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Chapter One

Elven Realm

Cathair laughed as the two men he was sparring
with crashed into the crowd of onlookers, causing them to fall like
dominos. “You need to watch where you’re going,” he yelled. “That’s
not the way to tackle a Battle Lord. I can take a dozen of you on
at once and it’d make no difference. I’d still be standing. You
have to strategize.” He tapped his head as his disgruntled friends
stood up. “Ninety percent of winning is done in here.”

“Yeah,” Valouf muttered, “it has nothing to do
with big hands and arms the size of tree trunks.”

“Or the fact you have eyes in the back of your
head,” Tansin agreed as he dusted himself off. “Who were you
showing off for this time? I thought Lansden was sharing your bed
and he ain’t here. Tired of him already?”

“I wasn’t showing off; I was just trying to give
you guys some pointers. Something you can’t get through your thick
heads. Come on, I’ll buy you both a drink,” Cathair dropped his
voice. He hated the gossip that came with his position. “I won’t
talk about it here,” he cast a scowl at a few avid onlookers; many
of whom were giving him flirty looks.

“Problem in paradise?” Valouf grinned as he came
up beside him. “I thought Lansden was ‘the one’.”

Cathair slapped his friend’s air quotes down and
kept walking, Tansin flanking his other side. “My mate isn’t elf;
the seers have already told me that much. Lansden was…was….”

“A sexy fuck? A great cocksucker? The light of
your soul?”

“He
was nice.”

“Ouch,” Tansin rubbed his chest. “That’s all you
can say about a man who kept your bed warm for longer than a
week?”

“You’re no better,” Cathair snapped. “You barely
remember the names of anyone who falls into your bed. How many has
it been this week? Three? Four?”

“What day is
it?” Resting his finger on his chin Tansin gave the impression of
thinking before he laughed. “Look, I get it. You’re a big guy with a position to
uphold. You have to be
careful who you pick up. But Lansden, fuck. He’s a junior minister,
comes from one of the wealthiest families. You could do a lot worse
for a consort.”

Cathair
sighed. “I’m aware of that. He told me so, repeatedly;
usually, while I had my cock in his ass. What does it tell
you about my sexual prowess or our attraction if the guy is
planning wedding invitations while he’s on my dick?”

“He was
using his body to tempt you with his wicked plan of eternal
matrimony?” Valouf’s
hand on his shoulder barely
registered. “I bet you feel used. You poor, poor battle
lord.”

“It’s not a laughing matter,” Cathair felt his
anger rise as he remembered his last confrontation with the pretty
bed warmer. “He wanted a promotion and was using me to get it.
That’s the fourth one in the last two years. I swear, if it wasn’t
for the seer’s prophecy, I’d go mad.”

“Is this about Jorge?” Valouf seemed depressed
on his behalf and Cathair hated that his friends knew so much about
his biggest mistake.

“Yes. No. Damn, I don’t know. Are you telling me
you can’t see the similarities?”

“Jorge was a junior minister, just like
Lansden,” Tansin ticked off his fingers. “Both men were small and
cute and thought their shit didn’t stink.”

“And both men tried to trap me into marriage
just to further their own career. Jorge damn near succeeded. We had
suits. I had two beautiful rings specially crafted. The invitations
went out. If the seers hadn’t warned my father about him cheating
on me, I’d still be married to the power-hungry slut. I didn’t know
anything about his cheating nature. I fucking loved him and look
where that got me. Lord knows, I’m not going through that heartache
again.” Cathair walked faster. He needed that drink more than ever.
Two hundred years and his heart still ached when he thought of
Jorge.

“You don’t
plan on marrying at all?” Tansin scurried to catch up.
“You plan to wait
for your mate? Cat, you’re mad.
Do you know how long that could take?”

Tansin’s concern seemed genuine and that’s the
only reason Cathair considered his words before he spoke. The three
men had been friends for a dozen lifetimes and he wasn’t about to
change that. “I’m aware that most elves don’t meet their mates
until they are well into their thousands. I know I’ve got a way to
go. Just because I might be alone another five hundred years,
there’s no reason to marry now. Face it, with my lack of judgment,
it’s probably for the best.” He knew he sounded bitter, but
Lansden’s overtly ambitious moves on him had blindsided him as much
as Jorge’s had; bringing back painful memories of the humiliation
and the grief he felt watching his plans for a happy loving life
destroyed. Cathair was sick of it. Sick of being treated like
nothing but a pawn in somebody else’s game.

