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Accepting His Human
Book Four

	 


Cryptozoologist Drake Whitton works as a genetics professor at Colin City College while he figures out how to remove the eccentric label from his name, given to him by his peer’s response to his last paper on the existence of the chupacabra. He thinks he’s found the opportunity he needs when a private firm asks him to dissect and analyze a new DNA strand, and he discovers it contains both human and reptilian characteristics. His plans are derailed when his car gets hijacked by a detective on the run, his home gets broken into by people from the corporation he’s been doing research for, and he gets seduced by the doctor assigned to care for the hijacker.

	Doctor Ailean Carmichael never expects to find a mate, let alone a human one, but he’s willing to take what Fate gives him. After all, not all humans are like his late foster parents, right? And an orphaned, exiled black jaguar living in a wolf shifter’s territory doesn’t have too many options. He decides seducing the naïve professor will be delicious fun for both of them, until Ailean realizes he needs to protect his little mate from those bent on experimenting on and eradicating shifters. But when Ailean discovers Drake actually works for the scientists trying to destroy him and his friends, will he take the time to listen to Drake’s explanation? Or will he decide all humans really are the same?

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	Drake Whitton strode out of the building, fighting back the urge to run. Man, those guys give me the heebie jeebies. If he didn’t need the grant money so bad, he would have told them no after the first meeting. But it was tough to find anyone willing to front money to a cryptozoologist, and one thought to be eccentric at that.

	Maybe he should walk away. It wasn’t like he needed to do research to survive. He’d fallen back on his teaching degree last year after the critics tore apart his paper on the existence of the chupacabra. He should have known better than to publish something so controversial.

	Drake rubbed a hand over his lean face, realizing he’d lost weight since taking this grant from the Crystal Lake Corporation. Their schedule for results was pretty aggressive, and Drake often found it difficult to find time, if he even remembered, to eat. And getting enough sleep at night? Forget it. He was lucky if he managed four hours.

	Letting out a sigh, he lifted the key fob and pressed a button. The lights to his hatchback Ford Focus blinked, and he heard a muted click, the noise that meant he was pushing the button to unlock an already unlocked car. Odd. He felt certain he’d locked it.

	Drake glanced around warily but saw nothing amiss. He was the only one in the parking lot. Rolling his shoulders, he tried to relieve the tension. He continued to sweep his gaze over the area as he climbed into his car. After putting the keys in the ignition, Drake fastened his seatbelt and started the vehicle. He put the car in reverse and looked in the rear view mirror, checking for traffic that he knew wasn’t there.

	His eyes widened as he focused on the gun.

	“Drive,” the man lying across his tiny backseat ordered.

	Drake’s jaw dropped open, and he struggled to breathe.

	“Just drive and you won’t get hurt.” The rasping order of the gunman came again.

	Nodding quickly, he headed out of the parking lot. “W-where do I need to take you, sir?” Drake managed to squeak out after several moments of tense silence. Yeah, that sounded so un-manly, but he was a college professor and scientist, not a courageous man.

	“Grady,” his armed hitchhiker wheezed.

	It was then that Drake noticed the metallic scent of blood filling the small car. Another look in the mirror showed the bruising covering the man’s face and the dark, dried blood caking his arms. His eyes widened even more. What had happened to this man? “Is your name Grady?”

	For a second the man just stared at him, and Drake worried he’d managed to anger him.

	The man shook his head slowly and said, “Need to get to Detective Grady Stryker.”

	The man’s words were slow and deliberate, as if each word was an effort. “Detective Grady Stryker?” At the man’s slow nod, Drake couldn’t stop a smile, or the nervous laugh. That’s odd. Why would a kidnapper want to get to a cop? Hopefully this Grady fellow wasn’t crooked. “Okay,” Drake said softly. “Just relax. I’ll find Detective Stryker for you.”

	His words seemed to soothe the man because he eased back onto the seat and let out a sigh. Drake worried his lip, eyeing his uninvited, and evidently severely injured, passenger. What on earth happened to him? Should I take him to my condo? If he were to find this detective, he’d need to get online and do a search, and it wasn’t safe to use his phone and drive. Hopefully, this guy wouldn’t be too far away. Or maybe...

	“Do you know Detective Stryker’s phone number?”

	His inquiry received no response. On a straight stretch of road, he took a long look in his mirror and realized the man had passed out, either from exhaustion or from his injuries, Drake didn’t know. Okay. My condo it is.

	Fifteen minutes later had him driving through the gate of his secured community. He hurriedly parked his Focus in his garage and hit the button to close the garage door, locking them inside the cavernous room. If he could get the gun away from the man and then get online, maybe he could locate the detective and get some answers, or he could drive back out of the garage and to the nearest police station. Another look in the mirror at the severely injured man had Drake opening the door and shoving his seat forward. He sucked in a breath as he got his first good look at the stranger. Short dark hair was matted with blood, and dark, square facial features were obscured by bruises, scabs, and a bushy beard. Even in sleep, the man clutched a rough, gray, military style blanket around his body. The arm he could see, the one holding the handgun, was pale, a chafing line around the wrist indicating confinement, and needle marks. Crap! Is he a druggie?

	Having no way of knowing, he carefully eased the weapon out of the unresponsive man’s fingers. Not knowing anything about guns, he set it on the floor and used a foot to push it under his car. Then he reached forward and pressed his fingers to the man’s neck. Relief filled him when he found a pulse, weak, but it was there.

