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        Dammit , just how many toes was she going to have to stomp on before people realized she was a delicate freakn’ flower?

        

      

      Naomi doesn’t want to follow tradition and settle down with a violence-loving, chest thumping shapeshifter. She grew up in a household with five, testosterone laden brothers where none of the dishes ever matched, the ugly-as-sin furniture could withstand any catastrophe, and where crazy glue was bought by the case.

      When fate—with a snicker—makes her meet not one, but two mates, Naomi digs her heels in and refuses to do what her wolf—and her body—demands. No way is she voluntarily allowing herself to get hitched to a pair of dumbass—totally hot and muscled—lacrosse players.

      Can Ethan, the towering Kodiak bear, and Javier, the sexy, tanned jaguar convince this she-wolf that life with them won’t be all chaos? And can this delicate freakn’ flower unbend her prejudices enough to recognize she needs a pair of men who can handle her thorns—and her passion?
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      He’s a freakn’ beast.

      Naomi watched in rapt fascination as player number forty-four scored yet another goal. Like an implacable freight train, he plowed through the opposition’s defense as if they didn’t exist, using his size, and surprising speed, to bowl them over. At the end of his shift, he went to sit his turn on the bench, but her fascination in the game didn’t waver. Her attention ended up snagged by player sixty-nine. Smaller in stature than the behemoth, he absorbed her just as completely with his feline grace as he twisted and moved around the floor. He almost danced as he ran, his stick held high and usually cradling the ball.

      What is it about the two of them that fascinates me? I don’t even like lacrosse. And she hated jocks.

      Naomi still couldn’t believe she’d allowed her friend, Francine, to talk her into coming to watch a lacrosse game. She usually left contact sports and their watching of to her father and brothers, preferring games of intellectual skill and preciseness, like curling or golf. However, a free ticket, and nothing better to do on a Saturday night, along with a promise by Francine to go dancing afterward, swayed her. Thus, she found herself a spectator, seated about twelve rows up, just above the protective glass. With her enhanced sense of smell, she could catch occasional whiffs of the sweat glistening on the players’ skin, the musky aroma not at all repulsive like she expected. She reluctantly admitted—if only to herself— the impressive speed and strength displayed by the lacrosse players—two in particular—made her girly parts tingle. Even more surprising, something about these males made her inner wolf yip in excitement.

      Ignoring her bitch’s griping, she returned her focus to the game, but her brow crinkled as she found herself unable to divert her attention from either the behemoth or the lithe runner. Her wolf wouldn’t let her, even when they both sat on the bench. This is not a good sign. Naomi fidgeted, trying not to stare at the two players, but unbidden, her gaze kept straying back.

      Francine must have caught on to something because she whispered. “What’s wrong? You look like you just swallowed a lemon? And did I just hear you growl?”

      A frown crossed Naomi’s face. “Yeah, I growled. It’s not my fault though. Something’s got my wolf in a tizzy.” Naomi shrugged, pushing aside her unease as her eyes swiveled to track the behemoth who had exited the bench and now ran across the floor again. Warmth suffused her at the raw power he exuded as he body checked an opposing player—I wonder if he’s as active in bed? Naomi’s scowl widened at the train of her thoughts. “Maybe it’s all the violence or something making my bitch agitated.”

      A snort escaped Francine. “You’re kidding, right?  On a good day, your family makes these guys look like pussy cats.”

      Naomi bit her lip as she thought of the males of her clan whose idea of a discussion usually resulted in bloodshed, sore knuckles and black eyes. “Okay, you might have a point. But still, there’s something in the air or crowd that’s agitating my wolf.”

      Francine clutched Naomi’s arm in a tight vise and turned a face lit with excitement toward her. “Hey, maybe your wolf is sensing your mate in the arena.”

      Mate? Naomi’s surge of warm pleasure at number sixty-nine’s pirouette and dash shriveled as she gazed around at all the big and brash men in the crowd. Shifters, of course. Mere humans could try all they wanted to attend one of their sold out lacrosse exhibitions, only those who could claim an animal in their ancestry could attend. The privately owned gymnasium they used for their clan sports was owned and operated by those of her kind. Sports provided a civilized way for them to express their more volatile side. And a profitable one as she well knew since she did their accounting.

      Francine’s assertion that her mate could, in fact, be one of these violence-loving, meatheads left her cold. She shivered, not in fear but repugnance. “No thank you. The idea of getting hitched to a Neanderthal makes me want to puke.”

      Her best friend rolled her eyes. “Oh, come on. You can’t tell me you’re still thinking of going through with your plan.”

      Naomi lifted her shoulders again instead of answering. The plan her friend spoke of involved marrying a nice—very normal—human male and living a mundane and drama—AKA brawl—free life. Not that she’d ever had any violence directed at her—although she’d caused some on occasion when she lost her temper, usually on one of her burly brothers. Her father and siblings would never let anyone, themselves included, harm a hair on her head, but amongst each other, fists spoke more often than words. As the only girl with five older, testosterone laden brothers, Naomi learned early how to hold her ground and retaliate when they pulled their pranks. Having grown up in chaos, where a wrestling match could break out at any moment, she decided years ago that at least in her case, marrying a shifter prone to chaotic episodes because of their animal nature wasn’t her idea of a happily ever after. While the bedlam didn’t seem to bother her mother, or even her female shifter friends, Naomi longed for peace and quiet—and the ability to own crystal.

      In her childhood home, none of the dishes matched and furniture was butt ugly given sturdy didn’t equal pretty. In her parent’s house, things needed to withstand just about any kind of natural—or familial—disaster. Currently living on her own, Naomi’s place reflected the exact opposite, with elegant pieces in light colors. She especially cherished her fragile collection of glass butterflies, and gleefully enjoyed the fact none of them had required crazy glue after a particularly frenzied family event. She didn’t miss having to referee her brothers by grabbing hold of their ears and tweaking them into submission. She hated all the male posturing and ball scratching assertion the males of the shifter clans required. Gentle and normal, that’s all I ask for.

      Given her desires, Francine’s suggestion that her mate could possibly be in attendance at this bloodthirsty and brutal sporting event filled her with horror. Although, what if some quirk of fate brought the shifter in question—an intellectual type who preferred discourse to pugilism—to the lacrosse match by accident, much like herself? She snorted. Fat chance.

      An “Ooh” from the crowd drew her from her thoughts and she looked up to see someone from the London team splayed out on the floor, flattened by number forty-four, the behemoth from their very own house team, the Ottawa city, Loup Garou’s.

      The Loup Garou’s—which translated to werewolf, even if the team was comprised of a dozen species—hollered in triumph as their main man sprang over the prone body of the hapless opposing player. The titan sprinted for the opposite end, his broad body and shoulders acting the part of blocker and clearing a path. Number sixty-nine, with a Colgate grin that made her shiver, paralleled the behemoth, the ball cradled in his lacrosse cage as he dodged the pissed off Londoners, those still left standing after the beast’s rush.

