or angry, a few were. At best, they were inquisitive. One of those angry people moved toward her.


  “Human, why are you here?”


  Human. As in not a werewolf or werebear.


  She sucked in a hard breath, then let the exhalation push the words out. It wasn’t only the man on stage, but all of them. Was it a group hallucination? Was whatever that was causing it affecting her, too? “I didn’t come here to ask this, but you’re talking about werewolves and other beings that don’t exist. None of that is real.” She offered up a weak smile. “Right? You do realize that supernatural creatures aren’t real.”


  “Wanna bet, sweetheart?” The man came close, too close for comfort. He narrowed his eyes and specks of amber brightened them. “But we don’t like being called creatures. We have feelings just like you humans do.”


  She swallowed hard and wanted to back up, but her legs wouldn’t move, as though they were stuck in cement. “I don’t know what’s going on, but I know that what you’re saying, what you’re all saying, isn’t real. Monsters don’t live in small Texas towns.”


  Had his eyes started to glow? She had to keep going, if only for her own sanity. She shoved away the image of Josh changing from a man to a bear.


  “And nowhere else for that matter.” Her laugh sounded brittle, unsure. “Okay, maybe in California or New York City.” She’d hoped her joke would get them to lighten up, to tell her that they were only pretending or joking.


  “We don’t consider ourselves to be monsters, either.”


  When she saw his ears change, going from normal human ears to pointed ones, she knew. She didn’t need to see his awful fangs or the fur spreading over his face. It was true.


  Her breath caught in throat. “What are you?” She was sure she’d whispered, but those in front laughed as though they’d heard her, too.


  “Sweetheart, I’m a werewolf. You wouldn’t be Little Red Riding Hood, would you? Naw. Course not.”


  She cringed when he feathered his fingers over her shoulder. Were those claws? Or very long fingernails?


  “Nope. You can’t be. You don’t have a cape or a basket of goodies.”


  “Mitch Franklin, you shut your mouth and quit scaring the girl to death.” The elderly woman who’d spoken pushed several people out of the way, then pointed a finger at Mitch who immediately shifted back to his human body parts. The woman had a pleasant, grandmotherly look, one Mayla immediately trusted. Although she was clearly an old woman, she walked with the grace and ease of someone her age.


  “Young one, why are you here?”


  Mayla concentrated her focus on the old woman and tried to ignore the others. “I, um, I…” Why had she come? Her mind wouldn’t give her the answer.


  “Don’t go getting a mush-mind. You’re safe with Miss Clara. I won’t let anyone hurt you.”


  She believed her, and it made it easier to speak up. “I came to see if anyone had seen a grizzly bear in the area.”


  “See, Jackson?” Another man, burlier than the Mitch, shouted at Jackson who had jumped off the stage and strode toward her. “I told you those damn bears were getting too close to town.”


  “Where’d you see him?”


  Not it. Not the bear. Him.


  She wished like crazy that she hadn’t come to the meeting, but she was stuck. There was no other choice but to keep going. “I saw him,” she saw that Jackson noticed the emphasis on the one word, “near a place called Half Moon Ranch, I think.”


  “Tell us, young one. Was he in his bear form or in his human body?”


  She liked Miss Clara and felt she could trust her. Along with Jackson. As for the rest? She wasn’t so sure. “Both.”


  Am I really standing here talking about a man changing into a bear?


  And yet, she knew it was the truth. Josh was a werebear.


  Miss Clara’s eyebrows shot up. “So you saw him change, did you?”


  She nodded. Should she have told them? “He knocked me over as a man. But then when he took off running, I saw him change into a huge grizzly bear.”


  Her head swam. Was all of this for real?


  Miss Clara patted her on the arm like a teacher praising one of her students for getting the right answer. “Good girl. So is that all you needed to know?”


  “Yes, ma’am.” She’d wanted to ask if anyone knew a man named Josh, but thought better of it. More questions meant staying there longer. Questions that might get Josh in trouble. She wasn’t sure why she wanted to protect him, but she did. More than anything. As though he’d become important to her in only a week.


  “Now that’s the way a young one should speak to her elder.”


  “Miss Clara, we can’t let her go.” Mitch, subdued as though intimidated by the older woman, spoke to her with respect.


  “Sure we can,” added Jackson. “We’ve had this discussion before. Strangers, especially those who come to Forever alone, won’t tell anyone what they’ve seen. Who’d believe them?”


  “Come with me, young one.” Miss Clara took hold of her arm and turned her to the front door. “You’d best be getting back to where you came from.”


  “Yes, ma’am. Thank you, ma’am.” A tremble vibrated through her. She was frightened, but sensed that the older lady would keep her from harm.


  By the time Miss Clara had taken her outside, she was ready to hug her. “Thank you for your help, ma’am.”


  “Don’t mention it.” Miss Clara smiled at her, but her expression had changed, growing harder, more intense. “Just be sure you don’t go talking about our little town. We don’t want a bunch of curious strangers coming round. Do you understand?”


  “Yes, ma’am.” Was she a werewolf, too? But it seemed like a rude question to ask.


  “Good.” Miss Clara sighed as a ruckus erupted inside the bar. “For pity’s sake. That Mitch is more trouble than he’s worth. Best you hurry along now.”


  Mayla was left standing by the door, wondering if she was having a breakdown. Yet she knew better. Gone was the world she’d known, replaced by one filled with monsters and unbelievable creatures. If she was smart, she’d get her family and leave before anything else happened.


  I can’t leave. Not until I find Josh.


  What if they found out that she was a hunter? True, they were hunting quail, but were the birds really people, too?


  No matter what Miss Clara had said, she had to tell her father. She had to warn him that if he shot a wolf or a bear, or even a quail, he might be killing a person, too.


  The phone she’d placed at her ear was gone before she could press the speed dial for her father’s number. She let out a yelp, but doubted anyone inside the bar could hear over the commotion.


  “Take it easy. Remember me? I’m not going to hurt you.”


  She couldn’t speak. Not with his hand over her mouth. Instead, she gazed up into Josh’s brown eyes. At once, the panic that had gripped her was gone. In its place came that magical sensation that wound her up like a top, then set her spinning.


  “Josh.”


  He smiled as though he liked hearing her say his name. “That’s me. Tell me right now. What’s your name?”


  “Mayla Weaton.”


  He didn’t look away once. She did, however, when one of the two men standing near them spoke.


  “Josh, let’s get out of here.”


  The man took hold of her arm, and if Josh hadn’t nodded to tell her it was all right, she might’ve shouted for help. Instead, she let him tug her around the side of the building. Instead of heading for the parking lot, however, he changed directions and hurried her toward the surrounding bushes.


  It wasn’t easy to study him while getting hauled off to who-knew-where, but she did her best. He was blond like Josh, but he wore his hair long enough to curl around his ears. His eyes were a light blue and he shared the same rough stubble and masculine jawline that Josh had. The muscles in his arm bulged. She almost stumbled because she was staring at how they rippled, but the other man took her arm and kept her on her feet.


  That third man was so much like the first two. His hair was short, but longer than Josh’s shaved head. His blue eyes were like the second man’s, but they were of a darker blue, reminding her of the color of the ocean as the water washed farther from the shore. A jagged scar zigzagged its way across his left arm, diverting some of her attention away from his bear tattoo.


  


  * * * *


  


  Josh is right. She’s the one.


  Curt knew it the second he put his hand on her. The sparks that flared to life across his skin were unmistakable. Although he’d never experienced the connection, his instinct told him what it was.


  She stumbled as she’d done before and he caught her, bringing her luscious body against his. The sparks, like the bits of bright fire Fourth of July sparklers made, torched that flames inside him higher. His inner bear reared onto its hind legs and roared out a greeting, an acknowledgment that she was his mate. It shook its fur, snarling as it clawed at him, demanding to be set free. If he’d listened to the beast inside him, he would’ve shifted and taken her in the animal way. But he was a man and wanted his mate as only a man could.


  Damn, how he ached for her. If he didn’t get relief soon, he might lose the tenuous hold he had on his beast.


  “We can’t stop.” He fought the urge to lie her down on the grass and spread her legs.


  “I know.”


  He drew in her scent, knowing he’d never forget it. Yet another fainter smell carried by the breeze ruined the joy he felt at taking hers in.


  “They’re coming, man.”


  Josh was right again. He could smell the werewolves’ aroma as they came out of the bar. There weren’t many of them, most preferring to stay and have fun, but there were enough. It only took one to lay back his head and let out a warning howl.


  “Come on,” added Jadon. He growled, the sound so soft that Curt doubted she could’ve heard it.


  As much as he hated to, he turned her loose, but never let go of her hand. They dashed away, heading for their pickup that they’d parked on a side road.


  He heard her panting as she tried to keep up. Knowing she had no chance of keeping pace with them, he slowed down, letting his cousins race ahead.


  “Keep moving.”


  “I…can’t…keep going…much…longer.”


  “You can. I know you can.”


  She didn’t answer, but he could sense her determination rise to the surface. Pushing harder, she began to stay even with him instead of making him pull her along. Pride for his intended mate struck him.


  With the pickup in sight, he turned her hand loose, then put his hand on her waist to direct her to the passenger side. Josh held the door open for her and helped her jump up and onto the seat. He slid in after her.


  Damn it. I wanted to sit next to her.


  Although only three could sit comfortably in the older truck’s front seat, that didn’t keep him from climbing in after Josh as Jadon took his place behind the wheel.


  “What the hell, Curt? Get in the back.” Josh glared at him, the amber showing in his eyes.


  “Not a chance, cuz. If you don’t have enough room, then you crawl over and get in the back.”


  “Fuck that.”


  The three of them shifted to gawk at Mayla.


  “What’d you say?” Jadon started the truck.


  “I said fuck that.” She tunneled fingers through her hair. “Who cares where you sit? I don’t know what you think you’re doing, but I can’t leave my car in the parking lot. It’s a rental.”


  “We can come back for it later when more of them have gone home.” Driving their truck into the parking lot of the Moonstone Bar was just asking for trouble. “I don’t want to draw any attention to us.”


  “Then we wait for later.” Josh’s arms were tucked in front of him, trying to make more room. “Unless Mayla wants to go back to our house to wait it out.”


  “I’m not going anywhere with you.” She paused, blinked. “I meant anywhere else. I don’t know you. Hell, I don’t even know your names. Hell, I don’t even know why I’m doing this.” Trying to crawl over Josh to get out only managed to put her on top of his lap.


  Again, Curt wished that he could’ve taken his cousin’s place.


  Josh grinned and held out his hand. “It’s Josh Barberson. We’ve met, remember? And these two are my cousins, Jadon and Curt Barberson.”


  “Hey, don’t judge me by the company I keep. I’m Curt.” He chuckled, but didn’t bother to offer her his hand. She hadn’t taken Josh’s so more than likely she wouldn’t take his, either. It didn’t matter. Her body language, leaning first toward one man then the other, told him what she was really thinking. She wanted them as much as they had to have her. And they would. Soon.


  “Do you really want to go back right now? By yourself?”


  She frowned, but she didn’t have a lot of choices and she knew it. “How long will we have to stay?”


  Curt saw his cousins glance at each other and tried like hell to keep from smiling. If she came back to their home, she might never leave.


  She considered it. He could see the idea appealed to her. But as most things were, it was too good to be true. “I can’t be gone for very long. I need to get back within the hour. If I don’t, my father and brother will come looking for me.”


  Her father and brother. At least that answered that question. They’d assumed the older man was her father, but had wondered about the other one. If he was her boyfriend, then she’d tell him soon enough that she’d found someone else. Three someone elses. But if he was her husband, then they’d leave her alone. They couldn’t intrude in a marriage. It would break their hearts and they’d lead lonely lives, but that was one line they’d never cross.


  “Where are you staying?” Her scent was stronger inside the cab of the truck. Thickly sexual, the aroma of her sweetness between her legs tickled his nostrils and stiffened his cock.


  “We rented a cabin out by a large lake. I think the owner’s name was Ken Kuska.”


  Ken Kuska was one of many werecats who lived around Shatland and Forever. The werebears didn’t like the werecats much better than they did werewolves. It was the larger contingent of vampires who were selling their land off to the cats. He didn’t doubt that the vamps had a plan to get the land back in the future. Either in a few decades when the werecat who’d bought the land died or in a hundred years. That was one of the advantages of being one of the undead. They had plenty of time to wait.


  “That’s the land you’re hunting on.”


  Shit. Why did Jadon have to bring that up? The fact that she was a hunter bothered them, but it wasn’t a major concern. She’d change her mind about that once she was theirs.


  “Yeah.” Her gaze found the floorboard. “About that. Hunting is a family thing between my brother, father, and me. We started it after…” Her words trailed off as the sorrow washed over her face.


  Suddenly, he wanted to comfort her even more than he wanted to take her. “Go on.”


  “We started going hunting after my mother died from breast cancer.”


  Aw, crap. He hated that for her. “I’m sorry. So your mother liked to hunt? That’s why you guys still do it? To remember her?”


  “She passed away several years ago.” She studied him. “No. She would have never killed anything. We didn’t start going hunting as a way to remember her. My dad was already a hunter, much to my mom’s disliking. My brother John and I started going along with him as a way of staying close to each other, especially as John and I got older and moved out. Anyway, I carried a gun around for the first couple of years and never even lifted it to aim at anything. After that, I guess I just fell into it.”


  He had to know. “So, do you think you could fall out of it?”


  Her big brown eyes had a way of diving straight into his soul. “I already have. How could I keep hunting after seeing Josh turn into a bear? How would I know whether or not I was shooting a person, too?”


  She had a big heart. To stop hunting so quickly after meeting Josh said a lot about her compassion.


  “Again. I’m sorry about your mother. It’s obvious that you still miss her. We know how it feels. To lose a parent, I mean.”


  They sat together, each lost in thoughts of the women, the mothers, they’d loved and lost. He wanted to tell her about their family, but couldn’t find the words. Not yet. That could come later.


  She laughed, then let out release of breath. “Oh, my God. It just hit me. I can’t believe it. And I wouldn’t, either, if I hadn’t seen you with my own eyes. I’m still not sure I can.” She leaned her upper body away from Josh. “You’re really a bear.”


  “I’m a werebear, to be exact.”


  “Wow.” Her gaze jumped from Josh to Curt, then over to Jadon. “Did you two know? Wait. Are you two werebears, too? Or werewolves?”


  “Bite your tongue.” The disgust dripped from Jadon’s tone. “I’m no dog. We’re cousins and we’re all werebears.”


  She crossed her arms over her chest, reminding Curt of how Jadon did the same thing. “What’s with the attitude, big guy? I’m sorry, but you should cut me a little slack. I didn’t know you people existed until the other day. In fact, I think I’m handling it all pretty damn well.”


  “You people? First you call us werewolves and now we’re ‘you people’?” Jadon’s nostrils flared.


  “Are you seriously offended? Well, damn, forgive the hell out of me.”


  Curt was astounded that she was handling their revelation so well. Any other human female would’ve screamed her head off. That and done anything to get away. But not their mate. She was strong, brave, and ready to take a stand even against “people” who had more strength and natural weapons than she did.


  “Are you still hunting?” Josh’s soft question was like a bomb in the middle of their argument.


  Her anger deflated. “No. After seeing you in your human form, I couldn’t bear—no pun intended—to shoot an animal. Not when I might kill a human in the process.” Her face softened as she took them all in. “Besides, what you said made sense. Why am I killing for fun? I can’t feel good about that.”


  “That makes things a lot easier.” Jadon’s temper mellowed.


  “It makes what things better?” She looked to Curt for the answer.


  “It makes it easier for us to accept you as our mate.”


  “As your what?”


  She seemed more stunned by that than she had when she’d found out that they were werebears.


  “Tell us, Mayla, do you feel something when you’re with us?” Jadon’s face was filled with longing.


  Curt felt his own longing burning inside him. Just having her so near without getting her naked was driving him insane. He had to keep reminding himself to take it slow. If they didn’t, they could run her off.


  “Like what? What am I supposed to feel?”


  Her breaths came faster, her scent growing stronger, especially the fragrance drifting upward from her pussy. She knew what he was talking about. The bond had her squirming, rubbing her crotch against Josh’s growing package. Whether she realized it or it was all instinctual wouldn’t matter much longer.


  Josh closed his eyes and gritted his teeth. His bear had to be tearing him up inside.


  “It’s like a special bond with us. Like you’ve known us your whole life.” Josh reached out to touch her hair, and even though their bodies were already against each other’s, she drew back.


  “It’s what we shifters call the connection. Our inner animal senses when his mate is around. We don’t have to know you for days or weeks, much less months.” Jadon put his fist over his heart. “We know it here, where it counts.”


  “Do you feel it, Mayla?” Curt found his own breathing hard to control. The air inside the cab was thick with sexual craving. If she denied that feeling, then he’d know she was lying. If she said she didn’t want them, he wasn’t sure he could go on. Life without their intended mate was no life at all.


  “And what if I did? If I do?” She’d stiffened and her eyes widened as she suddenly became aware that she was moving her hips against Josh.


  Curt sat sideways, then hooked his hand around her neck. “Then you belong to us.”


  He pressed his body against the dashboard and cupped her face with both hands. The kiss was better than he’d imagined, and he’d imagined a whole lot. At first, she resisted by leaning away from him, but when he swept his tongue around her mouth, she moaned and grabbed him by the shirt. They fisted their hands, holding the other close.


  


  * * * *


  


  Mayla needed to get back to the rental cabin and her father. That was the only thing that made any sense. Not sitting in a pickup on the side of the road waiting until she could get her car from the bar’s parking lot. Not sitting in a pickup surrounded by three men, men who could change into bears, men she found harder and harder to resist.


  Although they were on a side road, there were only a few trees to hide them. At any moment, someone could walk or drive by and notice them. Yet she couldn’t leave. Waiting to retrieve her car was merely an excuse. An excuse that didn’t hold water if she thought about it too much. The thing was, she didn’t want to think about it too hard.


  She also didn’t want to go because it would mean leaving them. Could anything be more insane than that? Crazier than wanting all three of the men on top of her, behind her, with their cocks inside her?


  Insanity had to be what was driving her. No one in their right mind should want a supernatural being, one with fangs and claws that could kill her with one swipe of their large paw. She’d seen Josh as both a man and an animal, but it didn’t matter. Instead, it made her want him, want them, all the more.


  The craving had started with the chance meeting with Josh, but had spread to hunger for Jadon and Curt. She hadn’t touched Jadon yet, but she had no doubt he’d give her the same kind of longing his cousins did. The sensation that had taken hold of her and wiped away her common sense was all consuming, tearing her up inside and making her think lurid, dirty thoughts.


  She never expected Jadon to pull her out of the car. Going backwards, she still tried to keep from turning Curt loose, but her grip was jerked away the moment her feet hit the ground. Curt grinned, ear to ear, as he jumped out of the truck. Josh followed them, scooting over the seat, then landing behind her.


  She took one look at Jadon and knew she had no way to resist him. Hadn’t she already given up the idea that she could? They came together like the slap of the wave against the cliff, his mouth devouring hers. She clung to her cliff, his body, and poured every ounce of desire she had into the kiss.


  He ravished her mouth as his hands plundered her body. She sensed Curt and Josh coming up behind her, reaching around her to help Jadon get her clothes off. Fumbling, she attempted to do the same with their clothing, but there were too many hands working to get hers into the mix. In a couple of minutes, she was naked, feeling the night air against her body.


  The men hurried to get naked. She delighted in watching them, skimming her hand over first one massive hunk of flesh to the other. Like a kid in a candy shop, she wanted to taste them, to feel the texture of their bodies on her tongue, to smell every inch of them. To savor them and make each moment last forever.


  “You’re ours. Do you get that?” Josh kissed her neck, then added nibbles.


  She couldn’t answer. Not with all the feelings rolling around inside her. Yet she knew he’d spoken the truth. Maybe her head didn’t know it yet, but her body and soul did.


  Jadon pushed against her, his large, thick cock rubbing her leg. She reached down and wrapped her palm around the smooth, flexible surface. His shaft throbbed like it was alive.


  Curt took a nipple into his mouth. “You never answered.” He clutched her hair. “Tell us. I need to hear that you know.”


  “This is crazy, but I do know.” She repeated to his cousins. “I know.”


  “Good.” Curt dropped to his knees, then put his thumbs to her pussy lips and spread them.


  She knew what he was about to do, but anticipation didn’t prepare her for the onslaught of emotions as he swiped his tongue along her slit. She reached out, needing the other two men to support her. If they didn’t, her knees would give out.


  Oh, my God. That feels so good.


  She closed her eyes, allowing the sweep of sensations to drive her from insanity to a place where simple thought abandoned her. Her body was their instrument to play. They possessed her, men who were still strangers to her and yet not. If she could’ve put what she was experiencing into words, she would have, if only to make them understand how much she loved what they were doing to her.


  Jadon’s hand found her butt and gave it a little spank. He put his mouth to her ear, then whispered words that made her shiver. “I’m going to fuck your ass, baby. Hard and fast. When I’m finished, you’re going to be sore for days.”


  She whimpered, loving that he took command of her. She couldn’t think of another man who had even tried to control her. Looking at him over her shoulder, she flicked her tongue over her lip, encouraging him to do whatever he wanted. He growled, then eased his finger between her butt crack. He didn’t enter her anus, but first toyed with the tender muscles around the entrance.


