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        There’s nothing like a murder to interrupt a romance with three shifters... or launch it forward.

      

        

      
        Alyssa, code name Artemis.  Alyssa thought being the only woman in the Department of Shifter Affair’s new human-shifter training program would cause trouble.  UNDERSTATEMENT!  She’s got three shifters competing for her, another group of shifters trying to control her, and the DSA agent in charge... well, he’s not bothering anyone any more.  He’s been murdered, and all eyes are on Alyssa.  Sure her knife was found in the body, but that doesn’t mean she killed him.  And the fact that the agent was trying to boot her from the program isn’t motive. Not really.  Okay, maybe.

      

        

      
        At least things can’t get worse.

      

        

      
        In walks Agent Gallagher, an asshole with an agenda. Okay, she can avoid him. Maybe. As for Tiernan, of course he has to go feral during the murder investigation. Then there’s Maddox, her white wolf who pushes her away every time they start to get close. Nope, there’s not enough time to explain it all, especially with Rafe, her growly alpha, thinking he can control a bunch of antagonistic shifters and the DSA.  Oh, and her three shifters all want her. Her three shifters from three different packs.

      

        

      
        Alyssa can’t choose between them.  Then again, she doesn’t plan to. She’ll choose all three. . . as soon as she figures out how.

      

        

      
        * * *

        Ours to Protect. Ours to Love.

        Wolf Claimed is the second book in a steamy reverse harem shifter romance trilogy that begins with Wolf Desired and finishes with Wolf Unleashed. The story involves three shifters (one bossy, one sweet, and one too devilish for anyone’s good) and the female agent who has secrets that could destroy them all. Get ready for steam, action, and several twists along the way. Each book in the trilogy ends in a very Happy Ever After.
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        MADDOX

      

      

      “She’s gone,” Maddox said quietly to Rafe as he turned his back on the group of shifters passing through the compound. “I caught her scent in the stairwell of the dorm, but not her room. She never went up.”

      “You must have misunderstood what she said. Or missed some vital detail,” Rafe said, his eyes scanning the compound and woods beyond.

      “She sent me to tell you she’d be late. The only reason I left her was because she said she wanted to change into warmer clothing and would join us in the dining hall. It was a ruse to get rid of me and I fucking fell for it.”

      “That makes no sense. She knows she has nothing to fear from you. Where would she go? There’s nothing around for miles but woods.” Rafe kept his voice just as low as he kept his eyes trained on Kingsley and his team as they passed through the compound.

      The sun had set well over an hour ago, and they still had no clue as to what direction she’d taken. The rain had washed away her scent. And without a strong wind, it could take hours to pick up her trail.

      “All shifters and humans are accounted for. The humans are playing poker in the dining hall, and aside from Kingsley’s team, the rest of the shifters are in the dorm. You’re right. It doesn’t appear as if anyone took her,” Maddox said, though he noticed Rafe hadn’t stopped glaring at the three shifters heading into the dining hall. That asshole Kingsley had been trouble from the start, and one beating from Rafe wouldn’t keep the shifter from going after Alyssa again.

      “Maybe she merely went for a walk,” Rafe suggested. “It wouldn’t be the first time.”

      No, it wouldn’t. It was possible she’d ventured into the woods to be alone, as she’d done several times before, but Maddox’s wolf clawed at him to find her, to protect her as if he sensed danger. Maddox knew better than to ignore his wolf.

      Kingsley’s lips curled into a licentious grin as he turned into the dining hall. Maddox lurched forward, ready to rip the shifter a new one.

      Rafe’s arm shot out, blocking Maddox. “He’s baiting you. He doesn’t have her. Doesn’t even know she’s missing. Let’s make sure it stays that way.”

      Rafe was right. If he went over there, he might say something in the heat of the moment. Alerting the others to Alyssa’s disappearance would put her in danger, if she weren’t already. Kingsley and his team had already attacked her once and would do so again the second they spotted an opening. No one at the Department of Shifter Affairs training facility aside from Rafe, Tiernan, and Maddox cared about what happened to Alyssa. Even the other federal agents in the program didn’t see her as one of their own, even though she was a secret service agent and a fellow human.

      “I’m sure she’s fine. She’s smart and highly capable,” Rafe said, trying to calm Maddox, which ended up agitating Maddox and his wolf. It almost sounded as if Rafe didn’t plan to continue looking for her.

      Then he noticed Rafe clenching and unclenching his fists, likely fighting to keep calm. Rash, he wasn’t. And he worried about her as much as Maddox did. While Rafe might be arrogant, he was no fool. The alpha-heir took the time to think strategically before acting.