	Drake pulled out his blackberry and started a search. He found a Detective Grady Stryker who was a homicide officer commissioned out of Stone Ridge, a town a little over an hour from Colin City, where Drake lived and worked. Noting the number, he entered it into his phone and pushed send.

	He crossed his fingers for luck, praying the man would answer. A glance at his watch showed him it was already nearing ten-thirty at night. Cringing at having to call anyone this late, Drake worried his lip and eyed the prone form still in his car.

	A deep voice answered on the fourth ring. “Stryker here.”

	“Detective Grady Stryker?” Drake asked warily.

	“Hello? Anyone there?”

	Drake frowned. “Is this Detective Grady Stryker?” he asked, a little louder.

	“Fuck, I can’t hear anyone. Piece of shit.”

	He heard the deep voice growl into the phone.

	“Give me that,” another man said, his voice faint enough that Drake realized he must have been standing right next to the detective. “Hold on,” the second man said, his voice much clearer.

	Drake knew the stranger now spoke into the phone, to him.

	“You gotta stop playing with the buttons, stud. You screwed with the volume again.”

	Drake’s brows shot up. Stud? What on earth? Seconds later, he heard the tenor again.

	“You still there?”

	“Yes,” Drake managed to answer, thoroughly confused.

	“Good. Hang on.”

	“Stryker here.” The deep bass voice sounded into the phone again, this time with a hint of irritation.

	“Are you... are you Detective Grady Stryker?” Drake asked, suddenly hesitant.

	There was a short silence, before, “Yeah. Who is this?”

	“My name is Professor Drake Whitton. I picked up someone who says he’s looking for you.” Drake stared at the injured man as he spoke, willing the man to wake up. He didn’t.

	“Who?”

	Well, that was the million-dollar question, wasn’t it? How to answer...”Um. I don’t know his name. He kinda... well... I gave him a ride, and he passed out in the back. He’s injured. There’s bruising on his face and blood on his arms.”

	“Shit!” the detective snarled. Hushed voices murmured in the background, this time too quiet for the sensitive phone to pick up and pass on. Finally, he heard, “Does he have dark hair and eyes? Stands about six foot?”

	“Uh...” Drake swept his gaze over the man. “He has dark hair. I didn’t notice his eyes, and he’s lying down, so I don’t know his height.” Before the detective could say anything else, Drake said, “Look. He’s pretty beat up. I think I should take him to a hospital. Maybe you could meet me there.”

	The next long pause made him twitch nervously. What if the detective thought he was the one who beat the guy up? Of course, one look at him, and the guy would know that wasn’t even a remote possibility. Drake was five-foot-nine with light chocolate skin, thanks to his half African American, half Swedish father, wore glasses, and was skinny, not lithe or tone or any of those flattering ways of saying someone was thin. He had to work to weigh more than one hundred twenty pounds, and women were more interested in getting some meat on his bones than dating him, which was good, since Drake was gay, very, very gay. He couldn’t imagine what he’d do with a woman if she ended up interested.

	“Are you near Colin City or Sugar Creek?” The deep voice interrupted his stray musings.

	“Yes. Colin City.”

	“Take him to Colin City Hospital. Know where that is?”

	“Yes.”

	“Ask for Doctor Carmichael. I’m going to call and tell the doc he’s coming. Can you do that?”

	“Yes.” Oops! Now I feel like a broken record, better say something else. “I’m not too far from there. I’ll have your friend there in about ten minutes or so.”

	“Good. I’ll see you there, Professor.”

	After popping his head into the condo and yelling to his brother that he needed to run out again, Drake climbed back into his car and started it up. Hitting the garage door opener, he eased out of the enclosure and back onto the street. After closing the garage door, he glanced in the rear view mirror again, more to assure himself that the man was still unconscious than anything else.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Doctor Ailean Carmichael let out a low growl as he set the phone down. Some idiot human was bringing in an injured man, possibly Detective Sullivan. The big cat shifter figured he should be grateful for the good Samaritan, since they’d been looking for the missing man for two weeks, but it sure made his job more difficult. All his rooms were full, which meant he’d have to transfer a patient to Doctor Lansey, who would raise a fuss and demand all kinds of explanations. The prick.

	He strode to the emergency room admissions desk and smiled at Bernice. “I need to free up one of my rooms. Can you transfer Mr. Sanders from room three into one of Doctor Lansey’s rooms, please?”

	The woman grimaced, but nodded. “Yes, Doctor.” Still typing, she glanced up at him. “You know he’s not going to be happy.”

	“I know, Bernice.” He tapped his clipboard on the desk in agitation. “If he gives you any trouble, tell him the order came from me.”

	“You’ll probably be seeing him in exactly... six minutes,” she said after glancing at the clock.

	Ailean nodded, knowing she was probably right. A couple moments later, just coming out of the room of one of his patients, he found a glaring Doctor Lansey. He glanced at his watch and lifted a brow. Damn. Six minutes. Is Bernice psychic? More probable was the fact that the older woman had been working at the hospital for two decades.

	“Why did you transfer your patient to me? Don’t you think I have enough of my own?” the other doctor snarled angrily.

	Doctor Lansey did a damn fine impersonation of a cat, Ailean thought, staring at the man. “I received a call from Detective Stryker notifying me that an injured man is on his way. He asked that I take a look at him,” he said, crossing his arms over his white coat.