  Curt’s tongue drove into pussy. He darted his tongue in and out, using his thumb to keep the pressure on her clit. Her abdomen tightened, mimicking her ass hole. Her body wanted to hold on to the fingers and the tongue driving her wild.


  But where was Josh?


  She found him a few feet away, his amber-specked eyes burning a hole into her. “Josh. Please.” Didn’t he understand that she needed all of them?


  “I’m going to watch first. But don’t worry, when it’s my time, I’ll take you.”


  Her lust skyrocketed. Him watching the other men fondle and kiss her turned her on even more. She’d never had anyone watch her before. It was intriguing and exhilarating. If only she’d known that earlier. But until then it wouldn’t have been possible except in the intoxicating fantasies of her dreams.


  Jadon pushed his finger into her asshole, at last giving her what she’d dared to need. She’d never had any man fuck her there, had never been attracted to the idea, but just the thought of Jadon’s cock inside her ass had her clenching her muscles, daring him to be the first.


  Curt let out a sigh as he came up for air. “You taste sweeter than honeysuckle, baby.”


  She grabbed his hair, earning a curse from him, then tugged, urging him to stand. He did, at his own time, raking his tongue along her skin as he did. His tongue traveled a wicked trail into the crease of her leg, then over her stomach to find pleasure in tormenting her belly button. She moaned, still holding his hair, but no longer in a hurry to make him stand.


  She’d never thought of a belly button as an erotic zone, but he’d changed her mind about that. In and out he swept his tongue, nibbling around it, then slicking his tongue back inside for more. She started to complain when he left it, but when he took a path between her breasts, she quickly forgave him. Once he towered over her again, she yanked his hair again, and rejoiced at the flash of anger in his eyes.


  “Do you want to fuck me?”


  “You bet I do. I’m going to fuck you until you scream my name. You’re going to be too sore to walk straight.”


  She smiled, then pushed him back. Spinning around, she pulled out of Jadon’s hold until she stood a few feet from the men of her desire. She thrust out her chest, loving their surprised reactions.


  “Tell me you want me, boys.”


  Josh joined them. Three amazing, stone-cold hunks that could drop any woman’s panties. And they all wanted her.


  Josh lowered his head, like a bull preparing to charge. “We want you. You know we do. And we’re going to have you.”


  She was quick, had always been light on her feet. Before they could react, she turned around and wiggled her ass at them. “Catch me if you can, boys.”


  She could’ve run faster if she’d had her boots on. Small stones dug at the bottom of her feet as she glanced back at them racing after her, and she wondered why the hard ground filled with stones and prickly branches didn’t bother them like it did her. Gritting her teeth against the myriad of pain splintering through her feet, she kept running. Whether they weren’t trying very hard or she was faster than them, she didn’t know.


  What’s taking them so long?


  The thought had just crossed her mind when her feet left the ground. Jadon, his granite arm enclosing her, picked her like a boy scooping up a football to carry into the end zone, then righted her a moment before he slammed her against the trunk of a wide tree. Her back hurt like hell, but she forgot that pain as well as the aching of her feet when he took hold of her hair and jerked her head back. Giving into her basest instinct, she wrapped her legs around his waist and locked her hands behind his neck.


  Now I know what a head first collision would feel like.


  He was pure muscle, shaped to perfection. Ramming his cock into her, he crushed his mouth to hers, attacking her. His tongue whipped around hers, with his leading the frantic dance.


  She clutched his hair and tightened her legs. Every slam of her body into the tree was both pure heaven and pure hell. She cried out, then her cries changed to hard expulsions of “uh” as he hammered against her.


  He was huge, even larger than she’d imagined. His cock stretched her insides, pushing her vaginal walls to their limit.


  “You are ours. Our woman, our mate.”


  She couldn’t have contradicted him if she’d wanted to.


  Josh came beside them, then slid his finger behind her to find her anus. “That’s it. Fuck our cousin. Make him work for it.”


  Curt added to the dirty talk, sizzling her need to an even more intense level. “Fuck him, baby. Let’s see your juices slide down your legs. Come on, woman. Use your hips. That’s it. Good, girl. Fuck him harder.”


  She wasn’t the type to follow orders, but she suddenly wanted nothing more than to please them. Trying to keep up with Jadon’s pummeling was difficult, shoving the air from her and weakening her trembling body.


  “Go, man, fuck her hard for the three of us.” Josh reached between their bodies and tweaked her nipple. “As soon as you’re through, I’m going to throw her on her hands and knees and screw her pretty ass. You’d like that, wouldn’t you, baby? I know you would. I can see it in your eyes.”


  She ground against Jadon, doing her best to drive his cock deeper. “Yes! Yes!”


  Curt shifted on his feet. “Damn it, Jadon, share. I’m itching to have her.”


  Didn’t he know she was already theirs? Not just his, but all three of theirs? They didn’t have to tell her. She’d known it all along. How she’d known didn’t matter. If they wanted her to scream, she’d scream until her throat burned. If they wanted her to beg for them to take her, she’d get on her knees and beg for all she was worth. Whatever they wanted her to do, she’d do it.


  Taking her hair, he twisted her head to the side, giving her no choice but to look at him. The strange amber she’d seen before sparked hotter in his eyes. Curt studied her, searing his expression into her memory forever.


  “What my cousin said is true. You’re our mate.”


  She didn’t understand the full of it and couldn’t tell him that. Instead, she nodded, again wanting to please him.


  Jadon pounded her against the tree. When he lifted his head, she saw the strange amber again.


  She’d seen the amber flecks in Mitch’s eyes. Now these men had the same thing. She’d known that Josh could transform into a bear, had heard the other two when they’d admitted they were werebears, but seeing the amber in their eyes drove the truth into her.


  Think about it later.


  Her mind was in turmoil. Although she desperately tried to think straight, her emotions were too much to fight. As her body tensed, her orgasm rolling faster and faster to the precipice, she gave way and let it take over.


  It raced over her hard, sweeping her up and into the air. Her throat ached from trying to drag in air only to have Jadon knock it from her. He groaned, paused, and as though she’d spent a lifetime with him and knew what every move of his body meant, she let her climax free to erupt with his.


  Jadon’s mouth was next to her ear as he groaned his release. She cried out, once more hurting her throat, but the pain in her back, across the bottom of her feet combined with the ache in her throat. It transformed, pain becoming pleasure, as his seed filled her.


  She barely had time to catch her breath, when Josh shoved his cousin away, caught her as she wobbled on her feet, then spun her around.


  “Put your hands on the tree and hold on.”


  She knew enough about anal sex to know that they needed lube. “Do you have any lubricant?”


  He paused, his hands on her butt cheeks. “Damn, I didn’t bring any.” Grinning, he turned her back around. “I guess it’s the front for today.”


  Taking her by the hair, he tossed her to the ground. It was rough treatment, but she loved it. She’d thought about rough sex before, even wondering what bondage was like, but hadn’t experienced it. But didn’t it make sense? They were part animal. How else would they want it but rough and tumble?


  Josh fell on top of her. “Here we are again. You on the bottom and me on the top.”


  “Are you going to do anything about it this time?”


  “Are you challenging me?” He tilted his head to the side.


  “Damn straight I am.” She pushed against his arm, trying to get away even though she knew she didn’t have a chance. “Man up or get off me.”


  “Don’t ask a bear to man up. They don’t have it in them.”


  She gasped, then scrambled onto her feet as Josh jumped to his. Moving behind the three men, she peeked between Jadon’s and Curt’s shoulders.


  Five men and one woman stood watching them. Their expressions held a mix of disgust and interest. She recognized the largest man standing in the middle as they spread out, shootout-style.


  Mitch Franklin.


  The werewolf from the bar sneered at her. “Shit, girl. If I’d known what you came for was a fuckin’, I would’ve given you that. It’s a damn shame that you had to resort to screwing werebears.”


  “Back off, Franklin. We don’t want any trouble, but we won’t let you harass her, either.”


  Had Josh grown larger, his shoulder width spanning wider? She heard the low warning growl rumble outward from deep in his chest.


  A man with reddish-blond hair took a step forward. “Then you shouldn’t have had your fun on werewolf land. Go back to Shatland where you belong.”


  Curt and Jadon eased closer together. Either in silent solidarity or to better block her from their view.


  “Make us.”


  Curt and Jadon shifted enough to glare at Josh. Curt let out a low snarl. “We’re supposed to keep a low profile and not get into any fights. Remember?”


  “I don’t give a shit. These dogs”—he paused, letting that word sink in—“deserve what they get. They should’ve backed off when they saw what was going on.”


  The werewolves growled and flashed fangs. They stepped forward and started shedding their clothes.


  “Um, guys, don’t you think we should get the hell out of here?” What was she supposed to do if they all changed and started fighting? She’d have no chance against a werewolf.


  “Mayla, run back to the truck, get it started, and wait for us.”


  “You’re kidding.”


  The look Jadon gave her left no doubt that he was serious as hell. “Do it. Now.”


  The werewolves had their clothes off. Snarling, they started shifting. She stood, amazed at the way their bodies changed. Fur skimmed over skin like a flash flood down a dry creek. Fangs grew from normal human teeth and nails grew longer, morphing into long, vicious claws. The sound of their bones breaking then reforming unnerved her, but she was so mesmerized she couldn’t move.


  The shove Curt gave her almost knocked her over. When she straightened up, the werewolves had completed their transformations and were advancing, tails low, ears back, snarls exposing their fangs.


  “Damn it, Mayla. Go!”


  The men she wanted, the men her body craved, began to change. Josh completed his shift first. He was as magnificent as she remembered. She reached out to touch the coarse brown hair. Instead of facing the werewolves, he whirled his huge bear body around and let out a roar. She clamped her hands over her ears at the eardrum-breaking sound as his breath blew her hair off her shoulders. She took off running.


  Chapter Four


  


  Mayla ran, her heart pounding against her chest. Growls and snarls came after her, but grew softer the farther she ran. Or was it the faster she ran, or the less she heard them because of the roar of her own pulse in her ears?


  She was almost spent, the hitch in her side digging into her when she finally made it back to the pickup. Gathering up their clothes, she tossed them into the back of the truck, then snatched hers up and yanked on her shirt and jeans. Not bothering to put on either her underwear or her shoes, she piled them on top of the men’s things, then hauled ass into the truck. The keys were still in the ignition and she started it up.


  Or at least, she tried to. She cursed when nothing happened, then turned the key again. Again nothing.


  Had the werewolves found the truck and sabotaged it?


  She steadied herself, fighting against the paranoia. Who knew if the truck was always breaking down? Preferring to believe that, she counted to thirty, then tried again. At last, the old engine rumbled to life.


  She closed her eyes, sent a silent thank you to Henry Ford, then opened them and waited.


  And waited more.


  Time had no relevancy. It could’ve been five minutes or an hour before she finally saw three bears charging toward her.


  Are they the right bears? Are they my bears?


  They have to be. How often do three bears, especially grizzlies, run together toward a pickup?


  She frowned. Then why weren’t they slowing down? She stretched her neck, searching the area behind them. No werewolves followed them.


  Closer and closer they came, unrelenting masses of brawny muscle and sharp claws. When they were only a few feet from the truck, they leapt into the air. She inhaled a quick breath, then dove toward the floorboard.


  When they hit, huge animals that weighed anywhere from six hundred to eight hundred pounds, they’d crush her. She covered her head with her arms, preparing to protect herself as much as possible.


  Suddenly, her body was lifted into the air as they struck the vehicle, driving it toward the ground and away from her body. A bounce into the air followed that as the truck rebounded, catching her as her body descended. She landed back on the floor of the cab with a grunt, then a groan as pain splintered into her arm.


  What the hell?


  Scrambling back into the seat, she held onto the dash as the truck rocked back and forth. She blew a strand of hair out of her face and scowled at the men. They were sprawled against the sides of the truck bed, naked men once more.


  “Are you okay?” She didn’t see any wounds or blood on them.


  “Mayla, do you know how to drive a stick shift?”


  She’d learned a long time ago, but had switched to an automatic as soon as she could. “Sort of.”


  The horror on Jadon’s face was almost comical, but she didn’t dare laugh.


  Curt pulled his shirt on over his head. “Good enough.” He pointed to six wolves moving toward them. “Drive!”


  Whirling around, she planted her butt behind the wheel, then prayed she’d remember how to use a clutch. Checking the men one more time, she put the pedal to the metal and sent dirt flying behind the pickup.


  Ten minutes later and a string of curses from Jadon, she skidded into the back parking lot of The Moonstone Bar. She did a quick look around as she put the gearshift into park, then grabbed her undies and shoes and slid to the ground.


  “Remind me to teach you how to change gears,” grumbled Jadon.


  “She did the best she could, cuz.” Curt jumped easily over the side of the truck, then pulled her to him. “Damn, but that was fun. Want to finish what we started?”


  “Are you fucking crazy?” Josh tugged on a boot. “Why didn’t we stay back there and let the werewolves whoop our hides? Screwing around here is asking for the same damn thing.”


  “He’s right.” Jadon got behind the wheel and started revving the motor, bending his head so he could listen to the engine better.


  What did he think she’d done to it? A little grinding under the hood hadn’t hurt anything. At least, she hoped it hadn’t.


  “Meet us tomorrow.”


  She gazed into Curt’s face. Something had come over her today, wiping all logic from her, but that didn’t mean she should repeat the same loss of common sense tomorrow. Her body, however, had a different idea. “Where?”


  “You could come to our place.” Josh wiggled his eyebrows like the cad he was.


  She giggled, then shook her head. “No. I’d rather meet up someplace neutral.” Could they tell that she’d lied? She didn’t want a bed. Instead, she’d loved the exhilaration of having sex in the open. It was new and exciting, an experience she’d only dreamed of.


  Yeah, where anyone, including werewolves, could stumble on us. But what was life if it didn’t have a little danger?


  She glanced at the bar. What would they do if someone walked out and saw them? A thrill had her thinking about ripping her clothes off and daring them to find out.


  “Okay, then. Meet us at the clearing where Josh ran you over.”


  Josh shot Curt a hard look. “I didn’t run her over.”


  It was her turn to lift her eyebrow, except without the wiggle.


  “Fine. I ran you over.”


  She traced her finger along Curt’s solid jawline, loving the feel of his usual stubble. “The clearing it is. Around noon?”


  “Sounds good to me.” Josh eased past her, then pressed a light kiss to her forehead.


  “What was that? Do you count that as a real kiss?” she joked.


  “Baby, if I do anything more, I won’t be able to stop. You’d better watch out tomorrow.”


  Curt kissed her neck, and once more, her body responded. Her pussy wept and her stomach tightened. In a matter of seconds, she was as turned on as she could get. “Oh, I’ll watch, all right. You can have me.” She smiled, threw the disgruntled Jadon a kiss, then headed for her car.


  She was halfway there when she spun around and called out, “If you can catch me!” Laughing, she jumped into her car and took off.


  


  * * * *


  


  By the time breakfast was over, Mayla wished she’d gone to the men’s house yesterday. Hearing John go on and on about the hunting trip he and his father had done the day before wore on her nerves. What if they’d shot a shifter and instead of a real animal? Would it have mattered to them if they’d found out afterward? If a shifter got shot, would he change back into his human form?


  She was sure they would’ve been horrified. Should she warn them? If she did, they’d have her in the car and headed to nearest psychiatric facility in under an hour.


  She sighed, imagining a different kind of breakfast. Sitting at a table with Josh, Curt, and Jadon would have started her day off the best way possible. Or better yet, having a different kind of “breakfast” in bed.


  But what would she have told her father if she’d gone home with them? Granted, she was a grown, capable woman who had lived on her own for a while and didn’t answer to her father. But her father still felt the need to protect her, and she gave him the respect he deserved, letting him know what was going on in her life. She’d have had to tell him where she was staying so he wouldn’t have worried. They were too close for her not to mention that she was staying elsewhere.


  The resulting blowup would’ve created havoc in the family. They’d spent years after her mother’s death closing their ranks and she couldn’t risk doing anything to tear them apart now.


  Not going to the men’s home had been the right thing to do even if she’d had to dream about them instead of experiencing more amazing sex. It was better not to make their situation any more complicated than it was.


  That begged the question. What was their situation? Was she a fling for three small town men? She doubted it. They’d described the same feelings, the same intense attraction that she’d had. Then when they’d called her their mate, she’d been exited as all hell, even though she had no clue what that meant. As long as it included being with them, she was sure she could handle whatever being their mate included. She’d struck love’s winning lottery ticket the day Josh had sent her flying head over heels.


  Head over heels. Yep. That’s how I feel. Oh, wow. I’m head over heels in love with all three of them. It’s so fast, but it feels so right. Like it was meant to be. Like I’ve been waiting for them all my life.


  She’d never thought about finding love much. Either it would happen or it wouldn’t. Now that it had, she couldn’t wait to tell the world. Telling her father, however, wasn’t an option. He already had a difficult time understanding why she’d given up hunting. How much harder would it be for him to understand that shifters existed and that she’d fallen in love with three of them?


  Yeah, I can already imagine that conversation.


  “Are you joining us on the hunt today, honey?”


  “Dad, you know how I feel about hunting now.”


  “I’m trying. But the change in your attitude was so fast. Did something happen that I should know about?”


  She loved him even more for his trying to understand. Maybe she needed to take it one revelation at a time, starting with why she no longer wanted to hunt. “It’s like this, Dad. Do you think Lady had feelings?” Their sweet little poodle had passed away the year before. She still missed her and could see that he missed her, too.


  “Feelings? Sure. I guess. In the way I imagine all animals do. She felt pain and got attached to us. I think she even considered you her favorite.”


  “That’s debatable. She slept in your lap more than mine. But that’s not what I mean. Think about it. Do you think she loved us?”


  John chuckled. “Sis, are you telling us that you’re in love with a dog? Because if you are, you need to see Doc Falen. Maybe he has a pill for that.”


  She smiled and dropped her gaze. Not a dog. Three bears.


  Doc Falen was the psychiatrist that had helped them through the first horrible year without her mother. He’d remained a close family friend.


  “I think your sister’s trying to make a point, son.” Her father spread jam on top of his toast. “To answer your question, then yes. I do think animals fall in love.”


  She was a good attorney and it was time to put her skills to work. “So if you believe that animals can fall in love, and that they have feelings, how can you shoot them? They think, they feel, they get frightened when danger is near. As far as I’m concerned, they’re a lot like us.”


  John tipped back his chair onto two legs. “Holy hell. What next? Are you going to go hug some trees today?”


  She wouldn’t let her brother’s joke distract her from making her point. He was like a fly buzzing around her head in the courtroom. She knew it was there, but she couldn’t swipe at it during her summation.


  “Well, Dad? Doesn’t that make sense? Haven’t you ever looked into the eyes of one of the animals you’ve shot and seen the horror there?” She hoped she wasn’t getting too dramatic.


  “I guess I never thought of it that way.”


  John jumped his gaze back and forth between them. “Aw, come on, Pops. Don’t tell me you’re going to stop hunting, too.”


  “Your sister makes some valid points.”


  John tossed his toast onto his plate. “Okay, I’m not going to sit here and take this any longer.” He stood, screeching his chair over the hardwood floor. “Are we hunting today or not?”


  Her father reached out and patted her hand. Even if she hadn’t seen the answer in his eyes, she knew it by his pat.


  “I understand what you’re saying, honey, but I enjoy hunting. I always have and I probably always will. I know your mother didn’t like it, and if that’s the reason you don’t want to hunt any longer, then it’s okay. You don’t need my permission to stop.”


  Her father was the kindest man she knew. If anyone could understand how she felt about the new men in her life, it was him. “Will you do me a favor? Will you promise me that you’ll think about it?”


  Her father took a quick drink of his coffee, then stood up, clearing his plate and cup off the table. “Sure. I’ll take it under advisement, counselor.”


  She didn’t feel much like eating. “Don’t worry about the dishes. You did the cooking, so I’ll clean up. Go on. I wouldn’t want to hold you two up.”


  “What are you planning on doing today?” Concern darkened his face. “I wouldn’t want you running around by yourself with bears on the prowl.”


  Damn, I hope they’re on the prowl. Prowling for me, that is.


  “Nothing much. I thought I’d get in a little work.” She ignored the way her father grimaced. He thought she worked too much as it was. Then to bring her computer along with them on vacation? That was the ultimate sin according to him. A sin she and John often committed.


  “Honey, I know you’re extremely conscientious and all, but you—”


  She hurried on, wanting to dissuade him from lecturing her on the value of relaxation.


  “I know, Dad. I’m just going to check e-mail. After that, I thought I might run into town and looked around. Get a feel for the place. I’ve always wondered what it would be like to live in a small town.” She could hardly tell them that she was meeting three men in the middle of nowhere to have wild monkey sex.


  No. Nix that. Wild bear sex.


  “That’s a laugh. You’re a big-city girl, through and through. Hell, I’ve heard you complain when there wasn’t a Starbucks on every corner.”


  John was right. She was a big-city girl. But for the right men, for love, she could learn to love living in a place like Forever or the nearby Shatland. Even in the middle of nowhere.


  Her father pivoted and started for the gun rack. Sorrow hit her as she watched him get his gun, then gather some shells. Hopefully, they’d stick to shooting quail again.


