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Chapter One

Thomas showed his
teeth as he padded softly around the back of Marius’s and Cathair’s
house, his ears flicking madly at the sounds of grunting and
slapping skin coming from inside. The housewarming barbecue had
been a huge success; even Kane relaxed enough to wrestle with his
cousin Griff while the rest of the pack cheered them on. After the
stresses of the past few weeks, everyone needed a chance to unwind
and relax as a pack, or as Kane called it, their family.

Remnants of the barbecue still remained –
discarded paper cups under a bench, a few empty liquor bottles
strewn on a table. The smell of grilled meat hung in the still
night air, making Thomas’s stomach rumble. Most of the pack were
mated and it seemed no one was keen on sticking around and cleaning
up when they had someone to warm their bed. Thomas would have
offered, but he was on patrol duty. Cathair will probably just
wave his hand and make it all disappear in the morning anyway,
he thought as he moved away from their house.

Hearing the sounds of Cathair and Marius’s
mutual pleasure was a double-edged sword. On the one hand it
reinforced his own loneliness and need for a mate. With only him
and Ryan left unmated, Thomas wondered if he’d ever have the
opportunity to even look for a mate, let alone the time to bond
with one. Cathair’s arrival had at least given the pack a name for
the threats that had been plaguing them for months. Dark elves.
Unfortunately, knowing who was after them didn’t make finding the
deadly trio any easier. Besides, after the guilt Thomas carried
knowing he’d allowed Wesley, now his ex-fellow enforcer, the
opportunity to be swayed by dark forces while he was off getting
his dick sucked still didn’t sit well with him, despite Kane’s
assurances he wasn’t to blame.

Thomas’s more pragmatic side, the one that
cared for the welfare of his pack, was grateful Cathair and Marius
had found a way to work past their trauma. Thomas noted during the
barbecue they seemed closer than ever, never straying more than a
foot from each other as they laughed and joked with the others.
Thomas didn’t know Cathair that well, but he seemed to flinch
anytime anyone got to close to him, and the strain was evident
around Marius’s eyes. But they were still together, and from the
constant need to be with each other, seemed just as in love as
ever. No one was sure how the newly-mated pair would cope with the
aftermath of the atrocities Wesley was responsible for. The man had
been an inch away from forcing Cathair to be physically unfaithful
to his mate – something all mated paranormals believed
impossible.

That zombie dust is scary shit, Thomas
shivered, flicking his ears at a nearby rustle in the undergrowth.
He approached cautiously. Chances were, it was just a rabbit, but
Killer, one of Raff’s little dogs, often wandered around the
grounds, hiding and then diving on unsuspecting wolves on patrol.
Thomas had no wish to wrestle with the little tyke. Killer never
backed down and he liked his ears in one piece. It wasn’t as though
he could bite the little dog. Raff’s sad face was something no one
in the pack wanted to contend with.

Thomas caught a whiff of fur and spotted
large brown ears peeking from between the leaves. His wolf was
eager enough for a spot of chase and release, but Thomas reined in
his animal side. Protect the pack. The wolf understood, but
Thomas still gave into the urge to pee on the bushes not four feet
from the frightened bunny. Then with his tail in the air, he
briskly sauntered away.

The bright half-moon in the night sky made
his wolf want to howl, but that was something else Thomas knew he
couldn’t do. With everyone now relaxed after the evening
entertainment, the last thing he wanted to do was send everyone in
a panic just because his wolf wanted to serenade the goddess. He
plodded on, ears twitching madly, his feet silent on the forest
floor as he continued his rounds. Another half an hour and he could
go back to the enforcer house and see if he could scrounge up some
leftovers. With any luck the nightly chorus coming from Adair and
Vassago’s room would be finished by then.

/~/~/~/~/

It’s got to be here somewhere. Ivan
shot another hurried look over his shoulder. The glow from the pack
lands he was seeking shone brighter than mother moon, but he’d been
running for hours and there was just no way in. Grunts and then a
cackle of laughter sounded behind him and Ivan knew he was running
out of time. Stupid, stupid, stupid. I should never have stopped
at that diner. His loud panting rang in his ears; other prey
like rabbits and rodents, hiding like any sensible creature. But
Ivan couldn’t stop. The Cloverleah pack was his only hope.