      “Her behavior was off,” Maddox said, trying to glean any details that might help. “Distant after Graves scorned her in front of everyone during the debriefing about the drug deal op today.”

      “She can handle his jabs and insults. She’s been doing so from the start of the training program. Whatever happened to make her lie to you, that wasn’t it.”

      Maddox wasn’t convinced. Three weeks was a lot of time to endure the constant digs and demoralizing attitude of the man in change. The DSA instructor had been trying to force her out of the program since their first day. While Maddox agreed that Alyssa was strong and could tolerate anything Graves dished out, the way Graves had spoken to her in front of everyone had a different edge to it. Not just sharp. Serrated.

      “I’ll head south,” Rafe finally said, not sharing whatever else he’d been thinking.

      “This is foolish. We’ve been searching for an hour already. We should get Tiernan.” The scout could track anyone, even when there was no wind or scent trail like now.

      “Let him sleep.”

      “Afraid he’ll slip up and let his wolf have control if he panics and hears she’s missing?”

      “Something like that. And she’s not missing,” Rafe said with a growl that suggested he wasn’t happy with the situation. The alpha didn’t like not knowing what was going on with his team, and especially Alyssa. He probably considered her his too, or he would if Tiernan weren’t in the way. “We’ll find her. Get moving.” Rafe shoved his clothes behind the tree and shifted. His silver wolf scented the air one last time before running south.

      Maddox stripped, put his clothes with Rafe’s, and shifted. He bounded north at a casual pace so he wouldn’t miss any signs. Again, he thought of Tiernan and how the scout’s talent would be useful right now. Instead, the shifter was back at the dorm, sleeping, blessedly unaware that Artemis was missing. He’d skipped dinner and turned in early, no doubt exhausted from fighting his wolf.

      When he’d first arrived at the training facility, Tiernan had confessed to being on the verge of going feral. Shortly after, he’d declared his wolf had chosen Alyssa. The scout needed to blood-bond her to keep from going feral. He would gladly join in the search, but Maddox wasn’t going to countermand Rafe on the matter. The alpha-heir potentially had insight into Tiernan’s condition that Maddox didn’t. Though Maddox had seen his share of shifters go feral, and all ended in the shifter being put down.

      A half mile from the training center, the wind finally picked up. Maddox caught Alyssa’s scent immediately. Sweet, but tinged in a bitterness similar to fear, but not quite the same. His wolf sensed his urgency to reach her and cooperated, pumping his legs harder to reach her before she made it to the interstate.

      Less than three miles from the DSA facility, he spotted her. Not on any of the trails the humans used to run in the surrounding woods, but climbing up a rock face without any rigging. Her climbing skills were excellent from what he’d seen, but being out here alone, at night, and without any safety gear, was risky. And desperate. That wasn’t like Alyssa.

      Maddox refrained from howling his displeasure. He didn’t want to startle her and cause her to lose her grip, even though she was only ten feet off the ground.

      “Why are you here, Maddox?” she said without turning to see him.

      Maddox shifted to human form. Naked and unabashed as he approached her, he said, “How did you know it was me? Or anyone? I was trained to move without making any noise.”

      “I sensed your presence. Somehow I knew you’d come looking for me. Though in all honesty, I sort of thought Rafe and Tiernan would be with you.”

      “Rafe went south. Tiernan’s waiting for you back at the training center in case you show up.”

      Here, he had the perfect opportunity to tell her the scout was sleep instead of looking for her, a chance to make him look bad in her eyes, and he couldn’t do it. Fucking Rafe was right. The four of them were becoming pack, and Maddox never betrayed pack, even to serve his own needs.

      “We were worried when you didn’t show up at the dining hall. You misled me, angel. Why?”

      “I didn’t mislead you. I went back to the dorm.”

      “To the stairwell, not your room. I checked. It was nothing more than a ruse to get rid of me.”

      She wore her leather jacket, a white t-shirt, and dark pants. Blonde hair had been pulled up in a high ponytail, and the faint smell of gun degreaser reached his nose. She was armed. Relief swept through Maddox. Whatever was going on here, she was fine.

      “Are you leaving without saying goodbye, angel?”

      “I could ask you the same,” she said as she reversed direction and backed down the rocks. “My situation, hell my life, is complicated.”

      “I grew up with complicated. Lived it, breathed it, all but slept with it. Whatever your issues are, they can’t be bad enough to make you give up. You’re not a quitter. And sneaking away. . . That’s not you.”

