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Chapter One
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Shane stifled a gasp as the two men turned the corner into the shadowed alley, and Dimitri quickly surveyed their surroundings trying to see what had upset his mate and partner. It was a murder scene, enough to turn anyone’s stomach as a rule, but he and Shane had years of experience in law enforcement.  Then the long blond hair escaping from the sheet covered to preserve the dead body registered and Dimitri took a subtle sniff.

“It’s not Ben,” he whispered, his shoulder nudging Shane’s in an effort to get his mate to focus. “Sniff and see for yourself. It’s not Ben and it’s not Kalel.”

“Fuck, sorry,” Shane muttered back. “Just the location...Ben and Sin were out last night...that hair.”  Dimitri looked around again, his keen dark eyes taking in their surroundings. The alley was nowhere to write home about – dank, dark, overflowing dumpsters against brick walls and the stench of rotting vegetables and stale urine.  Wasn’t the first time they’d been called to a body in an alley and it wouldn’t be the last most likely. But Dimitri could understand what had Shane concerned. This particular alley backed onto Leathers, a local BDSM club and one where Sin, Ben’s partner had felt most at home until he’d taken up with Ben.

“I doubt Sin ever brings Ben here. He cares too much for the boy,” he said, keeping his voice low as the two men moved closer to the body. “Let’s just get the job done, find out what we’re dealing with. Something feels hooky about this.”

Shane nodded and Dimitri was pleased to see his partner had already slipped into the efficient professional mode he was known for. Leaving Shane to talk to the officer in charge of the scene, Dimitri knelt down by the body, carefully pulling back the sheet. It took a lot of control for him to hold in a gasp of his own as he took in the features of the flawless, young and very dead face. 

Moving slowly, Dimitri raised the rest of the sheet about a foot from the torso, searching for any obvious signs of death. The body appeared to have been displayed – there was no way anyone in the throes of a natural death would have their hands placed one above the other on their chest. The legs were straight and perfectly in line with each other – as though the deceased was already lying in a coffin. But no mortuary technician would have left entrails curled up in exotic patterns atop a torso covered in blood. While there wasn’t a mark on the man’s handsome face, from the neck down there was nothing but carnage. Dimitri said a small prayer to the Fates, hoping the man had at least been dead before his insides had joined the outside world. 

“That’s not a random arrangement. It’s as though someone has left us a calling card, a message of some kind. I could swear I’ve seen something like that design before,” Shane said quietly appearing over Dimitri’s shoulder.

“Look at the face,” Dimitri muttered under his breath, knowing Shane would hear him. Shane’s curse, still under his breath but clearly audible to him, let Dimitri know that his partner had seen the connection.

“We need to...” But whatever Shane was going to say was swallowed up by the arrival of the M.E., Brian.

“Another messy one,” Brian said shortly as he squatted next to Dimitri, peering at the mass of flesh still visible under the raised sheet. “Can’t you guys call me in on something simple for a change?  A little less,” he waved his hands over the gruesome display, “dramatic.”

“You live for the dramatic,” Shane said with a laugh, although there was no humor in his outburst. 

“No, don’t,” he added quickly when Brian went to turn the body. “The intestines, we think...”

“They’ve been deliberately placed,” Dimitri continued. 

“Surely the photographs would be enough,” Brian said looking at Dimitri with a frown.

Dimitri shook his head. “Too hard to make out the exact placing with all of the blood underneath.”

“Fucking brilliant,” Brian muttered and Dimitri grinned.  The M.E. was normally a quiet, unassuming human with a body that showed all the signs of a quick descent into middle age. He had a keen mind though and an instinct for the unusual which Dimitri and Shane had learned not to ignore. 

“Bring me some cling film and a spinal board. Lots of cling film,” Brian yelled out to one of the officers who stood to one side, looking a little green. 

“Cling film, sir?” The officer had the baby face of a teenager and it was possible this was his first murder.

“Unless you plan on holding this man’s intestines in place personally while we transport him to the morgue.” Brian was not known as a people person. The young officer grimaced and with a nod from Dimitri hurried down the alley.

Taking a furtive look over both shoulders, Brian said quietly, “Is there anything unusual about this, apart from this rather overdone calling card?”

Dimitri could understand what Brian was asking, even if no one else around them might. The M.E. was one of the few humans who knew about the existence of shifters, after he had been roped in to stitch up both himself and Shane after a run in with a killer, who also happened to be the department’s Lieutenant at the time. Now the poor man saw fur and fangs around every corner even though shifters in Stockton were rare. 

“Nothing but musk,” Shane said just as quietly. His bright green eyes sought out Dimitri, his face an open question. “Bear perhaps?”