But if I can’t get in, all is lost!
Clutching his bag closer to his chest, Ivan tripped and stumbled as
he glanced back again. The humans were getting closer. For the
millionth time since he’d started on his journey, Ivan wished he
could shift. Not until you find your fated mate, sweetheart, you
just have to be patient. Gods, he could hear his mother’s sweet
voice, and tears pricked his eyes. I’m trying, Mother.

The thump of boots got louder, his hunters
not caring that he could hear them coming. Stupid bastards thought
it was a game, but for Ivan it was so much more. He knew he didn’t
have much time. The crackle of the wards sent tingles over his
skin. Ivan could see its glow, even though to human eyes there was
nothing there. Please. A weakness, a break, a door, something.
Come on guys, how do you get your freaking mail?

A crack of a tree branch right behind him
made him stumble. Even though he knew he should keep running, he
made the mistake of turning. Shit. They were right there,
just ten feet away. Three hugely built males who looked as though
they could tear him limb from limb with their bare hands. Black
cargo pants, black sweaters, black boots and their faces covered
with black balaclavas. Why do all villains wear black? Ivan
wondered as he slowly backed up. He knew he couldn’t run much
further. The muffin and coffee he’d managed to scrape up the change
for was hours before and the only thing keeping him on his feet was
adrenalin.

“I haven’t got anything worth stealing,” he
said, wincing at the high pitch of his voice.

“You’re one of them.” The tallest one stepped
closer. “One of them that live in the cult. Devil’s spawn.”

“Cult? I don’t know what you’re talking
about.” Ivan could feel the wards against his back. Fates,
please don’t let them give me a zap. “I got lost. I was
supposed to meet some friends camping around here. I can’t find
them. You haven’t seen them, have you?”

“The only ones out in these woods are you and
us,” the guy on the right cackled. “Hand over your bag.”

“I told you, I don’t have anything worth
stealing.” Ivan clutched his bag closer to his chest. “I don’t know
who you think I am, but you’ve got the wrong guy. I’m just a city
boy who doesn’t know how to use a compass.”

“Then you’re no use to us.” The guy on the
left pulled out a large Bowie knife from its sheath attached to his
belt. Black of course - the belt, not the knife, although the knife
had a black handle. “Give us that bag or we’ll take it from
you.”

Shit. Shit. Shit. Shit. With three men
advancing towards him and the wards at his back, Ivan had nowhere
to run. There was no way he was giving up his bag while he was
still breathing. “Leave me alone,” he yelled as loud as he could,
praying someone on the other side of the wards would hear him.
“I’ve got nothing you want. I’m just a nobody lost in the woods.
HELP!”

The wards crackled across his back, so loud
Ivan was surprised his attackers couldn’t hear it. As they lunged
towards him, Ivan scrunched his eyes closed. Fates help me,
he pleaded as the stench of the men filled his nostrils. His body
tensed, waiting for the first blow. A big hand grabbed his arm and
he was yanked…back? Electricity prickled across his skin and then
suddenly, he was lying on grass, the wards in front of him this
time. He opened his eyes to see a tall, well-built without being
overly-muscled, naked man standing above him.

Holy cow, look at the size of that
dick. Ivan quickly averted his eyes, looking for his attackers.
But all he could see was forest, forest and more forest, and the
naked man.

“How...where…is this the Cloverleah pack?
Have I found it?” He panted, glad to feel he still had his bag in
his arms.

A frown crossed the man’s handsome face.
“What do you know about the Cloverleah pack?”

Ivan flopped his head back on the ground,
letting out his pent-up breath. “I’m Ivan from the Nirinthin clan.
I’m the last of my kind. I came seeking sanctuary.”

“What are you?” The big man growled, although
Ivan caught the scent of arousal in the air. “Why were those men
chasing you? Who were they? How did you get here?”

Ivan suddenly yawned – the events of his run
from hell finally catching up with him. His stomach was empty, his
feet ached, his nerves were shot to hell, and yet for some reason
his dick wanted to jump out of his pants and have a play date with
the naked hunk. What was even more confusing was that the ache in
his soul, the anxiety he’d lived with for months, was gone.
Clutching his bag in both arms, he rolled over on his side. Now
that his adrenalin was gone, all he wanted to do was sleep. “I know
how these things work,” he mumbled as sleep slapped him around the
head. “Take me to your Alpha.” Safe, he thought as the
darkness claimed him.