	“And you couldn’t just give that patient to me?” Doctor Lansey scoffed.

	“No,” he replied. He’d be damned if he explained himself to this human.

	“Why not?”

	“Doctor Carmichael, please report to the emergency room desk,” Bernice’s voice came over the intercom.

	Ailean turned on his heel and walked down the hall, dismissing the irritating man behind him. As he neared the reception area, a sweet musky scent hit his senses, making his cock perk up and take notice. What the hell? Trying to ignore the sudden onslaught of lust, Ailean crossed the room while taking in the occupants.

	Half a dozen patients occupied chairs. An orderly walked past him, taking another patient through the doors behind him to a room. Bernice sat at her desk, keying information into her computer. And a cute man stood nervously in front of her desk, twisting his long slender fingers in agitation.

	He couldn’t help but give the human a once over as he walked toward him. Light chocolate skin and short, dark brown hair spoke of a mixed heritage. The stranger stood around five nine and had a lean body, a little too lean in fact. The poor human looked like a stiff wind would blow him over. A strange desire to hold the man and ease whatever stress caused the man’s obvious tension swept over Ailean.

	Frowning at the ridiculous notion, he made his way over and stopped next to the desk. The small human stared up at him, and his deep brown eyes widened as he swept his gaze over Ailean’s body. He smirked, keeping his eyes on the human as he said, “You called for me, Bernice?”

	“Yes, Doctor,” she replied, her gaze glancing from one man to the other. “This gentleman says Detective Stryker sent him to see you.”

	“Thank you, Bernice,” he said. “Come this way.” He rested a hand on the man’s shoulder and a bolt of desire shot through his body, making his dick tighten and jerk in his scrubs. Mate! Ailean snatched his hand away as if burned and sucked in a breath. No. It can’t be! My mate can’t be human! But the intoxicating scent that surrounded them as the man followed where Ailean led to a quiet corner of the reception room didn’t lie. Fuck!

	Glaring, he snapped, “Where’s Lyle?”

	The man’s brows shot up. “Lyle? Oh, my hitchhiker!” He wrapped his arms around his midsection and dropped his gaze to the floor. “He’s in my car. I couldn’t get him out. He’s too big.”

	And, well hell, now he felt bad for growling at the human, and Ailean wanted to wrap his arms around him and soothe him. Letting out a frustrated breath, he said, “Let me get a stretcher and then you can lead the way.”

	The man nodded quickly, still not looking at him. Running a hand through his thick black hair, Ailean headed toward the back to get what he needed. He was back a moment later. The man glanced up quickly before averting his eyes. Shit! Ailean didn’t want the man scared of him. How the hell was he supposed to seduce him that way? Even if he was human, a shifter only received one mate.

	Then another thought struck. What if the human wasn’t gay? That put a whole new spin on the situation. He’d have to find out. But first...”Where’s your car?”

	“This way,” came the soft, breathy reply that had Ailean’s balls aching.

	Swallowing his desire, so glad the coat he wore reached mid-thigh and hid his erection, he followed out the door. The man glanced over his shoulder at him. “Don’t you need an orderly to help or something?”

	“Nope,” Ailean said. His shifter strength would be more than enough to get Detective Sullivan, or whoever it turned out to be, out of the car. At least he thought so until he saw the tiny hatchback’s lights flash in response to his mate hitting a key fob. He may need the little human’s help just due to the awkward confines of the vehicle. He pulled open the car door and got a good look at the detective. “Fuck, Lyle. What’d they do to you?” he growled.

	Blood covered the human’s arms, face, and neck, and Ailean knew some of the discolorations were masses of bruises. He mentally cringed at what he’d find under the blanket. He turned to the good Samaritan and motioned him over. “Okay. I’m going to need you to keep the stretcher steady as I pull him out and get him on it.”

	The man nodded and wrapped long fingers around the metal bars of the stretcher. For a second, Ailean stared at those fingers, wondering what their length would feel like around his dick. Shit! Giving himself a mental slap, he turned back to Lyle. The man needed help, and here he stood lusting over his mate, one that didn’t look like he returned Ailean’s desire.

	Gritting his teeth, Ailean placed one foot in the car and maneuvered his big body into the back seat of the little vehicle. He wrapped his arms under Lyle and carefully lifted him. Lyle groaned, his eyes fluttering. The fingers of his right hand seemed to clench convulsively on empty air, then the detective’s eyes snapped open. He started to struggle.

	“Easy, Lyle,” he muttered to the thrashing man. “It’s Doctor Carmichael. Ailean Carmichael. You’re going to be okay.” Damn, he hoped he wasn’t lying to the man.

	Finally, Lyle stilled. Focusing dilated eyes on him, he whispered, “Ailean?”

	“Yup. I’m gonna get you fixed up, Detective,” he purred soothingly. Sometimes it was good to be a cat. For some reason, purring soothed even the most upset human. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the little man shiver and discreetly adjust his dick. Ailean hid a smile, pleased the man wasn’t completely immune to him.

	“Grady?” Lyle whispered.

	“He’s on his way. Just relax. I’m taking you into the hospital, so we can get you fixed up.”

	“No. No hospital,” Lyle muttered, beginning to wriggle again.

	Tightening his hold as his back started to burn from holding the awkward position, Ailean purred again. “Easy. It’ll be off the record. No one knows you’re here except me, Grady, Gordon, and the one who found you. You’ll be fine.”