  Do any of the shifters turn into birds? She’d have to ask the men about that.


  “Dad?”


  “Yeah, honey?”


  “Just so I know. Where are you hunting today? Near the clearing where the rise is? Where I saw the bear?”


  He pulled on his camo-colored vest. “We thought we’d try this other farm about five miles from that place. I could give you directions in case you change your mind.”


  She hoped the relief she felt didn’t show on her face. “Thanks, but no thanks. I won’t.”


  He chuckled in that fatherly, I-love-my-kid way. “You rarely do once you make up your mind. You’re like your mother that way.”


  “That and we both like bears.” Was that it? Was she drawn to the men because of her affinity to bears? Because her mother had liked bears, too?


  His gaze probed into hers. Had she said too much?


  “That you do. Just stick with the stuffed ones, okay?”


  She couldn’t answer. If she did, she’d have to lie. Instead, she gave him a sweet smile as he and John gathered their things and left.


  


  * * * *


  


  Mayla paced back and forth. She’d come back to where she’d first met Josh, arriving earlier than they’d agreed to. If she’d had to sit in the cabin and stare at her computer screen a moment longer, she would’ve gone batshit crazy.


  What if they didn’t show? Her stomach churned just thinking about the possibility of never seeing them again. Or worse, tracking them down to demand an answer. She’d have to lose part of her pride to confront them, but by then, what would it matter? They’d have already taken her pride and dashed it.


  She bit the end of her fingernail and did a quick sweep of the area. They wouldn’t let her down. She just knew it.


  What if she ran into werewolves? If Mitch Franklin and the ones who’d chased after the men yesterday were what most werewolves were like, she’d hate to face them alone. Then again, if they were anything like Miss Clara, she’d be all right. Maybe they were like nonshifters. Maybe they had bad apples in their group just like humans did.


  Humans. Werebears. Shifters.


  A few days ago, she’d never have given them any thought, much less known that they actually existed. She doubted many humans knew. If they did, the shifters’ existence would’ve made headline news on every television network around the globe. What else was in the world around her?


  She spun around at the snap of a twig. The worry that had plagued her was gone as the men she hungered for strode toward her. Their pickup rested off the side of the dirt road a few yards away where her rental car was.


  Curt took the lead, breaking into a trot. “I’m not going to miss out today.”


  She squealed when he lifted her off her feet and spun her around. “Don’t break it, boy, or you buy it.”


  “Baby, I’d buy you in a second.” He made a strange face. “Wait. That didn’t come out right.”


  “Which is why you shouldn’t be anywhere around a sexy woman.” Jadon stole her from Curt, dragging her in for a big hug. His huge arms wrapped around her, with one on the back of her neck and the other making its way to the roundness of her butt.


  Burying his face in the hollow of her neck, he dragged in a long, slow breath. “You smell amazing. Sweet, sexy, and hot all at the same time.”


  “Back off, man. We’re sharing her, remember?” Josh shoved Jadon’s head away from her shoulder. He wrenched her out of his cousin’s hold and pulled her back, placing her back to his chest. “He’s right. You do smell good.”


  Sharing me? The idea sounded great, but she could think of other words she’d like to hear. Like love. Or even mate.


  Josh cupped her breasts and her body reacted, sending a rush of juices to wet her crotch. Even if she were blind, she’d know their touch, their masculine aroma. She lifted her arms above her head to lock her fingers behind his neck. Arching her back, she luxuriated in the way his hands explored her breasts. When Jadon came back to her, shoving his hand between her legs, she almost came.


  “Watch out! Werewolves!”


  Jadon and Josh spun around to find nothing at the place where their cousin had pointed. “Suckers.” Laughing, Curt snatched her away from Jadon.


  Jadon shoved him back, knocking Curt to the ground. Curt came up, his sense of humor gone, and his lips pulled back into a snarl. She turned Josh loose and got out of the way, fascinated to see the emergence of amber flecks in their eyes. Jadon and Curt squared off, ready to fight.


  Josh’s voice whispered in her ear. “Come with me, Mayla. We’ll sneak away while they’re squabbling like little kids.”


  She wasn’t about to go anywhere. Jerking her arm free from Josh’s grip, she gasped as the two cousins started shifting. Clothes shredded as their bodies changed and grew in size. They were large men, with muscles on top of muscles, but their bear bodies were massive, larger than any real grizzly bear.


  Fangs slid over their lower lips while sharp claws burst from their fingers. Bones broke, sounding terrible as the men’s faces elongated, losing their human shapes to change into the wide, square heads of bears. In a matter of minutes, they’d changed, their huge front paws landing against the dirt with resounding thuds. The bear that had been Jadon shook his head, froth flying from his jaws, then rose onto his hind legs.


  Curt’s bear growled, then dodged Jadon’s swipe. She felt the whoosh of air from his gigantic paw. If it had been a few inches closer, it would’ve slashed through her stomach.


  She clutched at Josh’s shirt. “You have to stop them.”


  “No way. I’m not getting between them. But don’t worry. They won’t kill each other.” He paused. “I hope.”


  “Will they still know who I am now that they’ve changed?”


  “Yeah. Our human mind melds with our animal one. We recall people and places.” He placed his palm against her cheek. “And how we felt as men stays with us. It’s a different way of thinking, more images than actual thoughts, but we remember what and who is important to us.”


  His caress was tender, soft, a strange counterpoint to the sounds of growls and snarls. She took hold of his hand, held it for a moment, then spun around. Curt and Jadon were both on their hind legs, striking out at each other. She’d find out if what Josh told her was true. Seeing them fight each other hurt too much to watch any longer.


  “Stop!”


  The two beasts dropped to the ground, then tilted their heads at her. Amber eyes stood out against the rich brown of their fur. Even with all four feet on the ground, they stood as tall as her, the span of their shoulders three times the size of their human counterparts.


  “Why are you fighting? Didn’t you say you wanted to share me?”


  A low roar, a complaint, rolled out of Curt.


  “I didn’t come here to fight. I came to make love.” Was Jadon’s flinch because she’d referred to it as lovemaking instead of sex?


  She reached out both arms. “Stop all the fighting and come to me. I’ve never gotten this close to a bear. I want to run my fingers through your fur.”


  Jadon shook his massive frame, his silver-tipped fur dancing from his broad head to his rounded buttocks. Was he telling her no? Yet he still followed as Curt started toward her.


  They lumbered toward her, their claws digging imprints in the hard, dry ground. Once they were close enough, each coming to one side of her, she tentatively lowered her palms to thread her fingers through their coarse fur. The silver tinge to the brown was characteristic of a grizzly bear and she let the tips tickle her skin.


  I’m touching real, live bears. Two of them.


  Jadon leaned against her, pushing her against Curt, then lowered his head. He brushed his wet, cold nose against her leg, then made a groan that sounded like an enormous house cat’s purr.


  She knelt down, trapped between the animals that could kill her with ease, yet she’d never felt as safe as she did right then. Curt lowered his head, too, and she had to slap him on the snout. “Hey. No sniffing me down there. Not unless you’re in your human form.”


  In your human form. Talk about the things I never thought I’d say.


  A rumble came from behind her. She craned her head over her shoulder, clutching fur to keep steady. The bear that was Josh padded toward her, then laid his heavy head on her shoulder. The three bears surrounded her, cocooning her with their bodies, sniffing her and licking her. She giggled as the raspy sensation of Josh’s tongue slipped under the back of her hair.


  She should’ve been terrified. They could do anything they wanted to her and she wouldn’t be able to stop them. But fear was the farthest thing from her mind. Instead, she was entranced, eager to learn more. Her lifelong obsession with bears had reached a pinnacle.


  “Can I get on top of one of you?” Could she ride a bear? They were big enough and strong enough.


  She laughed again, unable to contain her joy, when all three of them lowered themselves to the ground, offering her their backs. Taking hold of the thick fur and extra skin on Josh’s neck, she slung her leg over his back and pulled herself on top of him. Her knees rested against the huge bump between his legs.


  “This is so amazing.” The world appeared bigger, wider, and sunnier than a moment before. The exhilaration of riding on top of a bear took her breath away. If there was a downside, it was the fact that she couldn’t tell her family or her friends about it. No one would ever believe her. For a moment, she thought about pulling out her cell phone from her back pocket and taking a selfie with the bears. But although the men hadn’t said anything about it, she remembered Miss Clara’s warning. If the werewolves wanted their existence to stay a secret, then no doubt the bears did, too.


  The rocking motion of Josh’s gait was soothing, but nothing could calm her down. She let out a loud shout of joy as he rode her around the clearing while Curt and Jadon padded after them.


  All at once, Josh whirled around, moving faster than she’d have thought a huge bear could do, then headed toward the vehicles.


  “Hey, where are we going?” Not that she expected them to answer, but it was obvious Josh had something in mind.


  Chapter Five


  


  Josh was ecstatic. Mayla, their extraordinary mate, had accepted their inner bears with little difficulty. Maybe she had accepted it as a result of the connection or maybe she had another reason. When he’d wiped her hair away from her shoulders, he’d noticed the small bear tattoo on the back of her neck.


  How many women chose to put a tat of a bear on themselves? That had to be a sign. He’d have to ask her later.


  The warmth of her body, her legs spread on either side of him, her crotch pressed against his back, was like a blanket of love that revved his need for her higher than ever. His cousins would’ve laughed at his romantic thought, but they wouldn’t have denied that they felt the same. He only had to look at them to know that was true.


  Picking up speed, but not so much that it would make her lose her hold, he hurried toward the truck. Once there, he growled as Curt and Jadon started shifting, returning to their human forms as fast as they could so they could get to her first. Yet if he’d had to choose, he still would’ve chosen the thrill of having her ride him over getting into the truck with her first. The memory of her first ride, and who had given it to her, would last a lifetime.


  He lowered his body and she got off gracefully. She kept hold of him as she did so, then took him by the jaw and brought his face to hers. His amazement of her grew. He still couldn’t believe she’d taken to them so fast, with no fear or disgust at what they were. The kiss she gave him was tender and filled with more love than a human kissing a fond pet.


  He changed, taking the transformation as fast as he could. Curt and Jadon were already touching her, their voices animated. Her face glowed, her eyes sparkling as they argued to see which one of them would have the privilege of lifting her onto the seat.


  “Guys, what about your clothes?”


  Her smile was brighter than the sun. He knew no other woman could compare to her beauty. She was curvy in all the right places and had the feisty, take-no-guff personality they loved. She was the only one who would ever be able to tame them, making them behave when they were supposed to. Then she’d turn them loose in the bedroom and let their inner beasts’ rowdy natures run free.


  Jadon shrugged. “We don’t change without undressing first too often. It would get expensive.” He hopped into the truck behind the wheel, putting him close to her. “But it was worth it today.”


  Grumbling as he followed Curt around to the passenger side, Josh couldn’t help but feel jealous when Curt edged him out to slide in beside her.


  “But what if someone sees you driving around naked?” She adopted a shocked expression. “And me sitting in the middle of you?”


  “It’s not that big a deal around these parts to see someone without his, or her, clothes. Besides, you were ready and willing to have sex out in the open where anyone could see us.” Josh pushed against Curt, trying to get closer to her before it dawned on him that pushing Curt gave his cousin a reason to scoot tighter against her.


  “If anyone does see you with us, they’re going to think we’re three lucky guys.”


  She laughed, then stretched to put a quick peck on Jadon’s cheek.


  Damn it. Why couldn’t I have said that?


  Jealousy hit him again. Just because she was their mate, the woman they’d dreamed of sharing, and not his alone didn’t mean he wouldn’t suffer the green-eyed monster every so often. He shoved it away by thinking of how hot he’d get watching his cousins enjoy her.


  “Wait. Where are we going? I thought we were going to have fun out in the open.”


  Josh glanced at the others and knew they had the same idea. “This time we’re not taking no for an answer. We’re taking you back to our house. We don’t want any werewolves disturbing our time together.”


  “But what about my car? I could follow you there.”


  As though someone were controlling them like puppets, they all shook their heads at the same time. Josh more emphatically than Curt or Jadon. “We’ll get it later. No one’s going to bother it out here.”


  “Are you sure?”


  Curt twisted in his seat to make sure she paid attention to him. “You’re staying right where you are. We’re not taking the chance that you’ll change your mind and run off.”


  A soft smile formed on her full, kiss-me lips. She gave them a look that made Josh hold back a moan with the urgency to have her. Then, when she spoke next, he had no choice but to moan out loud.


  “Boys, I’m not going anywhere.”


  For a moment, silence prevailed.


  “Jadon?”


  “Yeah, Josh?”


  “Get this truck on the road.”


  


  * * * *


  


  The Barberson men’s house was different than a lot of the homes in the area. It was an older home, three stories high, and made of red brick. Unlike most homes that had enough land to farm or run cattle, no barn rested behind the house. Instead, their barn was situated in an adjoining pasture.


  “A blue barn? Aren’t barns supposed to be red?” The robin egg blue was bright, especially with the noontime sun beating down on it.


  She had to fight to keep her gaze on their handsome faces and not their long cocks. Even though they weren’t erect, they were still very impressive.


  “Our fathers built the home when they were in their twenties. Jadon’s father had already found his mate that he’d share with a friend, and since she was the only woman in the home at that point, they let her decorate however she wanted.”


  “And the barn, too,” added Josh. “Her favorite color was blue so they painted the barn the way she wanted it. Even after she passed away, we kept it that way. It was kind of like having a part of her still here.”


  The fact that they’d kept it blue even after her death was sweet. She’d kept her mother’s collection of ceramic and stuffed bears for the same reason. “I like it. She was right to choose a color besides red. There are too many red barns already.”


  “We like it, too.” Josh had put his hand on her back, a few inches above her butt. She wished he’d put it lower.


  She stepped inside the house, ushered inside by the men making her feel like a queen entering her palace. “Do you always leave your door unlocked?”


  Curt tapped her on one shoulder, tricking her into turning that way, and then planted a quick kiss on her cheek. “Most folks around here do. Besides, who’s going to break into a bear’s home? Goldilocks?”


  Jadon slapped Curt on the back of the head as he strode toward the stairs. “Wait here while we grab some clothes.”


  “Okay.” She couldn’t help it. No red-blooded woman could’ve kept from watching their firm, tight butts as they took the stairs to the next floor.


  She let out a breath. “My, oh, my.”


  The interior was anything but palatial, but she liked it even better because it wasn’t grand. It was a large house with compartmentalized rooms, the way most older homes were laid out. The roomy living room with its two worn but comfortable-looking leathers sofas paralleling the stone fireplace flowed into a kitchen that boasted a coziness that spoke of easy Sunday mornings. A large tree stump sat between the couches and served as a coffee table. Photographs of past generations crowded the wooden mantle of the fireplace, while books rested in neat stacks on a floor-to-ceiling bookshelf against one of the walls. The white appliances in the kitchen along with the Formica countertop spoke of another era. She could easily see the men sitting at the three counter barstools as she whipped up a savory and filling meal.


  “We know it’s not much, but it’s home.” Curt led the men as they came back downstairs.


  “That was fast.”


  “With you waiting for us?” Josh’s brown eyes softened as he found her. “Not fast enough.”


  When he was close enough, she pressed her palm to Curt’s chest, and as she always did when she touched them, felt the sizzle of lust and something more—love—travel from him to her. “Your home is perfect.”


  She didn’t feel like she needed to ask permission to sit on one of the couches. Watching the men vie to sit next to her almost made her giggle. Jadon, the one who seemed to take life more seriously than his cousins, was the odd man out and had to sit opposite her. His starling blue eyes sparkled with envy.


  “So your father and a friend of his married, um, mated your mother?”


  Jadon’s pleasure that she’d spoken to him first was obvious. “That’s right. And as far as we’re concerned, married and mated mean the same thing.”


  Did that mean they already thought of her as their mate? As married in a common law kind of way? Did she dare ask? She wanted to know. Oh, how she wanted to know for sure, but she couldn’t bring herself to ask.


  “I don’t want to be rude or anything, but how do you know which of the men was your biological father?”


  “My mother was already pregnant with me when they realized that Morton, my father’s best friend, was her mate as well. But it didn’t matter. All children born into the family are considered to have all the men as their father. Does that make sense?”


  “I think so. So it’s not who biologically fathered the child that matters because all the men play the role of parent. Did I get it right?”


  “You sure did.” Jadon leaned forward, trying to get physically closer to her.


  “Yeah, as you probably figured out since we told you we’re cousins, our fathers were brothers.” Josh’s smile was sweet as though remembering his father. “They didn’t have to share the same house and didn’t at the start of each of their matings, but the women became such good friends that they talked them into living in one house.”


  Curt cleared his throat. “Josh didn’t tell you the whole of it. One of my fathers was killed in a construction accident and the other fell on bad times when I was just a kid. Jadon’s fathers offered to have my father and his mate stay until he could get back on his feet. Once they came and everyone liked each other so much, they stayed on.”


  “Then when my three fathers—”


  “Three?” She gawked at Josh. She hadn’t given having children with the men any thought. It was too early. After all, she’d only just realized that she cared for them and was still trying to sort out their possible relationship.


  “Yeah. Three. Werebears often have multiple mates. Anyway, my family came for a visit, fell in love with Shatland and its shifter community, then decided to stay. The original house was a third of the size it is today. They kept adding more to it whenever someone else moved in. We were all about the same age, so we grew up together.”


  “Which is why sometimes we’ll call each other bro. We’re more like brothers than cousins,” added Curt. “If you ask me, they got the better end of the deal.” He curled his fingers, blew on the fingertips, and then rubbed them against his chest.


  “Fuck off, bro,” joked Josh.


  “That’s great. I wish my brother and I were closer.” If only John would understand how she felt about them. She had a feeling that he’d be even harder to tell than her father. If she ever revealed the truth to them.


  “Do your parents still live here?”


  “No.” Josh leaned back, stretching out his long legs. “Our fathers are all gone and all but two of our mothers have passed on, too.”


  “Our moms decided to take off for Florida,” added Curt. “Just like other senior ladies, they’re looking for love in sunny Miami.”


  “Wow. So many parents. That must’ve been something.”


  “When we have time, we’ll draw you a family tree,” offered Josh. “Until then, just remember that we considered all of them to be our parents. It didn’t matter to us which kid belonged to which mother.”


  “Okay.” Yet she wasn’t sure she’d ever understand completely.


  “So tell me about Shatland. You called it a shifter community. I know there are werewolves in Forever, but what about Shatland?”


  They grew solemn and the joy of the previous conversation was gone. Josh let out a low growl. “Most werewolves live in Forever and on the ranches surrounding that town. But just like Shatland, they have others living there. Like faeries, werecats, and even a few vampires.”


  He was kidding. He had to be. “Vampires? Real, bloodsucking vampires? Oh, wow.”


  “Don’t be afraid, baby.” Curt took her hand. “The vampires around here don’t feed on humans or shifters. With all the television shows and movies featuring vampires lately, they’re keeping an even lower profile than they did before. They won’t bother you.”


  “That’s good to know. And there are faeries, too? Like Tinkerbell?”


  “They’re not at all like her. They look like full-size humans, like us.”


  Faeries and vampires. What else would she find out was real? Ghosts? Zombies?


  Getting to know them and hearing about the people in their town and Forever fascinated her. If she had a chance, she’d venture into Shatland again. Forever could wait, especially since it was filled with werewolves. But any visit would have to go on the back burner for now. Her burgeoning need for them demanded her attention. How could they look sexier than ever? They weren’t men defined by their clothing. As usual, they wore simple shirts and worn jeans. The boots never changed and neither did the sense of craving she felt sizzling from their bodies into hers.


  She remembered how their hands had felt caressing her body. How their tongues had made her skin come alive. They’d brought her to an awareness she hadn’t thought possible and she never wanted that sensation to fade away.


  What did people say? Use it or lose it? I’m sure as hell not going to lose it. Not if I have any say in it. They could talk later on. After.


  “Um, how about you give me the fifty cent tour of the rest of the place?” She stood, deciding to take matters into her own hands. She kicked her running shoes off, then after stepping away from them, she turned, crossed her arms in front of her chest and took hold of the hem of her shirt. She smiled, tossed her hair, then lifted her arms and tugged her shirt off. Throwing it, she managed to hit Josh right in the face.


  He took it, held it to his nose, and sniffed. “Mmm, good.”


  The man could make sniffing an Olympic sport. “Wait until you get a whiff of the rest of me.”


  Curt groaned. “Dibs on her panties.”


  “Bullshit.” Jadon scowled at his cousin. “She decides who gets what.”


  Josh tossed her shirt over the back of the couch. “Fine. You two can have her clothes. I get her.”


  “Fuck you, man.”


  Curt shoved Josh, and for a minute, she was afraid they’d start fighting. She cleared her throat, drawing their focus back on her. Then, popping her button in exaggerated slowness, she slid the zipper down, going even slower, and pulled the flaps of her jeans wide.


  “I hate to disappoint you, Curt, but I’m not wearing any panties. I know you guys just got dressed again, so if you’d rather not…”


  The three of them groaned in unison, each of them sounding like they’d die from lust if they didn’t touch her soon.


  She let the jeans stay open, then went back to her bra. Taking each strap one at a time, she inched them down her shoulders, exposing more of her breasts. Then reaching behind her, she undid the clasps and caught the bra to her chest before it could fall.


  More groans came, but these were filled with disappointment.


