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	An alpha lion’s pride is a safe and peaceful refuge for various cat shifters who lost their home due to prejudice and bigotry...until the rift between two best friends shakes up the monotony.

	 

	 

	White lion shifter Xander Powell is a fair if serious leader to his pride. Through all the obstacles life throws at him, he knows he can always rely on his laid-back beta, black panther shifter Alan Abramowitz. However, the prankster hides a secret. After losing his fated mate at a very young age, he has to be brave enough to accept a second chance at love. While Alan and his best friend Thony navigate their challenging way to a happily ever after, their actions bring new friends and potential mates into the pride. However, with each mating, the pride’s yanked deeper into a conspiracy that involves shifter trafficking, the president of the Shifter Council, and a whole new species that shakes the foundation of the paranormal world.
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The Panther’s Heart

	Wildcat Hills Pride 1

	 


When you lose your fated mate, will you be brave enough to accept a second chance?

	 

	 

	Persian cat shifter Thony Cavanaugh has been in love with his best friend, Alan Abramowitz, for three years. Although Thony and Alan are fated mates, only Thony seems to feel the bond between them. Afraid of getting rejected by the strong beta, Thony doesn’t have the guts to confront Alan with his feelings. But everyone has a breaking point.

	Alan reached that point sixteen years earlier, when he met his mate, the biker Jon, only to lose him to a terrible accident. Jon’s death almost killed Alan, and it left his heart battered and bruised. Oblivious to the connection he shares with Thony, and suppressing his feelings for the Persian cat to keep his heart intact, Alan spends his life working as beta and accountant for Alpha Xander. After all, shifters don’t get a second chance. Or so he thinks.

	Then a fight between the two friends gets out of hand. Thony pushes Alan away, demanding they take a break from each other. And suddenly, Alan realizes that losing Thony could break his heart for good.

	 

	If you like fickle cats and enjoy stubborn men who have to fight for their happiness, don’t miss this shifter romance!

	 


Prologue

	 

	 

	Alan Abramowitz crouched beside the shelves of his parents’ convenience store. His hands were busy placing product for sale but his mind was filled with daydreams about his future life as a famous musician when someone knocked into him. He cursed—and hissed, proud panther shifter that he was—at the dumb fucker. Several soap bottles slipped his grip and rolled helter-skelter across the floor. One burst with a resounding crash and spilled its slippery contents all over the floor.

	Alan groaned. He mentally waved his early quitting time and his guitar practice good-bye. Liquid soap was such a bitch to clean up. Too much water, and Alan would be up to his throat in foam.

	He looked up, ready to snap at whoever had almost run him over. He felt like a hammer had hit him.

	Clad in leather pants, a tight white tee, and a leather jacket, a helmet tucked under his arm, stood the most stunning specimen of manhood Alan had ever seen. Blond, tousled hair, stubble so thick it almost slipped into beard territory, and piercing brown eyes.

	“Uh... hi,” Alan mumbled. His eighteen-year-old, hormone-ridden body reacted immediately to the eye candy. His cock perked up at an admittedly odd angle, given that he was still crouched on the floor. Then his nose picked up the stranger’s scent under the fake apple odor of the soap spreading over the floor like a wet green carpet, and his eyes popped wide. Holy shit. The sexy guy was a shifter. And Alan’s fated mate.

	Finding your mate at the age of eighteen wasn’t unheard of. Hell, some shifters found them at sixteen or seventeen. Thing was, whenever Alan had entertained thoughts about the mate waiting for him somewhere beyond the borders of their hick town in the middle of nowhere, Alabama, he’d thought about a man with red hair. Alan had a soft spot for gingers.

	This man was blond, but at least the guy had turned out to be a guy. Girls were okay as friends, but Alan was so gay he wouldn’t know what to do with one beyond talking and braiding her hair. His sisters had forced him to do that countless times. By now, he was pretty skilled at it.

	However, when Alan dragged another breath into his lungs and got a whiff of the handsome man’s scent, the stranger’s hair color didn’t matter. Alan’s cock twitched in the confines of his jeans.

	“Hi. You’re my mate.” The strange shifter looked equally shocked to find his other half in the middle of a convenience store. His brown eyes were wide, and he clutched his helmet in a white-knuckled grip.

	Alan realized that kneeling in front of his mate was not the proper way to introduce himself—unless a blow job was the proper way—and jumped up. He wanted to talk with the shifter—who was he, where was he from. Unfortunately, to his utter humiliation, his foot slipped on the damn soapy floor and he slithered right into the other man’s arms.

	The blond let out a surprised grunt when Alan smacked face-first against his built chest. “Easy, tiger.” He smirked and winked.

	“Panther. Black panther. My name’s Alan,” he said, copping a feel now that he was so close.

	Alan was not a shrimp, not standing over six feet tall, and he possessed a fit body due to his shifter genes, but he was still eighteen—still in that awkward stage young men had to suffer through before they filled out properly. Although his shoulders were wide and he worked out regularly, his body just refused to develop the impressive pecs and abs he longed for. His mate was all big and buff. Alan loved muscled men.

	“I’m Jon Zimmer. I’m a cougar. Pleased to meet you. Very pleased, indeed.” Jon gave Alan a charming smile and wrapped his arms more securely around Alan’s slipping body. Jon’s lips curled into a sexy smirk. “I just love black hair and blue eyes on a guy.”

	Oh, that was sweet. But as first meetings went, this one wasn’t exactly stellar. Alan’s reply was cut off when Jon also fell victim to the nasty soap attack. As he tried to steady Alan, he slipped, and both dropped to the ground.

	Alan landed on top of Jon, who groaned at the impact. They looked at each other then broke out into loud guffaws.

	“So, you’re a biker?” Alan sat up, straddling Jon and grinning down at him. He couldn’t wait to go on a ride with him. In more than one way.

	Jon grinned, too, and his hands gripped Alan’s waist. “Yeah, fancy taking a ride with me?”

	Hell, yes. “Sure! I’d love to!” Alan’s cheeks pinked at the thought of what he wanted to do with Jon, what he wanted Jon to do to him.

	“How old are you?” Jon let his gaze travel up and down Alan’s body.

	“Eighteen. Hope that’s okay?” When Jon nodded, Alan let out a relieved sigh. He’d never had a boyfriend. No surprise in a town so small most people were either friends or family.

	Okay, so he’d kissed another guy at school. But the boy had just been curious, and they hadn’t gone back for seconds. Oh, and Alan had once given Brad Talbot a blow job in the showers after gym class. Too bad the stunning jock had turned out to be a real prick and he’d punched Alan the next time they’d seen each other. Maybe because Brad hadn’t been naked and moaning for Alan to suck him harder the second time, but surrounded by his football buddies. Yeah, prick.