      When she reached the bottom, she placed her hands on her hips and took a deep breath, as if trying to clear her mind and figure out her next step. He liked the pose, made her look badass on the outside. But he loved how she melted when he was alone with her. Aside from her skills as an agent, her smarts, and a drive to prove herself to everyone—merits that had kept her at the top of the training class—she was as feminine as a female could be. Right now, the way she had her hands on her hips called attention to her curves. He wanted to lay his large hands on her hips and pull her into him, but this wasn’t the time. And she wasn’t his. Could never be his. He had to keep reminding himself of that.

      “I lost my temper,” she said, hazel eyes quickly darting over his naked body before meeting his eyes without an ounce of hesitation. He loved that she didn’t fear him. Any of them really, at least not the shifters on their team. He suspected she feared the shifters on the other teams, though she would never admit it.

      “With Tiernan? He hasn’t exactly been honest with you.”

      “Not Tiernan. Someone from the DSA.”

      “And running away is the answer.”

      “I wasn’t running. Not exactly. Damn, I don’t know what I was doing, or thinking.”

      “You’re tired, angel. You need sleep.”

      “I crossed a line, Maddox,” she said out of nowhere, her face revealing true worry. That made his wolf growl, but Maddox locked him down fast. He didn’t want her to misinterpret a growl as a condemnation of her actions. He didn’t care what fucking line she crossed, he just wanted to make sure she was safe. And safe in this environment meant being with him, Rafe, or Tiernan, not moving out here alone and vulnerable to the other shifters in the program, several of whom had already attacked her.

      “Now you’re talking my language,” he said, throwing her a smile to put her at ease. “Don’t you know lines are meant to be crossed? That’s how progress is made.”

      “That’s very philosophical coming from you.”

      “You mean coming from a white wolf.”

      “No, I mean coming from you. You’re not much of a talker, Maddox.”

      “Tell me what you need, Alyssa. Do you want me to beat up whoever’s giving you trouble? If it’s Kingsley or someone on his team, I don’t need to know the details. Fuck that, I don’t need to know the details, no matter who it is. Just give me the name. It’s been a while since I had a good fight. I’m getting soft here. Human training is pathetic compared to training in my pack.”

      She laughed, a sound that eased his wolf and him. “You’re right. I’m running like a scared child. I need to go back and face the music. I worked too hard to become an agent to let some asshole try to destroy me. Running will just give credence to his claims.”

      His wolf growled. Someone had been bothering her. “Give me his name,” Maddox demanded, trying to keep his voice from sounding too harsh with her.

      She approached him, that sparkle of determination in her eyes. “You can’t fight my battles for me, Maddox.” She pushed back the hair that fell into his eyes. That brief contact made his wolf purr. His wolf, the beast that enjoyed ripping males apart for little more than a wayward look.

      “I certainly can. At no charge, too,” he said. She was easy to flirt with, and yet he wished he could do more with her. “Though I wouldn’t turn down a kiss.”

      She held out her hand to him. “Just knowing you’re there for backup is all I need.” The smile she threw him made him want to bash someone’s brains in that much more for even attempting to hurt her. Damn, he wanted her in every way, but for now, he had to temper his wolf and his need to take her, claim her as his. Because she wasn’t his. She was Tiernan’s, even if she hadn’t admitted it to herself yet.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        TIERNAN

      

      

      The metallic sound of the zipper’s teeth grinding together as the agent in charge zipped the body bag closed echoed through Graves’ office. The sight of Graves’ body lying on the ground hadn’t affected Tiernan. Not as much as Alyssa’s scent all over the crime scene.

      At least the humans wouldn’t scent her. Tiernan glanced behind him. The other shifters were far enough back in the hallway that they wouldn’t, either.

      He hoped.

      “Outside. All of you,” one of the DSA agents said as he shoved back the gathering crowd of trainees.

      Tiernan watched as two agents lifted Graves’ body onto the gurney and out the door, while their forensics team continued collecting evidence. He pushed his way through the crowd of shifters and humans clogging the lobby of the admin building at the DSA’s training facility.

      The area had been taped off, and one-by-one a half-dozen DSA agents took shifters and humans aside for statements. Tiernan had already been interviewed, explaining where he was, who he’d been with, and what he knew. Which amounted to nothing.

      He’d found the body, nothing more. His damn wolf’s senses were heightened and had easily picked up the scent of blood mixed with her scent. Finding Graves’ dead, blood all over his body, had shocked him. His only thought at the moment had been to report it to the DSA, but he should have been thinking of Alyssa. Stalled for time while her scent dissipated. If another shifter entered the crime scene, they’d report her scent to the DSA.

      Tiernan glanced behind him. The agents had already strung yellow crime scene tape across the office and corridor. Good. The shifters wouldn’t cross that, not without reason. Her scent would disappear in time.