  “You’re killing us, baby.” Jadon scooted closer to the end of the couch before she lifted a finger, warning him to stay where he was.


  “Isn’t anyone going to give me that tour?” As soon as she’d finished the sentence, she dropped her arms, allowing the bra to fall to the floor. With a sinful giggle, she shoved her jeans down to her feet.


  “You bet. How about we start with the bedroom?” Jadon was on his feet, charging toward her. He grabbed her and threw her over his shoulder.


  “Was it about you guys and yanking me off my feet?” Her hair flowed down, covering her face so she couldn’t see where he was going. At least not until he started up the wide staircase. Curt and Josh followed them.


  “Maybe we should explain first.”


  She pushed against Jadon’s firm butt to lift up far enough to see Curt. “Explain what?”


  Jadon carried her down a long hallway, then waited as Josh stepped past them to open a door. They went down yet another hallway, before once again, opening up a door.


  Before she knew it, she was tossed on top of a huge bed. Laughing, she scrambled toward the headboard and put her back against the wrought-iron bars.


  At first glance, she hadn’t had time to see what was in the room. Now that she did, she narrowed her eyes and tried to understand what was there.


  A lasso sat on the nightstand along with a tube of gel and fur-lined handcuffs. A set of spurs along with a jar of chocolate peanut butter spread and a feathery whip rested on the other nightstand. It was the kind of whip with artificial feathers at one end of the rod and soft leather strips at the other end. She’d seen them in online sex toy shops and had wondered how it would feel to get lashed.


  “Oh, my God. You guys are into kinky stuff, aren’t you?”


  Josh started taking off his shirt. She didn’t know which to study first. His amazing body or the instruments of pleasure. “We’re not experts by any means, but we do like to play.”


  “Have you done any of this, Mayla? If you’re not up to it, just say so.” Jadon paused in undoing his belt buckle as he waited for her answer.


  “Truthfully? I haven’t had much of a chance to explore this kind of sex.” The idea made her nervous, but she couldn’t deny how wet her pussy was. Her skin was already tingling.


  “Trust me, baby.” Curt had gotten undressed the quickest and sat on the edge of the bed. “You’re going to love it.”


  She wasn’t so sure. Didn’t women get beaten after getting tied up? She wouldn’t have wanted to admit it, but she’d always secretly thought that women who allowed men to spank or whip them were weak-willed and lacked self-esteem.


  “Mayla, like I said, you don’t have to do this.”


  She put on a brave face for Jadon. “I know. I’m not worried about you three hurting me. I just wouldn’t want you to think any less of me for letting you”—she tilted her head toward the sex toys—“do it to me.”


  Curt jerked away from her as though she’d struck him. “Why would we think less of you?”


  “He’s right. We already think you’re the most amazing woman we’ve ever met.” Josh had finished stripping and came to the other side of the bed.


  She tried not to look down. If she saw their long, hard cocks, she’d have to take hold of them. And if she took hold of them, one of them would get lost in her mouth. She could already imagine how tasty he’d be.


  “Nothing you do, especially not this, would ever make us think that you’re anything but what you are.” Jadon smiled then picked up the handcuffs. “We know you’re a strong, capable woman who knows herself well and doesn’t flinch from trying anything new. The way you handled us changing into bears? Hell, not one woman in a hundred would’ve taken it like you did.”


  “Shit. Not one in a thousand.” Curt searched her, his gaze boring into hers. “This is your decision. We enjoy playing, but if you don’t ever want to try it, then that’s fine with us. We’ll get rid of all this stuff and turn the room into one big closet for your shoes.”


  She laughed. “Damn. Do you really think I have that many shoes? All my clothes together wouldn’t take up even a third of the space.”


  She drank in their tall frames, wondered at their tree trunk sized legs, their shoulders that stretched so wide, and at their tanned chests with the bulges of their abs that led to their erect bulges. She couldn’t deny them a moment of pleasure. If sex play was what they wanted, then she’d give it to them.


  “I’m game. But you’re going to have to teach me.”


  “That’s what we were hoping you’d say.” Jadon handed a handcuff to Curt, then to Josh. “The first thing you need to do is to pick a safe word.”


  “You mean a word I’d say if anything goes wrong? I’ve read about safe words somewhere.”


  “That’s right. But you can use it anytime you want to.” Curt raised his eyebrows in question as he prepared to snap one of the cuffs around her wrist. His palm skated down her arm, then over her shoulder and came to rest on her nipple. He cupped her breast and took in her taunt nipple.


  “Use it if you don’t like what we’re doing or if you just want to take a break. You can say it as many times as you want or not at all. It’s all up to you.”


  She nodded, then sucked in a breath when the cuff clicked closed. If she’d had any doubt about attempting the new kind of play, the rush of juices between her legs put it out.


  Curt put the end of the handcuffs around one of the iron slats in the headboard. She turned her head to see Josh do the same with his handcuffs. He nuzzled his nose against her neck, drew in a slow breath, then nibbled at her ear lobe.


  The mystical connection took over, muddling her mind as sensations, as fresh to her as though she’d never experienced them, swept her up.


  What had she been about to say? She couldn’t recall and no longer cared.


  Yanking on the cuffs, she was surprised to find that they didn’t hurt at all. In fact, with a little harder tug, she could’ve slipped her hands out of them. “My safe word is polyester.”


  “Polyester? That’s a strange word.”


  Jadon picked up the spurs, and for only a moment, she was worried. But the worry was obliterated when she saw the love in his eyes.


  Oh, yeah. That’s what I was thinking of. As soon as we’re finished, I’ll ask them.


  Is this love?


  As an attorney, her trained analytical mind had already surmised from their actions and their looks that they cared for her. After all, they’d said that being mated was the same as being married. What else did she need? A ring on her finger?


  Okay, a ring would be nice. Would it be one ring for all three men? Or three individual rings?


  But both as an attorney and a woman, she wanted confirmation. She’d get that later, too.


  “What’s that smile mean?” Jadon crawled on the end of the bed, putting his body between her legs. He held a spur in his hand.


  She jerked back to reality and to the men she loved.


  Love. I do love them. I don’t know how or when it happened, but I do. Even though I barely know them.


  But that wasn’t the case. Not down deep. One day, ten years, or a lifetime wouldn’t have made any difference. She knew now that she’d fallen for them right from the start and knew all she had to know. For now, she didn’t need the details like what foods they liked to eat or what their favorite color was. Falling in love had happened so fast that her brain had needed a little while to catch up with her heart.


  “Mayla?” Jadon peered at her, searching her.


  “Oh, nothing. What’s wrong with the word polyester? Isn’t it supposed to be a word I’d never say during sex?”


  “She’s got you there, Jadon.”


  He snorted, then lowered his body. Placing kisses along her inner thigh, he answered back. “And I’ve got her here.”


  The kisses had been a warning, telling her body that it was time to go into high gear. Light and strategically placed, the spur slid along her leg, trailing after his kisses. The tines of the spurs tickled, and unable to control herself, she kicked out. As soon as she did, Jadon wrapped his hand around her ankle and forced her leg down.


  “Easy, babe. I’m going to taste you.”


  She bucked as he spread her pussy lips apart, then pressed his face to her. His tongue whipped over her clit. Her tender nub throbbed, signaling the quickening of her body and she writhed, but not because it tickled. His tongue flicking over and over her clit did anything but make her ticklish. Instead of trying to get away, she moved her hips and widened her legs. He turned her leg loose, then spread his fingers over her flat stomach. She’d wanted him, wanted them, before they’d touched her, but now it had grown from a want to an obsession.


  “Please.”


  Curt put his tongue to her nipple. He kneaded her breast, then replaced his mouth with a pinch. A sweet sting hit her, then was gone. She arched her back, urging him to pinch her nipple again.


  “Don’t talk.” Josh silenced her, crushing his mouth to hers. His tongue stroked hers, daring her to chase his around her mouth. His hand caressed her throat, lovingly, tenderly.


  She tried to catch his tongue, sucking as hard as she could, but failed. Concentrating on one part of her while the other two caressed her with their tongues was impossible. She was, after all, only human.


  Every part of her body came alive. She’d only been pretending to be alive until she met them. Now she knew what living was really like.


  Jadon came up for air, depriving her and showing her what true need was. She moaned, the sound going into Josh’s mouth. She spread her legs even farther apart, hoping to entice Jadon to keep eating her.


  “So you liked that, huh?”


  Josh’s kiss prevented her from answering.


  “Yeah, I know you liked it. Your juices are all over my mouth. But don’t worry. I’m not finished. I want to suck your pussy until you start clawing my cousin’s back and begging me to fuck you.”


  She’d known they possessed wild animals inside them and wanted to be as wild as they were. Tugging her head to the side, she gritted her front teeth and ordered them to do what she wanted. If they didn’t, she’d go insane.


  “Will someone please fuck me? If you don’t, I’m going to go out of my mind.”


  “I think our mate is getting turned on too fast. We wouldn’t want her to come before us.”


  She glared at Curt. “Then do something about it.” How did they expect her to withhold her orgasm?


  A stab to the tender skin next to the slit of her pussy had her yanking at the cuffs. Jadon tilted his head and spun the spur tines like a roulette wheel. Keeping his gaze on hers, he spun it again and pressed it against her inner thigh. “Part of this kind of play is that we call the shots. Unless you use your safe word. Do you want to use your safe word, Mayla?”


  “No.” She couldn’t imagine anything they could do that would make her use it. The stings the tines gave hurt for a moment, then the sting was gone, replaced by a slight throb that sent a rush of lust to her pussy.


  “Then don’t try and order us. We say what goes.”


  She gave him a quick nod, the side of her that liked being in control warring with her desire to give that control away. She’d never understood that part of sex play, but she was beginning to. Having them do what they wanted to her gave her a sense of pleasure that she’d never felt before. But it wasn’t so much her pleasure she wanted, but rather to give them everything they yearned for. Had she ever felt that way about any man before? The answer was easy. Hell, no.


  The butterflies of lust in her stomach wanted more. She was overrun with desire and unable to push it back into submission. Submission would come a different way.


  Curt sucked on her nipple, capturing it between his teeth. His hand stole down her stomach toward her pussy, then changed direction and eased its way underneath her butt. “I’m going to fuck you from behind, baby. Roll onto your side.”


  She was ready for him to take her, hard and fast, and yet she knew he’d prepare her first. It wasn’t easy to roll onto her side with her hands cuffed above her, but with Curt’s help she did.


  His finger sank into her anus, forcing the puckered mouth to give way to him. Kissing her neck, he pulled her hair to the side. She could feel his gaze on her tattoo.


  “You have a bear tattoo on the back of your neck. Why’d you choose a bear?”


  “Don’t you like it? It’s not as big as Jadon’s tattoo but it fits.” It was hard to speak with Jadon flicking the spur along her inner thigh and Josh taking her nipple into his mouth.


  “I like it a lot, but that doesn’t answer my question.”


  “I like bears. I always have. My mom liked them, too. It’s like we had a thing for them.” She jumped her attention from one man to the next as they all stared at her. “Do you think that means something? That maybe even back then, I knew.”


  “Could be. I’ve heard that some mates can sense that they’re waiting for their men. Not consciously, but somehow they just know.” Josh brushed his thumb over her lips. “That’s just one more indication that you’re the one for us.”


  Jadon flung the spur away, and then lifted her leg onto his shoulder. “Y’all go ahead and talk. I’d rather eat.” He dove in, pushing his face against her pussy. Parting her pussy lips, he pressed his tongue to her clit again, more forcefully than before. A delirious need shook her as he drank from her, whipping his tongue in and out like a man who had found his drug and become an addict in seconds. She couldn’t keep still, she had no control left over her body. His growl sent shockwaves flowing over her wet flesh. She trembled, the connection growing stronger and stronger until at last, she was sure she’d pass out at any moment. Fire heated her inside and out.


  Then, without warning, he stopped.


  “No! Please, no!”


  He let out a satisfied sigh as he lifted up and grinned at her. “Damn, but you taste sweet. You’re so wet I think you might just drown me.”


  “Then you’ll die a happy man.” Curt added a finger to her butt hole. Her wall clenched around him only to give way to her persistence. They had her trapped between them, unable to refuse them anything, even if she wanted to.


  “I’ll give you mouth-to-mouth, but don’t stop. Please, don’t stop.” Her cry splintered her apart, her breath hitching in her throat.


  “You taste better than I thought anything ever could. You’re so wet and juicy. Like pussy candy.”


  She was getting attacked from all sides and loving it.


  “That’s right, baby. Keep breathing as regular as you can. I’m going to add some gel in a sec. Just to help you get ready for my cock.”


  Josh leaned closer. “Suck my cock, babe, and be careful with your teeth.” He presented his shaft to him, glistening with pre-cum.


  She opened her mouth and let him ease it into her mouth. All of a sudden, he groaned and shoved it farther, going back until she gagged.


  “Damn it, cuz. Are you trying to choke her or mouth-fuck her?” Curt kissed her on the neck, right on her bear tattoo.


  Josh stroked her hair. “I’m sorry, baby. But damn, it feels so good.”


  The pop of the tube of lubricant sounded behind her, followed by the chill of it around her butt hole. Curt spread it around, not only on the tight muscles rimming her hole, but inside her. A third finger stretched her more.


  She couldn’t stand it. She wanted all their cocks inside her. Trembling, she moaned again, putting all her frustration into the sound.


  Josh shifted back, but at her groan of complaint, he slid his cock inside her again, taking it easier. His scent flowed over her, an aroma that was musky, yet tangy, reminding her of long, sexy nights with an edge of danger that couldn’t be defined or explained. His flavor overwhelmed her taste buds and she wanted more of it in the form of his seed.


  She was soaked between her legs, with her body pulsing and her clit throbbing. They were her men without a doubt and they knew how to please her. She just hoped she pleased them as much.


  Jadon kissed her navel, then slid his tongue around it. It was more sensual, more sensitive than she’d have ever thought. Was he mimicking Curt’s fingers as they circled around the rim of her anus?


  Goose bumps skimmed over her skin. She felt every touch, every whisper and stroke they gave her. Her core deep inside flamed, searing her from the inside out.


  Jadon pushed his body sideways, keeping her leg to slide along his body, until his cock pushed at the door to her core. “I can’t wait any longer. I’m going to love feeling my dick inside you, baby. When your pussy clamps around me, I’m going to fuck you until you lose your mind. Hell, until I lose mine.”


  “Please. Stop talking and fuck me.”


  Josh took her hair by the hair. “Hey, no talking. We say when we fuck you.” He leaned back and grabbed the whip. “Consider this a lesson.” With a quick flick of his wrist, the strips of leather hit her leg.


  She let out a yelp, but just as the spurs had done, the sting was soon gone, instead whipping her into a higher level of lust.


  Josh flicked her again. “I love seeing your flesh turn pink. Maybe I can make it as pink as your pussy.” He sent the strips flying again.


  They were torturing her. She knew it without a shred of doubt. Josh’s whippings were like quick bee stings of pleasure, raising her need higher. But they were nothing compared to her yearning to taste his cum. Curt’s fingers playing with her hole and Jadon’s cock pushing at her pussy’s entrance drove her insane. If she didn’t get fucked soon, she’d use her safe word, then beg for a vibrator to finish what they’d started.


  Jadon eased the tip of his cock inside her. “Holy shit. I’m barely inside her and she feels so tight. I’m going to stretch her out.” He brought his hand over her stomach then on to her mound. Teasing her more, he wiggled his fingers against her slit. When he finally pushed his finger between her lips, he flicked his finger over the aching bud.


  She cried out, her stomach muscles tightening as she prepared to let her release go. A spark erupted inside her, screaming outward to skim along her spine and up her neck. She fantasized that the spark found her bear tattoo and made its eyes glow.


  She shivered just as Curt removed his fingers from her ass and pressed his cock at her back entrance. If they were going to tease her, then she’d give them a taste of their own medicine. “Polyester.”


  “What?” Curt’s tone was agonized, proving that he’d been torturing himself, too.


  “What’s the matter?” Josh’s stunned expression as he held the whip in the air would’ve made her giggle at any other time.


  Jadon stopped, his hand still pressing against her clit. He looked too surprised to talk.


  “I know I’m not supposed to speak.” She glared at them, each in turn. “But here’s the deal. Either I get your cocks inside me right now, or I’m getting up and leaving.”


  She’d bluffed many times in negotiations. She was good at it and she knew it.


  Her heart pounded so hard, she was sure that they had to have heard it. Swallowing hard, she prayed that she hadn’t made a mistake. She was just about to tell them to forget what she’d said, when Jadon grabbed hold of her leg and slammed his cock into her pussy.


  She gasped, then yanked on the cuffs. “Please, turn me loose.”


  Her body rocked back and forth as Jadon’s thrusts grew more powerful. Curt and Josh hurried to set her free, and once they had, she reached out for them, needing them to hold onto.


  She was theirs to command, and yet she’d turned the table on them. She’d had no control to keep from begging them to take her. If they hadn’t played hard to get with their cocks, she wouldn’t have had to.


  Jadon pulled back, shot her a hungry look, then drove into her again. His thumb pressed against her aching clit, sending her flying higher. Remembering their order not come before them, she gritted her teeth and dug her nails into his arm.


  “We’ll let it go this time, but remember. Don’t tell us what to do in the bedroom.”


  He was a machine that was part man and part animal. Little flecks burst into his eyes, coloring them amber. He let out a groan with each thrust that sounded more like the beast hidden inside him than the man she saw.


  Working his hips back and forth, his own breathing coming in harsh breaths, his balls slapping against her slit, he kept at her, driving into her until her head almost touched the headboard.


  Curt’s growl floated over her shoulder. “Take a big breath and hold it until I say to let it go.”


  She did her best, but it was hard to do with his cousin pounding into her.


  “Let it go all the way.”


  Curt stabbed his cock inside her. She let out a yelp of pain as his cock pierced her. Heat swarmed over her, her pussy already fired up. Her pussy and ass convulsed, both stretched to the limits.


  “Fuck, yeah.” Cody yelled, his shout louder than any she’d cried. “She’s so damn tight. My cock is getting squeezed. Damn, but I love it!”


  The initial pain that came along with his assault ripped into her, stilling her breath. She was a virgin that way, but she was learning fast. A swift wave of power rushed into her like an electric shock. Fisting the sheet in her hand, she was caught between Jadon’s upward thrusts and Curt’s sideward drives.


  “Fuck, this is so hot. Open up, babe.” Josh clutched her hair, then shoved his cock back into her mouth. Somehow, he kept from going too deep, but his size alone filled her mouth so completely that she struggled to take as much of him as she could.


  She was trapped in a world of ecstasy between her three men. Whimpers came and went, lost in the sounds of their groans of pleasure. Her juices flowed out of her as they filled her.


  “I can’t hold on any longer.” Josh’s face was hard set, his amber-flecked gaze locked to hers.


  “Me, either.”


  Curt joined his cousins. “Gotta. Let. Go.”


  She felt as well as heard the snarl that he pressed against her shoulder. Her mind whirled, no longer thinking. Instead, it was like the rest of her body, only feeling, experiencing the roll of thunder as the wave after wave barreled through her. All her senses were on full alert as she felt their cocks inside her, saw their hands gripping her, smelled their lust floating over her. Her only regret was that she could taste only Josh.


  Curt brought his hand down against her rump, not once, not twice, but three times in rapid succession. Pain seared through her, then was absorbed into the myriad of other sensations. A fourth spanking came with his roar as he dug his fingers into her flesh and turned his climax free. She felt the warmth of his cum inside her, then flowing over her ass. He pulled out, then slumped next to her.


  Josh came next as though Curt’s orgasm had spurred him on. He started to pull his cock out of her mouth, but she moaned and held on. Seeing her intent, he eased all of it back into her mouth, then threw back his head and shouted his release.


  His cum tasted just as she’d thought it would. She drank his seed in, gulping as fast as she could, but some of it spilled from her mouth. It went down her throat, thick yet creamy, warming its way to her stomach.


  Josh leaned over to wipe his cum from her chin, then put his back to the headboard, his attention turning to Jadon.


  She turned onto her back as Jadon shifted so he could hold both of her legs. The position was better, giving him more leverage to pound into her. His eyes blazed as he gripped her behind the knees and pounded into her again. And again.


  Her strength was fading even as her body revved up, growing ever closer to the end. She could no longer hold back, no longer had control of her body. Just as she let out a scream, he erupted, sending his seed pumping into her.


  She was heaven-bound as the sensations combined inside her to form a volcano of eruption. For a moment, she was certain she’d black out. Tenuously holding on to consciousness, she let out another cry as her climax tore free, pouring her cream from her and shaking her body. Shudders shook her as she closed her eyes and let it take her. Nothing had ever felt so good, so right.


  When she could finally breathe at a regular rhythm again, she opened her eyes. Jadon fell on top of her, his head against her stomach. Only now did she realize how sweaty they’d gotten. She reached out and placed her hand on top of his head.


  “I guess I should’ve asked this before, but can I stay the night?”


  Jadon placed his arm on her stomach and rested his head on that. “Yeah. Stay.”


  She smiled, but didn’t voice the thought tearing her apart.


  Does he mean just for tonight? Or forever?


  She didn’t dare ask. Not yet.


  The men settled in around her, spreading out their long legs. Jadon tugged the sheet out from under all of them to spread it over her.