	Lyle opened his mouth again, probably to protest, but the words died in his throat as he passed back out. That was definitely a blessing, for both of them. Moving again, Ailean pulled Lyle from the car as gently as possible. His mate was there instantly with the stretcher. “Hold it steady, little mate,” he commanded as he set Lyle down. The man nodded absently as he held the rolling cot’s frame. Ailean quickly strapped Lyle down, so he wouldn’t fall off during his quick trip across the parking lot.

	A dozen feet toward the door, he paused, realizing his mate wasn’t following. Ailean turned and saw the man once again twisting his fingers nervously as he stared at his car. The man looked like he was ready to bolt, and that just wouldn’t do.

	Ailean moved back to him and wrapped an arm around the skittish human’s waist. “Come along, little mate,” he purred. The man sagged against him, fitting perfectly against his bigger six-foot frame. Heat seared through his veins at the contact.

	“Maybe I could just go?” the man said softly.

	Pushing the stretcher with one hand, he kept the other firmly around his mate. “I’m afraid not. Detective Stryker will need to speak with you,” he said. When the man tensed, he squeezed the bony shoulders he held. “Don’t worry. Everything will be fine.”

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Drake expected the doctor to release him once they walked back into the hospital, but to his surprise, and pleasure, he didn’t. He kept his arm wrapped around his shoulders, nodded at Bernice as he called, “I’ll be back with info on this one.”

	The woman lifted a brow in obvious curiosity, but she waved a hand in acknowledgement and went back to her typing. Doctor Carmichael pushed the stretcher into a large room. “Have a seat, little mate,” he said. “Grady lives in Stone Ridge, but I’m sure he’ll hurry.”

	He nodded, watching the bigger man for several minutes as his mind whirled with questions, like what he’d landed in the middle of, because he couldn’t imagine this was normal procedure. The man, Lyle the doctor had called him, hadn’t even been checked in, and the doctor didn’t call for nurses or anyone else to help him. Instead, he shut the door and started cleaning up the man and hooking up IVs himself. Was that normal?

	“You called him Lyle. Do you know him?” He figured that was a safe question.

	Doctor Carmichael glanced at him before returning to his work. “Yes. I’ve met him a couple times.”

	“Who is he?”

	This time the doctor’s honey-brown eyes stayed on him for a bit longer. He seemed to be assessing Drake, and he flushed under the man’s scrutiny. His skin still tingled from where he’d pressed him close to his side. He wanted to shift in his chair and find a more comfortable position for his cock, which had gone hard from the contact. Drake couldn’t remember the last time someone had turned him on so much so fast. But he knew that would be inappropriate and a dead giveaway to his orientation, and he didn’t want to offend the nice doctor.

	“His name is Detective Lyle Sullivan.”

	Well, one thing could be said for Doctor Carmichael, he sure didn’t volunteer information. “What happened to him?”

	“He went missing two weeks ago. From the looks of things, someone held him captive and tortured him,” he replied bluntly.

	Drake sucked in a breath, his eyes widening in his head. “That’s terrible,” he whispered.

	Doctor Carmichael lifted his head and nodded. “Yes, little mate, it is.”

	He frowned, wondering why the man kept calling him that. He’d used that term several times now, and he wondered what meaning it held. He knew he was little, but they weren’t friends, not that he didn’t want to be. But he couldn’t imagine the doctor wanting to be friends with someone like him, an eccentric, poor, skinny professor.

	Before he could ask, a light knock sounded on the door. Doctor Carmichael paused and took a deep breath, before saying, “Come in, Grady.”

	Weird. How did he know?

	A large muscle-bound blond man strode into the room followed by a shorter, slightly heavy man with long, steel-gray hair. The bigger man frowned and muttered an explicative under his breath.

	The doctor smirked. “Yeah. That’s what I said upon first sight.”

	He watched the shorter man rest a hand on the blond’s shoulder and whisper, “Easy, Grady.”

	To Drake’s surprise, Grady, the detective, wrapped his own hand around the other man’s, holding it in place. Huh, are they a couple? Impossible. The detective oozed testosterone! Family, then? If so, Drake couldn’t make out any parental markers between their features.

	“Is he going to make it?” the detective asked.

	Doctor Carmichael grimaced. “I’m not sure yet. He seems stable, but I still need to run some tests. Check for internal bleeding, concussion, broken bones, blood work, that sort of thing. You got here awful quick, so I haven’t had time yet.”

	Grady turned toward Drake, and he wanted to cringe. This man’s calculating gaze made him feel like prey in the presence of a hungry lion.

	“Are you Professor Drake Whitton?”

	Drake nodded.

	Grady looked back at the doctor. “Think you can run your tests while I chat with the professor, Ailean?”

	The doctor, Ailean, nodded. What an exotic name. He wanted to ask it’s origin when the man spoke.

	“Sure.” Ailean’s gaze fixed on him, removing the chill he’d gotten from Grady’s stare. “You’ll be fine with Grady, little mate. He just needs to ask you some questions.”

	How did Ailean know he’d been nervous? Drake looked down and realized his twisting fingers must have given him away. His head snapped back up. “Why do you keep calling me little mate?”

	Ailean left the bed and headed toward him, his body moving with sensual grace. “I didn’t know your name,” he said, stopping in front of him. “Would you prefer I call you handsome? Maybe sweet baby?”

	Okay, so the doctor did seem to swing his way, but why would he be interested in him? He wasn’t attractive by any means.