“You have every reason to marry now,” Valouf
said quickly. “If you don’t do it soon, then your window for having
children and raising them before you find your mate will be gone.
You know that’s how we work in our society. There’s an expectation
that the strongest ones among us will breed before we find our
mate. I don’t understand why you’re fighting so hard against
tradition.”

“I’m hardly likely to have children with someone
like Lansden or any other junior minister who sees me as a stepping
stone to his success.” He didn’t mention that Lansden brought up
the issue himself; claiming it would give him further kudos in
their political system if they adopted soon after their marriage.
“I’m not the one who’d stay home with them and Lansden had enough
trouble getting himself ready for work in the morning, not to
mention all he can think about is his career. Who’d look after the
kids? Besides, why should I marry just to further someone else’s
career ambitions? Surely, there has to be more to a marriage of
convenience than that.”

Cathair pulled open the heavy doors of the
Officer’s Club. Striding over to the bar, he was aware of the
muttered whispers and the suggestive looks sent his way. “You’re so
clearly available it’s as though you’re wearing a freaking sign
around your neck. You’d stop a lot of this nonsense if you simply
choose someone and got on with it,” Tansin whispered as he joined
Cathair at the bar. “Everyone knows you’re the strongest of us all;
the longer you wait, the more attention you’ll keep getting. I’m
surprised the Elders haven’t ordered you to marry someone.”

“I’ve been
busy off world for months. I barely have time to hook up
before I’m sent off again. Besides, the Elders
know better than to issue me with ultimatums.” Grabbing the pitcher
of beer left for him, Cathair ignored the barman’s wink and led his
friends to a table at the back of the club. The room could easily
have been taken from some historical television drama. The wood
paneling, low ceilings,
and muted lighting were all
earth inspired. While Cathair preferred trees and open air, the
Officer’s Club served the best beer on the realm.

“Valouf and I are both married. You don’t see us
complaining about it, do you? Shit, Theresa is planning a party for
when I do find my mate,” Tansin laughed. “Now the kids are grown I
think she can’t wait to get rid of me.”

“I never
understood that,” Cathair pondered his next words. Tansin and
Valouf were his closest friends but he’d been shocked when they
married within a year of each other more than thirty years before.
He’d never said anything then or as the years passed, but that
specific aspect of the elven way of life
bothered him. “You know your wives aren’t who you’re fated for.
Your relationships will end in divorce if not now, then one day.
Admittedly, the Elders make ending a marriage easy. But I just
don’t understand the callous way our people take up with a person
one day, get a wing twitch a few years down the track and walk away
from the person they made a life with already. How can you do that
and yet claim you love that person?”

“Because that’s what we’ve always done as a
people. Cathair,” Valouf laid his hand on his arm. “We’re long
lived; virtually immortal. There’s a good chance my mate will be
male, but why shouldn’t I take the opportunity to raise children
with another of my kind while I wait for him to turn up? You know
how the Elders frown on half-breeds. It’s why they encourage
marriages to happen before matings. I’m proud of my boys. I was
thrilled when Anna told me she was carrying twins. Sure, we don’t
share a bed anymore and the boys left home five years ago, but the
marriage we have was always based on the understanding it’s
temporary. When Anna does find her mate, I’ll be overjoyed for her
as Tansin will be when Theresa finds hers. You can love someone and
not be in love with them.”

“Have the
seers said they will have elven mates or
others?” When an elf reached the age of a hundred and twenty-five
they were summoned before the seers and given messages relating to
the work they would do and who their mate would be. Of course, no
seer could predict when their mate would turn up, but it was always
assumed a person would be closer to two thousand years old before
that happened. Which is why so many of his kind married and had
families before that eventuality could happen. Most elves didn’t
leave the realm unless it was part of their work so those with
non-elf mates felt safe in marrying and raising children
first.

“They are
fated to mate with other Elves,” Valouf said and
Tansin nodded in agreement. “It was worrying when the children were
small,” Valouf continued, “but they were both willing and
wanted strong children; hence choosing soldiers.” He slapped Tansin
on the arm. “The time has come though. I think Anna plans on taking
Theresa with her on a trip after Solstice in the hopes of finding
their mates elsewhere in the realm.”