      As a new team, the London Moon Shifters were still digging hard to acquire players tough enough to stand against the older teams. Actually, according to her brothers, because of the behemoth and his slimmer compatriot, all the teams currently scrambled to find players that could break the Loup Garou’s winning streak. Transferred to the team from Saskatchewan in only the last month, the acquisitions of the two best players by her home city was quite the buzz around town. Her brothers crowed about it and wrestled each other in their excitement. Naomi personally thought the concept of paying guys to throw a ball around and hit each other with sticks was dumb. So dumb, yet I can’t stop watching, she thought with disgust.

      The play on the floor moved fast as the clock ticked down to victory. In a last ditch effort, two of the bigger London players ran in a bull rush at number sixty-nine, who grinned before he sprang into the air with feline agility and fired the ball at a speed humans would have choked at. The giant, still running swiftly, moved to intercept the ball currently tunneling through the air.

      The crowd hushed as they watched athleticism at its finest, including Naomi, whose wolf forced her to stare with rapt attention. A man his size, more so than the rest of the population, should have remained subject to the laws of gravity and yet, despite his obvious height and weight, when the behemoth leapt—his ascent almost vertical—he soared like the lightest of feathers.

      Leaning forward, with her breath held, she waited for nature’s rules to drag the beast—dressed in a delectable man’s body—back down, even as she knew second hand from her brothers —fanatic lacrosse fans— the man kept defying the odds. Up he soared, his netted stick rising high above his head, reaching to grab the ball whipping through the air. The crowd stopped breathing, their bodies taut with tension. For a moment, number forty-four’s eyes, the surprising soft brown of a wren’s feather, met hers—and locked.

      The breath sucked from her lungs at the intense, yet puzzled, regard in his surprisingly beautiful orbs, framed by thick dark lashes. Heat coiled low in her tummy as his slow curling smile tugged at her own lips and shot a tingling, wet warmth to her cleft.

      Suddenly, his eyes rounded in horror and his mouth opened on a yell a second before he smacked into the arena glass like a bug on a windshield. She didn’t really get a chance to enjoy his cartoon splatting moment because she blacked out as their dual moment of inattention saw her smacked in the face by the game ball as it torpedoed into it.
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      Ethan slumped on the bench in the change room, ignoring the ribald behavior around him after yet another foregone win. A hard slap on the rear of his head roused him and he whirled, his lip curled back as he growled menacingly.

      “Don’t you dare show me your teeth,” Javier warned with a dark look. He ran his hand through hair, already tousled and sweaty from the match. “What the fuck happened out there? I passed you the perfect shot, and instead of grabbing it and scoring, you crashed into the goddamn arena glass. What are you, a rookie? Been watching too many Bugs Bunny cartoons?”

      Heat burned Ethan’s cheeks in remembrance of his mishap before dejection—along with a large dose of disbelief—quickly set back in. “I missed. It happens and besides, it’s not like we needed the point to win.”

      “Of course we didn’t,” Javier replied with a scoffing snort. “But it’s the point of it. What the hell distracted you so much? And, why do you look like your best friend died, which, I might add, is an impossibility given I’m standing right beside you.” Javier grinned.

      “I think I found my mate,” Ethan muttered. A true beauty with light skin, a perfect oval face framed by long, brown hair and the most perfect set of rosebud lips.

      Javier’s face expressed shock, then glee. “Congrats, dude.” Javier slapped him hard on the back, and while the blow might have killed a human or a smaller species, it didn’t even budge Ethan. “I know you’ve been pining to settle down with someone of the fairer sex. You must be ecstatic.”

      “Not really.” Although he should have been. Finding one’s mate was a one in a zillion chance given how shifters were scattered across the globe. Most never even came close to finding the one fate deemed their perfect match.

      His friend’s jovial grin subsided. “What’s wrong? Was she, like, butt ugly? Humongous? Old? Surely she can’t be that bad?”

      “No, she appears perfect. Or did.” Ethan groaned as banged his head off the locker door. “I am so screwed.”

      A frown creased Javier’s face. “I don’t get it. I thought you wanted to find the one, you sick bastard. Settle down and pop out cubs.” Ethan looked up in time to see Javier’s mock shudder. “Me, I prefer to share my love among as many women as possible.” Javier mimed slapping an ass then humping it with a leering grin.

      Ethan didn’t smile at Javier’s attempt at humor even if it happened to be the truth. Javier certainly enjoyed variety where the other sex was concerned. Heck, on many an occasion he’d shared with Ethan. Tag team sessions where they both scored. Best friends who did just about everything together.

      Blowing out a long sigh, Ethan answered him. “I do want to find my mate, actually, I’m pretty sure I already have, but I don’t think I made a great impression. She’s the one they took out on the stretcher after the ball I missed hit her in the face.”

      Javier winced. “Ouch. Sucks to be you, my friend. Don’t worry, though. I’m sure she’ll forgive you in, like, fifty years.”

      Ethan groaned and dropped his head back into his hands. Now that I’ve found her, how do I discover who she is so I can beg her forgiveness?

      And even worse, how the hell do I act the part of suitor?

      Raised in the Alaskan wilds by a father who wasn’t all there after the death of Ethan’s mother, his education in social niceties was sadly lacking. He tended to speak with his fists more often than not. Lucky for him, when it came to women, he didn’t usually have to do a thing.  Females tended to approach him for sex so they could brag afterward that they’d ridden the Kodiak and survived. Not that Ethan would ever hurt a female, even if his idea of flirty conversation usually consisted of “Suck me harder” and “Bend over.”  If I add “darling” on the end, will she count it as sweet talk?

      Actually, he should probably preface anything he said with a humungous sorry. Make that a few thousand apologies given the hit she’d suffered proved spectacular enough to make the crowd “Ooh” in harmony.

      Perhaps he panicked over nothing. After all, the woman his inner bear chuffed was his mate had attended a lacrosse game. Shouldn’t that imply she knew the risks? That she didn’t mind a bit of blood and violence? Besides, as a shifter, she’d heal quickly. He could only pray and hope his pragmatism ended up as reality.

      As for the whole courting thing, if fate deemed the woman his perfect match, then surely his intended wouldn’t let something like his lack of manners deter her from giving in to the inevitable. Then again, I could always resort to my dad’s tactics which involve throwing her over my shoulder and dragging her back to the woods for some loving, mountain man style.

      He was getting ahead of himself though, because for all he knew he worried over nothing. Chances were she couldn’t wait to meet him as well. Most female shifters—or so he’d heard—lived for the day they encountered their mate. And lucky her, she’s found me.

      His inner pep talk didn’t entirely banish his unease as he stripped out of the rest of his equipment. The after game ritual, though, calmed him and a plan formed in his mind.