	Trying to control his erratic reactions to the man, he frowned. “My name is Drake.”

	Ailean used a finger under Drake’s chin to lift his gaze. “I still prefer little mate, Drake. Don’t go anywhere until I return. I want to ask for your phone number.”

	Then to his utter shock, Ailean brushed his lips lightly over Drake’s in the gentlest, most sensual caress. Before he even realized it was happening, it ended. His first real kiss and he’d been too stunned to reciprocate. But Ailean didn’t seem to mind. He straightened and turned to a stunned looking Grady. “I’ll be back.”

	“Little mate, huh?” Grady murmured, concern etched on his features.

	The doctor lifted a brow as if daring the larger man to contradict him. “Yes.”

	Silent messages seemed to pass between the two men, but before Drake could even begin to guess at what it meant, Ailean wheeled Lyle out of the room and disappeared. The door clicking shut sounded so ominous to Drake’s ears that he tensed.

	Grady eased onto the hard plastic chair next to him and sighed. “Relax,” he said. “I just have some questions.”

	Drake nodded, suddenly feeling more at ease. It was like all the aggression had gone out of the man and left behind was a bone weary friend. “I’ll help any way I can,” he assured. He really did want to help. No one deserved to be beaten.

	“Where did you pick up Lyle?” Grady asked.

	“It was outside the Fitzgerald Building on third and ninth. I had just left a meeting with my contractor, the Crystal Lake Corporation, and when I climbed into my car he was in the back,” he stated.

	“In the back? He was already there?”

	The man’s tone made it apparent that he didn’t believe him, and Drake frowned. “Yes.” He rose, agitation making it hard to keep still. “I thought I’d locked the car, but when I hit the unlock button, it made that click noise like it was already open. I looked around, but didn’t see anyone, so I climbed into the car.” Drake crossed his arms over his chest and glared at the detective. “When I looked into the rear view mirror, there he was, and...” He worried his lip, suddenly uncertain. He knew Ailean wouldn’t hurt him, he wasn’t sure how he knew, but he was certain of it. He wasn’t so sure about these two though, and the doctor was gone.

	“And what?” Grady asked gently.

	Knowing he couldn’t hide the information, he shared, “And he was holding a gun on me.”

	Grady nodded slowly, his throat working as he swallowed hard. “Did he say anything to you?”

	Drake nodded. “Yes. He told me to drive and I wouldn’t get hurt.”

	“And?”

	He let out a huff. “What do you mean and? I drove!” he yelled. Fatigue, pressure, and hunger made his fuse suddenly too short, and he wanted Ailean to come back. He found something about that man soothing, and he liked knowing the man liked him.

	“Please calm down, Professor,” the man in the corner finally spoke. “We know this situation is trying, to have someone pull a gun on you and highjack your car. Being out of control is never easy. Please, Lyle is a good man and would never have done this under normal circumstances. He’d never have pulled a stranger into his problems if it wasn’t absolutely necessary.”

	Drake nodded slowly, mulling over the other man’s words. They rang true. “Who are you? Are you a detective, too?”

	The man smiled, his black eyes belying the warmth in his face. “I’m sorry. I’m Doctor Gordon Digby. I’m Grady’s partner.”

	Partner? “I thought Doctor Carmichael said Lyle is Grady’s partner?”

	Gordon chuckled, sharing a smile with Grady. “Not that kind of partner, Drake.”

	“Oh.” Well, that answered that question. The big men really were gay! To have the two men so openly confirm their relationship shocked and confused him. He wasn’t in the closet by any means, not really, but no one really asked him what his preference was, and that’s the way he liked it. He wasn’t sure he could keep his teaching position otherwise.

	“Now,” Grady said, rising smoothly from his chair. “You were saying that Lyle was in your car when you left the Fitzgerald building, and you started to drive. What else did he say? How did you know to call me?” the man asked as he put a hand on Drake’s shoulder and steered him back to his chair.

	He went willingly, mainly because he knew there was no way he could overpower the big detective. Closing his eyes, he brought up the scene in his mind. Due to years of scientific research, he’d trained his mind to remember even minute details. That skill paid off now. “Okay. Lyle said Drive. And when I sat there in terror, he said Just drive and you won’t get hurt. I obeyed pretty quickly that time. After I pulled out of the parking lot, I stuttered out W-where would you like me to take you, sir? Thinking it’d be a good idea to be polite to the man with the gun. His answer confused me. He said Grady.”

	Drake opened his eyes. “Now I know he meant he wanted me to take him to you, but I didn’t know that at the time. I asked him Is that your name? It took him a while to answer, but he finally replied, Need to get to Detective Grady Stryker. I thought that was weird, too. A hijacker wanting to be taken to a detective, and then the thought occurred to me that maybe you were a dirty cop. You aren’t, are you?” He paused expectantly, praying the man wasn’t.

	Realizing he expected an answer, Grady lifted a brow and shook his head. “No.”

	Letting out a breath of relief, Drake nodded. “Oh, good.” He paused. Where did I leave off? Oh yes. “Anyway, I noticed the bruises and blood on his face and arms and realized something bad had happened to him. So I confirmed your name, but when I asked Lyle if he knew your phone number, he didn’t answer. He’d passed out by then, you see,” he added.

	He glanced between Grady and Gordon, trying to ascertain if they were following. He knew that once he got going with a lecture, he could sometimes lose his students. He figured this couldn’t be too much different. After both men nodded, and Grady waved a hand as if to say go on, he did. “I didn’t know who you were, Detective, so I went home and...”