      He followed the other shifters outside of the building. The moment a breeze carrying Alyssa’s scent hit him, his otherwise agitated wolf calmed. She was nearby and, more importantly, alive. He was eager to see her again, to make sure she was unharmed.

      But not to ask her about the murder. She didn’t kill Graves. He knew as much in his soul. Alyssa was sweet, strong-spirited, and open-minded. And not a murderer.

      Her amazing hazel eyes drew him in every time he saw her. Except now. His sweet Alyssa had her full attention on Maddox as they emerged from the woods. She was too engaged in their conversation to notice Tiernan. Her wavy blonde hair contrasted with Maddox’s pitch-black hair and eyes. She looked tiny compared to Maddox, who was broad and larger than most shifters. Guards tended to be bigger, and Maddox was a white wolf as well. Dangerous and cunning. So unlike Artemis. Nothing about the two seemed to mesh. And yet they walked together, laughing and smiling as if they were meant for one another.

      Tiernan’s wolf bit him at that thought. His wolf wanted Alyssa. As did Tiernan.

      Despite the gruesome discovery of Graves’ bloody body inside the training facility’s admin building, all Tiernan could think about was Maddox’s hand on Alyssa’s lower back. Tiernan’s wolf snarled, though Tiernan quickly covered the snarl with a cough.

      Maddox wore a grin a mile wide as if he’d made a conquest of Tiernan’s female.

      Their smiles disappeared when they looked his way and took in the circus around the admin building. The coroner’s van was parked amidst a half-dozen dark SUVs. At least there were no human news vans here. The Department of Shifter Affairs would contain the crime without the public finding out. Though Tiernan wasn’t sure if that was to keep the DSA’s training facility secret from anti-shifters or if that was the general protocol in any crime involving shifters. Humans tended to be skittish when it came to shifters.

      “What’s going on?” Alyssa asked.

      Tiernan heard her question, wanted to answer, but his wolf was too focused on another male touching his female. “Move away from her, Maddox,” Tiernan ordered with a sharp growl supporting his intent.

      Maddox cocked a brow. “Take control of your wolf, Tiernan, before I’m forced to do some damage.”

      Alyssa looped her arm through Tiernan’s at that moment, which immediately calmed him and his wolf, especially since she was no longer touching Maddox. She’d made her choice. Him. Not Maddox, not Rafe. Tiernan would mate, blood-bond, and always ensure she had what she needed.

      “Enough of this jealousy,” she said to Tiernan before pointing to the gurney with a body bag being rolled out of the building and loaded it into the black van with no markings. “What happened here?”

      “Graves is dead,” Tiernan said, now that he could think straight again.

      “Dead how?” she said as she paled. Her fists clenched and unclenched at her sides.

      “Murdered,” Tiernan said, not sure if he should say anything about her scent. He’d never betray her, even if she were guilty. He wanted her to know he’d defend her with his life, but he didn’t want her thinking he suspected her of murder. “The DSA’s taking statements from everyone.”

      “Murdered? Are you sure?” Alyssa asked, her voice gaining a high-pitch as she stared at the admin building.

      Surprised. Yet not. He wasn’t sure how to interpret her reaction.

      He shook his head. He’d let what he knew slide. She must have been in Graves’ office recently. Could have been hours ago, long before the murder.

      “No question about it. There’s blood all over his office.”

      “Blood? That can’t be,” she said, shaking her head.

      “Artemis,” Tiernan addressed her, still using her codename when they were in public. “How would you know that?” Fuck, he’d asked to satisfy his damn curiosity about what had happened. “Never mind. You don’t have to answer.”

      “I’m just digesting the facts. Are you sure there’s blood and that he didn’t die of a heart attack or something like that?”

      “I found the body. There’s no mistaking the blood.”

      Alyssa shuddered. “That’s awful.”

      “You’re an agent. Certainly, you’ve seen death before,” Maddox said.

      “Never anyone I knew.” When two DSA agents exited the building, Alyssa pulled on Tiernan’s arm. “Let’s get out of here, okay?”

      “They’ll want a statement,” Tiernan pointed out, though he wouldn’t fight her on it. He didn’t want her anywhere near the agents or other shifters. He didn’t want anyone suspecting her.

      Alyssa headed toward the mess hall. “I wasn’t anywhere nearby,” she said as she turned from Maddox and him.

      It was a relief hearing those words, but it didn’t solve the larger issue. She’d been in Graves’ office at some point. While the human investigators wouldn’t pick up her scent, they might find other evidence placing her at the scene of the murder.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        ALYSSA

      

      

      Murdered. Someone had murdered Graves. The news sent her reeling back to her childhood.