“And when
they do find them, they’ll jump on the family merry go-round with
another set of children because of their pure blood status,”
Cathair took a long drink. He just didn’t get it. He never had. He
wanted love or he’d rather be alone. Not that he was going to say
that. “I understand, I really do. My dad explained the facts of
life to me the first time he caught me with…fuck, I can’t remember
his name, it was so long ago. But when the seers told me my mate
would be off world, and they told
me I would spend my life serving this nation as a soldier, the
thought of having children with someone, other than
my mate…I just couldn’t do it. I can’t do it, no matter how much
the Elders or anyone else expects this of me. I’ve struggled to be
with women as it is, and while the thought of having someone to
hold close at the end of the day is something I dream of more than
I should…I can’t give my vows to one person knowing eventually I’ll
end up with another.”

“Who knew our infamous battle lord was such a
romantic,” Tansin smiled. “But yeah, it wasn’t easy and I can’t
blame you for thinking the way you do. My mate will be male too and
as much as I care for Theresa, we both knew it was a marriage of
convenience. I’m not complaining. She’s a good friend and I will
miss her counsel when she’s found her true love. I’ll never regret
having the kids; I’m proud of the adults they’ve become. It won’t
be easy moving on from family life.”

“You have to wonder why the seers do it,” Valouf
waved his glass around and Cathair noticed the pitcher was almost
empty. “Why tell us about our mate when we’re barely over a
hundred, when we know we have to live this long before there’s any
chance of finding them? One thousand and forty years we’ve been
alive. I spent the first thousand of them fucking anything that
moved and then the last thirty of them married because the big wigs
frown on you marrying earlier unless you win the lottery and find
your mate at a young age. But then they frown on you if you’re
unmarried after you’ve been around a thousand years. None of it
makes sense.”

“And if you ask about it, the Elders will simply
tell you this is the way things have always been done,” Cathair
said gently, pulling the glass out of his friend’s hand. “I think
you’ve had enough. Anna will have my guts if I take you home drunk.
Tansin, are you expected home or shall we….” He stopped as he
noticed Tansin pointing behind him. Turning, Cathair saw one of the
Elders’ messengers. The bright purple smock with the gold crest of
the Elders house emblazoned on the front made them instantly
recognizable.

“Were you looking for me?”

“The High
Elder requests your presence immediately, Battle Lord.” The young
elf’s eyes widened as Cathair stood up. He must be new.

“See to it our friend gets home safely, would
you Tansin? Rain check for dinner?”

Tansin
nodded and Cathair followed the
messenger who was having trouble staying on his feet as he kept
looking back at him. Cathair wasn’t averse to enjoying the scenery
himself. The elf had well-defined legs and a perky ass although his
timid expression was off-putting. He’s too young for me anyway,
he thought with a sigh; instead
wondering where the Elder was sending him this time.

Because of
his hard-won position, Cathair often got sent to other realms, even
earth on occasion. It was usually to hunt down elves who caused
issues with other paranormals, but occasionally he was asked to do
something more constructive, like quell an uprising or solve a feud
between species. Elves were different to other paranormals. They
were more like the watchdogs of the paranormal world and the
accuracy of their seers had never once been disputed in their
thousands of years of existence. Operating on the idea prevention
was better than cure, often
times places Cathair
went to didn’t even know they had a problem before he was there
solving it.

Hopefully, I’m going off world. It
might stop people gossiping about my unmarried state for a
while.



Chapter Two

The High Elder’s throne room was beyond
magnificent. The cavernous space was filled with light and plants
of every kind. The central focus of the room was a giant tree,
growing through the floor and lending shade and a sense of peace to
a room that had seen arguments, marriages and even battles on the
odd occasion. But Cathair noticed nothing in the room. He was too
busy glaring at the High Elder. The stately man didn’t look any
older than Cathair; his long fair hair contrasted sharply with his
bright red robe, his current peaceful expression unruffled by
Cathair’s anger.

“You want me to do what?”