Chapter Two

Thomas stared in
astonishment at the sleeping beauty on the forest floor. He was
completing one last pass of the boundaries on the southern end of
their territory when he heard a high-pitched yell. Unable to see
anything beyond the wards, he quickly shifted, his FBI training
prompting him to offer assistance. His lack of clothes would be
difficult to explain, especially when it was likely to be a human
affair, but something about that voice and his scream for help
tugged at his soul. Thomas was still dithering with himself when he
saw an elbow appear on his side of the ward.

An elbow? How? Not giving himself a
chance to second guess his decision, Thomas grabbed hold of the
slender arm and pulled. The young man came through easily,
almost as if he’s meant to be here, leaving angry voices on
the other side. Shit, that was probably the wrong thing to
do. His wolf didn’t agree. His wolf wanted to stand over the
precious man scaring off any threats to his safety. He wanted to
burst through the wards and savage anyone who dared harm the tiny
man. Only the thought of Griff and Jax’s anger stopped Thomas from
doing just that.

And now he’s asleep. He just fell
asleep. At least Thomas hoped Ivan was sleeping. He couldn’t
smell any blood on the man, although… Thomas moved closer, leaning
over to deliberately sniff him. Oh wow, oh wow, oh wow, oh wow,
oh wow. Thomas dropped to his knees by the prone form.
Burning oak on a camp fire…and…marshmallow. My mate smells like
marshmallow.

Thomas’s cock hardened to the point of pain
and he swallowed the sudden surge of saliva filling his mouth. His
wolf was panting, eager to claim the young man and yet concerned
for him, too, which was helpful. Otherwise, Ivan would be wearing
his bite before he knew his name. Reaching out his hand, he wanted
to touch so badly, but Ivan was sleeping, and he wouldn’t abuse his
mate’s trust in that way. That didn’t stop his eyes taking in every
detail of his mate’s form highlighted in the moonlight.

The clothes Ivan wore were baggy, as though
made for a larger person. The thin pale shirt did nothing to keep
out the cold and Thomas could see where it’d snagged and ripped,
probably on bushes. The baggy blue jeans were cinched around a
slender waist with what looked like a piece of clothesline and the
jeans themselves were worn and covered in mud splashes. From the
way Ivan was lying, Thomas could see he wasn’t wearing socks, and
the sneakers he had on were brown with mud and had soles so thin
they wouldn’t offer any protection for his mate’s feet.

If the clothes were indicative of a homeless
man, the face was a work of art. Ivan’s short ash blond hair needed
a wash, but it had been recently cut. Short on the sides, a sexy
length fell over his mate’s face, giving Thomas all sorts of ideas
he’d rather enjoy when Ivan was awake. His mate had a long straight
nose, and full, even lips. His precisely arched eyebrows were
darker than his hair, and even his ears were delicate, shaped
almost like a pixie’s, but without the point. His long swan-like
neck called to Thomas’s fangs and his cheeks and jaw looked as
though he’d never shaved a day in his life.

In other words, he was perfect. Everything
Thomas had ever dreamed about and more. But he was also trouble.
Thomas growled as he felt the shimmer of magic. He looked up to see
Jax’s glowering face. From the state of his clothes, Jax was only
wearing a pair of black jeans; the enforcer had been pulled from
his bed, probably by the noise of the wards.

“How the fuck did that one get through the
wards?” Jax wasn’t known for his diplomacy.

“You’ve already seen the video files,” Thomas
snapped back, shuffling around on his knees to block Jax’s vision
of Ivan. “The wards let him in.”

“Which begs the question, what is he?” Jax
prowled closer and Thomas’s proverbial hackles went up as he moved
to intercept him. “Our wards are calculated to keep out every
paranormal we know of and humans too. How did he get here?”

“I haven’t got a clue. I heard a ruckus
outside of the wards. He was calling for help. When he came in
here, he said he was the last of his kind and he was claiming
sanctuary. He fell asleep after asking to be taken to the Alpha.”
Thomas’s lips twisted in a wry smile as his eyes swept over the
sleeping form once more. “I think he’s been running a long
time.”

“Just because he’s cute doesn’t mean he’s not
a trap sent by the dark elves to infiltrate this pack.”