	Apart from that, his experience with men and sex was confined to jerking off while looking at underwear models. He hoped his inexperience wouldn’t bother Jon too much. At least Alan had a mate who was older and more experienced.

	A grin split his face when he imagined himself clinging to Jon’s back while the biker drove them to Alan’s favorite spot.

	“There’s a hill a mile away from here. I often go there to look at the stars. It’s the perfect place to... to get to know each other. But maybe I should introduce you to my parents first.”

	Jon snickered. Before he could reply, Alan’s parents, alerted thanks to the ruckus, rounded the corner. Shit. And they didn’t look excessively pleased to find Alan straddling a stranger.

	 

	To say that Jon Zimmer hadn’t aroused Alan’s parents’ enthusiasm would’ve been an understatement. It wasn’t so much that he was a man—Alan’s parents knew he was gay and had accepted it long ago. But Jon was thirty-three and part of a motorcycle gang passing through town. To make matters worse, he had no job and only meager savings.

	Not that Alan cared. Far from it. That Jon was a motorcycle-driving, tattooed, sexy-as-fuck outlaw who flipped off the establishment made Alan hot as hell. He guessed he had a thing for bad boys.

	Reluctantly, his parents had allowed—allowed, as if he was a kid—Jon and Alan to chat while Alan took a break from work. There wasn’t much his parents could do. Alan was of age, and he wouldn’t brush off his other half just because Jon had decided working a stable job wasn’t his cup of tea. At least his parents had invited Jon to dinner.

	Too bad the cougar hadn’t shown up.

	Alan sat on his bed, his arms curled around his pillow and surrounded by the clutter he’d collected during his short life. School medals mixed with posters of rock stars, some skimpily clad. He wondered how much longer he’d live there, and whether Jon would take him with him. That was if Jon hadn’t ditched him before their relationship had even started.

	His eyes felt gritty and itchy, as though he’d cried all night. Men didn’t cry, though, and—who was he kidding? He’d sobbed all through the night, like a toddler whose ice cream cone had hit the pavement head first.

	Jon not only hadn’t turned up for dinner, he hadn’t even called or sent one of his biker buddies to reschedule. Not one word from the one genetically designed to care for Alan and cherish him.

	Alan’s mom, Fiona, had said Jon had most likely left town with his criminal friends—her words, not his—whereas his father had cautioned that maybe he’d had a problem with his bike.

	Sounded reasonable—if one forgot Jon was part of a group of about ten bikers. Alan doubted all of them miraculously had problems with their bikes. At least one of them could’ve come by to tell Alan what was wrong. Or given Jon a ride.

	The longer he’d lain awake during the night, the louder the voice of doubt, fueled by Fiona’s words, had become.

	Jon wouldn’t just leave him, would he? They were mates, and it was nearly unheard of for one mate to reject the other. Sometimes problems arose when one or both were in a relationship with someone else, like his parents when they’d met. But usually, the pull was too strong to ignore and the couples handled those problems fast.

	Alan doubted Jon had ditched him because he was a man. Jon had looked way too pleased when he’d let his gaze roam over Alan’s chest and crotch, only to come to rest on his face. That meant he liked guys, and Alan in particular, just as it should be.

	Knowing that hadn’t stopped his all-night teary pity party. Alan felt exhausted now, and he just knew he looked like crap warmed over.

	Dammit. What if Jon came by in the morning to explain himself and found Alan in the embarrassing state of a teenage girl whose quarterback boyfriend had ditched her, all puffy eyes and snotty nose? That would be so humiliating.

	A quick glance at the clock—decision made. Alan threw back the covers and jumped out of bed. Then he darted out of his room and across the hallway into the family bathroom.

	Their house wasn’t big, and although his parents had their own en-suite, Alan still had to share a bathroom with his two younger twin sisters. Thank God it was only seven in the morning on a Sunday. Otherwise those two would’ve already turned the bathroom into a warzone full of lip gloss, nail polish, and dangerous nail files.

	Sisters were crazy, especially at the age of sixteen. Alan loved them dearly, but since they’d hit puberty, he didn’t understand them anymore. Well, he was sure the girls didn’t understand him either, apart from his love for hot guys.

	Alan furiously brushed his teeth, then held his head under the faucet to tame his black locks. He wore them chin length—a permanent thorn in his father’s side—and they stuck up in every direction in the morning.

	A look in the mirror confirmed that yes, he looked like something the cat had retched up. Pun intended. His eyes were red, no surprise, and dark circles rimmed them. Well, that would have to do. Alan wouldn’t be able to catch up on sleep until he knew where Jon was anyway.

	Alan snuck back toward his room to dress, carefully stepping over the creaking floorboard. His father’s deep voice rang up from the first floor and interrupted Alan’s sneaky pussyfooting. Damn man and his cat ears. No wonder Ben Abramowitz was a pride tracker.

	“Yeah, Dad?” he hollered and bent over the railing to look into the foyer.

	“Can you come down, please? Someone’s here to talk to you.”

	Someone? Was it Jon? Had he come after all? His father’s words sent a rush of anticipation and joy through his body. Alan didn’t even take time to change from his PJs into jeans and a shirt. Instead, he raced down the stairs, taking them two at a time.

	In the foyer, his body smashed into a hard wall and bounced back. A strong hand gripped his arms, preventing him from falling on his ass. Lack of sleep, it seemed, made for a clumsy cat.

	When Alan looked up, disappointment hit him at the sight of the dark-haired stranger looking down at him with a serious face. He’d hoped Jon was there, but a look around revealed nobody else but the stranger and Dad. He, too, looked oddly serious and pale. What was going on?

	“Dad?” Alan straightened his shoulders and took a step back from the stranger. His outfit consisted of leather and... more leather. And he smelled like cougar. Oh! Was he one of Jon’s biker buddies? If so, why had he come by? Why hadn’t he brought Jon with him?

	Only now noticing his father’s lack of response, Alan peeled his gaze off the stranger and chanced a glance toward his father. The forlorn look on his dad’s face, so unusual for the strong, tough man, sent a shiver down Alan’s back.

	“Dad?” he repeated in a breathy whisper.

	His father cleared his throat. “This is Abel Conners. He’s a friend of Jon’s. The head of his motorcycle gang, more precisely.”

	Alan’s eyes widened. The head of the gang? Wow. Okay, so he’d guessed the guy was a biker, but the boss man? Shit. What if he had something against Jon and Alan mating? Was he a homophobe and he’d forbidden Jon to come by last night? Was he here to rough up the fag who claimed to be Jon’s mate?

	If so, Abel’s deeply pained expression didn’t fit the occasion.