      Had her father found her? Was this his way of threatening her?

      Poor Graves. The guy was a bastard, but he was still part of the DSA, a man fighting to improve the dynamics between humans and shifters so they could stop the anti-shifters from killing innocents on both sides.

      “Let’s get out of here, okay?” she said, pulling on Tiernan’s arm before the two DSA agents standing by the crime scene van spotted her. She didn’t want to be anywhere near the crime scene, give the agents any reason to question her.

      “They’ll want a statement,” Tiernan said, nodding his head toward the agents.

      “I wasn’t anywhere nearby,” she said, spinning on her heels. With a forced, casual pace, she headed away from the building. . . and Tiernan and Maddox. They jogged to catch up. Tiernan walked to her left, Maddox on her right.

      “Whatever you’re thinking, you’re wrong. Both of you,” she said, wondering how she’d explain her past. Secrets she’d planned to keep hidden. Forever.

      “I was thinking how beautiful you are,” Maddox said with a smile that made her melt even though she knew he was lying to her. Well, maybe lying was a strong word. He was very good at flirting and even better at hiding what he was thinking. Him complimenting her, whether he believed her beautiful or not, had an ulterior motive.

      “Are you trying to tell me you’re not beautiful?” he persisted, moving the topic away from Graves’s death. She didn’t expect he’d drop the subject, but he wasn’t Rafe, the shifter who needed to take charge, to know everything, to be in control of his surroundings, including the people around him.

      Maddox was more of a protector. Was that what he was doing? Protecting her by not encouraging her to stay to be interviewed? What did he know? Damn, she was getting paranoid all over again. Until she had reason to believe otherwise, she had to take him and the others at face value.

      Alyssa turned sharply into Maddox’s path, causing him to stop short. “Cut the crap,” she said, instead of a simple thank you for understanding. It didn’t matter what his motive was. She didn’t want to drag him into her mess.

      Two fingers ran up her arm, raising goosebumps and easing her tension. It wasn’t fair that the shifter could chip away at her resistance with a simple touch. He deserved the truth. They all did.

      Maddox’s fingers caressed the side of her throat and worked their way along her jaw.

      Just a moment longer. She wanted to enjoy his touch before she opened her mouth and ruined everything. She started to lean into Maddox until she heard a low growl from Tiernan.

      “Stop growling. You don’t own me,” she snapped at Tiernan, her tension exploding faster than any bullet. This entire situation, being attracted to three shifters, having a murder to contend with, and that damn evidence she’d destroyed, left her on edge. Neither shifter had done anything wrong, and here she was, being cross with them.

      She regretted snapping at Tiernan the instant those blue-gray eyes lost their shine. Wounded. She’d wounded him. Maddox, meanwhile, grinned like a Cheshire cat, those deep black eyes sending a shiver through her.

      How the hell did she end up with two shifters following her around like she was a bitch in heat, anyway? She winced at the comparison. These shifters weren’t animals. More importantly, they deserved the truth from her, but she was too much of a coward to tell them.

      “What are you avoiding, angel?” Maddox asked.

      “We’ll protect you,” Tiernan said. “But those DSA agents are going to keep looking for you until you give them a statement.”

      He knew. Or suspected. And he didn’t care that she could be involved, even in a murder. She caressed Tiernan’s face, loving his fierce loyalty to her.

      “Here’s the deal,” she began, taking in both of their expressions. Maddox stood there looking calm, but she knew he was deeply aware of everything going on around them, as one would expect of a guard. He would gladly insert himself between her and anyone who threatened her. Tiernan, meanwhile, hung on her every word, eager to meet any request or follow any order she might give. Never had she imagined being attracted to such opposites. And at the same time yet. What had she gotten herself into?

      “I didn’t exactly volunteer to come to this program. I was ordered to come here.” Not a total lie. Though a partial lie was still a lie.

      A rumble moved through her body from deep inside her, the place she tried to ignore time and time again. She’d didn’t like lying to Maddox and Tiernan, but she had a job to do. That took priority over personal relationships.

      “It seems this program receives all the cast-offs,” Maddox said in a voice that said he was amused by not joking.

      “There’s more,” she said, checking in both directions first to make sure there weren’t any shifters listening in.

      “No one’s nearby,” he assured her.

      “Graves suspected. More than suspected. He had a photo that would undermine me. I destroyed it and we. . . There was a fight last night. I swear he was alive when I left. Just not totally conscious.”

      “Very nice, angel,” Maddox said with a smile.