  “Tell us about yourself, Mayla. How long ago did your mom pass away?”


  “Damn, man.” Josh scowled. “Way to fuck up the mood.”


  “No, it’s okay. For some weird reason, I like talking about her with you guys. It’s been a long time since she passed.”


  She tunneled her fingers through her hair and wondered how she must look. But there was nothing she could do about it now. If she had her way, they’d spend the rest of the night getting her hair even more tangled.


  “She must’ve been one hell of a woman.” Jadon traced a finger along her arm.


  “Why do you say that?”


  He stared at her as though he couldn’t understand her question. “Because she made you.”


  She blushed, something she rarely did. “Yeah. She was. My mom was my best friend and my biggest supporter. She didn’t care if I made good grades or wore dresses or whatever. As far as she was concerned, my brother John and I could do no wrong.”


  She tucked her chin to her chest and fought back the tears. “I thought that time was supposed to help heal those wounds, but I still miss her today just as much as I missed her the night we lost her. She would’ve liked you guys.”


  They were silent for a short time, worrying her that she’d said too much.


  “Because we’re bears?” Curt took her by the chin. “Or because I’m devilishly handsome?”


  Curt had come through again to lighten the mood. While Josh was impulsive, the first to jump into the mix, Jadon seemed to hang back, assessing the situation first. They were the best of all worlds in three carnal-inspiring packages.


  “More likely in spite of your looks,” joked Josh.


  “We would’ve liked her, too, I bet.” Jadon took her hand. “After all, a woman who likes bears? What more can a man ask for?”


  Her chuckle eased the pain in her heart. Although she had many fond memories of her mother, talking about her always made her heart feel like it might break apart.


  “Tell me about your mother. Or is it mothers?”


  Curt and Josh looked to Jadon to answer. He shrugged. “It’s kind of hard for a human to understand—”


  “Wow. A human.” She passed her hand along Josh’s strong jaw. “I’ve seen you change, but I still find it hard to believe you are what you are.” She shook her head, ridding it of the thoughts bouncing around inside it. “I’m sorry I interrupted. Go on.”


  “Anyway, we all had separate fathers, multiple fathers as we said before, and our mothers. Growing up together, we came to think of all of them as our mothers.”


  Curt chimed in. “They were terrific women. I mean, they kind of had to be with having to raise us.”


  “So they were werebears, too?”


  “No. Not at first anyway.” Jadon took over again.


  “Really? They were human?” The world of werebears was interesting, intriguing and she couldn’t wait to find out more.


  “They were, but once they’d decided to get mated, they asked one of our fathers to change them. They wanted to be sure they’d have full-blooded werebear children.”


  “Although that’s still not a guarantee.” Josh scratched his jaw and let out a yawn. “We don’t know why, but it’s still possible to have human children with two werebear parents. It’s rare, but I’ve heard of it happening. Never met anyone like that, though.”


  “And what would’ve happened if one of your mothers would’ve remained human? Would they have loved her any less? Would that have made her child a half breed or a hybrid?” She shrugged. “I’m not sure what to call it.”


  “Either’s fine,” answered Jadon. “And yes, it could’ve happened. As far as the loving her any less thing goes, that wouldn’t have been the case.” His bright blue eyes met hers. “Once a werebear finds his mate, he’s committed to her from then on.”


  She swallowed, the question almost out of her mouth, when Jadon squeezed her hand.


  “Don’t say anything right now, baby. Just know this. My cousins and I are yours. We want you to think about everything we’ve said before you tell us how you feel. This has all come so fast, we want you to be as sure as we are.”


  She nodded, agreeing, yet aching to tell them that she wanted them as much as they wanted her. It was just difficult finding the right words.


  “Until then”—Curt pulled her against him—“how about we make the best of the night?”


  Chapter Six


  


  Jadon rolled over and straight into Mayla’s arms. Her beautiful face came an inch from his as she stretched, mumbled incoherent sounds, then turned over and flung her arm over his waist. Even her breath smelled sweet and he put his mouth close enough to press a light kiss to her lips. It might have woken her up, but he wouldn’t have cared if it had.


  Who was he kidding? He would’ve loved it if it had.


  Josh’s heavy snores came from the other side of her. Curt had moved to the large recliner in the corner of the room. Jadon had no doubt that his cousin would use that sacrifice to get the edge on going first the next time they had sex.


  Yet making love was a better way to describe it. Sex with Mayla wasn’t just sex. The way the connection bonded them together felt like she’d wrapped a lasso around them, pulling them as close as possible. Yet it didn’t feel like a restraint, like she’d snared him against his will. He’d gladly have that lasso around his heart for the rest of his life.


  Reaching over her, he punched Josh in the arm. The bear inside his cousin must’ve been close to the surface as it often was in their dreams. Josh came awake with a snarl and the flash of amber in his eyes.


  “Why the hell did—”


  “Shut up, man.” Jadon darted his gaze at Mayla, then back. “Be quiet. We wouldn’t want to wake her.”


  Josh’s angry face softened then grew wicked with lust. “Like hell we wouldn’t. How about we wake her up the good way?”


  He knew what Josh meant. Even before they’d found her, they’d often talked about the various ways to play with their mate. Some included elaborate schemes that were heavy on rough sex and others were simpler, like tasting her pussy until she woke in a daze of desire.


  “That’s not a bad idea.” The only question was who would take what part of her.


  “What about him?” Josh jutted out his chin toward the still-sleeping Curt.


  “If he wakes up, he can join us.” Jadon did a one-shoulder shrug. “If he doesn’t, then that’s his loss. Consider it payback for all the pranks he’s played on us.”


  “Rock, paper, scissors?”


  “Done.” Jadon counted it out. “One, two, three.” He put out his hand, his two fingers extended and making a peace sign.


  Josh groaned as he held out his flat hand. “Damn it. Two out of three. Besides, you got a taste of her last night.”


  “Don’t try that bullshit on me. We all took her every way we wanted. Naw, man. Not a chance. I win.” It was true. After the first session of lovemaking, they’d added two more throughout the night. No wonder she was exhausted. But a man needed his morning sex, too.


  Jadon grinned, knowing it was like a stab at Josh’s heart. They loved sharing her, but it was still fun to see him suffer. His cousin would get his way soon enough.


  Trying not to wake her with the bed moving underneath her, he inched his way under the sheet. The scent of her was stronger here. He drew in one long breath after another and fought the urge to touch her. At least not yet.


  The trip seemed like it took far too long, and yet, felt like it was over far too soon. Once he reached her silky smooth legs, he saw that they were already parted. Joy hit him. She had one of her hands over her mons, her fingers still wet and warm.


  My babe must’ve had the same sex dream I had. Except I was the one who’d gotten her juices on my fingers.


  Gingerly, he took hold of her hand and laid it to her side. He parted her lips, wetting the tips of his fingers. She was perfect, her pink little pussy the most amazing thing he’d ever seen. The covers over him made the air thicken with the fragrance of her. Teasing her pussy’s folds, he leaned over her leg, then flicked his tongue along her seam, picking up her delicious sweetness.


  She moved, moaning, and he froze. He didn’t want her to wake up yet. He had more to explore.


  When she stopped moving and the rise of the sheet over her breasts grew steady, he dared to ease his body between her legs. A flash of light confirmed what he’d already assumed.


  Josh flicked his tongue over one nipple, caught his eye, then was gone as the sheet settled over her again.


  Don’t wake her, man.


  He didn’t dare say the words out loud. They were already pushing their luck.


  He touched her pussy lips as gently as he could, spreading them apart to get a look at the pinkness between her legs. Her pussy was so ripe for the taking and his cock grew harder, an ache settling in his abdomen as his craving for her had him closing his eyes and fighting against the urge to get onto his knees and drive his cock deep inside that beckoning paradise.


  He blew a breath over her pussy, then as delicately as he could, touched her glistening clit with the tip of his tongue. She squirmed and spread her legs.


  She wanted it even in her sleep. Their mate was so sexy, so willing. How the hell had they gotten so lucky?


  But, although he was a shifter with a large and strong animal inside him, he was still only a man. As that beast roared to life, demanding that he fuck her, he could no longer hold back.


  Pressing his tongue against her clit, he eased a finger into her hot sheath. She moaned, then whimpered. Was she still lost in a dream? Was she dreaming about him and his cousins?


  His desire leapt higher, tightening his body until he was positive he’d go crazy. He had to get his cock inside her soon or die a slow and agonizing death.


  Josh’s groan matched everything he was feeling. If he didn’t lose control soon, his cousin would.


  


  * * * *


  


  The dream seemed more real than any she’d ever had. Mayla could feel them lying against her, their hot bodies sending her their heat. She moaned, then whimpered, needing the dream to be a reality.


  She spread her legs wider as a tongue flattened against her pussy, and a finger explored her pussy. Another tongue swept across first one then the other nipple, making them perk up. Pushing the sheet away from her, she reached out, keeping her eyes closed, and found a muscular body to hold. She moaned again, then let her hand skim along his hard form, down to the long rod between his legs.


  I’m not dreaming.


  A soft smile formed on her lips.


  What a way to wake up!


  Whichever one of them was between her legs licked her from her clit to the sensitive skin that ran to her anus. Her body was electrified, like the sizzle of a lightning strike that still danced along her skin.


  The tongue came back up, diving into her pussy, piercing her like a machete through the jungle. She couldn’t keep her secret any longer, her body was squirming too much.


  “Morning, baby.”


  She opened her eyes to find Josh leaning over her, cupping her breasts and grinning like he’d gotten caught with his hand in the cookie jar. “Morning.”


  She tossed the sheet away from her body. “Morning, Jadon.”


  Her greeting, however, was lost as he took one look, realized that she wasn’t asleep any longer, then crushed his mouth to her pussy.


  His teeth captured her clit, wiping away any chance of rational thought. She dragged in a breath, the only thing that kept her from flying to the ceiling, then let it out again in a harsh blow as Josh threw his body downward.


  Both of their tongues flicked over her. Josh ran his over the top of her mons, then on to the crease of her leg. She bucked, reached for him, but missed.


  Jadon’s tongue ravished her clit as he took hold of her legs to keep her steady. When he pressed his mouth back to her pussy and sucked, she was sure she’d explode.


  The sight of the two men, their heads close together over her pussy, was enough to break down any remaining resistance. She tightened her legs around Jadon’s head, as the rumble of her climax coming to the surface took control, weakening her. Her pussy clenched around Jadon’s fingers, holding him to her as his teeth pulled at her clit.


  Josh took hold of one of her breasts and squeezed. He swept his tongue over her mons, like a man seeking the treasure below her skin.


  Their licks, their bites, their caresses spun her around, leaping into her core and then rushing to cage her heart. She was theirs forever, no matter what, no matter who might try and keep them apart.


  Thoughts were no longer valid. Instead, they were more like feelings than anything she could wrap her mind around. And yet one question kept playing over and over.


  Where’s Curt?


  She couldn’t hold up any longer. What woman could with them taking her body and soul, then twisting them together? Clutching her other breast, she jerked upward, then back down as she surrendered to them. Her orgasm was like a monster that consumed her, eating at her, until it’d had its fill. Waves of trembles rushed outward from her pussy as her cream flooded from her. Alight with sexual heat, she moaned as her pussy convulsed time and again.


  She cried out, but her cry soon morphed into whimpers of satisfaction. The hum of her body continued as she lay back and pushed her mussed hair away from her face. When the world refocused and her mind could make sense of everything, she held out her arms for her men.


  They hesitated, their eyes gleaming with passion. Josh shook his head, but she could see that Jadon had the same idea.


  “We’re not done, baby. We’ll give you more than one climax.” Josh pushed his cousin back. “But this time, I’m going to have my cock inside your pussy.”


  “Like hell you will. It’s my turn.”


  They all turned to see Curt get up from the recliner and throw off the blanket he’d used to cover his naked body. He strode toward them with an all-too clear purpose in mind.


  “Fuck you two.” Jadon rose up on his knees and shoved at Josh. His scowl turned into a growl.


  Could they change right there? And if they did, would they take her as bears? As much as she loved them, as much as she wanted them and accepted that other part of them, she wouldn’t let them, wouldn’t even consider that. She’d make them shift back.


  After I take another ride.


  “You’d better get hold of yourselves.”


  Josh and Jason stopped snarling at each other while Curt came to a stop.


  “I’m not having sex that includes any kind of fur. Got it?”


  They took a moment to think, then as Jadon was about to respond, her phone started playing a tune she recognized all too well.


  “Oh shit. That’s my father.”


  It wasn’t as though she hadn’t expected him to call. In fact, she was surprised that he’d waited until morning. And it wasn’t as though he thought she was a virgin, or that she had to answer to him. But she should’ve called him. She should’ve spared him the unnecessary worry, but the time had gotten away from her. Once the lovemaking had stopped, she been too exhausted to think about calling and had fallen asleep. Besides, what would she have said?


  Out of her respect and her unending love and admiration for him, she picked up her phone. She held up one finger, warning the men to stay quiet, then answered the call.


  “Hi, Dad.” She pulled the cover back over her body. Talking to him with them staring hungrily at her body was too weird. She whirled her hand over her body and shook her head, telling them that their fun had ended.


  The men gave her looks filled with anguish, but they understood. Who could have sex after talking with their father? Grumbling, they crawled off the bed and gathered their clothes. They were still squabbling, but at least they did it in low tones so her father wouldn’t overhear.


  The blast of his words burned against her ear. She’d never heard him so angry.


  “Mayla, where the hell are you? Why haven’t you answered any of my calls? John and I have been looking all over for you. No one knew where you were.”


  “No one? As in someone besides you and John?” And why hadn’t she heard the phone earlier? Had she been so fixated on her men that she’d ignored it without realizing?


  Jadon noticed her distressed tone, dressed, then came back to sit on the end of the bed. Josh and Curt came, too, their intense scrutiny locked onto her.


  “The people in Forever said that they’d seen you with three men by the name of Barberson, but they couldn’t or wouldn’t tell me where they lived. Besides, I couldn’t believe you’d stay out all night with strange men.”


  She cringed. She couldn’t argue with him. Before meeting her lovers, she’d have never gotten involved so fast, much less stayed overnight with men she’d just met.


  “Then I checked in Shatland and no one there said much of anything.”


  “I’m sorry, Dad. I didn’t mean to worry you.”


  “Well, you sure as hell did. When John found your rental car out on that side road, we were sure something had gone wrong.”


  “Again, I’m sorry, but I didn’t think to call you. I guess I just lost track of time.” Her excuse sounded lame, but it was the truth. Losing track of time was an easy thing to do when she was with the Barberson men.


  He let out a long tortured breath that tore at her heart. “Come back to the cabin. We need to talk.”


  Going back there was the last thing she wanted to do. Not with her three delicious men surrounding her and giving her hot looks. But he was her father and she knew how upset he was. Maybe she could tell him about them and get him to understand. She wondered how she’d explain the strange and wonderful connection. Was it like love at first sight? Yes, but it was so much stronger. Sexier. Deeper.


  She gave the men a silent heartfelt apology, putting all her disappointment in her gaze and placing her palm over her heart. They gathered her meaning, but accepted it. Curt gave her a sad nod.


  “Okay, Dad. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”


  “Good. I’ll see you soon, honey.”


  At least he had still called her honey. His worry was gone, but she knew it would take longer for his anger to go away. She ended the call.


  “Thank you for understanding.” She lowered her gaze to Josh’s half-erect cock, then up to his face. “I know I’m leaving you, uh, in the lurch, but I really need to go.”


  “It’s okay, baby,” offered Curt. “We’ve got a lifetime to be together. Go make your father happy.”


  A lifetime. She couldn’t leave. Not before finding out what they wanted from her. “Okay, I’ve got to ask. Where is all this going? You said a lifetime. Does that mean…” She stalled, suddenly fearing she was wrong.


  Jadon took her hand, rubbing his thumb over the tops of her fingers. “I thought we’d made that clear, but let me say it out loud and in the words you need to hear. It means that we love you. You’re our mate, the one and only woman we’ll ever love.”


  Josh took her other hand, then caressed her cheek. “We want you for as long as you’ll have us.”


  “Which with these two, may not be all that long. God knows I wouldn’t blame you,” joked Curt. “If that’s the case, just say so and I’ll kick them out right now.”


  “As if you could.” Josh snarled, but the snarl held no real threat.


  She smiled, loving how they bantered with each other. What they were saying made her heart light and carefree.


  “You’ve felt the connection, right?” Jadon waited until she’d nodded. “That can’t be ignored. Even if you were to leave, we’d never stop loving you. It’s impossible for us to do that. When shifters mate, they mate for the rest of their lives.”


  The attorney in her had to know. Short of getting them to sign a contract, of course. “Just to be sure, you’re saying it’s like we’re married. That we’re going to spend the rest of our lives together. Just the three of us. You won’t be adding any other women to our, um, family?”


  Curt chuckled. “Hmm, we hadn’t thought of that. Would you like sister wives?”


  She could see he was joking, but she wasn’t. “Not a chance. You three are mine and mine alone. Agreed?”


  “Agreed.” It was funny and so reassuring that they all answered at the same time and so fast.


  “I’ve got to run, but I want you to tell me. Why do your eyes change color? I’ve seen bits of amber in them. Then, when you were in your bear forms, your eyes glowed with that color.”


  “That’s when our inner bears are pushing to take over, to shift.”


  “Can you control it? Or do you have to change?”


  “We can. Unless we’re very angry. Then we might lose control. Like if someone tried to hurt you, I don’t think I could hold back.”


  “And you can change at any time? You don’t have to wait for something like a full moon?”


  He cringed. “Werewolves are thought to change during a full moon, but that’s a myth. Like us, they can shift anytime they want.”


  Everything they were telling her was mystical, bringing up childhood stories she’d never believed even when she was young. Instead, the monsters she’d read about were real, but so much different than what she’d heard.


  “What about children? I mean, do you want them? I know you told me to think about this last night, but I need more information to do that.” She didn’t question that she loved them. But could she live the life they led?


  “Yeah, we want kids,” answered Josh. “We’d love to have a whole bunch. Like maybe nine or ten.”


  She was stunned. What did they expect? That she’d have a litter? “Okay, I’m not going to stay preggers all the time. I’m an attorney and a good one. When I move up here”—she paused, happy when they didn’t try to dissuade her—“then I’m going to get another job. In a law firm or set up my own practice. As for kids, I was thinking maybe two or three. Maximum. You three can say what goes in the bedroom, but we’re equals in life. Do you agree?”


  “Sure. We wouldn’t want it any other way,” answered Josh. “About the kid thing…”


  The disappointment she saw threw her, but they weren’t the ones who’d be subjecting their body to nine or more pregnancies. “I’m sorry. You seriously can’t expect me to have that many children.”


  “However many you want is fine with us.” Jadon turned her hand loose. “But you have to understand. Even if you decide not to have us change you—”


  “Change me? As in becoming a werebear like your mothers? I’ll definitely need more time to think about that.”


  “And you don’t have to if you don’t want it. But we can change you if that’s what you decide. It’s a painful process, but it can be done.”


  “And if I don’t want to change?” She’d accepted and even loved every part of them, including their werebear sides, but she didn’t think she wanted to be anything other than human.


  “Then our children will most likely be half-werebear and half-human. Like we said, sometimes they can wind up being full werebear or completely human when the mother is human. There’s no definitive answer.”


  “But why not? Shouldn’t someone have figured it out by now?”


  “Maybe, but as far as I know, there aren’t any scientists or geneticists that have studied shifters and their offspring. And I’ve never known a werebear who cared to know. As far as we’re concerned, a child of ours is a child of ours. We don’t care if he’s werebear, human, or part of both.”


  Tears came to her eyes. That was one of the sweetest things she’d ever heard. How many children in the world went without that kind of acceptance?


  “So, Mayla, does this mean you want us, too? That you’ll stay and make a life with us?”


  They were large, strong men who could change into one of the fiercest animals on the planet. But from their open expressions and expected looks, she saw how vulnerable they could be.


  “Yes. I want that more than anything.”


  They lunged at her, shouting their joy, but she held up her hands and prayed they wouldn’t crush her in their exuberance. They groaned, but held back.


  “Guys, I’d love to stay here and celebrate, but I’ve got to go see my father. If I don’t, I’m afraid he’ll call out the National Guard.”


  “Then go.” Josh pulled her to him, his hand sneaking below the top of the sheet to skim over her breast.


  She giggled and pushed his hand away. “Damn, but you’re an animal.”


  “Yeah.” He feigned a confused look. “I thought you knew that by now.”


  She shoved him away again. “Don’t go anywhere. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Mayla had never wanted to face her father as her opposing counsel in a courtroom. So far, she never had. He was a relentless attorney, known for his impressive record and his persistence at getting at the truth.


  When she came into the cabin and saw his face, she knew that, although they weren’t in a courtroom, the time she’d dreaded had come.


  “Mayla, sit down.” He was calm, too calm. And on the offensive.


  She didn’t argue since it wouldn’t have done any good. Instead, she took a seat at the table where he and John nursed their mugs of coffee. It didn’t help that her father didn’t offer her a cup.


  “I don’t know what’s come over you since we came here, but I don’t care.”


  She didn’t want to get defensive, but she had to stand her ground from the start or she’d never get him to understand. “Dad, I’m not your little girl any longer.”