	“Alan?” Abel’s rumbling voice pierced through his confusion and caused him to look up into Abel’s dark brown, almost black eyes. “I understand you’re Jon’s mate?”

	Alan bobbed his head yes. “Where is he? He didn’t turn up for dinner yesterday.”

	Abel took a deep breath and nodded. “I know, kid. That’s why I’m here. Did Jon claim you yet?”

	Still confused why Abel, the big bad biker, would use such a soothing voice on him, he bristled at the word kid. Alan wasn’t a damn kid, he was a man. As for the rest...

	“Of course he didn’t claim me! We met just yesterday! Who do you think I am? The local slut?” He snapped the last word.

	“Alan David Abramowitz!”

	Alan cringed at his father’s use of his full name, but didn’t apologize for his words.

	Sure, most shifters worked fast when they met the one fated to be theirs, but Alan still was a well-bred guy and, apart from that one blow job, a virgin. His mother would have his hide if he hooked up with a stranger in the toilet of their store, no matter whether he was Alan’s mate or not.

	Abel held up his hands, looking properly chastised. “No, it’s okay. The boy is right, Ben. I’m sorry.”

	“I’m not a boy, thank you very much,” Alan muttered under his breath. He jumped when he felt his father’s hand on his shoulder. His dad had snuck up on him, and now his wide chest pressed against Alan’s back. What the hell?

	“Alan?” Abel’s voice was so fricking soft and compassionate it made Alan queasy. “I’m so sorry, but Jon couldn’t come by yesterday. He... had an accident.”

	“Accident?” he croaked. “But he’s okay, right?” Focused on Abel and awaiting his answer, Alan felt his whole body tense, then start to shiver. Cold sweat broke out on his skin when he flicked his gaze back and forth between Abel and his dad. His father still hovered at Alan’s side, as if he was afraid Alan wouldn’t be able to stand on his own.

	That gesture, more than anything else, frightened him to death. His father hadn’t coddled him since Alan’s first shift, claiming he wouldn’t become a strong panther if he kept treating him like a kid. If Dad thought it necessary now, something must be seriously, life-changingly wrong.

	“Kid.” Abel cupped the side of Alan’s face and urged him to look up at him.

	Alan swallowed the lump in his throat, barely able to breathe around what felt like the biggest hairball in the history of hairballs. “Where’s Jon?” he whispered, needing and fearing the answer at the same time.

	“I’m so sorry, kid. A bus hit him on his bike and... he didn’t make it. Jon died at the site.”

	All the blood left Alan’s face as he shook his head fiercely. No. Nonono.

	It wasn’t true. Jon couldn’t be dead. They’d just met, and Jon was Alan’s one and only. Fate had made them for each other so they would have a stupidly happy and long life together, with a hot mating, a big wedding, and a bunch of obnoxiously loud, adopted cubs!

	“No,” he whispered. “No, you’re lying. He wouldn’t leave me. Where’s Jon? I want to know where the hell my mate is, right the fuck now.” Alan’s voice had become louder with every word he spoke, so the last part of his sentence came out as a shout that resounded through his parents’ small house.

	When he felt his father’s arms wrap around him from behind, Alan lurched out of the comforting grip, turned around, and planted his hands on his father’s chest, shoving at him. “Don’t touch me! Nobody should touch me but Jon. I want Jon. I want... oh God.” Then he started pounding his fist against his father’s broad chest. “Liar. Liar!”

	Abel looped his strong arms around him. He dragged him away from his dad, who simply stood and let Alan have his way. It was odd. His father had never not defended himself against an attack, not even when Alan had tussled with him to train his strength.

	Alan’s gaze fell on his mother. She stood in the doorway, shielding Alan’s sisters with her body. Both girls’ eyes were huge in their pale faces as they watched their big brother losing it. Alan felt bad for frightening them, but he couldn’t stop thrashing and yelling. He fought against Abel’s grip, but the cougar was just too damn strong.

	Then he noticed the tears running down his mother’s face, and the way she contained her sobs with a hand in front of her lips.

	“Mom?” he begged in a breathy voice. “Please...”

	Nothing made sense at all. He just wanted to curl into a ball. Blood pounded in his head, promising the mother of all headaches. It rushed through his ears and made it hard for him to understand what the others around him were saying. However, it wasn’t loud enough to block out his mother’s next words.

	She sobbed again, then said, “Oh, my little darling boy. I’m so sorry.”

	And that was the moment Alan’s body lost all of its fight and the world went black around him.

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	Thony Cavanaugh couldn’t take his eyes off the man he’d secretly loved for the last three years. His mate, Alan David Abramowitz. Just as they did every morning, they sat with Xander, their alpha, at the kitchen table, eating breakfast. Although Alan and Thony had their own houses on pride lands, Xan always welcomed them for breakfast. Along with Kei—Xander’s foster son—Kei’s mate, Djimon, and the enforcers Malcolm and Finley, Alan and Thony belonged to the pride’s inner circle.

	As leader of a mixed pride that welcomed all breeds of shifters, Xan had had to fight prejudice more than once when diplomatic duties forced him to visit other shifter communities. Usually, shifters of one breed didn’t mix well with others. But Xander didn’t care and always said his pride was open to shifters who had nowhere else to go—no matter if they were feline, canine, avian, or something else.

	Alan, whom Thony considered a friend, family, and the love of his life, was their pride’s beta and Xander’s right hand. The black panther was a loudmouth, but he was good at his job.

	When Alan hooted, Thony looked up, curious what the ruckus was about. He saw Kei, who had a room upstairs that he shared with his new mate, stroll into the kitchen. Kei’s hair was all over the place, and he wore his favorite green-and-purple-striped bathrobe.

	“Yeah, yeah,” Kei mumbled as he took his chair. His cheeks reddened immediately, but the blush didn’t affect the look of pride etched on his face.

	Kei had every right to feel proud. After all, he’d found one hell of a handsome man in Djimon Akintola. They’d mated about three months earlier, and they were still in the honeymoon phase. If the scent of musky sweat and seed still clinging to Kei were any hint, the ostrich shifter had fucked Kei through the mattress all night long.

	Thony ignored Alan’s surly smutty reply and looked back into his muesli bowl. He hated to admit it, but Thony was jealous as hell. Sure, Djimon had denied the bond at first, had even run from Kei. However, Dji had turned up again three days later, begging forgiveness. Hell, he’d even gone to his knees!

	Mates always felt drawn to each other as soon as they met. It didn’t matter if they were with somebody else, had kids, or had other family duties. The bond was too strong to ignore for long. At least, according to common knowledge.

	Thony looked at Alan once again and almost choked on the pain that sliced through his chest. He’d known Alan was his mate as soon as Alan had hopped off his truck and Thony had first smelled the sexy newcomer. Three years. Three terrible years of wishing for something he could never have.