      “It’s not something to be proud of,” she said, snapping at him. She swallowed hard, trying to bury her anxiety over the situation. None of this was Maddox’s fault, and he wasn’t condemning her. He was on her side.

      “I really thought he’d send everyone after me. That’s why I fled. I wasn’t thinking straight.”

      “You left?” Tiernan turned to Maddox. “And you knew, but didn’t tell me?”

      “Rafe thought it might stress you and cause an issue with your wolf.”

      Tiernan growled and paced a few steps away. He appeared to be struggling with his wolf. He probably would have lost control had he heard she was missing. Rafe had made the correct decision, but she could see how Tiernan felt left out.

      “Why didn’t you come to us for help?” he asked, more concerned with her than why he’d been left out of the search.

      “I didn’t want to drag you into my problems.”

      “You don’t get how being part of a pack works,” Maddox said. “Your problems are our problems.”

      She stared at them, stunned by their insistence that they were all part of a pack with each other, with her, no less. “Aren’t you even going to ask me about the evidence? What I’m hiding?”

      “You’ll tell us when you’re ready,” Tiernan said. “Quite frankly, your past doesn’t matter. I need you, regardless of what you’ve done.”

      I need you. That’s twice he had said that. That could explain his unfailing loyalty. That very fact saddened her. She thought their relationship had improved, but still he’d said those words which troubled her. I need you, instead of what she’d hoped to hear. I want you. I love you.

      “You know nothing about females, Tiernan,” Maddox said, shaking his head.

      “What did I do wrong? She’s my mate. I’ll protect her, give her everything she needs.”

      “I’m not your mate,” Alyssa said, as she resumed walking, though away from the mess hall. She’d lost her appetite. “And I hate that word.”

      “What word?” Tiernan said, chasing after her.

      She spun around. “Need. Like I’m some means to an end. I need a wrench to tighten a bolt. I need another magazine for my Glock. I need you to stand up there to show everyone what a mistake you are—” She clasped her hands over her mouth, not believing what had spilled out. She’d never told anyone what her father had said to her.

      “You’re not a mistake.” Tiernan’s soothing voice calmed her.

      He wrapped large arms around her and pulled her in tight against him. All the feeling of worthlessness struck, threatening to pull her down into that dark pit, a place she’d never escape again.

      Her stomach clenched, and she felt numb everywhere. Until Tiernan’s hand caressed her back, sending warmth and love through her. Maybe he did care for her after all, for more than her ability to calm his wolf.

      “Whoever said that doesn’t know you,” Tiernan added.

      “He knows me. Better than anyone,” she said, her voice muffled as she buried her head against Tiernan’s chest and inhaled the scent she loved so much. Like spring water. Fresh and clear.

      Tiernan held her without saying another word. The part of her that always seemed on edge calmed and she found herself able to breathe. Maybe he didn’t have to want her. Maybe just being a decent person—shifter—was enough. It’s more than she’d had from dear old dad, shifter hater extraordinaire.

      “This mating thing of yours. . . It’s for real, isn’t it? You’ll go feral without it?”

      “Yes.”

      His thumb brushed over her lower lip and glided back and forth, lightly, but suggestive. Her skin heated from his touch and her body grew quite aware of him. Damn, but he made her feel good, and right now, she needed to feel good, to feel like someone valued her. She stared at the gentleness in Tiernan’s face. That’s when she realized Maddox was gone. He must have seen the attraction building between her and Tiernan even before she did.

      This mating thing was going to happen, and not just because Tiernan needed her. In a way, she needed him, too. Just the two of them this time, and more than a quick moment to get one another off to satisfy the lust that surfaced all too easily around him.

      She slid her hand into his and they walked off into the woods, her heart racing the farther they got from the compound. Tiernan tugged on her hand and led her to an old wooden boathouse by the lake.

      “Wait here,” he said, as he climbed the drainpipe outside to a second-story window, nudged it open, and disappeared inside. A moment later, she heard the door lock click. Tiernan opened the door from the inside and motioned her in.

      “You move like a thief, Tiernan. I thought you said you’re a scout.”

      “I am. Getting into and out of buildings is part of what I do.”

      “And here I thought you were some super tracker.”

      “That too,” he said with a grin that she adored.

      The place had been emptied of boats, but the office remained intact. A desk, filing cabinet, two chairs, and a sheet-covered sofa.

      “How do you know about this place?” she asked.

      “I found it a few nights ago. When I can’t sleep, I run.”

      “Can’t sleep? You mean because of your wolf?”

      He cupped her face between his hands. “You’re safe with me, Alyssa. And you don’t have to be with me. I mean, I want to be with you, but only if you want it, okay?”