      “I need to find out who she is,” he told Javier as he entered the shower room with the rest of the team. “If they had to take her out on a stretcher, then chances are someone knows her name.”

      “Good for you, my friend, for not giving up in the face of obvious adversity. And because I am such a good friend, I shall come with you when you visit her so I might laugh when the female retaliates against you for messing up her face.”

      Javier flew backward with the force of the punch Ethan laid on him. Rubbing his jaw, his friend glared up at him. “That wasn’t very nice.”

      Ethan snarled. “Maybe if you hadn’t thrown the ball so damned hard, I wouldn’t be in this position in the first place. I’m glad you find my situation so goddamned funny.”

      Jumping to his feet, Javier raised his fists. “Alright, my friend. Let’s go. You obviously need to work off some tension, might as well do it now. Think of your coming beating as a courting favor because I’m going to give you some black eyes to match those of your mate.”

      “I’d like to see you try.” With a feral grin, Ethan lumbered at his friend, paws swinging as the other players in the shower room scattered.

      Old habits died hard, and when it came to working out frustration, the easiest route still involved violence. Ethan refused to view it as stalling out of fear. Kodiak bears feared nothing, especially not one fated female. But just in case, perhaps once he de-stressed, he would pick up flowers, or buy a whole damned floral shop for her.
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      Naomi, ensconced on the sturdy family couch, held the ice pack to her throbbing face and listened with only half an ear as her family fought. Francine—the crowing and snickering bitch—had escaped and left her to the tender mercies of her family.

      “I’ll teach that fucking lacrosse player to not pay attention to the game and let our sister get hurt,” Derrick ranted punching his fist into the palm of his other hand.

      “I say we hunt bloody forty-four and sixty-nine down. Let’s tie their asses up and whip some rubber balls at their face and see how they like it,” yelled Stu. “Who’s with me?” A chorus of cheers met his plan.

      “Naomi should have been paying attention to the play.” That came from Chris who followed up his statement with an “Oomph” as someone took offence at his criticism.

      Chris, only a year older than her and most often the victim of her mood swings as the slowest brother, always held the least amount of sympathy for her. And yet, despite his words, he would stand first in line to kick the ass of anyone who ever intentionally hurt her.

      On and on the bickering went, peppered with the occasional shove and slap.

      When the noise level began to make, her already throbbing head, ache even worse, she lobbed the ice pack at her nearest brother with unerring accuracy, clocking him hard upside the head. Instant silence settled on the room as six pairs of eyes swiveled to look at her.

      “If you’re all done arguing, I’d like to go home now,” she stated quietly. Her looming brothers and father all took a step back, her calm words a warning they knew all too well. She rose from the couch, her short and curvy, five foot four frame taut. The room spun and nausea made her stomach roil.

      “Now, baby girl,” her father began in a placating tone. “You should lie back down. The doc said you’ve got a concussion.”

      “Which is already healing,” she interrupted. “Shifter blood, remember?” One of the advantages of owning Lycan blood was the ability to heal quicker than humans. Of course, quicker didn’t mean instant, so while she waited, she’d still suffer some discomfort.

      “Still,” her father continued bravely. “The doctor said we should keep an eye on you, just in case you faint or something before your body has a chance to fully cure the problem.”

      Naomi crossed her arms over her chest, resisting an urge to sit before her trembling legs gave out. “Are you trying to tell me I can’t go home?” She arched a brow and her father swallowed.

      Chris rolled his eyes. “Oh, let her go. If she wants to cause a car accident and maybe kill some hapless pedestrian by being pig headed and driving herself home, then let her.”

      The heated glare she shot Chris’s way made her head spin. Worse, her brother stuck his tongue out knowing she didn’t feel well enough to make him hurt for it. “If I weren’t a lady, I’d kick your scrawny little ass,” she muttered. She ignored the snickers and the whispered, “Since when is she a lady’ comment that followed her words only because of her throbbing head.

      A sigh escaped her as her brother’s truthful words battled her stubborn nature. Much as she hated giving in to their no driving order—well-intentioned or not—she wouldn’t operate a motor vehicle if she could prove a danger to others. “Fine, so if I can’t drive myself, then who is taking me home?”

      Six pairs of eyes found the ceiling suddenly intensely interesting.

      Irritation made her lips draw tight. “Oh, come on. Surely one of you idiots can handle my car?”

      Kendrick cleared his throat before speaking. “Um, the last time Mitchell drove your car, you almost castrated him because he didn’t shift it to your satisfaction. You told us never to touch your car again, or else.”

      Naomi blew out a breath. Pussies. How could they blame her for taking offence at the brutish manner with which they drove her baby? They’d deserved each, and every, smack.  And then, they had the nerve to wonder why she wanted to get away from the shifters and their violence. They bloody well drove her to it.

      “I am not staying here.” Not with her mother due home within the hour from work. Once her mom walked through that door, Naomi would be lucky if she got to leave a bed within the next three days. The men in her family might fear their baby sister even as they coddled her, but everyone obeyed their mother. Nobody owned the balls not to.

      The doorbell rang and as one, her family dove to answer, leaving her alone. Naomi shook her head. Afraid of little old me? Good.

      Not interested in the caller, Naomi walked with ginger steps so as to not jostle her aching head into the kitchen to look for some alcohol. The Tylenol she’d taken, twelve pills so far, had done almost nothing for her pain. Banned from driving and lacking a chauffeur, she might as well get a little drunk, a plan forgotten as the snarls started from the front of the house.

      “Now what?” she grumbled as she stalked toward the fracas, lancing pain rousing her temper.

      A wall of brothers stood between her and the menacing growls of her daddy, which ran counterpoint to some unknown deeper rumble and a more feline yowl—both which sent shivers skating down her spine, and not the unpleasant kind.

      A few well-placed elbows and she’d shoved  her way to the front of the crowd to find her father facing off, nose to nose,  with non-other than the behemoth from the lacrosse match. She’d have recognized him anywhere seeing as how not too many Kodiak bears chose to live near civilization. And damn, but up close like this he appeared even larger than expected, completely towering over her and wider than logic dictated a male should be.

      Seven foot and a bit of bristling bear stood at her front door, and not just any bear, but one who’d injured her. No wonder her canine family acted so agitated. Actually, so was she for that matter and not just because of the ball she’d almost swallowed, her wolf started spinning in circles inside her head with excitement and Naomi didn’t like it one freakn’ bit. It didn’t help that this close to the behemoth, awareness lit up all the nerves in her body, and an inhalation of his scent sent moist heat to her cleft. Oh, like hell is this hulking bear my bloody mate.

      Squeezing herself between her father and number forty-four, she jabbed her finger into his chest. She might as well have poked a brick wall because the flesh of his chest didn’t give one iota. On the other hand, that brief contact sent a sizzling bolt through her system.