	He and Alan had become fast friends. As standoffish and prickly as Alan had been and still was, he’d latched onto Thony almost instantly. Back then, Thony had thought it had something to do with their bond. When Alan hadn’t made a move on him after two weeks of his joining the pride, Thony had used the opportunity of a shared beer after work to gently breech the topic of their connection.

	Thony had asked Alan on a date. He’d told him how he hoped they’d become much more than friends. In his naivety, he’d thought Alan had just wanted to settle down in the new pride before he approached Thony and made their bond public. Many of their members had had bad experiences with bigoted shifters in their previous prides.

	To Thony’s utter devastation, Alan had just laughed, slapped his back, and brushed him off with the words, “You’re a great guy, Thony, but I see you as a friend, nothing more. And I’m not interested in tying myself to anyone.”

	When Thony had made another effort some time later, suggesting they should talk about the connection between them, Alan had become angry. He’d flat-out said he had no idea what Thony was talking about, and that there was no connection between them beyond friendship.

	Thony still remembered the cold feeling that had wrapped around his heart like an iron fist.

	Seeing Alan vanish with another man while they’d been out with some of the other guys from the pride had almost ripped him apart. He’d left the bar before he lost it and shredded the giggling twink Alan had dragged out the door. After that, Thony had stopped tagging along when Alan went out. That had been two and a half years ago.

	In all those years, Alan had never shown any inclination of recognizing the bond between them. Thony had never heard of one mate feeling it while the other felt nothing at all, but he had to face the truth—an incomplete bond connected them.

	Fate had screwed up when it had paired them, and Thony sure as hell couldn’t blame Alan for that. He wouldn’t try talking about it with Alan again, either.

	First, Thony was too afraid of losing Alan for good if he confronted him. Considering he could only lose what he’d had, and that he’d never had Alan, maybe that was dumb. Still, their friendship was at stake. They’d had a serious fight some time before, during a pool game, that had ended with split lips and black eyes. He didn’t want to endanger their wobbly peace.

	Second—and even more important—he didn’t want Alan to pity him. Thony knew his friend too well. If he revealed that he loved Alan and thought they were mates, he’d probably get a pity fuck. Maybe even a halfhearted try at a relationship because the beta felt remorse. For all his despair, Thony wouldn’t sink that low. Yet.

	While Thony tried not to pity himself too much, he watched Kei prepare a thick, meat-filled turkey sandwich. Then the cheetah stuffed it into his mouth before his avian shifter mate joined them and caught Kei eating poultry. Thony smiled. Those two were such a cute couple.

	Maybe Thony should’ve left the pride years earlier, when it became obvious Alan didn’t feel their bond. But he couldn’t bear the thought of never seeing Alan again. Maybe it made him a weakling, or a fool, but above all, Thony wanted Alan to be happy. As much as it hurt, Alan seemed happy with his life as a bachelor.

	However, he’d distanced himself a bit after their fight, because seeing Alan every day, and hearing about his conquests, was about as healthy as skinny-dipping in acid.

	Thony had only come by today because Xander had asked him to. The alpha wanted to discuss something important with them, and Thony just hoped important wasn’t a synonym for Alan and Thony. He knew darn well the nosier cats in the pride—which included almost all of them—were gossiping about Thony and Alan’s private lives.

	“Thony!”

	He startled, and his gaze snapped up to meet Xander’s eyes. Considering the exasperation that colored the white lion’s voice, it surely wasn’t the first time he’d addressed him.

	“Yeah?”

	“You’re dripping on the table.”

	“What?” Thony asked dumbly, most of his brain still busy thinking about Alan. As far as he knew, he wasn’t dripping anywhere but inside his briefs. A normal event whenever Alan was in smelling distance.

	When he looked around, he noticed Djimon had joined the breakfast table and was busy shoveling porridge into his mouth, while Kei nibbled along his jaw. Damn, Thony hadn’t even bid Dji good morning.

	“Your spoon, dumbass,” Alan said. “You’re dripping muesli and milk on the table.” Then he threw a paper napkin at Thony.

	Thony felt his face flush, and once again cursed his fair skin. He’d never been able to hide his embarrassment. Quickly mopping up the spilled milk with the napkin, he shot Alan a look from underneath his lashes.

	Damn, Alan was hot as hell, especially in the morning. He wore his black hair cut short and neatly styled. Thony was sure he’d look even hotter if he let it grow out a bit, but Alan got it cut as soon as it started to curl around his ears. Too bad.

	“So, Kei.” Alan excessively dragged out the so. A grin curled his lips and his eyes twinkled, promising some mischief.

	“Don’t finish that thought, panther.” Dji growled. For an ostrich, he growled one hell of a lot when in his human form. Maybe it was just Alan’s sparkly personality that brought it to the surface. Where Kei was full of bubbly energy and went off like a firecracker at the smallest tease, Dji was the laid-back part of the couple. They fitted well, a sign that fate knew what it was doing.

	Most of the time. Thony groaned inwardly when Alan snorted, leaned back in his chair, and crossed his arms in front of his chest.

	“You don’t even know what I wanted to say.”

	“It’s enough that you wanted to say anything at all. And you started with a drawn-out so, meaning you planned to say something to embarrass my mate. If that’s true, you should just swallow it.” With that, Dji shoved the last of his breakfast into his mouth and turned to Kei. “Can you pour me another cup of coffee, little one?”

	“Sure thing, honey.”

	“Swallow it, huh?” Alan shot back, a leer on his face. “That’s a harsh demand. Usually, I’m not the one doing the swallowing.”

	Dji barked a laugh while Kei giggled. Only years of conditioning prevented Thony from cringing at Alan’s raunchy words. At least they served to get rid of his boner.

	While Kei jumped up and took the empty cup with him, Alan stretched his arms over his head and smirked. The move pulled his white long-sleeved shirt up to reveal a tanned strip of ripped abs. Just like that Thony’s cock, which had wilted when Alan had talked about swallowing, perked right up.

	Thony was in hell. He suppressed the moan that threatened to slip from his throat as if his life depended on it. However, he couldn’t peel his gaze off the eye candy. What he wouldn’t give to be able to lick those deep grooves and nibble his way down below the waistband of—

	“Thanks for coming by this morning, Thony,” Xan said, interrupting Thony’s wayward thoughts. The alpha folded his newspaper and plucked the reading glasses off his nose. “An issue came up, and we need to discuss it.”

	Please, don’t let it be me.

	“I was checking the borders of our territory yesterday and noticed a disturbance.”

	Oh, thank God for small favors.

	Alan sat up, suddenly all responsible and strong beta. “What do you mean? Another shifter, or humans?”