  His gaze met hers, unblinking, filled with determination. “You’ll always be my little girl.”


  Aw, shit. He couldn’t have found a better way to soften her up. Because it wasn’t one of his courtroom tactics. He meant every word.


  “And you’ll always be my favorite dad.” It was a joke she’d used often, but he knew how she felt. He’d been her hero every day of her life. Even more so after her mother’s death.


  “Tell me what’s going on.”


  She glanced at John. He was very quiet, more than she’d ever seen him. “I fell in love.”


  He blinked then, caught off guard by the one thing he wouldn’t have expected her to say. “With who? What’s his name? Is it Barberson?”


  She nodded, then added, “Yeah. The last name is Barberson.” She swallowed. “But it’s more than one man. It’s three of them.”


  He slumped in his chair, his jaw going slack. “Three men? What are you talking about? How can you fall in love with three men at the same time?”


  John leaned forward, none of his usual teasing coming out. Instead, he studied her as though he’d never seen her before.


  “Their names are Jadon, Curt, and Josh Barberson and I’m not sure how it happened, but it did. I’m in love with all of them.”


  The shock was gone and the litigator returned. “That’s insane. Not possible. Surely, you know that.”


  She dragged in a ragged breath. “A week ago I would’ve agreed with you, but I know how I feel.”


  “You’re naïve or confused. After all, you haven’t had much experience.” His hands cupped his mug, his fingers growing white with the effort. “Or have you?”


  Irritation flashed through her. He had to know her better than that. “I’m not a slut, Dad. How I feel about them is amazing. I can’t even describe it, but we have a connection.”


  He scoffed, snorting his derision. “A connection? Really, Mayla. I’d expect that from silly high school girl, but not you.”


  “I know how it sounds, but that’s the way it is.”


  “And you had this so-called connection with three different men?”


  “Yes. And it’s not had. It still is.” She held back, fighting against irritation that would morph into anger. “I love them. They’re strong, good men who treat me like a queen.”


  “And you just met them? How can you be sure in such a short time?”


  He wasn’t going to believe her unless she could convince him that she was telling him the truth. If only she knew how. “I know it sounds out there, but you need to trust me on this. I just know.”


  “Because of this connection you say you have. Is that right?”


  He wanted her to show him cold, hard evidence, but she had none. Only the connection that he couldn’t feel and maybe wouldn’t understand even if he could. “Yes. Dad, please believe me. Can’t you trust my judgment enough to do that?”


  “All right. For argument’s sake, let’s say what you’re telling me is true.”


  “We’re not in a courtroom. Talk to me like my father. Not like a lawyer.”


  She fisted her hands, placing them in her lap. One of the first rules he’d taught her about law was to keep her cool. Or, if that was impossible, then to keep her opponent from seeing that she was getting angry. Anger never helped. Instead, it drove a person to do and say foolish things, losing their chance at winning a case.


  “Fine, then. This is your father talking. You’re well past legal age and I can’t stop you from doing whatever you want. But, as your father, I’m asking you to consider that you’re making a damn fool of yourself.”


  “How am I doing that, Dad? By loving someone?”


  “According to you, it’s three men. Which, if anyone heard you say that, they’d laugh their head off. And they’d damn sure never hire you.”


  She shook her head, then ran her fingers through her hair, barely keeping from pulling a hunk out. “Is that what this is about? You’re worried about my professional reputation?”


  “And your personal one. What would Ryan Hopkins say?”


  His curve ball whacked her off her footing. Ryan Hopkins was the son of one of her father’s business friends. The Hopkins family were very influential and had suggested that her father run for Congress with their personal and financial backing. She’d dated Ryan for the past three months, but it had never turned into anything serious. She’d planned on never dating him again even before they’d come on the hunting vacation. “I don’t care what Ryan or his family might think. You’re the one they want to run for office, not me.”


  “Honey, you need to think about what you’re doing. I realize these men live out in the middle of nowhere, but even small town rumors have a way of making their way to the bigger cities. I’ll bet the people of Forever and Shatland gossip as much as anyone else.”


  “I love them, Dad, and nothing, especially not rumors, is going to change that. I hope you can accept my decision, but when I get back to Austin, I’m packing up my belongings and moving here. I’m going to live with them.”


  Her father was on his feet, his face a mask of rage. If they’d been in a courtroom, she would’ve just landed a one-two punch.


  “Mayla Weaton, I forbid you to do that.”


  She laughed, more out of exasperation than at him. “Dad, I’m sorry and I respect your opinion. I really do. But I’m going to do want my heart tells me to do.”


  “Sis, please. Think about this.”


  She ignored John. “Now if there’s nothing else you’d like to discuss, I’m going to grab my suitcase and get back to my new home.”


  “Over my dead body.”


  She’d never seen her father so angry. If he wasn’t, he wouldn’t have threatened her. She loved him and couldn’t handle leaving with him so upset. She owed him so much.


  “Dad, please try and understand. It’s like I’ve known them my entire life.”


  “Are you talking about love at first sight? That’s a ridiculous idea.”


  She stared at him, trying to hold back, but unable to do so. “Is it, Dad? Mom said she fell in love with you at first sight.”


  “That’s not the same thing. Three of them? Come on, Mayla. Where’s your common sense?”


  If bringing up her mother wouldn’t make him understand, then nothing would. Frustration and sadness warred against each other as she fought to maintain control. “I don’t know how to make you believe. The connection is this thing that their people have. It tells them when they’ve found their intended mate.”


  He stared at her as the flush of what she’d said hit her. She silently begged her men to forgive her.


  “Their people? What does that mean anyway? Are they a different ethnicity? And what does that mean, their intended mate?”


  She should’ve discussed it with the men, should’ve realized before she’d left that she’d have to tell her father, but it was too late. Instead, she went with her gut and decided it to take a chance on the first man she’d ever loved and trusted.


  “Dad, what I’m about to tell you is the God’s honest truth. Please, please believe me.”


  He didn’t speak, crossing his arms and lifting his eyebrows as his answer.


  She closed her eyes and prayed she wasn’t making a mistake. Opening them again, she stood straight and tall, then told her father.


  “The men I love…are werebears.”


  Chapter Seven


  


  Mayla had expected almost any other reaction than the one her father gave her. He didn’t answer for a moment, then threw back his head and laughed. But his laugh was forced and humorless.


  “What are you trying to pull? We’re having a serious discussion and you’re throwing in a bunch of nonsense?”


  She’d made a tactical error. How could she have thought he’d believe that the men were werebears when he couldn’t even believe that the connection she felt with them was real? But there was no turning back.


  “I know it’s difficult, even impossible to believe, but I’m telling you because I respect you. Please respect me and trust what I’m saying.”


  John hooked his fingers behind his head and leaned back in the chair. “You’re either trying some kind of trick to get us to accept that you’ve fallen in love with three men or you’ve gone insane. Did you hit your head when that bear knocked you over?”


  “That bear was Josh Barberson and I love him.” Her pulse pounded in her head, the blood gushing through her as her anger grew.


  “So you’re saying these men can change from humans into animals? Into bears? And that the bear that ran you down was actually a man?”


  “Into grizzly bears to be exact.” What was the saying? In for a penny, in for a pound. She’d just jumped in with all the money in the world.


  “And this is what they told you?” The sadness in her father’s eyes undid her.


  “That’s what they showed me.”


  Her father paced into the adjoining living room. His shoulders slumped as worry replaced anger. “Honey, please tell me. Are you using drugs? Did these men get you to take something?” He was across the room and taking her by the arms with a few quick strides. “If they did, I’ll have their asses thrown into jail before nightfall.”


  She pulled away. “No. Of course not. They’d never do anything like that.”


  “But you’re saying you saw them change into bears. Bears with fangs and claws and fur? Come on, sis. What are you trying to pull?”


  “I swear it’s true.”


  Her father backed away from her, moving at a much slower pace. “This is beyond ridiculous. I don’t know why you’d think we’d ever be so stupid to believe such a story.” He rubbed the back of his neck. Suddenly, he appeared much older, aged ten years since she’d last seen him. “Look, honey, we’ve gotten heated talking about this. Perhaps we need some time to think.”


  “I agree.” Was he ready to give her a chance? Ready to accept what she’d told him?


  “That’s why I’m going out for a walk. When I come back, I’m going to insist that you tell me the truth, every bit of it.”


  Disappointment hit her so hard she rocked on her feet. He was giving her an ultimatum. Not directly, but it was an ultimatum nonetheless. “Time won’t change anything. I’ll tell you the same thing. I’ll tell you the truth.”


  He fisted his hands, his face turning a shade of red as his fury retook him. For a moment, she believed the incredible. Would her father hit her?


  Instead of coming at her, he pivoted on his heel and stalked to the door. He paused, his hand on the doorknob, then slowly turned toward her, jabbing his finger at her. “Stay here. When I get back, you’ll tell me everything.”


  She didn’t have any time to respond and wouldn’t have if she’d had that time. Instead, she watched her father walk out the door.


  Would he ever believe her? If she left, was it the same as saying good-bye to her father forever? She drew in a hard breath, as though the tight feeling in her chest had captured the air in her lungs.


  “Tell him, sis. Don’t let these men break our family apart.”


  She plopped back into her chair. Every ounce of her was in pain. The morning that had started out so wonderful had taken a tragic turn and she didn’t know how to fix it.


  “John, don’t. Unless he”—she lifted her gaze to his—“and you are ready to trust me, then there’s nothing more I can say.”


  She hadn’t thought it would come to this. Somehow, she’d assumed she’d make them understand, make them believe her. Now that she’d found love, would she lose her family because of it? That couldn’t happen. Life couldn’t be that cruel.


  “So you’re sticking to your unbelievable story? I can’t understand why you’d come up with such a farce. What’s really going on, sis?”


  “What do you want me to say? That I’m lying? I can’t do that. John, I know it’s hard, hell, even impossible to believe, but if you trust me, you’ll know that I’m telling you the truth.”


  “Pops is never going to buy this load of crap. You can’t expect him to.”


  She had to reach him. Maybe if she could get through to her brother, he could help their father understand. “Please, John. I swear on our mother’s grave, I’m not lying.”


  He stared at her, confusion fighting suspicion. She dared to hope that he’d finally come around.


  “So you’re ready to leave and tear him up? He loves you, you know. More than he could ever say.”


  Her hope shattered apart inside her.


  Oh, God. What do I do now?


  Did she leave and risk losing them forever? Could she hope that, given time, they’d come to her and want proof? But if they did, could she ask that of her men?


  “So, sis? What’s it going to be? You’re going to destroy him if you keep saying this shit.”


  She pushed her chair back, knocking it to the floor. “Don’t you think I know that? Don’t you know how much I love him, too? How much I love you?”


  She rushed over to him, to take his arm as though touching him would change his mind. “Do you remember what our mother always told us about love? That when we found it, we should never let it go? To hold onto it even if everything and everyone was against us?”


  “She wasn’t talking about a fling with three men.”


  “I’m not talking about a fling, either. They’re my future. Can’t you see that? I wish like hell you and Dad would at least give them a chance.”


  He laughed a bark of a noise that held more bitterness than she could stand. “Sure, sis. Just one question. Do we give them a chance as men? Or as bears?”


  She struck out, reflexive, instinctively standing up for her men. The sound of the slap echoed around the room.


  John jumped to his feet, clenching his fist to hit her back. “Why are you doing this to us? To him?”


  “I’m grabbing hold of love just like Mom would’ve told me to do. I can’t turn away from my future. I have to go back to them.”


  “Man, these guys have really done a number on you.”


  She’d talked Curt into driving her to the cabin and it had taken all her persuasion to keep him from getting out of the pickup and coming inside with her. Part of her wished she’d let him. But she’d seen her rental car outside so there’d been no need for him to stay. At least, that’s what she’d thought.


  “Where are the keys to my rental car?”


  “Over there on the coffee table. I drove it back for you.”


  “Thanks.” She snatched them up and moved toward the bedroom. Thankfully, most of her things were still in her suitcase. All she had to do was grab her toiletries.


  “Sis?”


  For one blissful moment, she thought he’d tell her that he believed her. That he’d talk to their father when he came back and convince him to give her and the men she’d fallen for a chance. Yet when she spun around, she saw the sorrow on his face. Nothing had changed. “Yeah?”


  “Take care of yourself. I hope they’re worth it.”


  He was saying good-bye. A fresh wave of pain swallowed her. “They are.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Riding over the land was a thrill Mayla had never experienced. It was her first time on a horse, but Josh had assured her that the horse she rode, a pretty black and white horse by the name of Hopper, was their gentlest mount. She’d finally gotten used to steering the horse with both the pressure of her knees against his side as well as the reins when the men had taken their horses into gallops. She wasn’t one to be afraid of new things, but she’d let out a yelp when the horse had sidestepped a hole, twisting to the right and almost throwing her off.


  “Hang onto the saddle horn if you need to, babe.”


  She’d nodded, her concentration on the horse. If she let go and fell off, she’d probably break her neck. Or her butt. Either way, it wouldn’t be fun.


  Mayla loved living with her men. When she’d arrived at their home, her new home, with her suitcase in hand, she’d had a difficult time and had kept quiet. They’d gotten the hint that she hadn’t wanted to talk, but they still hadn’t left her alone. Instead, they’d hung around, close enough that she knew they were there, but they hadn’t questioned her about the discussion with her father and brother.


  They pulled their mounts to a stop and waited until she’d done the same. The land spread out before her with groves of trees breaking up the flow of the flat land.


  “This is where we’d like to build a baseball diamond.” Josh shifted in his saddle. “You know. For those ten kids we want to have.”


  She knew he was joking, but gave him a hard look anyway. “Um, are you talking to me? Because I thought we already had that discussion.”


  “Oh, yeah.” He grinned.


  “Okay then, instead of a team, how about we build a big bar with a dance floor? The werewolves over in Forever have the Moonstone Bar, but the folks in Shatland don’t have anywhere to kick up their heels.”


  She couldn’t tell if Curt was serious or not. Although as far as she was concerned, it sounded like a good idea. The parcel of land was bordered by a decent road so people could get to the bar easily. “And what would you call it?”


  “How about Grin and Bear it?”


  She wrinkled her nose at Josh’s idea. “I don’t think so.”


  “Okay, then how about the Bear’s Cave?” Jadon sat back on his horse, tipped his cowboy hat up and waited for her verdict. “Or the Three Grizzlies?


  “Nope.”


  “Fine. Then what would you call the place?”


  The men watched her expectantly. “I don’t know. I haven’t given it the thought you three have. Besides, is this bar just for werebears? Or are other shifters allowed to join in the fun? Vampires, too?”


  “You mean like werewolves?” Curt cleared his throat, but it sounded a lot like a growl.


  “It might be good for werewolf-werebear relations. You could bring the people of Shatland and Forever together.” Were they serious about the bar? Or were they giving her something else to think about besides her father?


  “I suppose. But we have to build it first. Along with giving it a good name.”


  An image of her father’s angry face flashed through her mind. Sadness enveloped her. What would her mother think if she were there? Would she side with her father or with her? She had to believe that her mother would encourage her to hold her men close.


  “Baby?” Curt urged his horse closer. “Are you okay?”


  She didn’t want them to feel bad for her. Sitting straight in the saddle, she offered a suggestion. “How about we call it something neutral like the Hideaway?”


  “Yeah. I like it.” Josh nodded. “It’s neutral like you say, but a bear’s cave is kind of like his hideaway.”


  “Then the Hideaway it’ll be.” Curt wheeled his horse around. “Once we build it.”


  She offered him a smile, but didn’t feel any joy behind it. “Do you mind if we go home now?”


  “No problem, baby.” Josh clucked and turned his horse around as Jadon did the same.


  She grew silent as they headed back to the house. The men kept the conversation going, talking about anything and everything. They told her about their childhoods, how they’d always planned on finding their mate and raising their own kids on the ranch. Just listening to their wonderful dreams gave her the added sense of reassurance she needed to strengthen her resolve to stay.


  But the questions that had plagued her wouldn’t go away. Would staying with the men end up costing her the family she loved? She refused to think that way. Her father and brother needed time, time to realize that she’d taken a stand she couldn’t and wouldn’t back down from.


  The men slid into discussing their plans to expand their ranch and build the new bar. At one point, in what she thought was a desperate move to make her happy, they’d even offered to get her a puppy. She’d declined, sensing that they didn’t really want a canine around since they weren’t fond of werewolves. As happy as she was that she’d found the men she loved, she couldn’t shake the emptiness inside her.


  They were back at the ranch before she knew it. But they could’ve ended up anywhere and she wouldn’t have noticed until Josh reached up to help her slide out of the saddle. He gave her a quick kiss, the only thing any of them had done in the two days since she’d seen her father, then took her horse along with his into the barn. Jadon took Curt’s, leaving her alone with him.


  Guilt swamped her. She’d done nothing except mope around the past two days and yet they’d done everything they could to care for her. They’d wanted her, the signs of their need very apparent in their longing looks, but she hadn’t felt anything but a deep sadness. She walked into the house and plopped onto the couch.


  “Hey, are you sure you’re all right?” Curt put his hands on her shoulders, then leaned over the back of the sofa and gave her a searching look. “You haven’t been the same since you came back from talking to your father. Are you sure there’s not something we can do to help? I could try using my dazzling charm to win him over.”


  She pulled her legs up under her. Even Curt’s jokes couldn’t cheer her up.


  “Mayla, you have to tell us what he said. Was it that bad?” It was the first time any of them had asked any direct questions. Jadon entered the house through the back door in the kitchen, his tall, lean body moving with the majestic power of a ten-point buck. He knelt in front of her. “We’ve waited for you to bring it up, but we can’t stand to see you like this any longer.”


  “I can’t. Not yet.” She skimmed her knuckles over the stubble on his jaw. “Thank you for understanding.” Her gaze lifted to the other two men hovering over her. “All of you.”


  Josh sauntered over to her. “No. I’m sorry, but we’ve given you enough time. I checked with the owner of the cabin and he said your father extended their time there. You’ve got to know why he did that.”


  Her father was giving her another chance to come to him. Like her, he couldn’t bear to lose their relationship. She grabbed hold of that tiny piece of hope.


  “Mayla.”


  She looked up and gazed into the soulful eyes that had stolen her heart the moment he’d held his body over hers. The soulfulness remained, but a fierce glint was added to Josh’s stare.


  “Tell us. You argued with your father about us, didn’t you?”


  She let out a sigh, the pain inside her spilling out with her breath. “Yes.”


  “And he didn’t like it one bit.”


  She was used to being the one who asked the questions, but now it was Josh who did the interrogating.


  “That’s kind of easy to understand. A human father doesn’t want his little girl to take up with three men. Especially three men he’s never met. Have I got it straight?”


  Her vision blurred. She was her father’s little girl. That would never change no matter how old she was. “Yes.”


  He frowned. Could he see that she was still holding back?


  “What else did you tell him?”


  She didn’t want to answer that question. Would they get angry that she’d told her father and brother about them? Shifters didn’t want others knowing about their existence, and yet, she’d given up their secret to not one, but two people.


  “Mayla, did you tell your father what we are?”


  Was it because his face had the same determined look that her father’s had? Was that why she could no longer stay silent? She prayed they wouldn’t hate her for what she’d done.


  “Yes.”


  Jadon rocked back on his heels as though she’d physically struck him. Curt gripped the back of the couch while Josh turned his back and paced over to the fireplace.


  “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to. I was trying so hard to get him to understand what great men you are and it just came out.” Her excuse sounded hollow. Would they forgive her?


  “You shouldn’t have done that.”


  Jadon’s tone was level, almost devoid of emotion.


  “I know and I’m sorry. I messed up. Can you forgive me?” She bent forward to take his hand. “It’s okay, though. They didn’t believe me.”


  “Let’s hope you’re right about that.”


  “Can you forgive me? Do you still want me?” The ache she felt for her father was nothing compared to the ache that stripped her bare just thinking that she might’ve have lost the only men she’d ever love.


  “Of course we still want you. There’s nothing you could ever do that could make us not want you.”


  She fell into his arms, needing to feel his forgiveness as well as hear it. Still clinging to Josh with one arm, she reached out and took Curt’s hand. Her amazing men were not only kind and good, but willing to do the hardest thing of all. They were willing to forgive.


  “Mayla! It’s your father! Come outside right now.”


  She pulled away from Josh, her breaths coming fast and hard. “It’s my father.”


  “Yeah, we kind of got that.” Curt leapt to his feet, and along with Josh, headed to the front windows. He pulled back the shade. “Your brother’s with him.” He faced her, his face hard. “They’re both carrying guns.”


  Chapter Eight


  


  Mayla was halfway to the front door when Curt grabbed her.


  “You can’t go out there.”


  “I have to.” She had to make her father understand. The fact that he was armed frightened her. He wasn’t a violent man, but who knew what he would do to get her back?


  Josh took another look outside. “At least he didn’t bring anyone else along.”


  She struggled against Curt. “Please. I have to talk to him. He’ll see that I’m all right and he’ll leave. Please.”


  Jadon turned away from the window. “She might be right. As it is, he’s not going anywhere until he talks to her.” He pointed a finger at her, determination etched in his face. “But you’re not going out there alone.”


  She nodded. What else could she do? “You’ll let me do the talking?”