      Failed poke or not, it did, however, catch his attention. Brown eyes broke off their staring match with her father and rotated down to peer at her. He inhaled deep as he stared at her, increasing the tingle that ran through her body like an electric jolt. It fired up more than her cleft—it sparked her ire.

      “What are you doing here?” she demanded rudely, clenching her fists at her side before she gave in to the urge to stroke the firm chest in front of her.

      “I, um, wanted to see if you were okay and say I’m sorry you, um, got hurt.” His halting words rumbled pleasantly over her skin. Naomi, unable to resist, sucked in a breath and found her senses flooded with a titillating whiff of soap, bear and male musk all of which sent her wolf into a tizzy.

      Oh god, I need to get him out of here, pronto. “I’m fine. Bye.” She waited, but as she feared, he didn’t just turn around and leave.

      “Um, that wasn’t the only reason I came.”

      Flowers were suddenly thrust in her face, a wild bouquet of blooms that made her want to sneeze. She batted them to the side. She narrowed her eyes up at him and enjoyed the way it made him swallow. He fears me. Good. “What else do you want? Isn’t it enough I’ve got two black eyes and a headache the size of Quebec?”

      “I’m really sorry about that. I was kind of distracted.” His brown eyes looked so pained that Naomi fought an urge to tell him it was okay—and throw herself in his arms. “Actually that’s part of the other reason I’m here. See, I—uh—well, that is, I think we’re mates.” He stammered the words out and ruddy color flushed his cheeks.

      Her greatest fear spoken aloud, panic gripped her and she lost her mind. “Over my dead fucking body we are. You’ve got a lot nerve coming here,” she yelled, her shrill tone making her headache flare stronger. “As if I’d waste any of my time with a guy who can’t even catch one little rubber ball. Now, go away and just forget about me.”

      “But—”

      Naomi froze him with an icy glare at odds with her melting pussy. She fought to hold onto her anger, a feat harder than expected when confronted with almost seven towering feet of muscled male. His square craggy features should have turned her off with their obvious lack of gentle refinement, but instead she found herself intrigued by his square jaw, his crooked nose and his soft eyes framed by thick dark lashes. He kept his hair short in a military type brush cut that displayed the gold hoop in one of his ears.

      As for his body, he stood too close for her to ogle it, but since the lacrosse game, she could imagine it—from his extremely wide shoulders dropping down to a tapered waist that led into thick muscled thighs and an ass of steel. I wonder if his cock is as big as the rest of him. Naomi bit her lip at the train of her thoughts. I do no care what he looks like. This Neanderthal is not my mate.

      “I’m sorry. Do you have a hard time understanding English? I told you to leave.” Her brusque tone made his eyes turn puppy dog sad and she wanted to smack her forehead on something hard—say like his delicious chest?

      Snickers, which turned into outright laughter, erupted from behind the wall of flesh in front of her. Naomi couldn’t help but crane sideways to see who found the untenable situation so amusing before she resorted to violence. And my family knows how I hate it when that happens. Try to be a lady and no one listens. They’ll start paying attention when my foot starts connecting with some soft spots.

      Her icy gaze caught the attention of yet another lacrosse player, and her wolf just about slobbered in excitement all over mind. Oh, hell no. As her gaze became caught by the eyes of dark haired number sixty-nine from the lacrosse match, she wanted to hurt something really bad because if she wasn’t mistaken, the damned kitty cat in front of her—another testosterone pumped male—was also her mate. Not two. Surely fate wouldn’t be so cruel? While not all that common, she knew mating could occur in pairs or more, she’d just never assumed it would happen to her. No fair. I don’t even want one. Why the hell do I suddenly have two on my doorstep?

      Irritation held over panic—barely. She focused her ire on the jerk who found the situation so hilarious. “I wouldn’t laugh seeing how it was your poor aim that gave me my rainbow face and headache.”

      Actually, number sixty-nine’s humor had dried up the moment their gazes caught, and if she weren’t in such shock herself , she would have enjoyed his dropped jaw and the look of fear—and smoking desire—that crossed his face.

      “Uh. Uh.” Like a slack jawed idiot, the suave looking number sixty-nine couldn’t even mutter a coherent sentence.

      “Apparently you’ve gotten a ball to many in the head, too. Now if you don’t want my foot to get shoved up your butt, because I am just about to lose my temper, then I’d suggest you get your asses out of here.”

      “But,” the behemoth tried to interrupt.

      “Go away,” she screamed, meaning to follow up her panicky plea with action. Vertigo along with a blinding pain in her head, though, made her unable to do what she wanted—which closely resembled running away and escaping the sure mess these two men would surely try and make of her life. She only managed an “Ah, fuck,” as her family and doctor’s prediction came true. She succumbed, unwillingly, to unconsciousness.
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      It had proved surprisingly easy to discover the identity of the injured female. Javier simply questioned a few staff members while Ethan glowered. In short order, they were handed the information along with wishes of “Good luck” and “Glad I’m not you.”

      Ethan paid the pitying looks no mind, too caught up in his own inner misery of how to approach the female slated as his mate. Javier, on the other hand, couldn’t stop grinning. He just wished he dared tape the event because seeing his enormous friend reduced to a quivering mass of jelly provided great entertainment.

      His theory that the upcoming meeting would prove interesting held—and made him wish for popcorn—as Ethan knocked on the door of the house where several sources assured them the female, named Naomi, would have been taken.

      A crowd of large men—none as big as Ethan of course—answered. An older, grizzled male, eyed them up and down before barking, “You’re the idiots who got my daughter hurt. You’ve got a lot of nerve showing up here.”

      Things degraded from that point with the younger males—brothers, Javier assumed—growling and jostling for position and challenge. Ethan didn’t back down. While women might tie him in knots, especially the prospect of meeting his mate, violence he understood. Ethan stepped forward actually going toe to toe with the elder wolf.

      Javier wondered if he should speak up. Do I warn my friend against beating up the father of his intended or prepare to come to his aide? Neither proved necessary as the rumbling of testosterone soaked males died down as someone shoved through their ranks. Javier couldn’t see, but he could hear a melodious voice, threaded in steel, order his friend away, mate or not. The situation at that point became too comical and Javier couldn’t hold back the guffaws, a laughter he almost choked on as an oval face garnished in multihued bruises and framed in long, brown hair peered around Ethan’s body to glare at him. With that one extremely icy stare, Javier knew fear for the first time in his life.

      His panther, on the other hand, yowled with excitement in his mind. Oh fuck, no. She’s my mate too.

      Horror engulfed him at the thought even as he couldn’t help but drink in the sight of her from her flashing grey eyes, her rosebud and delectably full lips, to her curvy and heavily breasted frame. A surge of desire rushed through him, making his cock twitch even as his jaw dropped in disbelief. Words were spoken, but Javier, caught in a frozen moment of disbelief, barely registered them.