	Xander looked grim. “Several shifters, in fact. One smelled like a male deer, the other I couldn’t place.” He grimaced, likely disgruntled that he couldn’t pin down who was trespassing on their borders. “Anyway, I want to increase the patrols. We’ve been slacking lately because it’s been quiet for a long time. I know it’s only two strange shifters, but maybe there’ll be more. We have to keep our eyes peeled. If a new shifter’s in the area and wants to join the pride, all he or she has to do is ask. I won’t turn anybody away. But they can’t just stroll around our grounds without properly introducing themselves.”

	Xander was right. In the shifter world, coming into another alpha’s territory without asking for permission was an act of aggression. If Xan found the shifter, he’d be well within his rights to attack them. Thony knew the white lion preferred diplomacy, and would only harm a shifter if the other attacked first.

	Alan nodded. “Want me to work out a schedule?”

	Xan rubbed his eyes. “Yes, please. Only include the bigger cats, though. A male deer can be dangerous.”

	“I want to help,” Thony said, flicking his gaze between the other men at the table. “I know my Persian cat is pathetically small, but I’m sneaky.”

	Alan opened his mouth, doubtlessly to add a snarky comment, but Xander stopped him by lifting his hand. “I’m sorry, Thony, but I have another task for you. Lately, more of us have found work in the town nearby. That means some of the cubs are alone when they come home from school.”

	Oh, Thony knew where this conversation was headed, but he couldn’t be mad at Xan. Thony loved spending time with the cubs. “What do you want me to do?”

	“Normally, the bigger kids would be okay on their own for an hour or so till their parents return home. But with strange shifters around, I want them in another adult’s house where they’re safe. I’ve talked with the affected parents already, and we found a place for most of the kids. However, Richard asked specifically that you take care of his twins. I understand they’re in your tutoring group?”

	Thony smiled and nodded. “Yes, they are. The girls are dyslexic. Don’t worry, I’ll pick them up from the bus stop and they can stay with me.” It wasn’t a hardship at all.

	“Tutoring group?” Dji cocked his head.

	Right. Dji plainly hadn’t had enough time to learn what all the pride members did for a living, what with mating Kei and melding their lives together. Oh, and maybe Djimon’s surprising pregnancy had something to do with it, too, Thony thought as he gazed at Dji’s rounded belly.

	Male pregnancy was rare, and limited to avian shifters in same-sex matings. The male would conceive and give birth to several eggs. After the breeding period, the chicks would hatch in their shifted form.

	According to Dji, a catnip accident was responsible for short slender Kei knocking up his much bigger mate. Although the couple hadn’t planned to become parents so soon, they both seemed ridiculously happy about the eggs growing inside Djimon.

	“I have a degree in English literature,” Thony said, answering Djimon’s question. “I work from my home office as an editor for a publishing house, and in my free time I help cubs who struggle with reading and writing.” He loved the editing work, and it made for a flexible schedule. Plus, taking care of the cubs distracted him from his otherwise lonely existence.

	Xander looked pleased. “All right. That’s settled then. Alan, I want you in my office after breakfast, and we’ll talk about the patrols.”

	“Damn, and I wanted to hit the bar tonight.” Alan sighed deeply and looked around the table, but his grin belied his words. Although the beta loved the bar scene, he would never neglect his responsibilities. “I so need a couple of beers after Xander had me slaving over the pride’s accounts during the past few days.”

	“Aw, come on.” Xan grinned and slurped his coffee. “You’re a whiz when it comes to numbers. Don’t act like I’ve chained you to my office.”

	“Hmm, kinky, Alpha,” Alan shot back and winked at their leader. “Didn’t know you swung that way.”

	The white lion pointed his fork at Alan with a stern face. “Now you know. So don’t piss me off, Beta, or you’ll find out how kinky I can get.”

	The wave of jealousy that swamped Thony nearly caused him to jump off his chair and punch Xander. Hard. However, getting the hell beaten out of him by an enraged alpha didn’t hold any appeal, nor was he kinky enough to enjoy such a thing. Instead of decking Xan for flirting with Alan, Thony gripped the edge of his chair as tightly as possible and forced his dumb ass to remain glued to the seat.

	Alan’s voice pulled him back into the conversation. “Thony?”

	“What?” he croaked, then cleared his throat repeatedly and took a sip of his tea to get rid of the soreness.

	Alan rolled his eyes. “I asked if you want to go have a beer with me. I think I’ll take the first patrol tonight, but we could go tomorrow.”

	“Uh.” No way in hell. Thony would rather change into his Persian cat and roll around in a pile of burrs. Hell, he’d even take a dive into their village’s lake instead of escorting Alan to a bar. Been there, done that. Given that Thony was on the edge already, he’d most likely start a fight the second Alan showed interest in one of the men at the bar.

	“Come on, buddy,” Alan whined. “We haven’t spent time together in ages. Don’t tell me you’re too tired. That excuse is getting old.”

	Damn Alan and his damn commanding beta voice. Thony was such a sucker for his mate’s commands. But he couldn’t allow Alan to force him into this.

	“Alan, I’ve told you again and again that I don’t want to go with you when you go out,” he murmured, his eyes pinned to the scratched wooden table. Despite his six-foot-one muscled body, Thony was by no means a dominant personality. Instead, he liked to follow orders. That was, he liked it as long as Alan wasn’t trying to force him to witness yet another of his hookups. God, Thony wanted to puke.

	“Tough shit. You’re coming with me, end of debate.” Alan drained his cup.

	Thony growled. How dare the obnoxious panther drag him along to find some ass? “No. Did you forget our fight? Leave me alone.” He pinned Alan with a warning stare—at least, he hoped it looked warning, and not like he was hopelessly in love. “Nothing you say will change my—”

	“Aww, our Thony isn’t afraid a bunch of women will hit on him again, is he?” Alan asked teasingly. The pest.

	Unfortunately, it was true. Whenever Thony went out, women threw themselves at him, and he was always way too polite to just tell them he was gay and not interested. Instead, he waited until they simply lost interest and searched for another victim.

	Before he could come up with a reply, Alan said, “Don’t worry, I’ll keep you safe. If a woman approaches you, I’ll just tell her you’re my boyfriend. Deal?”

	Crap. Alan had said the b-word. And although Thony knew it was a joke, just hearing it did funny things to his belly. Don’t do it. Don’t give in. He’ll drink only half a beer before he vanishes with some stranger to fuck him senseless.

	“No,” Thony said. “Sorry, but I’m on a deadline with a manuscript, and I have to finish it before tomorrow.”

	“Come on. We could—”

	Thony didn’t want to listen. He stood, collected his dishes, and carried them over to the sink. After disposing of them, he placed his hands on the edge of the sink and stared out the window that looked out into the backyard.