	“You took him to your home?” Grady cut in.

	Drake cocked his head. “Yeah. I didn’t take him into the house. I just closed us into the garage. I needed a safe place to connect to the internet and find out who you were. That’s where I called you from, my garage.”

	He watched Grady and Gordon again exchange looks he couldn’t decipher. Well, that’s just frustrating. What is going on? He sighed, suddenly sure he didn’t want to know. If it involved people hurting other people like they did to Detective Sullivan, then Drake didn’t want anything to do with it. “After talking to you, I brought Lyle here.” He shrugged.

	Grady nodded. “Okay. What happened to the gun? Is it still in your car?”

	“Oh, no,” he said, biting his lip. “I took it away and kicked it under the car. I didn’t pick it back up, so it’s still in the garage. Do you want to follow me home to get it?” Then he hoped he could go to sleep, but he still had research to do and an early class tomorrow. He fought back a sigh. Bummer, he wasn’t going to get much sleep tonight.

	The detective leaned against the bed. “I will need to do that, yes. I’d also like you to take me to where your car was parked when you picked Lyle up, but it needs to be in the daylight. Are you available tomorrow?”

	Rubbing his brow, he thought about everything he needed to do the next day. Slowly he nodded. “I have a break in classes between eleven-thirty and one. I can meet you at the corner of sixth and ninth at eleven-forty-five. That should give me enough time to show you where it is and be back for my next class.”

	“Will that give you enough time to eat?”

	Drake whirled at the growling voice, a flood of warmth he’d never felt before hit him when he saw Ailean in the doorway. Uh, oh. He shouldn’t like the man this much this fast, especially since he didn’t know anything about him. He chewed his bottom lip in consternation.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Ailean couldn’t believe he’d just said that, but the man obviously didn’t take care of himself. The nibbling on his lip and abashed look just confirmed it. It also made him so fucking cute Ailean’s teeth ached. And so did his shaft. He wanted to order everyone else out of the room and taste that plump bottom lip that Drake worried.

	Instead, he rolled the stretcher into the room and motioned for Grady to help him lift the still unconscious Lyle onto the bed. Once done, he moved the stretcher into the hall. He closed the door and crossed the room to stand in front of Drake.

	The skinny human’s mouth opened and closed like a fish, and Ailean couldn’t stop the grin. “Now, does that leave you time for lunch, little mate?”

	“Uh, no,” he whispered.

	“Then that won’t work, will it?” He brushed Drake’s jaw with the tips of his fingers to soften his words. “I don’t work tomorrow until three in the afternoon. How about I pick you up at the campus with lunch? That way you can eat while I drive?” he offered.

	He continued to stroke his little mate’s soft skin, marveling at how right it felt to touch the human. How could Fate give me a human? He’d never had any good experiences with them. Fuck, he hoped this would be different. He frowned at the thought. Of course it would be different. This is my mate!

	Drake gave a quick nod. “Okay. I’d like that,” he murmured, ducking his head.

	Ailean wondered if it was shyness or something else. Inexperience? He’d have to see. “Good,” Ailean replied. “Now, give me your phone number, little mate,” he ordered softly, handing the man a pen and his clipboard.

	He watched Drake glance between him and the other two men in the room. From the corner of his eye, Ailean watched Gordon give his little mate a wink and an encouraging nod. Drake gave a slight smile and scribbled an almost illegible string of figures across the page. He’d have to remember to find a way to thank the elephant shifter. Whatever had happened while he was gone, Drake seemed to value Gordon’s opinion. He owed the man.

	“And people say a doctor’s signature is bad,” he teased, taking the clipboard back. Drake opened his mouth, starting to stutter something, but Ailean rested an index finger against the soft lips he so desperately wanted to taste properly. The little peck from earlier hadn’t been nearly enough. “Relax,” he assured. “I’m just teasing. Go with Grady, and I’ll see you tomorrow.”

	“Okay,” Drake murmured, his eyes slightly dilated.

	What a fucking sexy look. Ailean couldn’t stop himself from pulling the shorter man to his feet, cupping his jaw, and claiming his lips. Surprise shot through Ailean when Drake froze in his arms for several seconds. But he patiently brushed the man’s lips again and again and soon Drake melted into Ailean’s embrace. Inexperience. Definitely inexperience. He flicked his tongue out, tracing Drake’s lips, tasting lightly. When he didn’t automatically open, he gently nipped his mate’s full bottom lip.

	A sharp inhalation had Drake opening slightly, allowing Ailean the access he wanted. He took advantage. As he slid his tongue into the narrow gap between Drake’s teeth, he wrapped his arms around his mate’s slender waist and pulled him flush to his body.

	Holy shit! Ailean’s dick shot rock hard and leaking. It jerked and pulsed against his mate’s stomach. Moaning softly, he plundered Drake’s mouth, mapping the man’s teeth, gums, and tongue. Finally, needing air, Ailean lamented having to ease the kiss to an end.

	Blinking, he took a deep breath, watching his mate’s cheeks flame underneath his bronze coloring. Ailean looked from the corner of his eye and gave Gordon and Grady a slight smile at their attempt at giving them some sense of privacy in the small room. Both had their backs to the couple.