      He snapped out of it when pandemonium erupted as with an indelicate “Ah, fuck”, the female’s eyes rolled up in her head and she collapsed. Too many pairs of hands reached out to grab her. As the biggest, Ethan won and he held his prize up high, growling a warning at Naomi’s father and brothers as they jostled and shouted for him to give her back. Things promised to devolve quickly if common sense didn’t prevail.

      Javier shoved in front of his friend and faced off with the bristling group of males. He held up his hands, trying to school his features into something that would calm them down rather than set them off further. “Gentlemen, surely all this yelling and posturing isn’t helping the young lady? And it’s probably alarming the neighbors. Could we not adjourn inside?”

      “I think you should all listen to the cat.”

      Where Javier’s words had provoked only heated glares and growls, the delicate feminine voice from behind him sent the males confronting him scurrying. Trepidation sunk its claws into Javier as he wondered what could make such a tough looking bunch scatter. A giantess, thought extinct sphinx, a deadly siren? He turned and held himself ready to run—or defend himself. A pent up breath whooshed out of him as he regarded the petite woman with graying hair who eyed him up and down with interest.

      “And you are?” she demanded in a tone that brooked no nonsense.

      “Javier, ma’am,” he announced thrusting out his hand. “Number sixty-nine for the Loup Garou lacrosse team.”

      Slim fingers gripped his firmly as she shook his hand. “And the big fellow holding my daughter?”

      Ethan rumbled in answer. “Ethan, ma’am, number forty-four”

      “You are responsible for her current injuries I assume?”

      “Yes, ma’am. I’m awfully sorry. I was kind of distracted by your daughter.”

      Finely arched brows lifted. “Distracted? By Naomi?”

      Ethan forged on ahead. “Yes, ma’am. I caught a glimpse of your daughter in the stands, and, well, she’s my mate.”

      “Really?” The petite woman pursed her lips at that answer.

      Javier thought about holding his tongue, but with a sigh he gave in, somehow knowing if he didn’t this little woman would make him regret it later. “Um, sorry to interrupt, but I think I might also be her mate.”

      “What?” Ethan yelled. “You didn’t tell me that when we were on our way over here.”

      Javier shrugged. “I didn’t know until I set eyes on her. Trust me, I am just as unhappy about this as you are. I’m not meant for monogamy.”

      A cleared throat had Javier blushing as piercing gray eyes riveted him with disapproval. “I think we all need to go inside. Now.”

      Javier didn’t stand around arguing, and neither did Ethan who stomped inside holding the still unconscious Naomi in his bear paws. Strangely, Javier wanted a turn cuddling the lush—and feisty—female, a crazy urge that he tamped down. If Ethan wants her, then Ethan can have her. Maybe once his friend marked her, this urge to sniff her and lick her—even worse, mark her as his cat demanded—would cease.

      He almost ran into Ethan’s back when he stopped suddenly. He stepped around him at the prodding of one none too happy mother, and he found the reason in the form of a line of men, all with their arms crossed over their chests.

      The elder one spoke. “What are you doing inviting them into our home after what they did to her face?”

      The petite woman faced off with the grizzled male, her hands planted on her hips. “I’m sorry, Geoffrey, did you suddenly become lord of the manor while I was at work, and me, a simple maid who can’t decide who comes into our home?”

      The man who had to be Naomi’s father almost blanched at the quiet words. One of the big lugs at his side actually cringed. “Now, Meredith, you know that’s not what I meant.”

      Meredith, Naomi’s mother, arched a brow. “Good, then I don’t see the problem with inviting in our two future son-in-laws.”

      And with those glibly thrown words, pandemonium resumed.
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      Naomi’s head throbbed, and the yelling going on around her didn’t help, rather it added to her general malaise and irritation. What she did find comforting was the lap she found herself cuddled in. Strong arms held her close against a hard chest where a rapidly beating heart lulled her for a moment longer before sanity set in.

      Whose freakn’ lap am I on?

      Somehow, she doubted they were related to her given the evident erection poking at her bottom and the fact her whole body tingled. Oh no, one of them has got me. Panic made her scramble to escape before she opened her eyes. She dove off the warm lap and didn’t peer around with wild eyes until she found herself clear of bodies, nausea and pain weaving a dance in her body that made her want return to her unconscious state for a while longer. Since when do I wish for the cowardly route? She straightened her spine and took in the scene before her.

      Out from the cocoon of the behemoth’s arms, the noise seemed even louder and chaotic. On one side of the living room, her mother stood nose to nose with her father, who, in this rare instance, wasn’t backing down on whatever they fought about. Three of her brothers stood around number sixty-nine, haranguing him as he held up his hands in a conciliatory manner. As for number forty-four, he sat on the couch and ignored her two other glaring brothers to watch her.

      “Enough.” Silence descended as she planted her hands on her hips and regarded them all. Her head pounded fiercely, and all she wanted was to go home and lie down. Alone. “Why are these guys in our house?”

      “Naomi, is that any way to treat your beaus?” Her mom’s voice cut the silence and Naomi grimaced at her.

      “They are not mine,” she growled. “No matter what they seem to think.” Or her own inner bitch whined.

      “Stubborn chit,” her mother chided. “You can’t fight fate.”

      “Watch me.” Naomi went to stride out of the room, but a wave of dizziness made her sway, not far, though, as a new pair of firm hands grabbed her and tugged her into a solid embrace.

      Heat enveloped her and she held in a sigh as she looked up into the tanned face of the feline. “Let me go.”

      “Of course.” Immediately the male she still only knew as number sixty-nine released her and stepped away, but not far. His dark eyes watched her, a smoldering fire in their depths.

      “Darling, why don’t you sit down?” Her mother’s suggestion held more a tone of command, but Naomi fought it.

      “No. I want to go home.” Naomi cursed the plaintive note in her tone, but she couldn’t help it. Too much was happening and with her head dancing to the tune of an out of key Mariachi band, she just wanted peace and quiet. She also needed time to plan how to evade her sudden and unwanted suitors. A grimace crossed her face as she realized her damned mother, with a stubborn tilt to her chin, already plotted against her, determined to force her—probably kicking and screaming—to her fate.

      “You, the big one,” her matriarch ordered. “Ethan, if I recall correctly. You will drive my daughter home. Javier.” Her mother pointed to number sixty-nine “You will follow so once your big friend drops her off he has a ride home. As for you.” Her mother swiveled to fix her with a glare. “Get some rest. I’ll see you and your beaus tomorrow night for dinner. No argument.” Naomi’s lips tightened into a thin line. Oh, there will be arguing, just not right now while I’m not in tip-top shape. Judging by the stormy expressions on her father’s and brothers faces, they’d also have plenty to say once she left.