	“I said no, Alan,” he pressed between clenched teeth. “Frankly, I’m tired of listening to your stories about your hookups. And I don’t want to witness the spectacle either. Give me a break, okay? You’re my best friend, but lately there have been some issues between us. I just can’t... I need time away from you. I thought I’d made that clear enough after our fight during the pool game.”

	“What issues?” Alan scoffed.

	Turning, Thony found the beta standing in front of him, looking uncomfortable and fidgety. Thony glared at Alan and crossed his arms in front of his chest. “You know what I’m talking about, don’t you? You know why I don’t want to see you vanishing with some guy from a bar.”

	Alan squinted and stuffed his hands in the pockets of his jeans. “Is this about the conversation we had years ago? When you asked me if we could become more than friends? Don’t tell me you’ve been pining for me all those years.” Although Thony noticed a flicker of... something... in Alan’s eyes, his snort and rolling eyes were the last straw.

	“Grow up already,” Thony snapped. “Not everything’s a joke. You don’t make jokes about your friends’ feelings.”

	Alan growled and pointed his thumb at his own chest. “Hey! I am a grown man.”

	Don’t do it. Don’t agitate him further. You’ll only get him and yourself hurt. “I don’t consider a guy who struggles with the kiddy safety lock on the mouthwash bottle a grown man,” Thony deadpanned. Crap.

	“Shut up, cat.” Alan looked hurt as he crossed his arms in front of his chest. “Just shut up, before I give you another shiner.” Thony winced as he remembered how Alan had punched him in the face.

	“Boys.” Xander dragged out the word. He sounded exasperated.

	Thony laughed, a harsh laugh. “I’m not an effin’ boy. He is”—he pointed at Alan—”He’s the one playing games and not caring about other people’s feelings. He’s a slut, and the worst beta I’ve ever seen.”

	Alan sputtered. “What are you talking about? Did you plunder Kei’s catnip stash?” He looked pissed. Royally pissed.

	Thony had to admit he’d gotten carried away. He sighed deeply and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Just leave me alone, Alan.” Damn, but he hated confrontations. And he hated them even more with his mate.

	“Fine. Whatever. I’m waiting for you in your office, Xan.” With that, Alan turned and fled the kitchen. Thony gazed after Alan’s retreating form and sighed again.

	“Maybe it’s time for a change,” he muttered.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	It fucking wouldn’t work. Alan was on patrol in his panther form, but still his thoughts revolved around Thony.

	Allowing distractions during patrol wasn’t good. It could end with people getting hurt. Kei, in his cheetah form, followed silently behind him. If anything happened to the sleek cat while they were out looking for that damn deer and other intruders, Djimon and Xan would make minced panther out of Alan. Not something he was looking forward to.

	Yes, Dji was only a bird, but he was a freaking huge guy. Alan had no doubt Dji could hand him his ass if he ever decided to challenge him for the beta position.

	Anyway, no matter what he did, Thony was always on his mind. Had been for three years, more precisely. Alan thought that wasn’t surprising at all, when you were hopelessly in love with your best friend.

	At breakfast, Alan hadn’t been able to peel his eyes off Thony’s enticing, plush lips. It sure wasn’t the first time he’d battled the urge to kiss Thony. When the ginger’s scent had reached his nostrils, he’d forced himself to stay calm before he ravished Thony right there on the kitchen table, in front of their friends.

	When Alan snuck through some bushes, a strange scent tickled his nose and he stopped immediately. He turned, his tail flicking agitatedly, and looked at Kei. After their gazes met, Alan looked up into a tree to tell the cheetah without words that he’d climb up and take a look around.

	Kei’s fluffy ears flattened against his head, and he crouched down between some shrubs. Clever cat. Cheetahs were freakishly fast, but fighting wasn’t their strong feature. Plus, Kei was damn young and not trained for fighting because Xan had coddled his foster son a bit too much in the past. Alan didn’t want him in harm’s way. As beta, he took his responsibilities seriously. He felt loyalty not only toward Xander, but toward the pride that had taken him in as well.

	Reassured Kei was safe and still able to see if someone came by from his hiding spot, Alan dug his claws into the bark of a nearby tree and climbed up swiftly. He came to rest on a strong branch and surveyed the surroundings, but nothing was amiss. Yet. Didn’t mean that couldn’t change at any second.

	While he kept watch, his thoughts returned to that day three years before when Alan had heard of a mixed pride of cat shifters that welcomed gay men. He’d hopped in his truck and driven to Nebraska, eager to feel the connection only pride members shared with each other after years of wandering.

	His panther, so silent and almost absent since their mate had died, had purred when Alan had arrived on pride lands and met Thony Cavanaugh. It had been the sole reason he’d befriended the Persian cat.

	Although known as a connoisseur of sexual workouts—the sweatier the better—Alan had never laid hands on Thony. At the beginning of their friendship, when Thony had hinted that he wanted more, that he could imagine him and Alan dating, Alan had told him no. He hadn’t wanted to walk down that road.

	Sure, Alan could’ve indulged in a steamy affair with his friend, but what if Thony found his mate?

	Sex with Thony would never have been casual. After two weeks of knowing him, Alan had known he would end devastated, and with a broken heart, as soon as Thony moved on. While Alan had to live without his fated one because Jon had gone and gotten himself killed. The reckless fucker.

	Thony was a wonderful man. Handsome in a cute, big boy way, with his fit, hard body, pale skin, and red curls. Everybody must be blind not to get a boner just by looking at him.

	But he wasn’t Alan’s. No matter how much Alan fooled himself into hoping differently, no matter how strong the pull he and his panther felt for the other cat, they’d never share that deep connection reserved for true mates.

	A branch snapped somewhere, alerting Alan immediately, but when he looked down he saw only a rabbit scampering underneath his tree. The shrubs where Kei hid shook slightly, as though the cheetah’s body was fighting against the urge to leap from the bushes and chase the animal.

	Alan chuffed quietly at Kei’s lack of discipline. When the rabbit vanished, and everything was quiet once again, his mind returned to the morning.

	When he and Thony had started fighting again at breakfast, all thoughts about kissing Thony senseless had left Alan’s brain.

	Thony’s words about him being a slut had smarted. But for Thony to call him a bad beta? That was too much. Since Xander had made him beta, Alan had taken care of the pride’s finances darn well. He helped defend their territory, represented Xan when visiting other prides and packs, and always had a sympathetic ear for fellow pride members.

	His pride bruised, Alan had volunteered to take care of the first patrol to distract himself from the clusterfuck that was his life, only to find himself distracted by his private life. It was a nuisance, and it was Thony Cavanaugh’s fault as much as his own.