      A warmth filled her as Tiernan stumbled all over himself, trying to make her feel comfortable. He didn’t realize she was comfortable with him. It was what was inside her that she feared.

      He pressed his lips to hers. “I wish I could do better. First the woods, and now an old boathouse. You deserve comfort.”

      My, oh, my, his lips were lusciously smooth and his tongue masterful, determined, and gentle all wrapped together. Like the shifter himself. He took his time, getting to learn her mouth and what made her moan. But it was the way his hands moved over her entire body that sent her heart racing and her pussy throbbing for more.

      The simple touch of his hand glossing over the side of her bra and dipping in, touching the sensitive skin made her nipples harden. Then his thumb glided over the taut peak. Each touch made another part of her body sing until it felt like he was playing an instrument—her—knowing just where to touch to make her moan.

      The sheet disappeared from the sofa next, and she was glad to see the gaudy red and black plaid fabric was clean, even if faded from sun. Tiernan stripped in record time and boldly placed her hand over his cock. Hard, thick, and long. Her mouth went dry, remembering when she’d gone down on him in the woods. Her panties felt too damn wet. Before her encounter with Tiernan and Rafe in the woods, she’d only been with one guy in her life, and their third time together, he’d run from her, literally.

      “You smell delicious, Alyssa,” Tiernan said as he kissed his way between her breasts to her stomach. With a swiftness that surprised her, Tiernan removed her pants and ran his hands up her legs, slowly, sensuously, enough to make her wonder how many women he’d been with.

      “You’ve done this before,” she said, even as he rolled her panties down, causing goosebumps to spread all over her.

      “Once or twice,” he said, though she suspected the number was higher given how at ease he seemed.

      “I haven’t⁠—”

      He halted immediately. “You’re a virgin?”

      “No, but close. Sort of.”

      He caressed her inner thighs without moving higher. “You either are or aren’t a virgin.”

      “I’m not, but things didn’t exactly go well.”

      Even when Tiernan had growled at Maddox, his eyes had never darkened to the deep gray they were now. “He hurt you. Whoever the bastard was that hurt you, I’ll track him down and see to it he never hurts another.”

      Alyssa sat down on the sofa. “That’s not what I meant. Just the opposite. I scared him off, Tiernan. There’s something inside of me that isn’t right.”

      Tiernan’s eyes returned to their normal light gray as he knelt in front of her. “You’re perfect, Alyssa. A bad experience means he didn’t treat you right. I promise this will be different. You’ll enjoy yourself.”

      “But what if. . . I don’t even know what happened back then. I’d fallen asleep and then woken, confused and panicked as he jumped out my bedroom window. I had a ground-floor apartment, but still, the guy didn’t even use the door. He ran from me, terrified.”

      Tiernan hitched a brow. “Maybe you had a bad dream, and you attacked him thinking he was a criminal. I’ve seen you sparring with the other humans. You’re scary when you want to be. Some guys can’t handle a strong female.” He pressed down on her chest until she laid flat on the sofa, a subtle message that he could handle a strong female. Funny how she felt more complete with him. She laid back, trusting him. She just couldn’t trust herself.

      “Relax. I promise to make this good.”

      With a nudge from his hands, she parted her legs, exposing herself. As she lay there, her most intimate area on display, Tiernan smiled. That feeling deep inside of her, the restlessness that never ceased, morphed to what felt like approval and acceptance rolled together for one chiseled shifter with a very impressive cock.

      Before she could think too much about what those feelings meant, Tiernan’s tongue moved through her folds like she was dessert, and he planned to taste every inch of her. His tongue missed nothing, moving at a languid pace that allowed her to lie back and enjoy the feeling of tension melting away, leaving her fully relaxed and ready, eager for him.

      As he slid two fingers inside of her, his tongue circled and flicked her clit, waking her to new sensations. With each lick, she writhed beneath him, the pleasure becoming almost too intense. Tiernan didn’t let up, sucking her into his mouth until she grabbed onto his hair and held on as her pussy squeezed around his fingers.

      “Claim me, Tiernan,” she said, breathless as she rode the wave, no longer wondering or caring how she’d reached this point of begging a shifter to fuck her.

      He settled between her thighs. His brows narrowed as he looked into her face.

      She reached up and brushed a finger along his strong jaw. “We’re good, Tiernan.”

      With a slight nod, he thrust deep, still watching her until she tipped her head back, her eyes closed. Then he finally let go, moving fast. The fucking was hard and made her feel alive after feeling so dead for years. She loved every raw second of it.