      Chris tossed her car keys to number forty-four, whose name, Ethan, seemed too docile for a man his size. One big mitt came up to catch her keys and she wanted to protest the giant beast couldn’t touch her car, but given the choice between escape or more of her family’s tough love, she chose possible injury to her car.

      Of course, before she could escape, she found herself enveloped in too many hugs, not as tight as usual, her brothers and father, treating her gingerly. She thought she saw her mother speaking to Javier in between embraces, but before she could see what they conspired, Chris squeezed her tight with a whispered, “Brat, figures fate would think you need two men to keep you in line.” Her head didn’t ache enough for her not to stomp on his foot, his yelp of pain making her almost smile.

      Hugs accomplished and with no time to change her mind, she found herself pressed between a pair of male bodies, her breath stolen by their sudden nearness while heat flashed through her.

      They made it outside before it crossed her mind that her mother had just sent her home with strangers—and ones who’d caused her current, if accidental, injury in the first place. It occurred to her to march back inside and lambast her parents for poor decisions, but Ethan rumbled. “Which car is yours?” and she decided to hold onto that harangue for later.

      Naomi wondered who’d driven her car over as she obviously hadn’t and Francine didn’t do manual transmissions. Whoever brought it, they’d better have treated my baby right. She peered around for her red Miata and saw it parked in front of a shining, silver Lexus.

      “Are those your wheels?” She asked pointing at the sweet ride she dreamed of but couldn’t yet afford.

      “Mine, actually,” Javier replied.

      “Nice,” she replied grudgingly. “Mine’s the red one behind it. Hurt it and I will hurt you.”

      “Promise?” Javier teased with a smile that hit her right between the thighs.

      When she would have stumbled on the last porch step, she instead found herself swept up into Ethan’s arms.

      Heat at his proximity flooded her and she struggled. “Put me down. I can walk.”

      “And I can carry you. Your point would be?”

      “Caveman,” she grumbled, wincing at the twinge in her head.

      “Are you always this irritable?” asked the cat.

      Naomi shot him a glare. “Gee, let me see. My friend dragged me to a lacrosse game, which, I might add, is not my idea of a good time in the first place, where some clumsy bear missed a ball causing me to get injured. That same bear and his alley cat then show up and try to claim me as their mate even though I don’t want one. I think I’ve earned the right to be annoyed.”

      “I told you we should have brought more flowers,” Ethan grumbled.

      “Flowers?” She turned incredulous eyes up to Ethan’s face, but he didn’t meet her gaze as he opened the passenger door on her car and deposited her in with a gentleness that seemed at odds with the aggressive demeanor he’d displayed during the game.

      He slammed the door shut instead of answering her and crossed over to the driver side. He leaned in and tugged the lever to send the driver seat as far back as it could go. Then, he inclined the back rest.

      “Dude, maybe I should drive her car. You’re kind of big for it.” Naomi silently agreed with Javier, but at the same time found herself morbidly curious to see if the bear would fit.

      “And maybe you should invest in a wheelchair, because I’m about to put you into one,” was the behemoth’s growled reply.

      Naomi leaned her head back against the headrest and prayed for the nightmarish evening to end.

      The suspension on her car sank alarmingly as the determined bear shifter sat in the seat and Naomi shuddered at the imagined damage his weight would cause. But, at this point, arguing would just delay the whole trip and she really, really wanted to get home. Besides, I can always just send him the bill.

      “Where to?” he asked turning those chocolate eyes her way.

      Naomi gave him the directions to her townhouse and then tried not to flinch as he turned the key in the ignition. Stu tended to hold the starter a tad long making it whine. However, the beast let go as soon as the engine caught. Car started, he hit the gas and shifted, his movements smooth as he displayed a gentleness with her baby that made her ease somewhat. However, a lack of worry over his chauffeur skills meant she had time now to notice just how much space he took up in the cab of her car—he almost sat in the back seat, for Pete’s sake, he was so damned big. She couldn’t ignore how his scent, a soap and musky male mix, permeated the close space. When his hand brushed her thigh as he shifted gears, she jumped as if burned, tucking her legs tight against the passenger door. A soft chuckle made her cheeks burn as she realized he’d caught her reaction.

      Attraction to the behemoth confused her. He embodied nothing she appreciated in a male, and yet her body reacted as if she’d sucked back a whole bottle of Viagra for women. I’m freakn’ horny.

      The knowledge bothered her almost as much as her nagging headache. Sure, he sported a great body and a decent face; however, she prided herself on looking past a male’s exterior to his insides for intelligence, manners and common interests. She never allowed her hormones to rule her, choosing boyfriends who met her strict criteria starting with them not belonging to any shifter caste. And how boring has that been? Her sarcastic conscious continued to snipe at her. It’s just because I haven’t met the right one. Her inner wolf yapped and made her gaze slide over to the behemoth whose big paw clutched at her steering wheel with white knuckles. Stop that. He is not the man for me. He’s a boneheaded jock, goddammit. Her mental assertion didn’t stop her inner wolf from snorting, her disgust evident.

      They got half way to her house before Naomi frowned at the silence in the vehicle. As my supposed mate, shouldn’t he be trying harder to woo me? Or is he plotting? She shouldn’t care, but her wayward tongue always wagged before she thought.

      “Why so quiet?” she asked rudely.

      Brown eyes flicked over to catch hers for a second and Naomi sucked in a breath at the banked fire in their depths. “I’m not good with words. I thought it best, especially given your current state, that I not speak.”

      Naomi bit her lower lip at his admission. It was actually kind of nice, not that it helped his case. “Thanks. I think. Listen, I know you think we’re mates or something, but I can assure you it’s a mistake.”

      “You prefer Javier?” he growled.

      His accusation made her blink. “No. I don’t want to be mated with a shifter, any shifter.”

      That comment turned that melting gaze her way again. “But you are a shifter. Shifters mate. And I am not mistaken. You are mine.”

      The possessive claim made her shiver in a way that tightened her nipples. Pursing her lips, she ignored how it made her feel and forged ahead. “See, it’s that kind of attitude that irritates me. My wolf is only a part of me, and while she might think you smell good and want to do nasty things to your body.” He choked. “I want more out of a partner in life than hot, animal sex. I want a man who will support me.”

      “I have money,” he interrupted.

      “I wasn’t done speaking,” she snarled and he clamped his mouth tight. “It’s not just about money. I also mean support in the sense that I can have an intelligent conversation with him. Own pretty things that won’t get destroyed because some testosterone laden male has decided he needs to vent some steam indoors.”

      “You think I’m stupid?” Anger threaded his words and Naomi felt a moment’s chagrin.

      She ignored it. “Not stupid, exactly, but come on, you’re an athlete, not an intellectual. Are you going to tell me your first instinct is to talk things over or use your fists?”

      “I’m annoyed right now and yet I’m talking to you aren’t I?” His sarcastic reply coincided with him pulling up in front of her house.