	Alan felt guilty for ignoring the shift in their relationship. He couldn’t count the times he’d tried to drown that guilt—and his feelings for Thony—in beer.

	Ignoring Thony’s feelings for him was wrong on so many levels, and he didn’t feel like a good friend right now. As a good friend, he should’ve told Thony that he’d lost his mate. How Jon’s death had left him with a hole in his chest where his heart had been. How he’d left his family shortly after the funeral, only to lose himself in meaningless sex with strangers.

	And he should’ve told Thony years ago that he indeed had feelings for him. That he loved him. Most shifters had relationships while they were waiting for their mates. They fell in love, had kids, or married. Alan, however, who’d lost someone already, wasn’t keen on offering himself to heartache again. He knew losing Thony to his mate someday would shatter him.

	For years, he’d gone to bars and clubs if he wanted to screw a willing ass. Rushed sex had been the only connection Alan could bear after Jon had died. He was still a man, and he still had needs, although his mate was gone and would never come back.

	Damn Thony Cavanaugh, with his jade green eyes and bright smile. With his unruly curls, boyish smiles, and cute blushes. And damn that red hair.

	Thony embodied everything Alan wanted but could never have. It hurt to think about it, but Thony was the exact picture of the mate Alan had dreamed of when he’d been a teenager. Until blond, tall Jon had come along, with his rugged biker charm and fuck it all attitude.

	He’d come clean with Thony, Alan promised himself. It was obvious Thony still wanted more than friendship. Alan would tell him about his dead mate, and how they couldn’t become a couple, because he couldn’t stomach the thought of falling for Thony only to lose him someday. Maybe then Thony would understand, and their friendship would have a chance to survive. Alan owed his best friend that much.

	Suddenly, he heard Kei hiss. He looked down just in time to see a stag break through the trees. Well, breaking was stretching it. The shifter almost wandered at a leisurely pace, as if he had no sorrows in the world. Haughty asshole with his freaking huge antlers. Those would hurt like a bitch if the stag used them to defend himself.

	Alan moved swiftly. He jumped down the tree, right in front of the stag. He kept from snarling and showing his sharp teeth, because he didn’t wanted the other shifter to feel threatened. If the stag felt like Alan wanted to attack him, he would flee. Alan wanted him to shift so they could have a word. Preferably about territorial issues.

	The strange shifter backed off, looking shocked for a moment to meet a big cat in the middle of Nebraska. Tough shit. The dude should’ve sniffed the area more thoroughly before he decided to invade another’s territory.

	Too bad the first shock wore off quickly. The stag snorted. He lowered his head in a threatening gesture.

	Alan remained calm and planted his kitty ass on the forest floor. Frankly, he had no idea what was wrong with the big guy. They were both shifters, so the stranger didn’t have to worry about Alan eating him or anything. He just wanted to give him a subtle nudge to shift and declare himself, or to get off Xander’s property. There was no reason for the stranger to get all pissy and sharpen his antlers.

	Kei, the little punk, chose that moment to pounce. He came up at Alan’s left. Their meeting went downhill from then on.

	The stag let out an angry bugle, maybe expecting an attack now they were two against one, and charged. At Kei. Shit. Alan jumped. He knocked the smaller cat sideways, out of the reach of the stag’s antlers. When the stag grazed Alan’s shoulder, pain radiated through his body.

	He snarled and whirled around, flattening his ears and swiping his paw. He didn’t want to hurt the other shifter, but he would defend Kei. With his life, if necessary. Not only was it his duty as beta, but Kei was a father-to-be and Xan’s kid.

	Alan swished his tail, hoping the stag would get the hint, but the guy seemed a bit thick. While Kei slunk away—Alan hoped he was headed to alert the other cats on duty and roaming different sections of the woods—the stag charged again.

	Alan dodged the attack. But when he tried to use his momentum and climb up the tree again, he felt the stag’s antlers stab his right hind leg. Alan snarled, lost his grip, and fell onto the ground. Landing on his already bruised shoulder, he yowled and spun around.

	Too bad he’d landed too close to the tree’s trunk, because next the damn stag bumped his heavier body into Alan’s side, and his head made painful contact with the bark.

	Shit, that hurt. Had he missed the memo stating that today was Punch a Panther Day? He shouldn’t have left his bed that morning. Or, maybe he should follow Kei’s example and read his damn horoscope before leaving the house.

	Alan just hoped Kei found help soon or he’d end as panther kebab. Although his shifter genes made him way stronger than a normal panther, the hit against his head had slowed his reactions and made him sluggish.

	He wasn’t fast enough to duck out of the way when the next attack came. The second time the stag shoved him against the trunk, the world around him went dark. What a crappy day.

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	 

	Thony startled when he felt a cool glass pressed into his hand. The amber liquid sloshed from side to side, and it took him a moment to realize his shaking hands had caused the disturbance, not a mini-earthquake.

	After breakfast, he’d returned to his house to get some work done. At least, that was what he’d told his friends. Instead, he’d sat and stared out the window like a lovesick puppy... err, kitten, until it was time to pick up Richard’s twins in the afternoon.

	Now it was dark outside, and Xander sat in the armchair across from him. The lion’s expression was a mixture of shame and concern. Thony knew the alpha had questions after his and Alan’s conversation in the kitchen that morning.

	Problem was, Thony wouldn’t be able to answer most of them, because he refused to discuss the topic of his and Alan’s connection with anybody uninvolved. It’d make him feel like he’d tattled behind Alan’s back when he couldn’t even bring himself to have a decent conversation with Alan.

	“Do you want ice for your eye? I’m so sorry.”

	Well, that was a simple enough question. Thony bobbed his head and watched Xander while he made his way into his kitchen. When he heard Xan cursing and rummaging inside his freezer, Thony laughed quietly.

	His black eye was his own damn fault. Thony had hovered behind his front door, hoping Xan would just leave him alone if he ignored his knocking. Too bad he hadn’t expected the alpha to be so persuasive. Xan had just opened the damn door when Thony hadn’t answered and... yeah, had hit him right in the face.

	Now Thony’s head hurt like a bitch and he felt bad for insulting Alan. No matter how angry Thony had been, and no matter how much he’d thought Alan deserved it, he never should’ve said those words. Shifters cherished their mates. It was the one rule all shifters followed, even if they were bastards.

	On the other hand, Alan had never cherished Thony. Not beyond friendship, that was. Fate must have had a drunken day when it paired Thony and Alan. The total lack of interest on Alan’s side always felt like a knife slicing through his already battered heart. Alan didn’t want him, and it wasn’t even Alan’s fault, so Thony had no reason to be angry with him.

	Xander came back with a bag of frozen peas, crouched in front of him, and gently placed the bag against Thony’s eye. He hissed while the alpha placed one big hand against his uninjured cheek and held him still.