“Bear?” Brian squeaked and then looked around quickly, his face bright red. No one was paying them any attention though, which was a good thing.  A natural bear wouldn’t leave a man displayed so perfectly, complete with a message. A bear shifter however...Dimitri leaned forward and sniffed again. His mate had good instincts. There, beneath the stench of fecal matter, urine, copious amounts of blood, and a light hint of cologne that the deceased had probably applied for a night out, was the underlying tinge of earthiness only associated with shifters. Wood, pine most likely, with an undertone of lemon, although the scent was off as though the owner was sick, or at least not operating on all mental cylinders. 

Dimitri stood up and brushed down his suit pants. He looked down at Brian who was still looking at the body, his face a mask of shock. 

“Will you be working on this today?” he asked the hapless M.E.

“Er,” Brian shook himself and his professional mask fell into place. “Yes, I think in light of the situation I’ll do this one personally and get it done immediately.”

“Come round for dinner tonight,” Shane said. “Bring your report.”

Brian nodded and stood up himself, probably looking for the young officer and his cling film. Dimitri ignored him, focusing on his partner instead.

“We’ve got an ID and a last known address. His parents,” Shane said, his eye brow raised. 

“Let’s get coffee and go pay our respects,” Dimitri replied with a sigh. He hated doing next-of-kin notifications. There was never any way of knowing how an interview might go when you have to tell parents that their child was dead. Woman cried and screamed, so did men for that matter.  Anger, denial, usually mixed in with a hearty dose of grief, anything was possible. As he followed his partner out of the alley, even the sight of Shane’s tight behind moving fluidly under his suit pants wasn’t enough to raise Dimitri’s spirits. It was going to be a long fucking day.

/~/~/~/~/

Sin let himself into the house, loosening his tie with one hand as the other fumbled with his keys, trying to put them on the relevant hook.  Since the pack, and he was still getting used to that word, had all moved in together, Kalel, their resident cat shifter had insisted that a bowl full of keys by the front door was untidy and a nuisance. He had set them up a board, complete with name tags and hooks, so that everyone knew where their keys were and, in Sin’s case could work out who was home when he walked in the door.  The only set missing was Ben’s and Sin frowned as he walked into the large living area. He didn’t like the idea of Ben being on his own anywhere. Maybe Peter had ridden with Ben that morning...nope. Peter was curled up on the couch with Kalel, both men chatting with Dimitri and Shane who were sharing the other one. 

“Where’s Ben?” Sin snarled, looking at Peter. Peter was Ben’s closest friend, they grew up in the same pack along with Dimitri who was Peter’s older brother. 

“I’m not his keeper, man,” Peter said although he kept his growls to himself. Sin might be human but he wasn’t a man to be messed with. “He said he had shit to do and I figured he was with you.”

“He was meant to be with me, but that fucking woman and her poxy poodle kept me all freaking afternoon. I texted him and told him to head home with you.” Sin pulled his phone out of his pants pocket before collapsing into the nearest chair. He’d had a shit assed afternoon and now Ben wasn’t around he was starting to get worried.

Hitting speed dial #2 Sin ignored the other men in the room, waiting for Ben to answer. After ringing seven times the phone went to voicemail and Sin cursed, clicking disconnect and then redial.  Same thing happened. Throwing his phone on the couch beside him, he looked up to see everyone looking at him.

“You’re feeling anxious? Chest hurt, ache in your stomach?” Shane asked.

“Yes,” Sin looked at Shane astonished. Was this a shifter thing? Instant health diagnosis? How was he to know what powers the others in the room had, he was a mere human in the grand scheme of things. But Shane ignored him, looking at Peter instead.

“When was the last time you saw Ben?”

“Lunchtime,” Peter said, casting a worried look at Sin as he answered Shane. “He had an extra class this avo, that art thing he likes doing. I told him I was meeting Kalel for lunch and he said he was meeting Sin after class, so I figured he was fine.”

“I’ve told you boys to stick together,” Dimitri growled. “This isn’t Jacob’s Lake. It’s a much bigger town and the crime rates are a lot higher here.”

“Ben can take care of himself,” Peter snapped. “I know you guys are all big strong detectives and everything, but not everyone is out to kill us, or shit like that.”

“Tell that to the bloke we found lying dead behind Leathers this morning,” Shane yelled back. “The guy that could have easily passed for Ben’s twin brother.”

“What?” Sin yelled as pandemonium broke out. Peter, Dimitri and Shane were all shouting at each other, but as they were all speaking over the top of each other, nothing was making sense. Standing up, Sin pulled on his Dom persona, and yelled, louder than any of the others, “Shut the fuck up, all of you.” Instant silence. Yeah, he’d still got it.