“Shut the fuck up,” Thomas snarled as he
jumped to his feet, his fists clenched. “There’s no way Ivan has
anything to do with the dark elves. He has a scent.”

“Huh, you have a name for him at least.” Jax
seemed taken aback by Thomas’s attitude. “Look, I get that it’s not
easy being around mated couples all the time. But just because
you’re thinking with your dick, doesn’t mean everyone else
will.”

“What the fuck?” Thomas looked down. Sure
enough his dick was doing a happy dance. “You think this is just
because I haven’t been laid in a while? Fuck you, Mr. ‘I didn’t
want to claim my mates for ages because I thought the Fae would
hurt my little feelings’.”

Jax growled. “You know nothing about what I
went through.”

“Maybe I don’t.” Thomas regretted his
outburst the moment it spilled out of his mouth. He wasn’t a mean
person as a rule. “But the fact remains you’re treating Ivan like a
criminal when he’s done nothing wrong.”

“We thought Wesley was loyal to us until he
tried raping Cathair in the shower.” Jax showed the palms of his
hand. “I’m not being the bad guy here. The facts are, we don’t know
what he is, we don’t know where he’s come from, we don’t know how
he even found out about us…”

“Our pack is listed on the paranormal website
and we’re known for having different paranormals here and we’re an
exclusively gay pack.”

“Even so, we don’t know enough about him to
let him go running around the grounds like he owns the place.” Jax
looked back towards the pack house, hidden by the trees. “We’re
going to have to tell Kane. It’ll be his decision. We’ll lock him
in one of the rooms under the enforcer house until morning.”

“You will not!” Leaning down, Thomas swept
Ivan into his arms, holding him close to his chest. Ivan stirred,
sniffed, and then settled into sleep again with a half-smile on his
face. “I haven’t told him yet, and I don’t know if he’s aware or
not, but Ivan is my mate. No one is locking him anywhere.”

Jax ran his hand through his dark hair. It
wasn’t as military cut as it was when Thomas met him, but it was
still short. “Fuck. Well, that changes things. But I still can’t
let him roam around while the pack are all still asleep and Kane
doesn’t know he’s here. I get he’s your mate but think about the
security of the pack for a minute. We’ve got Ollie here. Dean.
Raff. Shawn.”

Your mates. But Thomas didn’t mention
that. Jax was as protective of his mates as any other mated man in
the pack. “Fine,” he said, “but if you are going to lock him up,
you lock me up too.” Ivan whimpered as if he could hear what they
were saying. “I’m not leaving him alone now I’ve found him. Surely,
you can understand that.”

“Damn it, Thomas, I don’t want to lock you
up. There’s no need for it. You’re one of us. Try thinking with
your big head for a change.”

“I am.” Thomas refused to think about the
hardness of his cock, the ache in his balls, and how he wanted
nothing more than to strip his mate down and claim him on the
forest floor. “Look for yourself. He’s been on the run for goodness
knows how long. He came looking for us. He asked for sanctuary,
damn it. How is locking him up going to help him feel safe? You’re
treating him like a criminal.”

“You didn’t see what happened beyond the
wards.” Jax pointed at the area angrily. “We’ve got three humans
running around out there, spouting nonsense about magic, cults and
god knows what else. That mate of yours has brought trouble right
to the edge of our territory.”

“Then zap them and lock them up,” Thomas was
just as angry. “He’s the victim here, not them. He screamed for
help. He asked for sanctuary. Have some fucking compassion.”

“We can’t go locking up humans unless they
are a direct threat to the pack,” Jax persisted. “For all we know,
they were only in the area because of your mate.”

“We won’t know anything until Ivan wakes up.”
Thomas looked down at his sleeping beauty. “And I’m not waking him.
If he’s been on the run as long as I think he has, he deserves the
right to have a good night’s sleep. He’s going to need food as
well, and so will I. Make sure we have some in the jail you’re
going to send us to.”

Jax’s jaw tightened and then he let out a
huff. “Fine. I’m not waking Kane because lord knows tonight was the
first time I’ve seen our Alpha relaxed in months. You can stay with
him, under lock and key, and we’ll revisit this whole thing in the
morning.”

Thomas recognized the compromise for what it
was. “Are you going to zap us,” he asked stiffly, “or escort me to
the enforcer house?”

