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Chapter One

 


Spring had finally come to Paladin country,
and Roane Jackson was loving every second of it. He padded in his
mountain lion form through the forest until a sweet, spicy scent of
something he could quickly grow addicted to caught his attention.
He followed the scent as it led him to the paved road that led from
Paladin to the highway and civilization. As he padded through the
underbrush, one thought filled his brain.

Mate.

Roane normally avoided the road. He did not
go out into the rest of the world. He hated people—well, except for
his teammates, who were more blood brothers than just friends, and
their mates who had found their way to Paladin.

Normal people, those out in the world living
their lives without knowing the truth of life, had a way of acting
unpredictably. They didn’t understand their words and actions had a
way of hurting those around them, whether or not they meant to.
Those hurts and insults often ramped up to arguments, leading to
wars, which hurt both innocents, and men like him and his team.

But today he would risk being seen, risk
anything if it meant meeting, and claiming, his mate.

Reaching the edge of the woods that lined
the road, Roane paused at the sight of a man walking, or rather
staggering, down the dirt road. He wore a backpack similar to the
one Roane had used while deployed. A second, smaller pack, covered
his chest. The man also carried a suitcase in one hand and dragged
a second behind him. But even that didn’t shock the shifter as much
as what the man was saying.

“Just a little way further, chère.
Gran said we would find help here. God, I hope it’s just not too
far. I really need to sit down, and I know you’re needing a change
of pants and some lunch, aren’t you?”

Roane heard the contents of the chest pack
cry out as it wiggled. That small motion threw off the man’s
balance just enough that he dropped the suitcase as he fought to
stay on his feet. “I know you’re tired, chère, but I need you to be good for just a little
while longer.”

Mate. Cub. Mine.

Not wanting to scare his mate to death,
Roane shifted from cougar to human and stepped out of the woods.
“Looks like you need some help.”

The traveler jumped and turned, dropping the
handle of the suitcase he had been dragging. Both arms came around
to protect the bundle on his chest. His eyes widened as he looked
Roane up and down.

“Holy shit, you’re naked.”

****

Becker Baptiste was tired. Hell, he was
whatever descriptive came after exhausted. Weeks of struggling to
stay ahead of Danielle, the psycho-bitch of a former sister-in-law
had a way of wearing a man out. His normally positive outlook was
becoming more and more difficult to maintain, knowing that unless
someone killed Danielle, he would remain exhausted, stressed to the
eyeballs, and on the run.

If things continued, he might end up killing
her himself. He would do anything to keep Danielle from getting her
hands on Sabine, the sweet baby girl strapped to his chest, who
looked up at him with such trust and love in her eyes. It had been
hard enough leaving Louisiana for Chicago, hoping the late winter
cold and snow would keep Danielle from following, but when she had
showed up at his grandmother’s home, he didn’t know where to go
next.

Not until Gran had handed him a business
card and told him to find a man in Paladin, Montana. According to
Gran, Dallas Grant, the bear shifter who had given her the card,
would help them. It was the sly smile and wink when she’d said,
“And maybe he has an unmated friend you’ll like,” that convinced
Becker to climb back on a bus and head west.

Now, with Sabine strapped to his chest and
everything they owned in the bags he carried, Becker found himself
slowly walking down a narrow dirt road that could use a serious
upgrade. He had been about to sit on the suitcase that had slipped
from his grasp and rest a while when a naked man stepped out of the
bushes. In full protector mode, Becker wrapped both arms around his
precious bundle as he pointed out the man’s lack of clothing.

The tall, sexy man looked down at himself,
then back at Becker. The tingling zing that shot through his
exhausted body shocked Becker. His cock began to stiffen as he
watched the naked man’s cock lengthen.

“Yeah, I guess I am,” he said with a grin
and wink. “But you still look like you could use some help.”

Moving slowly, the man picked up the
suitcase Becker had dropped. He then stepped to Becker’s side and
held his free hand out.

Becker knew about witches, shifters, and the
other creatures of the world that the humans put down to overactive
imaginations of the writers of the world. He even had a good idea
why the man was naked, so he ignored the man’s extended hand. He
had come this far on his own, and he was determined he would make
it the rest of the way to Paladin.

With a hitch of his shoulders to readjust
the pack on his back, he then patted Sabine’s back to try to settle
her for the rest of the walk into town. When he reached for his
suitcases, he found naked man had already picked them up and
started walking.

Since naked man was determined to help by
hauling his suitcases for him, Becker decided not to fight him. He
was just too tired. Instead, he started walking again. It was
easier without the extra weight.

“This is the road to Paladin, isn’t it?”
Becker finally gave in and asked after nearly two minutes of silent
trudging.