“Explain yourself,” Sin said, glaring at Shane even though Dimitri growled. Sin expected it, but he didn’t back down. Dimitri might be the Alpha of their little pack, but Sin was just as strong, at least mentally.

“Sit down, Sin,” Shane said in a lot softer voice. “We might have a bit of a situation. We were called to a body found in the alley behind Leathers this morning. Body was identified as Connor Douglas – do you know him?”

Sin shook his head. Even if Connor had been a regular at Leathers, Sin might not have known about him.  Since meeting Ben six months before, he’d barely been in the place, preferring to take his boy to Club Truckers whenever they went out. Ben might wear his collar but Sin had toned down a lot since meeting the young shifter. 

“A few inches shorter than Ben, a bit slimmer, same long hair and coloring, even the facial features are similar.”

“Another shifter?” Peter asked. He’d gone back to his couch and was curled around Kalel as though the young man would disappear. 

“Not a shifter, no,” Dimitri said. “But we strongly suspect the killer is – possibly a bear shifter. We caught a hint of his scent at the scene.”

Sin still didn’t see the connection. Okay, bad news for Connor, but Sin imagined there were rogue bear shifters the same as there were nasty humans. Some people just should never had entered the gene pool. 

“When we got back to the office, we did some searching for similar cases in other areas over the past six months,” Shane continued. “We found two cases in Nevada City, one in Sacramento and another three in Oakland. All guys that have a strong resemblance to Ben.”

“How can you be sure the cases are related,” Sin asked, thinking fast. “You didn’t get a sniff at the other scenes. It could just be coincidence.”

“The killer leaves a calling card,” Dimitri said gruffly. “After death, or during, he removes the intestines and arranges them on the torso to create a symbol. The symbol is the same in every case.”

“Oh my God.” Kalel scrambled off of Peter’s lap, and hurried out of the room, his hand over his mouth, followed quickly by his mate. Dimitri barely gave them a glance, keeping his focus on Sin.

“You think Ben’s in danger?” Sin asked, surprised his voice remained steady. 

“The killer is a shifter with an almost obsessive preference for a physical type,” Shane said. “Ben fits the profile of his victims perfectly in terms of looks and age, although all of the bodies were human.”

“I’d better go and find him,” Sin said standing up, the ache in his chest not getting any better. Without thinking he rubbed across his sternum, trying to ease the discomfort.

“When are you going to let him claim you?” Dimitri’s unexpected question had Sin sitting straight back down again as his knees gave out.

“I don’t know what you mean,” he managed to reply, although he had a fairly good idea. He’d been around Dimitri and the others long enough to know all about mates and claiming.

Dimitri looked across at Shane, who nodded slightly before turning his incredibly green eyes on Sin. “We all know you two are mates,” Shane said calmly. “Ben wouldn’t have allowed a collar from anyone but a mate – wolf shifters don’t like that sort of thing as a rule. Haven’t you noticed him staying out later at night, not eating properly, acting really quiet around the rest of us?”

“Yes, I had, and I did speak to him about it,” Sin said. He flicked a quick glance down the long hallway where Peter and Kalel had headed. “Ben told me it was because he wasn’t keen on doing the same criminal justice classes that Peter was doing. He wanted to focus more on art instead, but he doesn’t want to let his best friend down. He’s been stressing out about how to broach the topic.” The last part was whispered – it hadn’t taken him long to work out how acute a shifter’s hearing could be.

“We’ve already had that discussion,” Peter’s voice wafted down the hallway. Damn wolf ears, he still hadn’t been quiet enough. 

“I’m cool with it.” Peter and Kalel appeared then, although Kalel headed off towards the kitchen, probably to get dinner prepared.  The little cat shifter had become a really good cook since the men had all started living together. 

Sin was shocked. Ben lied to him? He thought...

“Ben told me he had asked you if he could claim you, and you turned him down. He’s pretty upset about it,” Peter said, folding his long form gracefully onto the couch again. 

“I...er...I...” Sin ran his mind quickly over the six months he’d spent with his new lover. Ben was the perfect bottom boy, submissive in the bedroom and a lot of fun to be with outside of it. The two men had talked about being mates, and Ben had accepted his collar in less than a month of being together. But he didn’t remember any discussion about if or how Ben would claim him. It had never come up and he said so to the three men who were looking pretty judgmental about the whole thing.

“Have you ever let him top you? Has Ben asked if he can be the top just once in a while?” Shane asked.