“Magic,” Jax said shortly and Thomas knew
there was a good chance Jax didn’t believe Ivan was asleep. But no
one could be so relaxed in his arms, not with a conversation about
jail was going on around him. “I’ll make sure you’re both
comfortable.”

“And food,” Thomas reminded him. “My mate
feels as though he’s skin and bones under these clothes.”

“I’m sure once he’s awake, you’ll find out
for yourself.” Jax flicked him a quick smirk but then his
traditional scowl was back. “I’m not happy about this, Thomas. If
he is a plant, bait, a trap, or connected to the dark elves, then
some people in this pack are going to question your loyalty.”

Thomas winced, and his wolf growled. “In this
country the concept of innocent until proven guilty applies. My
mate’s name is Ivan Nirinthin and he claims he is the last of his
kind. That should give you something to research while we’re locked
up.”

Was that respect Thomas saw in Jax’s eyes? He
wasn’t sure because seconds later he felt a whoosh and it was as if
his entire body flew apart. The forest gave way to concrete block
walls and a large steel door. The air hummed with magic and Thomas
realized he and Ivan were now effectively in a bubble of both magic
and concrete.

On the plus side, the room housed a large
double bed that wasn’t typical of their jail cells. Also new was a
table holding a microwave, covered plates of food and joy of joy, a
coffee machine and a jug of juice. All in all, for a jail cell,
Thomas had seen worse. He spotted a pair of sweat pants laying on
the end of the bed and slippers arranged neatly at the foot of it.
Walking over, he gently laid Ivan on the plush covers and tried to
take his bag away so his mate could sleep in comfort. Ivan
whimpered, his thin arms clutching the bag tighter.

“Shush, little one,” Thomas crooned gently,
wondering if the bag was the sum total of his mate’s possessions.
If so, he could understand why Ivan didn’t want to let go. “I’ll
keep your things safe.”

Murmuring something too low for even Thomas’s
keen ears to hear, Ivan relinquished his bag, but held onto
Thomas’s arm. He wasn’t sure just how much of Ivan’s clothing he
should remove, but he managed to get Ivan’s shoes off. The jeans
and shirt, mud and all, would have to stay. Reaching for his sweat
pants with Ivan still clinging like a monkey was impossible.
Deciding there were worse things than being naked on a bed with his
fated mate, Thomas pushed Ivan’s bag under the bed with his foot
and climbed onto the mattress. Dragging the covers over them both
like a cocoon, Thomas wrapped his mate in his arms, his bulk
ensuring Ivan couldn’t be seen from the door. Despite the ache in
his dick and the rumble in his stomach, he focused on his mate’s
sweet breathing and fell into a troubled sleep.







Chapter Three

When Ivan awoke he
was immediately aware of three things; he was in an amazingly
comfortable bed, he had a hot naked body pressed up against him and
his nose was filled with the most incredible scent. Something
spicy, almost wild, with warm vanilla undertones. Ivan inhaled
deeply, trying to determine the essence of the spice. Then he
realized his arms were empty. “My bag,” he cried, his arms flailing
wildly as he tried to push the heavy limbs holding him down
away.

“Shush, shush, shush.” Ivan rolled over and
was confronted with the man he’d met the night before. “I shoved it
under the bed. No one can see it.” The handsome man yawned. Now
Ivan wasn’t in fear for his life, he could take the time to notice
deep, almost black eyes, currently hazy with sleep. His companion
had a strong face, almost rugged with a bump on his otherwise
straight nose, sharply defined jaw lined with black well-trimmed
facial hair, dark red lips and his hair a mass of wavy black curls.
Could this be? Is this the one I’ve been looking for? His
otherwise dormant animal side seemed to think so.

His face flushed, Ivan looked around the
room. Stark was the first word that came to mind. “Is this your
place? Because if it is, I’m seriously questioning your interior
decorating skills. The bars on the tiny windows are a bit much
without curtains don’t you think?”

“Er, yeah, sorry about that.” The man
grimaced. “The pack has been under threat for some time. Our head
of security, or one of them at least, didn’t know who you were or
how you got through the wards. But we’ll be meeting the Alpha this
morning and he will see you’re not a threat to us and after that
we’ll be let out.”

“I don’t see how your alpha can know I’m not
a threat,” Ivan huffed. “Just because I’m small, doesn’t mean I
can’t take care of myself.”