      Without waiting for her reply, he exited the car, but before she could open her door, he appeared, and lifted her out.

      “Would you put me down?” she exclaimed, exasperation coloring her tone.

      “No. But, since you find me so offensive, perhaps you’d prefer Javier.” Neanderthal A passed her to Neanderthal B while Naomi could only fume.

      “Did I miss something?” Javier asked as he tightened his arms around her.

      Naomi told her hip hopping tummy to take a hike before answering. “I was just explaining to your friend how neither of you will do as a mate. So please, put me down and be on your way.”

      “Are you challenging us?”

      Ethan snorted as he fit her key into the lock and opened the door to her townhouse.

      “No, I am stating a fact. Find some other gullible bitch to bite, fuck and fetch your slippers.”

      Javier’s laughter washed over her in a warm wave she enjoyed way too much. Fuming that they wouldn’t take her serious, she clamped her lips shut as the overgrown cat carried her into her home. He finally set her down on her couch, but then instead of leaving, Ethan sat in the chair opposite her while Javier wandered off in the direction of the kitchen.

      “Shouldn’t you be leaving?” she asked with a pointed stare toward the door.

      A shrug from massive shoulders answered her. “Make me.”

      “Ooh,” she almost shrieked in exasperation. Only the pulsing of her painful head held her back. “Why are you both being so stubborn? Can’t you tell you’re not wanted?”

      “My mama said the same thing to my dad when they first met,” Ethan admitted. “Not liking her answer, he tossed her over his shoulder and kept her prisoner in a cave for two weeks, making love to her numerous times a day until she finally admitted she loved him, too,” he added with a smug grin.

      Naomi’s jaw dropped and her throat worked soundlessly for a moment. “You wouldn’t dare!” Her mouth said one thing, her pussy, drenching at his words, screamed another.

      “Well, as you’ve mentioned a few times, I’m probably too dumb to know better. Although, don’t worry, because of the lacrosse season, maybe I’ll just handcuff you to a bed instead of finding a cave.”

      “My family won’t stand for it!”

      “Children, children,” Javier chided returning to them holding two open beers, and one tall glass of juice. “Can’t we all get along? After all, since our beasts have seen fit to join us in a ménage, we’ll be together a long, long time.”

      “Over my dead body,” she growled.

      “Not dead, but gagged can definitely be arranged,” Ethan grumbled.

      “Hmm, a little kinky, but I’m not averse to the idea,” Javier added.

      Irritated, frustrated—and so fucking horny at the idea of them tying her down to have their wicked way—she took a swig of the juice, sudden thirst making her down the whole thing.

      It didn’t take long for wooziness to set in. She blinked as their image wavered. “You drugged me,” she accused, trying to push herself up off the couch, but her body wouldn’t obey.

      “Your mother’s orders,” Javier explained. “You need to rest, but fear not, we will watch over you and make sure you come to no harm. Sleep, feisty one, and we’ll sort things out when you feel better.”

      I am going to kill my mother. Naomi slumped over before she could tell Javier where he could shove his sorting out idea.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 4

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “You drugged her?” Ethan bellowed the words as he surged from his seat, fists clenched.

      Alarm crossed Javier’s face and he held up his hands in a placating manner. “Calm down. It wasn’t my idea, but her mother’s. She handed me the pills along with the instructions to feed them to her with some juice to mask the taste.”

      “When the hell did she get the chance to give you drugs?”

      “While Naomi’s family was saying good bye, she slipped them to me.”

      “Why not just give them to her? Why con her into taking them?” Ethan wanted to smack his friend for pissing Naomi off even more.

      “According to her mother, the only way to medicate her properly is by subterfuge. She’d already refused the medication from the doctor claiming she didn’t want to be out of control.”

      “She is going to be so angry when she wakes up,” he replied shaking his head, his expression surely woebegone. At least he could point the finger at Javier with a clear conscience and let his friend take the blame.

      Ethan lowered his fists and moved to sit on the couch. He dragged Naomi’s petite—and now quiet form—onto his lap. Despite her insults and the fact she currently looked like the loser in a boxing match, she fascinated him. Tiny—to him at least—and injured, yet she still stood up to him like she could take him in a fight. That took guts. In his experience, women bedded him for the thrill, but they never dared argue with him. Hell, he only needed to scowl to send them scurrying with shrieks of terror.

      More fascinating, though, than her utter lack of fear toward him was her reaction to Javier. Women never rejected Javier, and the fact one slated as his mate did agitated his best friend—and amused the heck out of Ethan.

      “What else did her mother tell you?” Ethan asked, looking for any advantage in his task of winning her over.

      “That she’d call us later and give us pointers on wooing her daughter. Apparently, Naomi has something of a stubborn nature.”

      A snort escaped him. “I hadn’t noticed.”

      Javier paced the living room as Ethan stroked Naomi’s silky hair, unable to resist running his fingers through the long brown strands. “What are you thinking?”

      “That fate is laughing at me.”

      A chuckle made Ethan’s chest vibrate, causing Naomi’s head to jiggle. He cradled her head in his big palm to prevent her from falling before replying. “She’s certainly not what either of us expected, that’s for sure.”

      Javier shot him a dark look. “No shit, Sherlock. I mean don’t get me wrong, short and curvy works fine for me, but I always expected, if ever fate was cruel enough to curse me,  she’d at least give me a woman who likes me.”

      “I’m sure she will in time. We took her by surprise, not to mention she’s in pain. Besides, I kind of like that she’s feisty. She’ll need it to keep up with us.”

      Round eyes and an open mouth met his answer. “You, my friend, are insane. One ball too many to the head I think. I mean, not only does she not want you, shouldn’t you be more pissed that it looks like she’s meant for both of us?”

      Ethan shrugged. “I’ll admit, I never expected to share, but if fate says that’s my lot, then at least it chose someone I could tolerate. And beat in a wrestling match if I need to. Besides, I’ll only have to share if you bother to stick around to mark her.”

      “Oh, I’m staying, so you can forget about keeping her for yourself,” Javier replied shooting him a dark look.

      “What happened to I’m not meant for monogamy?” Ethan pitched his voice mockingly.

      A sigh emerged from Javier’s mouth before he slumped in the chair across from him. “I haven’t thought that far ahead. It’s hard to think at all with my damned cat yammering for me to bite her. Mayhap if you were to claim her first, the need for me to do so would vanish?”

      The optimism in his friend’s voice made him laugh again. “Sorry, no such luck I’m afraid. From everything I’ve ever heard, once you find the one, you’re done for. The need to mark her, claim her, just gets stronger and stronger.” Already the urge to take her rode Ethan hard. It didn’t help that he held her cuddled on his lap, her sweet fragrance tickling his nose while her lush body pressed against his turgid cock.