  “Yeah. We’ll let you handle this.” Jadon strode toward the door, then waited until she was by his side. He swept her hair away from her shoulders. “Just know this. If he does anything threatening toward you, then I can’t promise I won’t take him down.”


  She wouldn’t think that way. Somehow, some way, she’d make him understand. “Open the door.”


  Jadon swung the door wide with his cousins behind him. Shooting her a look that was more warning than support, he stepped aside and let her pass.


  “Dad, put the guns down.”


  “Not until you promise to come home with me. If you don’t, then I’m taking you. I don’t want to hurt anyone, but I will if they get in my way.” Her father had never acted that way. Had never threatened to harm anyone.


  She kept moving until she stood at the edge of the steps. “Guys, this is William Weaton and my brother John. Dad, I tried to explain this to you. These are the men I love and I’m staying. This is Josh, Curt, and Jadon Barberson. Please try to accept my decision.”


  “Funny, sis, I don’t see any bears here.”


  She hated that John had brought their secret up so soon. If only she’d had more time to convince her father how much she loved them. Once he understood that, he’d listen to the rest. That alone would save their family.


  “Shut up, John. Your sister’s not feeling well.”


  “Not well? Dad, I’m not crazy.” It hurt her that he thought so. And yet, in his place, wouldn’t she have drawn the same conclusion?


  He glared at the men forming a wall behind her. “What did you do to my daughter? Did you make her take drugs? Are you making her say these ridiculous things?”


  Jadon came to her side. “We wouldn’t force her to do anything she didn’t want to do, including drugs.”


  She could sense the men tensing and could imagine their animals rising to the surface. What had they told her? That the amber came into their eyes when they were ready to shift? She glanced at them and saw amber flecks piercing the color of their eyes.


  Taking Jadon’s hand, she whispered, “Are you all right? You’re not going to shift, are you?”


  The brief, almost unnoticeable shake of his head reassured her.


  “Dad, if you still don’t believe me, why are you here? You know you can’t make me leave with you.”


  “Don’t force me, honey. I’ll do what I have to. Once we’re back home, I’ll get you all the help you need to get better.”


  Growls, low and mean, flowed around her. Curt’s and Josh’s hands fisted and their lips curled back into snarls.


  He still thinks I’m delusional. But how can I change his mind?


  The answer was simple, and yet, she hated it. She searched for another way to convince him and found none.


  “Dad, if you saw for yourself, you’d have to believe me. Is that right?” She was betting that his logical mind, the mind of a great attorney would have only one answer to her question. If he saw them for what they were, would he believe her about the connection, too?


  “I can’t make a promise based on something that can’t happen.”


  The next growl was for her. Jadon’s hand slid along her back. “You know what you’re asking us to do, don’t you?”


  She squeezed his hand, silently begging him to again forgive her. “I do, but I don’t know any other way. Haven’t other humans seen shifters before?”


  “Yes. A few. When it was necessary.”


  “And did they tell other humans what they’d seen?”


  “Some did.” He smiled, knowing where her argument was leading him. “But unless they saw for themselves, they didn’t believe. Still, shifters don’t go around showing their animal sides to humans. Our clan has a rule against doing that.”


  “Unless it’s necessary like you said.”


  He was trapped and he knew it. “Yeah. That’s what I said.”


  “And wouldn’t you call this necessary?”


  “Cuz, I think she’s cornered us. Maybe we shouldn’t have connected with a lawyer. She can be downright sneaky.” Curt grinned, then dropped the grin as he faced her father and brother again. “And damn smart, too.”


  Jadon turned her loose. “Yeah. I’d say this is necessary.”


  “Mayla, I don’t know what kind of scam these three are pulling on you, but all you have to do is leave with me. I promise you. Everything will be all right if you come home. Don’t bother with your things. Just leave right now.”


  Her father shifted his rifle from one arm to the other. He hadn’t shouldered it yet, but it was only a matter of time if she didn’t give in to his demands.


  “Sis, listen to us. You’ve got two ways to go on this. Either you come with us or we call the state police and have your ass hauled out of here.”


  “On what cause? I’m hardly underage.” Her family had something in mind. John wouldn’t have made an idle threat.


  “We’ll call in a favor with one of Pops’ friends. Judge Larkin will sign a court order to hold a competency hearing. Until that time, we’ll have you reprimanded to Starling Home.”


  Starling Home was a psychiatric in-patient facility near her father’s home in Amarillo. She couldn’t believe they’d do such a thing. Yet one look at her father’s determined face confirmed it. “You wouldn’t do that to me.”


  “No?” John had teased her all her life. But he wasn’t teasing her now. “Pops and I will do anything to keep you safe.”


  She turned to Jadon, her emotions flaring with pain, regret, and heartache. Taking a stand one way or another would mean losing either her father and brother, or the men she loved. How could she choose between them? She’d hoped to convince her family, but if the men weren’t willing to show that other side of them, then she’d have to make an impossible choice. It was her family or the men she loved. Either way she’d break not only her heart, but someone else’s.


  “Babe, it’s your decision.” His blue eyes sparkled with bits of amber.


  She hated asking them to do it. Hated that asking to reveal themselves to her family might put them into danger. Yet she had to. She couldn’t choose between them.


  “I wouldn’t ask you to do this if there was any other way.” She drew in a ragged breath as her father came closer. “Show them.”


  Jadon gave a curt nod to Curt and Josh, then led the way down the steps.


  “Stay back,” warned John. “I’ll use this if I have to.” He and her father lifted their rifles to their shoulders, ready to fire.


  “John, Dad, I’m asking you to not do anything. Just watch. Please, don’t shoot. They won’t hurt you. I promise you they won’t.”


  “What’s going on, Mayla?” Her father backed up as the Barberson men started taking their boots off. “What are they doing?”


  She held her head high. Pride for her men swelled inside her, but it couldn’t stop the agony swirling angrily inside her. Was she about to lose her family? Would her father try to harm them once they changed into bears?


  “What the fuck? Why are they taking their clothes off?” John drew closer to her father, gathering together for protection. Both of them kept their rifles aimed and ready.


  “Please, Dad, John, don’t fire. I’m begging you. Just watch.”


  The men had their shirts off and had started on their jeans. It wouldn’t be long before her father and brother saw what they were.


  “Mayla, run. Hurry,” pleaded her father.


  “They’re getting undressed so they can change into their bear forms. Please, don’t be afraid. They won’t hurt you. Put your guns down. Dad, please do it for me.”


  “The hell we will.” John leaned his head to the side and put them in his sights. “These guys are crazier than you and there’s no telling what crazy people will do.”


  “Mayla, honey, come home with us. Now, before something bad happens.”


  Her throat closed up, but she still managed a strong voice, making her seem convinced that it would work. “Put the guns down, Dad. If you’re right, they can’t change and hurt you.”


  “And if I’m wrong?”


  The small piece of hope that had come to life fluttered stronger inside her, pushing away the darkness. Her father was trying to understand, trying to believe. “If you’re wrong, then you’ll see three bears in front of you. Remember that no matter what forms they’re in, they won’t hurt you. Even as bears, they’re still the men I love.”


  Her eyes found his. “Dad, I love them.” If she thought that getting down on her knees and begging would help, she’d do just that.


  Fully undressed, Josh asked, “Baby, are you sure this is the only way? If you are, we’re ready.”


  She heard the gruff tone in his voice, the part that said his inner bear was at the surface and clawing to be set free. One last pleading look at her father confirmed her decision. “Change.”


  Their shift came slower than she’d seen them do before. Was it a slower shift to give her family more time to adjust to what they were seeing?


  Their human bodies blurred as the transformation came over them. After the initial change started, the blurriness grew less and she could see their ears change shape, growing rounder and sliding higher on their head. The faces were gone except for their eyes as they widened and their snouts began taking shape. Fur spread over their jaws replacing stubble.


  “Holy crap.” John lowered his rifle, his eyes widening, the horror and revulsion all too clear.


  Her father almost dropped his gun, caught it in time, but didn’t raise it again. Instead, he gaped at the men, his mouth moving, but with no words coming out.


  The awful cracking of the men’s bones breaking split the air while their hands formed into massive claws and their backs grew humps over their shoulders. The shift sped up, until at last, three huge grizzly bears stood shoulder to shoulder.


  She straightened her body, then strode over to stand between Jadon and Curt. “I told you the truth. And I’m telling you the truth about my feelings. I love them. As men and as bears.”


  Her father’s shocked gaze lifted away from the bears to hers. “This can’t be real.”


  “It is, Dad.” She pleaded once more. “Please, try and understand. I know it’s hard, but if you open your mind and trust your own eyes, you can do it.”


  Yet even as he spoke, he started backing away, his face a mask of terror. John stayed by his side.


  “Pops, we have to help her. It’s the drugs. They somehow got them into us, too.”


  “Don’t be stupid, John.” She wanted to cry, to scream at them to accept what they saw. “There are no drugs. What you’re seeing is real.”


  He lifted his rifle and aimed. “Get away from them, sis.”


  “No. I’m staying. These are the men I love and this is where I belong.”


  Her father raised his rifle again. The expression on his face was more terrifying than anything she’d ever seen.


  “I won’t have you living with monsters. Run, honey. I’ll protect you.”


  “Dad, you’re not listening. I love them.”


  Couldn’t he see that they wouldn’t hurt her? She was standing between two of them with her fingers buried in their fur. What more proof did he need to know they wouldn’t harm her?


  Her father and John had backed up until they were at their pickup. They split apart with John standing on the driver’s side and her father on the other.


  The bears and Mayla moved forward until they were only a yard away from the hood of the truck. Jadon’s body tensed under her palm, ready to bolt if he had to. “Please, Dad.”


  “Dad, shoot! Now!”


  It happened too fast for her mind to comprehend. The moment after John shouted, the shot rang out.


  Pain seared into her right arm. She reeled back, then fell to the ground on her back. She stared up at the blue sky, surprise and shock flooding her.


  “Mayla!”


  Curt, shifting back into his human form, crouched over her. The sounds of roars shattered the air and she felt the ground underneath her shake from the weight of Jadon and Josh rushing toward the truck.


  “Curt?” She didn’t understand. Did John really shoot her? Lifting her head, her mind whirled, spinning images around in a kaleidoscope of colors and movement.


  John and her father jumping into the truck. The rumble of the engine as it started. Two bears, their huge paws banging against the sides of the truck.


  “No, don’t hurt them.” She gazed into Curt’s face and wondered if she’d spoken out loud.


  “Take it easy, baby. You’ll be okay.”


  Would she? Could she ever be okay without her family? Blissfully, the swirling images slowly faded into nothingness.


  


  * * * *


  


  “I still can’t believe her brother shot her.” Jadon poured whiskey into a glass, then downed the rest of it. Curt stood staring out the back window of their home while Josh was upstairs with Mayla.


  “Did you ever think that it wasn’t Mayla he shot at? That maybe he was aiming at one of us?”


  He poured another drink then downed that one, too. “She said he’s a good shot.”


  Curt joined him in the kitchen. “Even good shots miss when they’re scared. The smell of fear coming off him burned my nostrils.”


  His cousin was right. He’d caught the same smell. It had grown even stronger as he’d barreled toward John. “That doesn’t excuse what he did.”


  “No, but it does make it better. I can get past his shooting at us, but I’d never forgive him for shooting her. At least not if he’d done it on purpose.”


  “What do we do now?”


  Curt chugged his drink. “About what? They took off and haven’t been heard of since. I don’t think they’ll try and come back. What good would it do? They can’t haul her before a judge to declare her incompetent. If necessary, we’d expose ourselves to the entire world before we’d let them get away with that.”


  “Naw, I’m not worried about them.” His gaze lifted toward the ceiling, to the bedroom above him. “I’m worried about her. She is, or was, very close to her father. And you’ve seen how she’s been since the shooting. She’s herself, but not really.”


  “I don’t know what we can do about it.”


  Jadon started to pour another drink, then stopped. Although it would take two full bottles of whiskey to get him drunk with his inner bear’s metabolism, it wouldn’t help for her to smell liquor on his breath.


  The thought hit him. He didn’t like it, but if it had a chance of working, he’d do it. “We should get Liam to help us.”


  Liam McGarrett was a werebear whose family had been one of the first to settle in Shatland. It had been a bold move by the McGarrett family, deciding to help build a town that had so many vampires in it. In time, the vampires who liked to keep an even lower profile than shifters, had been so impressed by the way the McGarretts ran things that they’d finally turned over the running of the town to the werebears. For a price, of course. Vampires never did anything out of the kindness of their stone-cold hearts. No one but the McGarrett family knew what that price was, but everyone figured it was worth it. If not, where would Shatland and the werebears be today?


  Like Jackson Carr, Forever’s unofficial leader of the werewolves, Liam McGarrett and his brothers were the ones the werebears of Shatland turned to for help.


  “How can Liam help? What do you want him to do? Shift and show her father that there’s more werebears around her?”


  Jadon wouldn’t give up. “Unless you’ve got a better idea, then I say we get Liam to go to her family and act as our liaison. What can it hurt?”


  “Liam could get a butt filled with silver bullets.”


  “Silver bullets don’t kill werebears. At least, not from the silver.”


  Curt shrugged. “Yeah, I know. But most humans get their myths mixed up.”


  “So what do you think? Should we see if Mayla wants to give Liam a try?” He’d asked, but it didn’t really matter. He’d already made up his mind.


  Curt growled, then followed Jadon toward the stairs. “I get the impression that my opinion isn’t necessary.”


  “Nope.”


  “That’s what I figured.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Mayla had heard of a broken heart, but she’d never really believed a heart could actually break. Now she knew it could.


  Sitting in the rocker next to her bed, she heard Josh mumble a greeting as his cousins came into the room. Although she didn’t feel anything but a heavy sadness, she stood, then opened her arms to them. She gave each of them a hug, then sat on the bed.


  She managed a big smile. “Guys, I’m fine now. Would you stop treating me like I’m about to shatter?”


  Josh shook his head at the other two men.


  “Don’t pay any attention to Josh.” She waved him away. “It’s been a week since they left and I’ve accepted that they’re out of my life.”


  It was a lie, but one she had to make come true. Not accepting it would mean a lifetime of sorrow.


  Determined to fake it until she made it, she shot them as sultry a look as she could do. “Like I said. It’s been a whole week. When am I going to get a little lovin’, huh?”


  She hoped that they would grin and lunge at her, tearing off their clothes as well as hers. Instead, although she saw the interest in their eyes, they stayed where they were.


  “Guys, come on.” Did she have to beg to get them in bed? What could have a better chance of making her forget about her father than having her men make love to her? “How about we go into your room? The one with all the toys?”


  Curt’s low moan told her she was getting through to them. She was halfway to the door when she realized they weren’t with her. So why hadn’t they moved?


  “No, babe.” And yet Jadon licked his lips.


  He needed her, yearned for her, so what was holding him back?


  “We’re not going to do that until you’re really ready.”


  “I told you that I’m fine.” The sorrow that had held her captive in the room slithered around her heart again. “See?” She held up her arm with the white bandage wrapped around it. “It wasn’t as bad as it looked. I’m embarrassed that I passed out.”


  “Yeah, your arm’s doing great, but it isn’t your body we’re talking about,” added Josh.


  She knew there was no way she’d fool them. “At some point, I’m going to have to let it go.” It sounded so easy to do, and yet, she knew it was like asking her to touch the moon.


  “Maybe.” Jadon took her hand and had her sit on the bed. “And maybe not.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Curt and I got to talking just now.”


  Curt scoffed. “I did more listening than talking.”


  “Whatever.” Jadon grabbed his cousin by the back of the neck and shoved him away. “Anyway, we think we could send someone to talk to your father. Not one of us. He’d probably shoot us before we could knock on his door.”


  Had they really come up with a solution? “Then who?” Hope and fear made a bad mix, churning in her stomach. “Me?”


  “No, we can’t risk that. He might try and take you again. We thought we’d ask Liam McGarrett to go. He’s kind of the unofficial leader of the werebears in this area. He’s a persuasive guy.”


  Would her father listen to a man he didn’t know? Yet, she had to do something. He hadn’t answered any of her calls. “Could he take a letter to my father? At least then, he couldn’t just ignore me.”


  “Sure, he could.”


  She smiled, and for the first time in a week, felt some of the warmth of it. “Then let’s give it a try. But first…”


  “But first what?” Josh tilted his head in question. The gesture was one they all three did when they had a question.


  “First, I want you to hold me. Just hold me. Make me feel safe, like everything’s going to work out in the end. All three of you.”


  Curt moved the fastest and brought her into his arms. “But no sex?”


  She loved his earnest expression. “Not yet. You guys are right. I need a little more time. Until then—”


  “Just hold you.” Curt eased her toward the headboard, placing her in the middle of the bed. “It’s going to be a challenge for all three of us to hold you at once, but we’re up to it. If we can’t think of anything else, we’ll take turns.”


  Jadon and Josh were on the bed next. Curt got behind her, letting her lean her back against his chest. She heard the rapid thump, thump-thump and realized how hard it was for him not to slide his hands down her shoulders and around to her breasts. Jadon sat beside her, skimming his palm along her arm, while Josh did the same to her leg.


  She fought back a tear. How lucky was she to have found three men who would give her exactly what she needed?


  Chapter Nine


  


  Mayla ran toward the door as soon as she heard Josh turn the doorknob. As she’d done three times in the past month, she’d waited in impatient silence for his return. Curt and Jadon lounged on the leather sofas, then sat up as Josh came in.


  “Is he back? What’d he say? Did my father speak to him?” She bounced from one foot to the other and chewed on her thumbnail. Liam’s trips to see her father were hard to handle, especially since Liam refused to call and give her any news. He was still standoffish, not too pleased that her father and brother had seen the Barberson men in their bear forms. Still, he’d said he’d do her the favor of talking to her father, but would only discuss the results with one of the men.


  His first trip to see her father had proven worthless. Once he’d found out where Liam lived, he’d refused to speak to him. The second trip was the one that had given her hope. Surprisingly, it had been John that had allowed Liam into their home and had talked her father into seeing him. They hadn’t said much, but at least her father had asked if she was all right. It showed that he still cared.


  “Calm down, baby.”


  “Are you kidding me? How do you expect me to calm down? So? What’d he say?”


  Josh pushed the door all the way open. “How about he tells you himself?”


  Three very attractive men filled the doorway. They were large men, around the same size as her men. All three had blond hair cut short, but not shaved. Like most people she’d seen in the area, they wore faded jeans and simple T-shirts along with boots that had seen long hours working on a ranch. Their green eyes pierced into her, studying her like she was a bug under a microscope.


  “Mayla, this is Liam and his brothers, Finn and Connor.”


  The tallest of the men stuck out his hand. “I’ve heard a lot about you, Mayla. Welcome to Shatland.”


  Liam’s huge hand engulfed hers. “I’m sorry I’ve caused so much trouble.” She thrust out her chin. “Although I’d do it again if it meant staying with the men I love.”


  His green eyes twinkled. “I have to admit, I wasn’t too happy about all the fuss, but I get it. We all do what we have to for love.”


  Was he a romantic? “Thanks for understanding. And I want to thank you more than I can say for talking to my father. I know he couldn’t have made it easy for you.” She summoned her courage. It had to mean something for Liam to finally come and talk to her himself.


  “I have news.”


  She bit her fingernail, then realized what she was doing and jerked her arm to her side. “Yes?”


  “How about you hear it straight from your father?”


  She sucked in a breath, then tried to see past the large man. “Is he here?”


  “No.”


  “Oh.” Her elation died. “I don’t understand.”


  “I asked him if he’d mind recording our conversation this time. At least, the last part of it, and he agreed. I figured it’d be best if you heard this straight from him.” He shrugged. “And since he won’t come here and your men are afraid to let you go there, this was the best way. Next to a phone call or video chatting, that is.”


  He held out a voice recorder. “Just press play whenever you’re ready.”


  Was she ready? What if he told her that it was over? That she wasn’t part of the family any longer? What if this was the last time she’d ever hear his voice?


  She put her fingertip to the button, closed her eyes, and turned it on.


  “Mr. Weaton, what do you want to say to your daughter?” The sound of Liam’s voice was strong, the quality of the recording good.


  The silence, however, that followed tore at her heart. She bit her bottom lip, unable to think coherently enough to send out a prayer.


  “I’d tell her—” Her father sounded so tired. So old.


  “Then do it, Mr. Weaton. You tell her. Talk to her directly. She’ll be listening to this later.”


  Her father cleared his throat, a habit he had before he gave his summations in court. “Mayla, I miss you.”


  She gasped and opened her eyes, tears already burning them.


  “I can’t believe what’s happened between us. Your mother would never have allowed us to part this way.”


  Please don’t use my mother’s memory against me.


  “At any rate, I want, I need to see you. Both John and I do.”


  She clutched at Liam’s arm. Hadn’t he said he wouldn’t visit her?


  “Something’s got to give, Mr. Weaton. As I mentioned last time, you can meet at the cabin again or anywhere else you choose. I promise you that no harm will come to either one of you.”


  “No. I’m not going back there. I can’t. Not yet.”


  She could almost see her father shaking his head.


  “Then what do you suggest?” She marveled at how calm Liam sounded. “Both parties need to compromise. Or are you ready to give your daughter up? If so, tell her. Tell her that she’s as good as dead to you. Set her free to grieve and move on.”


  Another silence deafened her.