“Which is why you came asking us for
sanctuary, perhaps?” The man had a deep gentle voice Ivan could
listen to for hours. “I told Jax he was being paranoid, or words to
that effect. It’s a pack thing and I do apologize.”

Ivan didn’t know anything about how packs
worked. It was his mother who told him to find the wolves at
Cloverleah, but apart from telling him the diversity in the pack
would keep him safe until he found his mate, she didn’t say
anything else. For a moment he was dragged back to that fateful
night six months before, but he forced his brain into the here and
now.

“Is it also pack policy that prison guards
share a bed with the people they lock up? Naked prison guards that
is.”

“No, not normal at all.” The handsome wolf
shifter rolled off the bed and grabbed a pair of sweat pants off
the floor. Hopping on one foot and then the other, he pulled them
on, covering that incredible dick. “Look. I’m sorry,” the man said
when he was covered. “Let’s try this again. Hello, my name is
Thomas Randall. I’m an enforcer with the Cloverleah pack and I’m
your mate. My brain is pretty much useless without coffee first
thing in the morning. Can I heat something for you?” He waved
behind him and Ivan noticed covered plates for the first time. And
juice. Suddenly he was parched.

Scrambling off the bed, his feet wincing at
the coldness of the concrete floor, Ivan ran to the table, lifting
the covers. “Oh man,” he said as he revealed steak, bacon, pasta,
vegetables…okay the vegetables weren’t that stunning, but food.
Real food, just waiting to be warmed through. “If this is how you
treat your prisoners, you can lock me up for life…or at least a
week.” He grabbed the nearest plate and shoved it in the microwave.
Ninety seconds, eighty-nine, eighty-eight…. His stomach was
so empty it was gnawing on his spine.

“Yeah, well, I hope you don’t mind but I told
Jax you were my mate when he threatened to lock you up. We don’t do
this for everyone.” Thomas fiddled with the coffee machine and
stuck a mug under the spout. “How do you take your coffee?”

“Eww,” Ivan shuddered. “I’ll stick to juice,
if you don’t mind.”

“You don’t drink coffee?”

“Burnt beans steeped in water? No thank you.”
Ivan focused on the spinning table in the microwave.
Twenty-five, twenty-four, come on.

“You don’t seem upset about us being mates.”
Thomas pulled the filled cup from the machine and doctored it with
creamer and three heaped spoonfuls of sugar.

“Why should I be upset?” The microwave was
showing eight seconds left. Warm enough. Ivan pulled open the door
and inhaled. “Oh, yeah. Real steak. Yum.”

He caught Thomas looking at him with a weird
expression on his face, and realized he’d missed something
important. “Mates. Right. I understand the concept and my animal
half agrees you are mine.” He found plastic knives and forks and
took them and his plate over to the bed. It was the only place to
sit. “Why would I have a problem with it? You haven’t got a wife
and six kids running around have you? Or,” he faked gasped. “Maybe
you paint your toe nails orange when anyone can clearly see you’d
suit plum red far better.” Ivan stuffed a large piece of steak in
his mouth and chewed. Even microwaved, it was divine.

“I don’t paint my toe nails at all.” Thomas
put a second plate of food in the microwave. “And I’m gay, so I
don’t have a wife or children. I’ve been waiting for my mate.”

“You’re a virgin?” Ivan coughed as a piece of
meat went the wrong way down his throat. “That’s going to be
awkward,” he added when he got his breathing under control. “I was
hoping my mate would know what to do on the sex side of
things.”

“I’m not a virgin.” Thomas’s face was bright
red as he stabbed in some numbers on the microwave. “I meant I
haven’t bonded or committed myself to anyone because I wanted to
meet my mate.”

“Oh, I see, one of those.” Slut, Ivan
thought to himself, but he wasn’t going to say it. His mother
warned him against men like that, but then she wasn’t including
mates in her warnings about how men only wanted one thing. “Well,
it’s probably helpful you’ve had some experience and you’re a big
strong alpha wolf and overloaded with hormones. I won’t hold that
against you.” He stuffed more steak into his mouth. It tasted
better than the foot he thought he’d just stuck in it.