“He asked, back when I collared him,” Sin said feeling guilty, although he was fairly sure he had nothing to feel guilty about. “I told him I was a Dominant, and had never done it, never would and we weren’t going to talk about it anymore. He seemed fine with it.”

“How do you think he was going to claim you, dumb ass?” Peter snapped. “Sex and teeth, man. Sex and teeth. Have you let him bite you at least?”

“No.” Now Sin was feeling defensive, and anxious and...damn it all, dating a shifter was like stepping into a minefield. All fucking teeth and fur. Why would he let Ben bite him? He was a sadist, not a masochist. 

“Sin, man. I know it’s not easy living with a bunch of shifters, but believe me, you are Ben’s mate and the longer his wolf has to go without claiming you, the more upset and withdrawn he’s going to get. When he asked if he could top you, he would have claimed you then. That’s what he was actually asking you for even if he didn’t spell it out.” Shane probably didn’t mean to sound patronizing but Sin could count the number of times he let another person make him feel stupid on one hand. That number had just gone up by one.

“You guys seriously need to come with a handbook or a set of instructions,” he said angrily getting to his feet again. “I didn’t know that Ben wanted or needed to claim me. Do you honestly think I am the type of person who would deliberately upset someone who means the world to me? Who is in my care and who I have taken responsibility for, mate or not? Do you think I am that much of an asshole, really?”

Shane looked at him for a long moment and then he shook his head. “Nope. This was clearly a discussion we should have had with you a lot sooner, and so we’re just as much at fault.” A small smile tugged at his mouth. “You know you act like an Alpha, stride around here like a shifter and care about Ben as much as any mate should. Shit, you even come out on our pack runs with us. Is it any wonder we keep forgetting you’re human?”

“But I don’t get furry, or fangy when I do come with you, so that should have been enough of a clue that maybe there were some things about living with shifters I didn’t know,” Sin said, still angry that his boy, his mate to use the shifter terminology, had been hurting all this time and no one had bothered to let him know what was going on – including Ben. 

He snatched his keys back off the board, and headed out the door. If Ben was moody, feeling depressed and on his own, he would either be out running in his wolf form, or he was sitting at a club trying to get drunk. Sin had a pretty fair idea which option his mate had chosen. Ben hated running alone, and Dimitri had told all of the shifters that they were never to go without someone as back up – it was too risky with hunters and traps and things like that around.  Ben wouldn’t go against the word of his Alpha. 

But then sitting in a club alone, where others could hit on him - Sin figured he may just have to make a rule about that as well. Little shit was not answering his phone, and there was a killer on the prowl who liked boys just like his mate. Sin’s mind ran over the various, delicious punishments he could deliver, after he let his mate claim him. It’s what any decent Dominant, Master or whatever label society stuck on men like him would do. Especially when the boy concerned was a gorgeous looking shifter like Ben.
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Chapter Two
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Ben sighed as he accepted another drink from the cute, barely dressed bartender. He knew he should go home. His wolf hated being apart from Sin all day and was getting antsy under his skin. The wretched animal understood that Sin had a job to do and that he had classes. But the moment those classes were over his wolf was all for hunting down his mate and claiming him. The wolf side of things was not happy their mate was out of their sight all day without a bite on his neck. It just wasn’t the norm and his wolf let Ben know it was wrong every single day. If Ben wasn’t careful he’d drink too much and shift, and what a mess that would cause, especially in a club where he was becoming a familiar face. 

That didn’t stop him from raising his glass and letting the cool liquid soothe his throat. He wanted to go home, needed to go home but knew that if he did then he was faced yet again with the fact that Sin had rejected his request to claim him and wouldn’t even talk about it. Another drink, while not wise, was an easier option. 

“I’m happy to listen, if you want to talk about it, or him as the case may be.” The cute bartender was back – Trent? Troy? No, Taz. The boy’s name was Taz. Ben wondered what it could be short for even as he shook his head, sending the bartender on his way. It’s not as though he could talk to anyone about what was bothering him. Well, except for Peter and Kalel of course, and Ben was beginning to suspect the two men were heartily sick of his whining about how hard it was to be with a mate he couldn’t claim.

The injustice of it all had Ben upending his glass and slamming it down on the bar, indicating he wanted another. Peter and Kalel had it sweet. Peter, a confirmed straight man since puberty hadn’t even blinked when he found out Kalel was his mate. Just got some tips on gay sex from Shane and was off – claiming and even allowing Kalel to claim him. Although Peter did admit to him later that Kalel was such a bundle of nerves at getting his first chance at topping he could barely keep his equipment stiff enough to work. But he did it and now both men were happily settled, double claimed and proud of it. Ben knew he wouldn’t have any issues in keeping his dick hard – just breathing his mate’s scent was enough to send every drop of spare blood to his cock. Not that it did him any good. 