      When she dug her nails into his back, he lifted one leg, then the other, wrapping them around him. He slammed into her again, sending her body deep into the sofa as he lifted her ass with his hands.

      Another orgasm roared from deep inside. Her legs tightened around his waist as her pussy clamped down on him. The moan that left him penetrated her almost as deep as his cock. She loved hearing that masculine sound, knowing that she’d caused it.

      Tiernan continued thrusting, setting a relentless pace, building friction against her clit with just the right angle. She orgasmed again, and her grip on his shoulders faltered. He’d shoved her shirt up and pulled her bra down somewhere along the way and his mouth found a hard nipple.

      Her entire body was on fire, thrumming with unbelievable need as his lips found her mouth once more. The moment he nipped her bottom lip, another orgasm struck, shorter but stronger than the others. She screamed out his name and then he stilled, releasing into her.

      Warm eyes caught her. “You’re incredible, baby.”

      As she caught her breath, she glanced to the right and startled. Rafe stood in the doorway, watching.
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      Rafe had heard about the murder, and that DSA agents were looking for Artemis. Kingsley had already started spreading rumors, accusing her of having a grudge against Graves. Rafe wanted to reach her before the DSA agents did, to warn her, and to make sure she had a solid alibi. Not that he’d turn her in if she didn’t, but if she was in any way involved, he wanted to know so he could figure out how to protect her.

      He followed her scent. Hers and Tiernan’s. To the old boathouse by the lake. He wasn’t sure what had brought them here, but Rafe moved cautiously as he entered the building.

      The sweet, decadent scent of Artemis’s arousal struck him as he entered. Instantly, he knew what was happening, even before he heard the squeaking of furniture against wood floor and the erotic moans filling the air.

      They’d left the office door open, the scent and noise of sex pulling him closer. Rafe had never watched couples have sex back home, even though he’d passed by his share in the woods and by the lake. He’d had no interest in those females. But with Artemis, his wolf and he were too attuned to her, consumed with her welfare, to walk away, even when another shifter was fucking her. Rafe stood in the doorway, watching Tiernan’s ass bob up and down as he thrust into Rafe’s female.

      Not Rafe’s. Tiernan’s.

      It still felt like she belonged to Rafe, even though he had no claim on her. He and Artemis barely got along. She fought his every decision it seemed, though in all honesty he hadn’t been fair to her, holding her back from fully participating in that op. Finding the balance of letting her operate as a human in a human world while protecting her as if she were in his world was damn hard.

      Rafe’s wolf purred. Not growled as he would expect upon seeing another male fucking the female he felt was his. As if that didn’t leave him confused enough, he realized he couldn’t tear himself away from watching the two. Blonde hair cascaded over the side of the sofa as Artemis tilted her head back, arching, lifting her full breasts in an offering to Tiernan. His mouth nipped and licked those beautiful rosy peaks, and Rafe’s cock hardened.

      Tiernan released a nipple and caught her bottom lip, nibbling on it all while his hips continued pounding into her. Rafe pictured himself in Tiernan’s place.

      “Tiernan!” she screamed his name as her ankles locked around his ass and her body lifted off the sofa. Tiernan stilled above her, his face reflecting the ecstasy on Artemis’s as her body calmed and Tiernan once again pressed her into the sofa, continuing his thrusts.

      Her body glistening with sweat, Artemis turned her head toward the door. And froze. She’d spotted him.

      “He won’t touch you. You’re mine,” Tiernan said. The scout never turned to look. He knew Rafe was there, watching. He’d either heard or scented Rafe.

      Artemis’s hazel eyes caught Rafe, sending a jolt of pleasure straight to his cock. She looked happy and incredibly needy. She wanted him, he was sure of it. Like the last time he’d caught the two together. Before, he had joined in at her beckoning. This time, there was a warning in Tiernan’s voice. Maybe because this was a full claiming. There was no other way to explain him fucking her so ferociously. He’d claimed Artemis once and for all.

      Tiernan squeezed a nipple just then, stealing her attention from Rafe. He held her taut flesh between his fingers. “Trust me,” Tiernan whispered, as he released her nipple.

      A deep, sensuous moan pushed past her lips. Red and lush, those plump lips called to Rafe’s cock. He wanted her on her knees before him, that mouth wrapped around his cock as he thrust into her.

      With a grin and a quick kiss, Tiernan pulled out of her.

      And still, Rafe watched from the door. His eyes never left her. Even as Tiernan climbed up her body, his knees to either side of her head now, filling Rafe’s fantasy right before his eyes.

      As Artemis glanced at Rafe, Tiernan ran his still-hard cock along her lips and said, “You want Rafe?”

      She never answered Tiernan
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