  “Is she happy?” Her father cleared his throat again. “Are you happy, sweetie?”


  “Oh, Dad.” She clamped a hand over her mouth. He still cared.


  “She is. Aside from feeling like she’s lost her father and brother. But it doesn’t have to be that way, does it, sir?”


  Another silence came. She wasn’t sure she could stand many more of them.


  “Fine. A compromise then. Tell her she can come to me. I give her my word that we won’t try and keep her here.”


  “And her men? They’ll want to come with her.”


  Oh, God. Not more silence.


  “Fine. But they have to stay outside.”


  Liam clicked off the recorder. “That was the end of it. But it’s good news, right? He wants to see you.”


  She clapped her hands over her mouth. Of all the things she’d expected him to say, had expected her father to say, that wouldn’t have made it on the list.


  Joy had her jumping and wrapping her arms around Liam. “Oh, my God. Thank you, thank you, thank you!”


  “Hey, baby, watch who you’re hugging. He hasn’t found his mate yet.” Josh’s warning wasn’t in his tone.


  She turned Liam loose, still bouncing on her toes. “Did he say when?” Her father always had his days, even his weeks, planned out in advance.


  Again the green eyes sparkled. “Anytime you want.”


  She couldn’t resist. She had to take his forearm that was the size of a good-size tree branch with both hands. She yanked on it like a little girl tugging on her father’s arm to see the gift he’d brought her. “Oh, my God. I’ll go pack right now. Thank you so much.”


  Whirling, she dashed up the first two steps of the stairs, then turned back to him. “I hope you find your mate soon. She’s going to be one lucky lady. Almost as lucky as I am.”


  “The connection willing, I hope you’re right.”


  Taking the stairs as fast as she could, she ran down the hallway and into her bedroom. Throwing open the closet, she yanked her suitcase out and started tossing clothes into it.


  “We’re happy for you, babe.”


  She threw a shirt into the suitcase. Her men watched her, and then it hit her. They were worried. “Really? Because you don’t look like you’re happy for me.”


  Jadon frowned. “No, it’s not that. We are. It’s just that…”


  When it looked like Jadon couldn’t find the right words, Curt helped him out. “Do you want us to come with you?”


  “Are you kidding? Of course. Why aren’t you happy for me? For us?”


  “We are. It’s just that we need to know. You’re coming back, right? You won’t let him talk you into staying, will you?”


  “Of course not. This is my home. With all of you. How could you think otherwise?”


  Josh let out a long, relieved sigh. “Good. We just needed to hear it.”


  These men loved her even when faced with the possibility of getting shot. They loved her with everything they were, everything they had. They even loved her enough to set her free. And she loved them back. Impossibly, fiercely, and forever.


  She saw a different kind of need in them. A need to believe that she loved them as much as they loved her.


  “Then get packing. I want to get on the road like ten minutes ago.” She grinned, happier than she’d ever thought she could be.


  “She’s right, guys.” As usual, Jadon took charge. “I’ll get Liam and some others to handle things around the ranch. You two throw some clothes into a suitcase for all three of us. I’ll meet you all down by the pickup.”


  She squealed and hugged herself. “Yeah. You heard him. Get moving.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Her father opened the door to his modest ranch-style home, his large frame blocking the entrance.


  Mayla and her men came to a stop a few feet away. Her heart pounded, even more than the first time she’d seen her men shift into their bear bodies.


  “Only Mayla comes inside.” Her father’s hard expression left no doubt that he meant what he’d said.


  “Sure. No problem.” Josh slid his hand off her shoulder. “As long as she comes back out.”


  “I gave my word.”


  “Please.” She took first Josh’s, then Jadon’s hands and squeezed them, trying to reassure them. Her gaze went to Curt’s worried one. “He always keeps his word. I’ll be fine.”


  “Okay.” Jadon started to give her a kiss on the cheek, glanced at her father, then thought better of it. “Take as long as you need. We’ll wait.”


  She smiled, as much for herself as for them. “Thank you. Whatever happens, thank you.”


  Taking a huge breath, she eased past her father and into the home she’d grown up in. Nothing had changed since she’d moved to Austin. The same classic, stylish furnishings her mother had chosen were still there. Photographs of John, or her, of the entire family decorated the walls and rested on top of the piano her mother had played. A bookshelf spanned one long wall where her mother’s bear figurines nestled among her father’s law books.


  She stood in the middle of the living room and nodded at her brother who sat in one of the armchairs. “Hi, John.”


  “Sis.” He scrutinized her. “You’re looking good.”


  “I feel good. And happy. Especially now that you and Dad are willing to talk.” She followed her father as he moved to stand beside the piano. “I hate what happened before.”


  John’s voice cracked as he spoke, the strain showing on his face. “I’m sorry, sis. You know I’d never …” He struggled, clearing his throat. “I didn’t mean to hurt you. I wasn’t aiming at you.”


  “It’s okay. It was an accident.” He’d meant to shoot one of her men. That much was certain. But the past had to be put in the past if their future was to survive.


  She motioned to the sofa. “May I sit down?” It felt funny being so formal with him.


  Her father frowned. “This is still your home. It will always be your home.”


  None of them spoke, as though they all needed a little time to gather their thoughts.


  “I still can’t believe what I saw.”


  She gave her father an understanding smile. “Yeah. It’s a tough one to get your mind around. But it’s real, Dad. They’re werebears. You know. Like werewolves, except they change into bears.”


  “It’s impossible.”


  “A lot of things we thought were impossible are”—she shrugged—“possible.”


  “It would seem so.” Her father pulled back the curtain and peeked outside. “I checked around. I couldn’t find out much about the Barbersons, but what I did says they’re good men.”


  He’d had them investigated. She hated that, but she should’ve guessed that he would. There was nothing she could do about it now. “They are, Dad. They’re wonderful.”


  “But they’re bears, sis. It’s like you’re hooking up with animals.”


  She didn’t want to argue. Doing so would only cause more trouble. “I can see your point, but the men I make love to are men, not animals. And I love them, John. I’m not hooking up with anyone.”


  She leaned toward him, hoping to impress him with both her words and her body language. “Tell me, John. If you fell in love, would it matter to you what she was? What she looked like? Even if she could change into something totally different?”


  He started to answer, then closed his mouth.


  She’d answer for him. “You wouldn’t give a crap and you know it.”


  “So it’s for life? Have they said as much?”


  Her father’s questions meant he’d moved past the fact that they were werebears. It was more important for him to know that they cared for her and weren’t using her as a plaything.


  “They have. Obviously I can’t marry all three of them, but according to their people, we’re mates. That’s as good as being married.”


  “Do you love them? You said you did, but do you? With everything you have?”


  The moisture in his eyes brought her to her feet as she hurried to his side. “Oh, Dad, I do. I swear I do. I can’t explain it. I don’t think anyone can. It’s something you have to experience. There’s this connection, this invisible bond between us. It’s love and so much more.”


  John gave a sharp, bitter laugh. “Love at first again, huh?”


  She spun toward him. “Yes, John. Love at first sight. And it’s strong. Our mother would’ve understood.” She turned back to her father. “She would’ve understood. You know she would’ve.”


  “Your mother was a hopeless romantic.”


  “But I wasn’t, Dad. Shouldn’t that tell you something?”


  He touched her cheek, bringing tears to her eyes as well. “I won’t pretend that I understand. I can, however, tell you that I’ll try.”


  “You will? That’s all I ask.”


  “If you love them, then that makes it important enough for me to try.”


  “I do, Dad. I love them more than I ever thought I could. Can I ask them inside now?”


  He hesitated. Enough to worry her.


  “Only for a moment. You have to give me more time if you want more than that.”


  She tried not to shout her happiness. Or to push him too far. “Of course.”


  “If they really are the men you think they are, then I’ll do my best to accept that other part of them. Get them in here. I need to tell them something. Then you four can be on your way.”


  “You’re the best. You know that, right, Dad?”


  His smile was the best gift she’d ever received. “Your mother used to say that.”


  “And Mom was always right.” She glanced out the window.


  “Go on. Call them in.”


  She dashed to the door and waved at the three men leaning against the pickup. They looked at each other, then strode her way.


  “He wants to talk to you.” She stabbed a finger into Curt’s chest. “Behave. No joking around.”


  They came into her home, three very large men joining with the two that stood side by side in their living room. She felt dwarfed by their sizes and thrilled that five strong men cared so much about her.


  “Mr. Weaton,” Jadon began, then stopped when her father lifted his hand, palm out.


  “I’ll speak first.” His gaze raked the three of them. “My daughter loves you. Do you love her?”


  “We do,” answered Josh. “More than anything.”


  “And you’re going to take care of her? I’m not just talking about living with her and taking care of her basic needs. I’m talking about putting her first, always, no matter what you may want.”


  “We will. You can count on that.


  She smiled at Curt and how serious he was. “I’ve already left my firm in Austin. Once I get settled in, I’m going to start my own law practice in Shatland. They won’t be supporting me. At least not financially.”


  Her father waved her off. John shifted on his feet, his nerves showing.


  “Good.” Her father looked at the gun case in the back of the room. “I’m going to take your word for it. But if I ever hear of you hurting her in any way, I want you to know that I will hunt you down and skin you alive. Am I making myself clear?”


  All three men nodded. Jadon took a step forward and stuck out his hand. “Sir, if we ever hurt her—and that’s not going to happen—I’ll put your gun to my head and pull the trigger for you.”


  “Just make sure you keep your promise. You know I will. Now give me a hug, girl, before you get going.” Her father opened his arms wide.


  She fell into his embrace. Nothing had ever felt so good. Yet when she took in the smiles on her men’s faces, she amended that thought.


  Well. Almost nothing.


  Epilogue


  


  Two months later


  


  “Guys, before I get ready to go and visit my father”—she paused and shot them a grin—“would you do me another favor?”


  She’d made it a point to visit her father and brother every other weekend for the past two months. The more she saw them, the more questions she answered, the more comfortable they’d grown with her relationship with the Barberson men. When she saw them again, she’d convince them to come and visit with them on the ranch.


  “All you have to do is ask.” Josh cleared his throat. “We’d do anything for you.”


  Had anyone ever said such sweet things to her? Never.


  “Could we go into the other bedroom and play?”


  She should’ve known she’d end up getting slung over one of their shoulders. Laughing, she gripped the back of Jadon’s shirt and held on.


  Josh burst the door open while Curt followed them inside. He tossed her on top of the bed, then began undressing. She did the same, but before she could get more than her shoes off, Curt took hold of the front of her dress and tore it away.


  “Damn, but you get sexier every time I see you. We love you, baby. More than we can say.”


  “But don’t let that keep you from trying,” she joked. She didn’t have on any underwear, just like they’d asked her to dress.


  Strong chests were revealed, then the freeing of their cocks drew her attention downward. Even their butts were firm and looked like they were made from marble. They were tan there, too, but not as dark as the rest of them. Her pussy quickened at the sight, ready for whichever one would choose to sink his cock into her first.


  “You’re the most beautiful woman alive. We’re going to spend the rest of our lives making you happy.”


  The sincerity, the passion in Curt’s tone brought tears to her eyes. But now wasn’t the time for crying.


  “You already have.” She scanned the room, taking it all in. “So are we going to play rough?”


  “Is that how you want it, baby?” asked Josh.


  “It sure is.”


  She saw the joy she gave them light up their faces. They were the lovers she’d longed for, the men who were man enough, animal enough to give her what her life had been missing. She wanted to please them as they would please her.


  Curt dove onto the bed like a kid jumping up and down. She laughed, then the laughter changed to a squeal when he took her legs and flipped her onto her stomach. He moved her onto her hands and knees.


  “Spread your legs, woman.”


  “Woman? Ooh, I like it when you call me that.”


  “Then you’re really going to like this.”


  She jerked, startled to feel the coolness of lube as he dribbled it in along her butt crease. He began preparing her, working his fingers around and into her ass hole.


  “Once I get you loosened up, I’m going to use a butt plug to get you ready.”


  Spreading his legs apart for balance, Jadon got in front of her. “Hold up your head, baby.” When she did, he slipped a blindfold over her eyes, then made sure it was secure. “Let’s see how you like this.”


  Alarm threatened to stiffen her body. Taking in a long breath, she told herself that although she couldn’t see, she trusted these men completely. They would, without a doubt, protect her both in and out of the bedroom. She relaxed as much as she could with Curt playing with her bottom.


  He brushed the tip of his cock against her lips. His scent struck her and she parted her lips, ready to take her bear lover into her mouth. He clutched a chunk of her hair and held her to him. “That’s it, baby. Get a good taste.”


  He pushed his huge cock into her mouth and down her throat. At first she thought she’d gag, then her throat opened wider, accepting his massive length and width. He tasted manly, strong, with a touch of wildness that came from his inner animal. She flicked her tongue around him, letting his pre-cum slide down her throat. Sucking as hard as she could, she hollowed her cheeks, then reached out and cupped his balls.


  “Take a breath in, then let it out, woman.”


  Hearing Curt call her woman again excited her. Would he use the term outside the bedroom? She did as he told her, then just as she’d let out the breath, he slipped the butt plug into her ass. It wasn’t anywhere near the size of their cocks, but it gave her a pleasant sensation, a forerunner to the real thing. His cock pressed against her leg, teasing her as he wiggled the plug around.


  “No way am I getting left out.”


  The bed dipped underneath her. With the blindfold on, she concentrated on her other senses. She drew in a breath, and first smelled Jadon’s aroma, but soon she recognized the other’s aromas. They were similar, all three with that musky fragrance and wild essence. The essence, however, was slightly different from each of them. She wondered if she could pick them out by their scent alone.


  When Josh touched his fingers to her pussy, she startled again. His fingers played with her pussy lips then dove into her sheath.


  “She’s wet as hell and her pussy is weeping. Easy, baby.” His tongue flicked over her clit, followed by a huge sigh of pleasure.


  Her need for them roared into a higher leap, soaring her to the skies. Josh’s tongue tortured her, her clit throbbing as he pressed his mouth to her and took her clit between his teeth. Her lust consumed her, demanding that she surrender her body to them. She answered with every bit of her craving spiraling through her. He body tightened, eager to have their three cocks inside her.


  She sucked harder on Jadon’s cock, earning a moan from him. Moving her hips, she brought her pussy closer to Josh, then thrust it backward, urging Curt to exchange the butt plug for his cock.


  A slap against her butt was her reward for trying to push Curt. “I think our woman’s getting impatient. How about we use that spread now?”


  Spread?


  Another dip of the mattress came as Jadon eased his cock out of her mouth, leaned to the side, then dipped the mattress again when he got back in front of her. She heard the sound of a jar being opened.


  It’s the chocolate peanut butter spread.


  She remembered seeing it the first time in the bedroom, but they hadn’t used it yet. Taking a deep breath, she could smell the peanut aroma. Then she tasted it on her lips.


  “Just a little something sweet for you, baby.”


  She opened her mouth, taking Jadon’s spread-covered cock back into her mouth. Loving the taste of two of her favorite foods combined, she twirled her tongue around his length, gathered the sticky glob, then drew back and worked its deliciousness around the inside of her mouth. The flavors of peanut and chocolate were great together, but the taste was even more amazing with the addition of Jadon’s flavor.


  Another slap to her butt cheek rippled her flesh. “Turn your head and let me see.”


  She did as Curt ordered.


  “That’s what I thought. The spread is all over your mouth.” He slapped her again. “I’m going to have you lick that off my cock sometime. But not right now. Right now, I’ve got to feel my dick in your ass.”


  She’d just turned back to Jadon when Curt took out the butt plug, then shoved his cock into her ass hole. Moaning, she fed on more of the spread on Jadon’s cock, eating it up like a starving woman.


  Another spanking sent more zings of pain that headed straight for her pussy. With Jadon’s and Curt’s cocks inside her, she yearned to add Josh’s to the mix. But they were in charge of her body, and as a good mate, she’d wait, vulnerable and needy, until they decided to fulfil all her desires. She surrendered to them, giving up any say in what would happen next. They were her men, her masters, her bear lovers.


  But sometimes need trumped her willingness to obey. She couldn’t hold back any longer. “Please. I need all three of your cocks inside me.”


  Jadon, his voice deep and growly, warned his cousin. “Damn it, Josh. Let’s give her what she wants. Let’s claim her as our mate, once and for all.”


  They’d already given her their love and their bodies. And she’d given them all of her. How could they claim her any more than that? Not that it mattered. Whatever they wanted her to do, she’d do it.


  Curt slammed his cock into her asshole, working his hips back and forth. “Josh. Now.” He let out a snarl, when suddenly, Josh crawled out from underneath her, wrapped his arms around her, then flipped her onto her side.


  Curt’s complaint died away as he thrust his cock back inside her. Jadon didn’t speak. Instead, he shifted his position, then pushed his cock into her mouth. Josh pushed her legs apart, settled in between them, then drove his shaft into her, piercing her sheath.


  The men filled her with their cocks. She tightened her muscles around their shafts and sucked as hard as she could on Jadon’s. His hold on her hair tightened and she could sense his body tense.


  Curt shoved into her dark hole, time and again, his fingers gripping her leg, keeping her with him. He moaned, his yearning for her even more evident in his tone.


  Another spank came again, but it was different than Curt’s. “You’re our mate, babe. Now and forever.”


  “And you’re my men.”


  The storm inside her took on more fury, building and building until she was sure she’d split apart from her head to her feet. She could feel their cocks, throbbing as hard as her clit was. She could hear their heartbeats and the short breaths that came each time they plunged into her. With her body tingling, her climax grew stronger, tighter.


  Curt thrust into her bottom again, then paused. His growl, so animal-like, tore out of him, signaling his release. The warmth of him filled her, then slid down the crease between her buttocks. He flattened his hand against her cheek one last time, then rolled away.


  “Get ready. Here I come, babe.” Jadon took hold of her face with both hands. “Drink it up. If you—” His words left him, replaced by a low, satisfied growl.


  She held onto his cock, moving her fingers along his hard length. The hot liquid surged into her mouth, hitting the back of her throat. She gulped, swallowing as fast as she could, greedy to catch it all, but she couldn’t keep up with the flood of his seed.


  Jadon’s seed ran down her chin as Josh took hold of her and pulled her on top of him. Jadon’s snarl was lost in her yelp of surprise. His cock popped out of her. She blinked when someone jerked off the blindfold.


  The stark need in Josh’s face overwhelmed her. His amber eyes flashed as he took her arms and thrust them behind her. Curt and Jadon took hold of them, keeping her from getting free.


  Josh took a nipple into his mouth. He troubled her other nipple, using his thumb to rake back and forth over it.


  She’d never felt so loved in all her life as Jadon and Curt murmured words of devotion and promises of love. Her body trembled as Josh plunged into her, his tongue laving over her nipples, his grip on her butt cheeks stabbing into her. Spankings came from both Curt and Jadon, making the sensation of all their hands on her body even better, hotter.


  But when Josh lifted his head, then slid his tongue over her lips, her climax broke free. She tightened around his cock as he continued to thrust his hips upward and lick her breasts.


  Crying out against the pulsating whirlwind driving her over the edge, she bucked as hard as she could against him. The fury inside her engulfed her, pushing her faster and faster, until at last, it broke into smaller storms that grew, spreading into her bones, her tendons, her very soul. She cried out again as it shredded her need apart, then threatened to do the same to her body. His seed filled her as she fought to stay conscious.


  As her body struggled through the shockwaves of her orgasm, they held her, then gently laid her down. Her chest rose and fell in quick pants as they stroked her and wiped their juices from her.


  “Are you okay, baby?”


  She blinked, then found Josh’s face. “No.”


  At once, all three of their worried faces hovered over her. Curt glanced at his cousins, then asked, “We didn’t hurt you, did we? Sometimes we don’t know our own strength.”


  She smiled up at the gentle giants she loved. “I’m more than okay. I’m terrific.”


  Jadon groaned. “Damn. Don’t scare us again.”


  She reached out and caressed his cheek. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to.” With their help, she sat up. “As much as I want to stay in bed all day, I need to get going to see my father. He’s expecting me to have dinner with him and John.”


  They sat back, surrounding her with their bodies as much as they’d surrounded her with their love since the moment she’d met them. She felt like the luckiest woman in the world.


  Josh took her hand as he’d done so often before. “It’s great that your father and you are getting back to the way you were before. But give it more time. If he doesn’t feel like coming to visit us, then that’s okay. Don’t push him. He’ll come sooner or later.”


  She understood he was only trying to protect her from more heartache and she loved him for it. “I think it’ll go better than you think.”


  “Why do you say that?” Jadon tilted his head at her in that way she loved so much.


  She smiled, ready at last to tell them. “I have a secret weapon.”


  Curt looked at his cousins, checking to see if they had the answer. “Okay, we give. What’s your secret weapon?”


  She placed a hand on her stomach. “He’s going to want to see the ranch and how we live.” Pausing, she reveled in the anticipation of seeing their reactions. “Especially once he finds out that I’m carrying his grandchild.”


  At first, she wondered if they’d heard her. Or worse, that they didn’t like what she’d said. “Guys? That’s a good thing, right? The first one of ten?” She hoped they knew she was joking about the number.


  They reached for her, each of them trying to pull her against him. She laughed as they ended up settling for a group hug.


  Jadon pressed a kiss to her cheek. “Yeah, babe. That’s a very good thing.”
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