	“Shh, I know it hurts, but you won’t be able to open your eye in the morning if we don’t cool it. Trust me. I’ve had my share of black eyes.”

	Thony stopped himself from nodding and grunted his agreement. Moving his head when a strong man held a bag of frozen goodies against a sore part of his body was never a good idea.

	“Do you want something against the pain?” Xan brushed a hand through Thony’s hair.

	Thony purred at the soft caress. Although cat shifters weren’t as tactile as canine shifters, they loved when the right person touched and petted them. Right now, Thony’s alpha felt like exactly the right person.

	“Normal pain meds won’t work, you know that,” he murmured after a while. “And don’t beat yourself up about it. It was an accident.” He snorted. “Wow, and now I sound like one of those guys who defend their abusive partners, right?”

	Xander scowled and shook his head. “That’s so not funny. How about I go home and pick up some of Kei’s catnip for you?” Just the thought of losing himself to a high dose of catnip made Thony moan wantonly. Xander chuckled softly. “Sounds like somebody loves that idea.”

	“Yes, please.”

	“All right. Before I allow you to sink into oblivion, I want you to tell me what’s going on between you and Alan.”

	“I think we both know you already know what’s going on,” he muttered defiantly.

	Xan sucked a breath. “Thony...”

	“Please, just leave it at that.” He refused to offer any explanation. What would Xander think of him when he told him he’d known Alan was his mate for three years? Would the strong alpha think him weak? It was a moot point, because Thony wouldn’t share his secret.

	“I won’t force you to tell me anything. But I care for you. For you and Alan. And I know—hell, everyone knows—that you care for Alan deeply. Well, everyone but Alan, it seems.”

	Although it hurt, Thony lifted his head and looked at Xan. Lying to your alpha was a sure way to get yourself into serious trouble. Plus, Xan was right. Most of the pride already knew Thony had the hots for Alan, so he wouldn’t break the panther’s confidence by admitting he had a crush.

	So Thony just whispered, “Oh, he knows all right. When Alan moved here I asked him if we could be more than friends. He refused. How long have you had that suspicion?”

	Xan sighed deeply, and pushed a hand through his short, white-blond hair. “For some time now. The way you look at each other... well. Let’s just say I’m wondering why Alan hasn’t acted on his attraction until now. And I know he’s attracted to you. He’s not the best when it comes to soft skills, but he’s usually not a shy guy.”

	When Thony snorted, Xander smirked. Wasn’t that the understatement of the year?.

	“Yeah, I know. Did you mean what you said before? Do you want to leave the pride?” Xander whispered.

	Thony swallowed thickly as he remembered his muttered remark. “No. Maybe? Hell if I know. It was just... I was so... confused.”

	They fell silent for a while, and Thony concentrated on collecting his thoughts while he let Xander cool his eye and cheekbone. Xander had the silent observer role down to a T, and it wasn’t long before Thony lost the battle against his stoic persistence.

	“Look, don’t be angry with me, but I can’t tell you what’s going on. This is between me and Alan.”

	Xander’s blond brows pulled into a frown. “You are in love with him, right? I can see it because you’re protecting him, even though he makes you angry as hell. Love is the only reason we defend people who hurt us.”

	Thony smiled weakly. “You’re nosy. And I refuse to answer that question.” He could see his answer didn’t please the alpha. Xan always got his way. Even more so, he loved helping his fellow pride members. That Thony didn’t want that help must drive the dominant man crazy. But Thony wouldn’t yield.

	“Alan moved here three years ago,” Xan said.

	Thony’s lips curled into a half-grin at the lion’s attempt to weasel something out of him. “He’s been a member for three years, two months, seven days, and three hours, more precisely.” Put that way, the whole mess made Thony look even more pathetic. Whatever. Now wasn’t the time to wallow in self-pity. “Again, I don’t feel right talking about Alan with you. Please, accept it.”

	Xander, wonderful leader and friend that he was, gathered Thony against his strong chest and into a tight embrace. He was gracious like that, and Thony had to admit he needed the comfort. Xan rubbed up and down Thony’s back, ruffled his hair, and kneaded the tense muscles of his shoulders and neck.

	“All right,” the alpha murmured against his hair. “I promise not to interfere. At least for now.” Thony recognized an olive branch when it slapped him in the face, so he nodded his agreement. “When will Viggo come back from his latest trip?”

	“He said tomorrow, why?”

	Viggo, Thony’s older brother, had his own house on pride lands, but they always spent a lot of time together whenever he came home from one of his tours. Working as a travel guide for wealthy businessmen who longed for a genuine wildlife experience, Viggo sometimes left home for several weeks. Viggo jokingly called his trips “self-discovery hikes for people with too much money who couldn’t find their own asses with a map.” He always said he had fun, though, and his job brought a big bunch of money to the pride.

	“Although you don’t want to talk, I can still see you’re upset. Normally, I’d ask Kei to cheer you up tonight, but he’s on patrol with Alan right now, and he has a pregnant man at home. So I’ll stay with you.”

	“You?” Thony gazed at his alpha with big eyes.

	Xan grinned. “Why not? Afraid of me?”

	He snorted. “Don’t be ridiculous. It’s just... Sure, we’re friends and all. I just never imagined you care for me so much you’d willingly babysit me. On top of which, it’s not necessary. I’ll be fine.”

	“Who’s the one being ridiculous now? I don’t plan to fold myself onto your couch and sleep there. Let’s just drink some more of your wonderful whiskey and watch a game or something. It’s late already, but I can spare a couple of hours.” Xander ruffled his hair in that obnoxious way of his, as though Thony was a little boy. When he hissed, Xan chortled. “I just want to be a good friend and take care of you. Take a shower. I’ll pick up the catnip and then come back.”

	Thony sighed deeply. He wanted to say yes so badly, and given that his wayward mate didn’t care who he spent his time with, he didn’t have a reason to toss Xander out of his home.

	That Xan had taken the time to check on him even with so many things on his plate right now proved how good a friend he was. Plus, Xan had promised catnip, whiskey, and a sofa cuddle—three treats Thony needed more than anything else right now.

	He stood, rose on his tiptoes, and kissed Xan’s cheek. “Okay, thanks.” Aside from his friend Kei, Xander was the only one Thony could touch without his cat throwing a hissy fit. Probably because he was Thony’s alpha.

	“You’re welcome.” Xan winked. “Oh, and I think it’s a good idea you’re keeping your distance from Alan. Maybe he’ll come around now that you made yourself scarce. Men are predictable like that. I’m sure he’ll knock on your door in a couple of days.”

	Thony didn’t think so, but he nodded anyway. Then he turned and prepared himself for yet another night without the one meant to be his. Life officially sucked.
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