No, he was blessed with a Dominant mate who ticked all his boxes, who made his blood sing and his wolf howl. A mate who told him in no uncertain terms that not only would he never allow Ben the chance to tap his ass, but that it wasn’t even something they could discuss again. Ben had been tempted so many times to just bite the man anyway, but he had no guarantee that without sex the bite would even take, and he didn’t want to hurt his mate even to appease his wolf and his bruised heart. 

Was it too much to ask that he get at least one chance in his life to feel what it would be like to be a top? He was a wolf shifter for fucks sake, a more than reasonably sized one. Sin was human and although Ben knew the man was freakishly strong for someone without paranormal parentage, Ben could wrestle him down long enough to bite him. Well, he could from a physical perspective at least. It was just...he couldn’t. Because if he hurt Sin in anyway, or the man got angry at him for biting him, then... 

“Ugh.” Ben banged his head on the wooden bar, and then grabbed his new drink. If he drank fast enough, for long enough then maybe he would still be feeling the effects of the alcohol when he got home. He could bite his mate and blame it on the drink. Snorting at his stupid ideas, Ben flipped around in his stool, watching over the merry makers. It was still early evening and the place wouldn’t get busy until later that night, but there were still some enthusiastic couples on the dance floor and plenty of people sitting around the tables having a drink after work.  

Ben had gotten used to Club Truckers. He remembered how amazing it had looked to him when he and Peter had come here the first night they were in Stockton. After the dingy pub that was the best Jacob’s Lake had to offer, Truckers was a gay man’s dream. Pete’s mom had asked them to come down, complaining that Dimitri hadn’t been taking her calls, and as neither of the men had much to do, they were happy to take the trip. A trip that changed both his and Peter’s life forever.

Finding Dimitri had claimed and been claimed by a male mate was one thing. Peter setting eyes on Kalel and being hooked from first sight was another shock. But Ben’s life changed the moment he laid eyes on a deliciously tall human, dressed all in black and promising everything his name stood for – Sin. One sniff and Ben’s wolf had gone belly up and he knew he would follow the man anywhere. 

Huffing another sigh, Ben turned back towards the bar, holding his glass up to indicate he needed another drink. He should go home. He knew he should be home. Everyone would worry about him if he didn’t turn up soon, especially Sin. The man was good mate material even if he didn’t understand why Ben needed to claim him. The urge was getting worse and Ben was seriously thinking he might have to disappear for a while to get his head straightened out. Unfortunately every time he thought of it his wolf went ballistic. What if something happened to their fragile human if he was away?

“You’re fucked, that’s what you are,” he told himself quietly. “Utterly and completely fucked.”

“Not yet, you’re not,” a voice he knew so well whispered in his ear. “But if you don’t put your glass down and follow me out of here right now, then you will be punished before that happens and I promise you, you won’t like it.”

“Sin.” Ben turned his head and let his nose fill with the intoxicating smell of his mate. Leather with undertones of something sweet like an aged port wine and a hint of musk as an off-shoot. Sin clearly hadn’t changed from his work clothes, but the scent of leather clung to the man as though it was his god given right to wear it. Long black hair, still tied at the base of his neck from working, full red lips that sported a half-smile, framed by a well-trimmed black goatee. Dark eyes that always held a hint of promise, even when Ben had deserved a punishment. 

“Now, boy. I won’t be kept waiting.” Shit. Ben didn’t need his shifter genetics to let him know he was in trouble, and with the alcohol in his system quickly dissipating, he didn’t have it in him to refuse any request, order or anything else from his mate. Sin had enthralled him from the moment they had met, and that feeling had never changed. As though in a trance, Ben put down his half full glass, threw some money on the bar, slipped off the stool and followed his arrogant mate’s back out to his vehicle. 

Sin had the passenger door of his big black, old school Mustang unlocked in seconds, and he stood back, indicating Ben should get in.

“My car,” Ben said, looking at where his blue SUV was parked about six car lengths down from Sin’s. 

“I’ll bring you back in the morning to get it. Now get in.”

Okay. Ben was definitely in trouble, and although he had a fairly good idea why, he wasn’t sure he was going to be able to hold his tongue when Sin lectured him about not going directly home like he’d been told to. He adored his mate, loved him with a passion that would never die, but sometimes his human mate forgot that he was a shifter at the core and always would be.