“Look,” Thomas took his plate out of the
microwave before it beeped and joined him on the bed. “I’m not a
slut or anything else you might have been thinking…”

Shit, can he read my mind already?
Ivan gave his mate what he hoped was an innocent smile and kept on
chewing.

“…I have normal needs and I have gotten them
met over the years with like-minded individuals who weren’t looking
to settle down either.”

Other sluts. Ivan kept on chewing and
as soon as he swallowed, he shoved more food in his mouth.

“If I’d known my sexual experience was going
to be a problem for you, I wouldn’t have done it.” Thomas was
starting to sound desperate, probably because he wasn’t answering,
and Ivan felt a tad guilty. But he was hungry.

“I understand and it’s not a problem,” he
said when he swallowed his mouthful. “It’s just I was raised to
believe that my virginity was something I give to my mate and no
one else. I guess wolves don’t think that way.”

“We never stray once we’re mated,” Thomas
said around a piece of bacon.

That wasn’t a no. “My mom told me that
when I was growing up. All shifters are like that. In fact, most
paranormals from what I’ve learned.” Ivan chewed for a moment,
wondering if it was time for another big reveal. Might as well
be honest. If I can’t be honest with my mate, then I don’t deserve
him claiming me. “Our kind doesn’t shift until we are mated.
That makes the whole claiming concept a huge deal for us. That’s
one of the reasons why we don’t indulge in casual sex
partners.”

“You’ve never shifted?” It was Thomas’s turn
to choke. Ivan helpfully slapped him on the back. Damn, this man
has muscles in all the right places. Ivan felt a shiver of
excitement at the thought of exploring Thomas’s hot body. “What
type of shifter are you?”

Ah, now that’s going to be a problem.
Ivan’s mom was big on secrecy and most people thought their family
was a myth. And now…she wasn’t around anymore. Fuck. None of them
were around anymore. Ivan blinked rapidly and tried to focus on the
warm bed, the wonderful food and the man sitting beside him.
It’s not as though I can keep it a secret.

He was just about to answer his mate when
there was a hard knock on the door and the sound of beeping as
though the door was controlled electronically. Ivan quickly shoved
some pasta into his mouth in case he wouldn’t get a chance to eat
anymore and slid his foot under the bed until it connected with the
canvas of his bag.

Four men came in like they owned the place –
three big, one not much taller than him. The tallest guy was three
times wider than Ivan with long dark hair and what was meant to be
an intimidating expression. He was standing protectively in front
of the little guy, which the little guy didn’t appreciate. The
other two were closer together in height and build, although the
shorter one was also slightly slimmer. He had a powerful aura,
though.

“Alpha, Alpha Mate,” Thomas stood and put his
plate on the table. “I’d like to introduce you to my mate, Ivan
Nirinthin. Ivan, this is Alpha Kane Matthews, and his mate Shawn,
who is also a shifter guardian.”

Damn it. Can’t eat while they are here.
Manners. Ivan stood quickly, putting his plate next to Thomas’s
before scuttling back to the side of the bed. He inclined his head.
“Alpha. Alpha Mate. Thank you for seeing me. I want to ask you for
sanctuary.”

“So I’ve been informed,” Kane said. He had a
deep voice, husky but nowhere near as sexy as Thomas’s. “I was also
informed you broke through our wards last night and attracted
humans to our territory’s boundaries, who are now wondering where
you went when you came through.”

“It’s not my fault they were chasing me.”
Ivan was always told he had a quick temper and it was rising fast.
He tried to swallow it down. “I didn’t do anything to cause any
trouble. I was at the diner in town. I had one muffin and a drink
and saw them watching me. When I asked the waitress for directions
out here, they must have followed me. But it wasn’t me they wanted.
I’d never seen them before in my life. It was the cult members they
wanted. Devil’s spawn they called you. Don’t pin this on me.”

The four men exchanged worried glances.
Thomas lifted his hand and placed it on the back of Ivan’s neck. It
wasn’t meant to hold him, but it still made Ivan uncomfortable;
like Thomas was trying to stop him from running away. He focused
his eyes on Kane’s chin. He wasn’t silly enough to meet his eyes.
Wolves were so fussy about that sort of thing.

“We’ll check out your story,” Kane said at
last. “But that brings us to another matter. Our security staff did
an extensive search on your name last night and didn’t come up with
anything.”