“Yes, it is. Are you visiting someone
there?”

“Ummm, kind of. Gran gave me a copy of a
business card and said to show it to someone named Dallas. She said
he and his mate could help me keep Sabine safe.”

Becker had a hard time keeping his mind
focused on their conversation while walking and jiggling Sabine.
The six-month-old baby had decided that she wanted out of the chest
carrier. He couldn’t blame her. It had been several hours since he
had last changed her, and it was no doubt past her lunchtime as
well. But until they reached town, she would just have to suffer.
It wasn’t as if she was the one walking with a forty-pound
pack on her back and another fifteen pounds strapped to her
chest.

At soon as the thought ran through his mind,
yet another wave of smothering guilt washed through Becker,
settling in his heart and gut. None of this insanity was Sabine’s
fault. She had not asked to be born to a mother who was crazy
enough to join a cult and start thinking that killing her baby
would gain her and her friends some kind of over-the-top voodoo
power. The fact that she had already gotten away with killing
Sabine’s father when he tried to stop her was bad enough.

Now, sweet little Sabine was stuck with a
gay uncle who was not brave enough, smart enough, or strong enough,
to protect her from her mother’s insanity. Instead, Becker had
stolen her from her crib in the middle of the night and dragged her
across the country in hopes of keeping her safe and alive.

He just wished he knew how Danielle had been
able to track them to Gran’s place in Chicago. Next, he wondered if
she would be able to follow them to Paladin. After that, Becker
hoped this man they were to meet would live up to Gran’s assurances
that they would help him keep Sabine safe from her psychotic
mother.

As he continued overthinking things, Becker
kept glancing over at the naked man who walked beside him as if
they were on a Sunday stroll and not heading towards Becker’s last
hope. Naked man was unashamed of his body, which, Becker had to
admit, was one hell of a good one. He stood a full head taller than
Becker’s five feet eight inches, with broad shoulders, sculpted
chest and belly, and lean, sleek, muscular limbs. Like a swimmer.
Or a runner.

Or a cat.

Becker could not help but stare at the
impressively long and thick erection that bounced with every step
the man took. The day was not that warm, but he did not seem to
even feel the slight chill in the air. And the cool breeze coming
down the road did not seem to affect his hard-on at all.

Becker, on the other hand, felt chilled
through. He wondered if he would ever feel warm again. Though he
had bought a warmer coat in Chicago, it still didn’t keep the wind
out, mostly because he had put on Sabine’s chest carrier before
pulling on the coat to help keep the baby warm. He tried to keep
the front pulled closed around her, but the coat just wasn’t wide
enough to close around both of them.

It might also have to do with the fact that
he had not had a decent meal since hitting the road because all his
money had gone into bus tickets and baby supplies. The cuts and
bruises he had sustained while fighting Danielle three days earlier
were healing, but Becker forced himself to ignore the pain. His
sole focus had to be on finding a safe place for them to live.

Once more his eyes drifted to naked man, who
had pulled ahead a step or two. Becker’s gaze glued itself to his
round, muscular ass. As he watched the golden skin over the ass
muscles move, he wondered if he could talk the bold, brash man into
taking a bath.

With him.

A long, hot, bath.

One he planned to stay in until his fingers
wrinkled and his frozen insides thawed. If sex occurred, all the
better. It had been more than a year since he had felt the stretch
and thrust of a good thick cock in his ass.

“What’s your name?” Becker finally asked. As
he spoke, he stumbled, his left foot not clearing a lump of dead
grass in his path. He had to take several steps to regain his
footing.

Naked man slowed, allowing Becker to catch
up and look into his face.

“I’m Roane Jackson. What’s yours?”

“Becker Baptiste. And this is Sabine
Baptiste.”

Naked man, no, Roane Jackson, nodded with a
slightly troubled look. “Is she yours?”

“Yes, she’s mine,” Becker said, the words
spilling out almost too quickly. The lie that he had a hand in
Sabine’s creation was becoming easier every time he told it.

Roane nodded once more, but didn’t respond.
When Becker glanced over the next time, the man’s jaw had tightened
and he wore a troubled expression.

Though he had a hundred questions about this
place called Paladin, Dallas Grant, and even the man beside him,
Becker rolled his lips over his teeth to keep from asking them. The
man seemed content to walk in silence, so that was what they
did.

Finally, the road curved and the trees began
to thin. A few minutes more and they entered a large clearing where
Becker saw a collection of buildings. Some were newly renovated,
and others looked like they might fall down with the next big gust
of wind.

This was Paladin? This was the safe place
his grandmother had told him about? How was he to keep Sabine safe
here?

And what was he going to
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