Sin closed the door to the car carefully once Ben was seated, and once in his own seat he reached over and ensured Ben’s seatbelt was properly draped over him before fastening it. Ben had initially balked at someone doing something so basic for him, but over time he had learned that this was Sin’s way of showing his affection and he learned to love it. But instead of starting the car, like Ben expected, Sin turned in his seat and there was nothing in Ben’s experience with his mate that helped him to understand the look on the gorgeous man’s face.

“Ben, you know I love you. I don’t tell you that very often, I know, but I have always been honest in my feelings for you.”

“You know I love you too, and would do anything for you.” Ben felt his heart race like it always did when his stoic mate revealed any emotions, but he had a horrible feeling that there was a big “but” headed his way.

“Why didn’t you tell me that to claim me would involve you topping me and biting me, and that you and your wolf were upset by my apparent refusal? Why did I have to hear about it from the others?”

“You told me we couldn’t talk about it, the first time I asked, and I respected that,” Ben whispered starring down at his hands, wishing that a hole would develop in the floor and swallow him up. Although a hole in the Mustang would seriously piss off his mate, and it seemed despite the controlled element in his voice, that Sin was angry enough without the Fates messing with his car. Damn his interfering pack members. They had no right to speak out of turn. 

Strong hands took his and held them tight. “Look at me, Ben.” Quiet, strong and so fucking calm, Sin’s voice was impossible to ignore. Ben looked over and was shocked to see that for once Sin’s beautiful face wasn’t the mask of arrogance the man wore so well – he looked...sad.  Ben could feel a lump in his throat the size of Texas and his heart hurt.

“You asked me if it would be possible to top me, if I had done it before. I answered that question truthfully. You never once mentioned claiming me. I honestly thought that was something only two shifters would do. Until today I never imagined in a million years that I had been hurting you. You never said anything.”

It was Ben’s overwhelming sadness, stemming directly from his mate that allowed him to push through his normal reticence of sharing his feelings with Sin. He could sense the man was pulling away from him, could smell the frustration in the air, and he knew without a shadow of a doubt that if he didn’t speak up then Sin would leave him and he would never recover from it.

“Claiming is so very final,” he said his voice shaking at first but then strengthening as he warmed to the idea that he could finally say what he actually wanted. “Shifters are raised from birth to know there is a mate out there for them. Someone that was created by the Fates, just for them. It doesn’t matter what species or gender the two people are – the Fates already know they are perfect for each other and overtime, when a shifter does meet his mate, the couple learn that too.”

“I don’t see anything wrong with that. I’ve always thought that we were perfect for each other, which is why I collared you – my form of claiming I suppose.”

Ben ignored the rush of warmth that spread through his body like wildfire at Sin’s words. But he had one chance at this, at getting what he and his wolf so desperately needed. He had to keep talking.

“When two people claim each other, through sex and a bite, then their life threads are entwined. One can’t live without the other, so when one dies, the other quickly follows.”

“So you didn’t want to claim me because I would die before you? I know I am about five years older than you, but I didn’t realize it could cause you a problem.”

“No, no, it’s not like that,” Ben hurried to explain. “If I claim you then you’ll live as long as I will and a shifter’s lifespan is can run into hundreds of years.  I have heard of some shifters living to five hundred years or more. Vampires are virtually immortal as are the Fae and Demons, but we have more kids than them so our life span is a little shorter in comparison but it is still way longer than a human. If I claim you, your aging will slow down and you will be just like me in terms of our lifespan.”

“Again, I’m not seeing a downside.” How could Sin be so calm when Ben felt like he was going to fly apart?  It was only the firm presence of Sin’s hands around his own and the calmness in Sin’s eyes that kept him going. 

“If I bit you we would be permanently faithful to each other. You would never get hard for anyone else again, unless we had another mate, which does happen every now and again, but generally matings are just between two people. But sometimes the Fates think that three people are better suited than two.” Ben knew he was rambling and he had to get back on track. 

“Kinky,” Sin said quietly but he was still listening avidly to everything that Ben was saying.

“You could never stray. You could never change your mind. It just wouldn’t be physically possible. If anyone touched you intimately it would make you feel sick. You wouldn’t be able to leave me without feeling ill – if mates separate for any reason they fall ill really quickly. I’d be exactly the same.”

“So when these Fates of yours set things up, they mean business and they mean for things to be permanent. No divorces? Trial separations? Bringing in a third for laughs?”

Ben shook his head. He wasn’t sure if Sin was teasing him now or not, but it certainly sounded like it and that spurned enough frustration for him to open his mouth again.