“That doesn’t surprise me.” Do not let
your voice waver. “I assume you checked the paranormal council
records, social media, police records, DMV, social security, and
birth records?”

“As well as every other government department
we have access to.” Kane pursed his lips. “We can’t find a record
of you anywhere.”

Mom would have been pleased her desire for
secrecy worked. “My family was in hiding my whole life. My
birth was never registered. I never went to school. I don’t know
how to drive a car. I’ve only had cash paying jobs and I’ve never
asked for help from the government, so I’ve never needed a social
security number. Computers break if I go near them, as do phones
and all the other electronic gadgets people seem to rely on. I
understand the concept of the internet but never used it so you’re
not likely to find me there.”

“Then how did you find us? How did you even
know this pack existed?” Thomas asked gently.

“My mom told me. She gave me a map showing
the general area and told me to look for the big beacon that would
shine in the sky at night.” Ivan looked up at Thomas and shrugged
his shoulders. “She knew about these things.” She knew about a lot
of things, but Ivan wasn’t going to mention that.

“How long have you been trying to find us?”
Shawn asked.

“Six months. It was a long walk.” Ivan looked
down at his bare feet.

“That’s bullshit,” the big man who hadn’t
been introduced snarled. “This place barely had any wards six
months ago. Hell, I’ve barely been here six months and the wards
were virtually non-existent then. He’s a fucking plant sent by the
dark elves. Tell us what you know, you little shit. What’s their
plan?”

“Dark elves?” Shit. Ivan collapsed
onto the bed, his neck chilly from the lack of Thomas’s hand. “No,
no, no, no, no. This isn’t right. Mom said I’d be safe here.
I…we…no. This wasn’t meant to happen. There weren’t meant to be
dark elves here.”

“Of course, they’re not here. They’ve sent
you instead!” The big one lunged but Kane held up his hand,
stopping the bigger man from getting any closer. The two men
started arguing, the big guy talking about Ivan being a plant
designed to bring the pack down. Not that he was listening to much.
Ivan was too busy trying to work out what the hell he was going to
do now. Why? Why would Mom tell me I’m safe here if they have
dark elves attacking?

“Hey,” Thomas was sitting on the bed next to
him. Ivan resisted the urge to bury himself in the man’s arms. If
he was going on the run again, getting close to Thomas was the last
thing he could do. “Do you know something about dark elves? Is that
why you’re scared? Have you met them before?”

Ivan shook his head. “Stories,” he croaked.
“Horrible, horrible stories.” His father was the one for story
telling – sharing tales of the world of old, when danger lurked
around every corner and when their kind could be found in every
country on earth. Ivan closed his eyes to hide his tears. Mom,
you said I’d be safe here.

Bowing his head, Ivan struggled to think of
his options. He needed a safe place which is why he’d spent so long
searching for Cloverleah. His mom had made the pack sound like some
kind of Xanadu, a utopia for various gay shifters and those with
unusual powers. You’ll be accepted there, and Ivan had
believed her visions because she’d never been wrong before. She
didn’t tell me about the dark elves. Shit. Maybe his mom had
been wrong about everything.

“I have to go,” he whispered. “I can’t stay
here.”

“Go where?” The look of hurt on Thomas’s face
was unmistakable.

“I don’t know!” Ignoring the arguing men,
Ivan jumped to his feet looking for his shoes. “My mom saw this
place in a vision. She knew, or maybe she didn’t know, I’m not
sure, but she told me, repeatedly, if anything ever happened to
her, I had to find this place. You’ll be accepted she said. The
pack will keep you safe, she said. The power of their pack shines
brighter than the sun. All you have to do is get there and you will
be safe. But I’m not safe here, am I? Because you’ve got dark elves
and all the love and power in the world won’t keep me or you safe,
if they know I’m here.”

“Hang on a minute.” The Alpha Kane stepped in
front of him and Ivan backed up. “I’m not going to hurt you,” Kane
continued, holding up his hands. “You said your mom saw this place
in a vision? Six months ago?”

“Five years ago.” Ivan let Thomas pull him
back down until he was seated on the bed. “My mom never shared much
about what she saw. But after….” Keep that to myself for
now…. “About five years ago, she sat me down and said we needed
a plan if anything happened to her.”

“Where was your father at this time?” Kane
asked.

“Gone. Killed. Wasted away. I
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