	“Hey, none of that now,” Ailean whispered, drawing Drake’s attention. “We aren’t doing anything wrong, and we’re certainly not bothering my friends. You should see them when they get going,” he teased, winking largely.

	That just caused Drake’s blush to deepen. Yup. Definitely inexperience. He’d have to remember that. He kissed his mate lightly one more time before pulling away. “It’s late, and from what you’ve said, it sounds like you have an early class. Get going and I’ll see you tomorrow.”

	“Okay,” his mate replied breathily. “I’ll, uh...” Drake cleared his throat. “I’ll see you tomorrow then.”

	“Most definitely,” Ailean promised.

	He watched the three men file out of the room. Grady gave him a nod, telling him without words that he’d find a way to keep an eye on Drake when Ailean wasn’t around. He didn’t know if it was the detective’s way of saying thanks for helping his mate heal from a broken arm a couple weeks ago, or if it was because Drake was essential for finding those who’d hurt Lyle. Either way, he appreciated it.

	He was busy checking vitals when a knock sounded on the door five minutes later. Opening it, he found Bernice. “No one brought the chart for this man yet. Is it ready,” she asked.

	Ailean sighed and held up his clipboard. “The detective just left. I’m almost done filling out the paperwork, and I’ll have it to you in fifteen minutes,” he promised.

	Bernice nodded and turned away, although she did shake her head as she walked down the hall. Sliding a needle into the IV port, he injected Lyle with several CCs of morphine. The man needed to stay asleep for at least a day. He had so many bruises and lacerations, Ailean had great respect for the human, just for the fact that the man had managed to move, let alone escape!

	He was just finishing the made up file when another knock sounded at the door. A growl of frustration escaped him. “I told you I’d have it to you soon,” he snarled as he yanked open the door.

	Declan McIntire smirked back at him. “Oh, really? Weel, forgive me for fogettin’ yer words,” he replied, deepening his Irish lilt just to give him crap.

	Ailean shook his head. “What is this? Grand Central Station tonight?”

	He pulled the door open further and motioned the alpha of the Stone Ridge pack into the room. Declan sniffed the room openly before eyeing Lyle’s unconscious form and settling into one of the hard patient chairs. Following the large African American was a second man, a short brunet, who he remembered as Todd something or other, having met him once at a BBQ. He was a wolf shifter who’d been held captive by the same scientists who’d held Lyle.

	Todd hurried to Lyle’s side, immediately grasping the hand that didn’t have a tube attached. He settled into the chair by the bed and nuzzled Lyle’s cheek with his own, whispering words even Ailean’s sensitive shifter hearing couldn’t catch. He turned to Declan and lifted both brows in silent question.

	The wolf alpha grimaced. “Ailean, ye remember Todd Abernathy. Lyle is his mate.” When Ailean opened his mouth to express his confusion, Declan held up a hand. “They’ve never actually met, but Todd recognized him the night he was rescued from the scientists. Lyle’s scent is the reason Todd convinced his brother Phillip to stay here with him and join me pack.” The alpha rose and rubbed both palms over his shaved scalp. “He needs to be here,” he murmured to the ceiling. Turning to face Ailean, Declan grimaced. “Even though they’re not mated yet, just his presence will calm Lyle,” he said, entreating with his dark gray eyes. “Please don’t make him go.”

	Ailean let out a long sigh before grabbing his clipboard. “One Todd Abernathy,” he said as he wrote. “Significant Other to Detective Lyle Sullivan,” he added out loud, his gaze shifting between both men. After a shake of his head, Ailean added, “Soft crooning from Todd relaxes volatile patient. Open visitation for Todd allowed.”

	He huffed a sigh. “You do realize that if anyone finds out, they’ll be sure to have my...”

	Declan rested a hand on his shoulder. “Yer aide to the pack will not go forgotten,” he said. “Nor will yer friendship to me.” The wolf sighed. “I may not like yer prejudices against humans, but ye’re still me friend. If ye ever need anything, just ask. I have sway with other people.” He gave Ailean a long look. “Aye. Even human others.”

	Ailean couldn’t stop the surprised grunt. “Thank you, Declan. I never meant any offense.”

	Declan winked. “I know. It’s just yer way. Sometimes ye just need a reminder that ye have friends.”

	Nodding deeply, Ailean grinned. “And for that, I’m truly grateful.”

	He watched Todd softly whisper nonsense words to Lyle for several moments before he turned back to the wolf alpha. “You know, I just met my mate, and he’s human,” he revealed softly.

	Declan grinned. “No kidding! Congratulations!”

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	 

	He couldn’t wrap his mind around what had happened at the hospital. Not only did Drake get a date, he’d gotten the hottest kiss ever. Not that he really had anything to compare it to, but his dick was still hard from the contact. And he had been able to feel how hard the other man’s cock was, too. That had to mean something, right?

	Opening the gate, he watched the detective’s car follow him into the community and to his house. He opened his garage and pulled inside. Grady’s car parked in the short driveway behind him. Ducking down, he searched the floor of the garage. He remembered distinctly kicking the gun under his car. Maybe he should have parked in the driveway until he’d found it.

	“You all right?” Gordon’s confused tone had Drake jerking his head up.

	“Yeah. I’m just trying to find the gun. I know I kicked it under here. Maybe I should move my car.” He frowned, his gaze sweeping the ground.

	Grady pulled a small flashlight out of his pocket and swept the beam under Drake’s car. “Sorry, man. It doesn’t look like it’s here. You sure about where you kicked it?”