“It’s something shifters long for their entire life. To find the one person who makes them whole, the one person meant to complement them in every way. We live a long time and it can be a really lonely life if we have to do it on our own. That is why we have mates – so we don’t have to move every twenty years or so by ourselves because we don’t age as fast. A mate is someone who is so special, so wanted, so loved and...”

“You wanted to claim me as your mate.” It wasn’t a question but Ben treated it as such.

“Of course I did. I still do,” he said urgently. “That’s why I asked all those months ago when you honored me with a collar. I have no problem belonging to you, but I wanted you to belong to me too and that’s why I asked you to let me top.”

“I misunderstood the importance of the question,” Sin said simply. “I thought it was you simply wanting to try something you hadn’t done before with me, and while I hated saying no, it just isn’t in my nature to let someone dominate me.”

“I didn’t want to dominate you, I wanted to love on you, claim you, because I never wanted to be with anyone else,” Ben muttered looking down at their joined hands again. Sin let go with one of them and seconds later Ben felt that same hand cupping his neck, dragging him forward, awkwardly because of the seat belt, but Ben didn’t care.

“I am truly sorry, my love,” Sin whispered in his hair. “I never wanted to hurt you or cause you any distress. I’m only human, and while that isn’t much of an excuse, maybe I should have asked more about this mating thing, especially when I saw you were so unhappy. Although you lied about that, and I didn’t think mates could do that to each other.”

“I was upset with Peter - that much was true. But yeah, we got it sorted out a few days ago. I’m sorry.” Sin’s hair was so soft, such at odds with the man that wore it. “You have no idea how much I wanted to talk to you, to explain. But you’re so...you, and I just was so scared of losing you.”

Sin lifted his head and looked Ben firmly in the eye – challenging his wolf and the man combined, not that Ben minded and even his wolf seemed strangely subdued as though knowing Sin was the stronger male. “I would never leave anyone, or hurt anyone who told me the truth, especially you,” he said firmly and in his heart Ben believed him.

Brushing his lips across Ben’s hair just briefly, Sin released him and sat back in his seat properly. “We are heading home. We will have dinner with our pack. Then we will shower together and then I want you to claim me – topping and biting in the shifter way. I want you and your wolf to be happy and I do belong to you, whether you think I do or not. Have I stated everything clearly enough to prevent misunderstandings?”

“Yes, my mate,” Ben managed to breathe out. His heart was racing, there was no blood in his brain at all and his wolf had perked right up, jittery with excitement. He was going to get to claim his mate at last. How the hell was he going to be able to eat dinner first? Was this Sin’s idea of punishment?
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Chapter Three
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Sin had the urge to mutter under his breath as he opened the front door and saw that the other men who shared the house were still sitting around the dinner table, along with another vaguely familiar guy who looked out of place among the good looking shifters. 

“Sin. Ben,” Shane’s cheerful voice let Sin know he wasn’t going to be able to make his escape with his mate to be. “Come and sit down. Kalel will get dinner for you.”

“You remember Brian, don’t you? The M.E. that stitched up me and Dimitri that time,” Shane continued as Sin walked with Ben over to the table.

“Yes, of course,” Sin said, although to be honest there wasn’t anything memorable about the man.  He shook the hand offered and then helped Ben to his seat, taking the one beside him.

“Brian was kind enough to bring over the autopsy report on the chap we found this morning,” Dimitri said.

“Great. All I want alongside dinner,” Sin grumbled. “Pictures of blood, gore and intestines.” He heard Ben make an audible gulp beside him and wished he’d kept his mouth shut. But sometimes living with shifters got really weird. He managed a smile for Kalel as the man set a plate in front of him and another one in front of Ben. Steak, a mushroom sauce and a side of what looked like a delicious pasta with bacon in it.  Sin’s stomach rumbled and he realized it had been hours since he’d eaten. 

“Nothing like that, I assure you,” Brian said nervously. “We’ve gone over the findings already.  But the Detectives thought you might be able to help us with something else. You’re familiar with the BDSM club, Leathers?”

“Familiar with it,” Ben laughed beside him, “Sin’s a partner in the place and damn near founded it. No one could be more familiar with that place than him.”

Sin wasn’t sure whether to blush, or snap at his mate. It was true, before taking a dip in the vanilla side of life, Sin had spent all of his spare time in the club, building a solid reputation as a man who could dish out pain to any willing masochist. When he was offered a partnership in the place he felt it was a good investment. Leathers was a safe place with strict rules for everyone, and there were a number of people who travelled from all over the state to visit. Since meeting Ben, Sin only went there to take care of business matters, much to the disgust of his partner Gerard, and many of the regulars to the place. But he had never doubted he’d made the right decision in being with his mate.