      “I don’t suppose you’d care to explain the we-don’t-have-a-choice aspect to Naomi?” Javier rejoined sarcastically.

      “Why bother? She’s bound and determined to fight her beast and in turn, her shifter nature. I say let her.”

      Incredulity marked Javier’s expression. “Isn’t that counterproductive to your, make that our, goal?”

      “No, it is simple biology,” Ethan explained. “She will eventually come to us. Keep in mind, the longer she denies the pull to mate, the harder the desire to claim us will ride her.”

      “That sounds kind of callous,” Javier remarked. “I’m surprised. I expected more of you.”

      “You didn’t let me explain what my plan was while she fought her nature. I plan to stay glued to her side, apart from practices and games, of course. I will get to know her, and in turn, she will come to know me. Befriend her, in other words, and if I’m lucky, perhaps she’ll even come to love me. I know I’m already half way there.” A romantic like his father, Ethan believed in love at first sight despite his more pragmatic friend’s comments.

      Javier snorted. “Gods, don’t let the opposing team ever hear you yapping like a woman. For a giant bear, you’re awfully sentimental.”

      A dark look shot Javier’s way made his feline friend grin. Ethan growled. “You are lucky I am holding her, or I’d make you swallow your words.”

      “Down Smokey,” Javier joked. “Actually, your plan is a good one. She is most definitely intriguing, and if we’re going to spend the rest of our lives with her, then I guess becoming her friend before her lover is a good start. But I warn you, if she insists on sex, I will sacrifice myself for the greater good to please her.”

      “Whatever,” Ethan scoffed. “You might be the oral master, but I will still always have the bigger cock.”

      And with that parting shot, Ethan stood with his precious burden and lumbered upstairs to find her bedroom.
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      Javier ended up following Ethan upstairs, unable to stay away from the lush female who’d somehow attracted him and his beast. It had occurred to him several times on the way over to simply drive away—and keep going until he snapped the tenebrous connection forming between him Naomi, and in a strange twist, Ethan.

      Jaguars, the males at any rate, tended to spread their love, only rarely settling down, or so he’d been taught. His own father sired cubs on almost a half dozen females and never chose to mark any of them. Truthfully, Javier expected to follow the same path, already his conquests were numerous, although, unlike his father, he’d chosen to use protection to prevent conceptions. However, in the space of one night, instead of deciding which flavor he’d try next, he found himself irresistibly drawn to one curvy female with long, brown hair whose face he couldn’t even guess at given the bruising and swelling, yet glimpses at pictures on her walls showed a striking woman. One fated to be mine.

      But if he caved to his needs, he’d not only bury his prick in one sheath for the rest of his life, he’d also have to share her.

      In the past, Javier had graciously shared his feminine conquests with his best friend, Ethan. A good guy at heart, his big friend’s somewhat untamed appearance and shy demeanor made it hard for him to pick up women. Javier lost count of the threesomes they’d indulged in—where their hands and cocks stayed firmly pointed in the woman’s direction only. It seemed fate enjoyed a quirky sense of humor, setting them up to both fall for the same girl, a girl who wanted neither.

      However, my biggest fear is what if she does end up falling for me? Say I mark her and I end up straying? Apart from the damage Ethan would do to him if he hurt this woman, the thought of doing something so dishonorable made Javier ill. It was one thing to indulge in one-night stands where he and his partner went in with their eyes open, and no expectation of a tomorrow. It was a whole other thing to betray a woman he’d marked as his forever more.

      Yet, even fear couldn’t keep him from entering the room where Ethan deposited Naomi’s unconscious form on the bed. He still felt kind of guilty about the whole drugging thing, but his orders had come straight from the mama wolf herself along with the tiny pill bottle. It would take a much braver cat to deny that matriarch anything. At least now, Naomi rested quietly, a state sure to change by morning.

      Eying her, still fully dressed down to her shoes, Javier frowned. “We need to undress her,” he stated.

      “Like fuck. We are not going to take advantage of her while she sleeps.”

      Javier rolled his eyes as he scrounged through her drawers looking for sleepwear. He didn’t find any silky negligées—something I will have to rectify—so he settled for a worn t-shirt and cotton shorts. Turing with the garments to face his friend, he found himself subjected to a fierce scowl. “Give me a little credit. I just meant to make her more comfortable, or do you really think she’s going to enjoy waking up in jeans, a bra and shoes?”

      Ethan’s gaze dropped to her shape which he hadn’t even tucked under the blankets. “Okay, you might have a point,” he grudgingly admitted. “But no touching or I’ll make you eat my fist.”

      A snort was Javier’s reply. With two pairs of hands, they made quick work of divesting her of clothing, stripping her down to her white cotton panties. A whistle emerged from his lips and despite the situation, his cock swelled.

      “This is wrong,” Ethan muttered in a thick voice as he stared at her rounded shape.

      Javier could only silently agree as he too stared at Naomi’s almost nude form. Her breasts were a heavy handful with large pink nipples that puckered as he watched. Her skin, smooth and creamy beckoned, as did her indented waist, flaring hips, and softly rounded tummy.

      Shaking himself free of the stupor that gripped him as he stared dumbly at her body—she’s a woman like any other, nothing special—he deftly dressed her, and with Ethan’s aid, tucked her under the covers. He fought the insane urge to crawl in after her.

      “Ready to go?” Javier asked a tad too brightly, eager to leave so he could get home and take care of the problem in his pants.

      “I’m not going anywhere,” Ethan rumbled. “She’s helpless right now. If something were to happen, say, like, a fire or home invasion, she’d get hurt. I’m going to stick around.”

      The bear raised a valid point and gave them a plausible reason for them to not leave Naomi. Javier refused to examine the fact both of them didn’t need to stay and play bodyguard. No way was he leaving Ethan alone with her. “I guess we’re sleeping over then. In that case, I’m showering first,” he announced, his rigid cock leading the way as he headed for the bathroom he found off the master bedroom.

      “Jerk,” Ethan muttered, his own need to fist himself probably even greater given he didn’t indulge in sex as often.

      Javier, though, showed him no sympathy, not when arousal gripped him so tight. Considering he hadn’t yet bound himself to Naomi, he could have probably left and found a pair of accommodating thighs, but even thinking it made him feel dirty. Ashamed.

      Better to take care of himself with his hand than question his sudden morals.

      Of course, his evolving morals didn’t mean he didn’t jerk off to the image of the delectable Naomi, her face bruise free like the portrait he’d seen downstairs, and even better, on her knees eagerly begging for his cock.

      Slowly, his hand slid back and forth across the smooth skin of his dick, the edge of his fist butting up against his pronounced head. He squeezed his hard length as he pumped, the water and soap making him slick and easy to stroke. Lifting one leg to prop it on the side of the tub, he allowed his other hand to cup his balls. Kneading them between his fingers, he stroked himself faster, the vivid image
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