	Drake huffed. “I know what I did,” he snapped, letting fatigue again sharpen his tone.

	“Sorry, Drake. I didn’t mean anything by it.” The big man stood and sniffed the air. “Do you live alone?”

	Frowning, Drake shook his head. “No. I live with my brother, Dagus.”

	“Do you think he may have picked it up?”

	“The chances are extremely slim,” he replied. “Maybe I kicked it farther across the garage than I thought,” he mused, walking around the car and searching the other side. With how organized and clean his garage was, there wasn’t anywhere it could be hiding. It just isn’t here.

	“Is your brother home, Drake?” Grady pressed. “Maybe we should ask him.”

	“Very well,” he said, sighing in resignation. He turned to the two men and nibbled his lip. “Look, my brother is blind and can be a little sensitive about it. Don’t...” He lifted a hand, uncertain how to request that the men be polite.

	“Hey, relax,” Gordon soothed. “We’re not about to make any derogatory comments.”

	Drake cocked his head. “How do you always know what’s bothering me?”

	The slightly heavy-set man chuckled. “I’m a psychiatrist. I’m good at reading people,” he added with a shrug.

	“Oh.” Drake unlocked the door and led the way into the condo. He paused just inside the kitchen when he saw Grady sniff again and then exchange looks with Gordon. What was going on? “I’ll see if Dagus is up,” he said.

	“Drake, is that you?”

	That answered that question. Drake crossed into the dining room, surprised to find his brother at the table. His gaze swept the room. The laptop was off, and the man had no brail papers spread across the table. “Yeah. It’s me. What’s wrong?”

	Surprise filled him when Dagus rose from the table and moved straight into his arms. Drake wrapped up his brother, tucking the taller man’s head into the crook of his neck. “Shhh,” he murmured. “What’s wrong?” he crooned. “What happened?”

	“Someone was here,” Dagus whispered.

	“Someone was here?” he asked in surprise. “What do you mean?”

	It was then that his brother’s trembling registered. He shifted his hands to either side of Dagus’s head and pulled his head back. Staring into his brother’s vacant green eyes, he ordered, “Tell me what happened.” A shudder worked its way through Dagus’s body, alarming Drake further. What on earth?

	“Someone else was here,” Grady growled. “Weren’t they?”

	Dagus jerked away. “Who the hell are you?”

	Reaching for his brother’s tense form, Drake wrapped his arms around the man’s waist to reassure him. “Easy, Dagus. This is Detective Grady Stryker.”

	“Shit, Drake. Why didn’t you tell me you were running back out so you could bring a date home?” his brother murmured, twisting in his arms to face him.

	Drake shook his head, knowing the faint breeze it caused would alert Dagus to his movement. “It’s not like that. Grady is a... a friend,” he finished after a second.

	Dagus caught his slip. He cocked his head for a second before turning and looking right at Gordon. “Who are you?”

	Gordon’s brows shot up, but the man answered smoothly, “My name is Doctor Gordon Digby. We were on a date when your brother called Grady.”

	A frown marred Dagus’s dark face for a second, but then his focus switched from Gordon to where Grady had stood directly next to them. “You’re a couple?”

	Grady chuckled softly from halfway inside the living room. “Yes. Gordon is what you’d call my partner.” The big man watched his brother swing around. He could almost hear Dagus’s silent, surprised exclamation. “Yeah. I’m over here. Don’t worry. I haven’t met anyone yet who can hear me move when I don’t want them to.”

	“What’s going on?” Dagus whispered.

	Drake wrapped an arm around his brother’s waist as much to support Dagus as needing the contact himself. “I had a problem on the way home from the Fitzgerald building today,” he admitted. “A man hijacked my car.”

	“Your car!”

	“Yeah. He had just escaped from people torturing him and needed help. He asked me to find Detective Stryker, which I did, but not before I made a stop at home to access the internet,” Drake explained. “I dropped the man’s gun in my garage before calling the detective and then I took Lyle to the hospital.”

	“What happened?” Dagus asked.

	Grady stepped close. “You said there was someone in your house,” he interrupted. “How did you know?”

	Dagus glared. “I’m blind, not deaf. I heard him!” he roared indignantly.

	“Easy, brother. He didn’t mean offense,” he crooned. Drake turned his head and glared at the surprised detective. Letting out a sigh, he said, “Look. Evidently, someone in the area is doing something illegal. He’s already attacked one detective, who happened to be Grady’s partner on the force, and now he’s after us. I brought Lyle here, so they stopped by to get the gun.” He grasped Dagus’s shoulders to get the man’s attention. “Unless you’ve been in the garage?” he questioned. “You haven’t been in the garage, have you?”

	Dagus shook his head, his grip tightening on Drake. “No. I haven’t been out there since last week.”

	“Okay,” Drake replied, his tone asking his brother to relax. Last week Dagus had gone on a date with an attorney. One he’d met through his book dealings. The man had wanted more than Dagus had wanted to give on a first date. “I’m sorry to have caused such trouble at our place.”

	Dagus frowned, reading his guilt through the tone of his words. “What the hell is going on?” he murmured. “Why would someone break into our condo?”

	Letting out a sigh, Drake deflated. “I got into my car after walking out of a meeting and realized Detective Sullivan had crawled into my back seat,” he admitted.

	“The detective who was abused crawled into your car?” Dagus asked.

	“Yeah,” Drake admitted. “He had a gun
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