“What do you want to know about the place?” he said, cutting into his steak, noting the pink inside.  Cooked to perfection. Kalel was getting really good in the kitchen. 

“I wondered if you’d ever seen anything like this before?” Brian hunted through a file and pulled out a sheet of paper with an ink drawing on it. It was an intricate Celtic knot with a number of intersecting lines. Woven through the middle of it was the sign of the trinity. Although the edges of the picture didn’t have as much detail, Sin recognized the symbol in an instant.

“What are you doing with a picture of my crest?”

“Your crest?” Dimitri picked up the piece of paper looking at it, and then at Sin with a curious expression on his face. 

“My family crest. Or at least I presume it belongs to my family. It’s on my ring. It was the only thing wrapped up in my blanket when I was found as a baby. I started wearing it when I turned eighteen and have worn it ever since. Who knows it could be a mass produced thing, but I got told it was solid silver, and I liked it, so I kept wearing it.” He pulled the offending item off of his finger, and dropped it on the table, where it spun before settling, the markings etched out in filigree. Looking down at his plate he took a deep breath and picked up his knife and fork again. He knew questions were coming, and he was damned if he was going to answer them on an empty stomach. 

Chewing a mouthful of steak, Sin risked a glance at Ben and then wished he hadn’t. The poor boy looked stricken, barely paying any attention to his food and Sin knew he was the cause. He’d not been the most forthcoming with his mate about his family, or his lack of one, and clearly that had just come back to bite him on the ass. 

“Eat up. You’ll need your strength later,” Sin whispered to him, knowing Ben could hear him. Unfortunately so could the others.

“Er, we’re going to need to talk to you for a bit first, if you don’t mind.” Shane didn’t sound sorry. He was speaking like the detective he was, and Sin wasn’t sure if he liked the implication of that. It seemed Ben definitely didn’t.

“My mate’s not a killer, Shane, if that’s what you’re trying to imply, so back off.”

“I’m not suggesting for one second that he is,” Shane said, raising his hands in a gesture of surrender. “But this symbol has been found at seven crime scenes so far, all murders, all men who look like you Ben. So forgive me if I want to talk to the man who is wearing that same fucking symbol on his finger and who has stuck a collar around your sexy neck.”

“Are you sure this man doesn’t have anything to do with this,” Brian spoke up timidly. Sin had forgotten the man was even at the table. “Only that’s pretty incriminating in itself.”

Ben went to leap at the hapless man, but Sin pulled him back at the same time as he leashed his own bad temper. Brian was being sensible and professional and Sin could do the same.

“You’ve got a lot of balls suggesting that Brian,” he said, giving the man an evil smile. “Especially with the company you’re keeping. But I totally understand where you’re coming from and if you’ll give me a chance to finish this delicious meal, I’ll sit and tell you anything you want to know.”

“You’ve got big balls,” Shane laughed, thumping Brian on the shoulder as he got up and went to the kitchen, hopefully for coffee. Yep, the man came back with the pot. Sin ate quickly, rethinking his evening’s agenda. There was going to be a delay but he was determined to let his mate claim him before they went to sleep that night. Although he had only known it was necessary for the last couple of hours, for some reason his gut was telling him it had to be done tonight, and Sin was still alive thanks to listening to what his sixth sense was telling him.  

As he ate, Sin let himself remember the picture of abject misery that Ben had portrayed, sitting in Truckers, trying to get hammered. His mate hadn’t even noticed he’d arrived, which was unusual enough in itself. Ben always seemed to know when he was around and Sin had put it down to Ben’s wolf. Whether it was the booze that Ben was sinking with avid determination, or that Ben was too wrapped up in his thoughts to pay attention, either way Sin watched him down three drinks in quick succession before making his presence known. 

Underneath the act of eating, and generally ignoring everyone else at the table while he did so, Sin was kicking himself for not realizing that something had been bothering his mate earlier. He knew, that for a wolf shifter like Ben, he wasn’t the ideal mate. He wasn’t known for being overly affectionate, although he was trying harder. He’d been his own man for a long time and although he adored Ben with a passion he’d never experienced before, he still had trouble expressing himself. Talking about feelings, and being all mushy just wasn’t his tipple.

Dinner over, with Sin sending a mental apology to Kalel for not appreciating it as much as he should have, he grabbed a cup of coffee and stood up, indicating that Ben should do the same. Ben looked hesitant, looking down the hallway to their suite. 

“Did you want me to wait in our room?”

“No, I want you to come and sit with me,” Sin said quietly. “I’m not under arrest, Shane knows I’m not responsible for these murders and so do you. I have nothing to say to them that I
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