“You heard me quite clearly, Cathair.” There was
a time when Cathair believed the Elder spoke with the voice of an
angel. Not today. “You are to take a message to the pack at
Cloverleah. This message is vital to their existence and indeed the
very existence of all paranormals on earth. You must not
delay.”

“I got that part. But what’s all this about
staying with the pack? I can understand them needing to be warned
of the danger, but why don’t you send me to the source of danger
and I’ll take care of it myself.”

“Surely, you
have not grown so arrogant as to ignore the warnings from a seer?”
A slight furrow appeared between the Elder’s bright blue eyes. “The
danger faced by Cloverleah is far greater than any ever seen before
on earth. You, with your susceptibility to evil forces and
darkness, would be helpless without the pack’s support
behind you. They must be warned. You must stay with
them.”

The Elder
was right in one respect. All species had a weakness. Shifters were
volatile and didn’t live as long as other paranormals. Vampires
were hampered by their need for blood. The fae were
cut off and arrogant and were
dying out as a consequence.
Elves, as beings of the light, one step below angels so Cathair had
learned, struggled in the face of true evil. It weakened them and
while they couldn’t die, spending eternity as a vegetable wasn’t
fun.

“They are facing true evil? This pack on
earth?”

“Dark enough to ruin the lives of all
paranormals who call earth home.” The Elder was deadly serious.

“Should I take a team, one of our squadrons?
Surely, if we faced this darkness together…?”

“This event
has been a long time coming and the events have to play out,” The
Elder interrupted him. “You won’t be bored. Cloverleah is a unique
pack. Entirely male, most of the pack is true mated. Their
mix of powers can have only occurred with the Fate’s intervention.
The seers have decreed it is time one of us joins
their battle and you are our representative. It is a great
honor.”

The Elder
knew just what to say to make Cathair obey, but he had to try one
last time. “Elder, I am not disputing my orders. You’ve had my
unfailing loyalty for one thousand years. But please explain to me
why I have been chosen? This is my home.” I have obligations….

“And there is no reason you can’t come back for
visits when the danger has passed. But for now, you belong in
Cloverleah. That is all I can tell you.”

“Is this because I’m unmarried?” Cathair said
quickly. “I know I haven’t done my duty, but Junior Minister
Lansden has expressed an interest. I can….”

“Junior Minister Lansden is currently enjoying
dinner with Pathos, the head of the guard. I’m sure they’ll be very
well suited. Far more than you two were. Cathair, my son,” the
Elder let his political mask fall, “this is not a punishment. This
is your destiny. It’s time for you to fill it.”

“I never imagined my destiny would mean leaving
my home. To live on earth….”

“Is something you used to dream about as a
child.” It had never been easy for the High Elder, mixing his
duties with raising a boisterous son, but the man had done his
best. Something Cathair acknowledged even when his heart was full
of doubt. “I will miss you, my son, but your talents are wasted
here and you were never meant to form a marriage with someone like
Lansden. That’s why you were never forced after that humiliating
debacle with Jorge. You were always meant for more.”

Cathair hung his head. He wouldn’t fight with
his father. “How long before I leave?”

“Two days. We’ve had to arrange passage for you
through the Cloverleah wards. Their land is tied up tighter than a
nun’s knickers as the humans would say and it’s only right we
respect that.”

“What an unbearable way to live.” Cathair wasn’t
sure how he’d cope, stuck in one place for too long.

“And yet they have formidable powers, the
strongest of which is the love they have for each other. This will
be good for you.” His father, the Elder, sometimes Cathair wondered
which side of the man who raised him was speaking. “Your mother
would love to see you at dinner tonight.”

“Of course.
I’ll just go and change.” Cathair cast a glance down at his dusty
pants and top. “Father.” He bowed his head, clicked his heels and
strode out of the hall. Two days. Two days and I have to leave and make my
home in a wolf pack. What the fuck are the seers
thinking?



Chapter Three

On earth - Cloverleah

Marius ran
as close to the boundaries as he dared. The magic from the wards
surrounding their territory prickled his fur and gave him the urge
to sit and scratch. The half-moon cast a pale silver glow over the
grass and trees. If it wasn’t for the wards, Marius could imagine
himself running anywhere. Keeping his footfalls silent, he
dutifully held his nose just above the ground. Not that there’s anything to
find, he grumped to
himself.

Living under a constant threat of danger was
enough to drive anyone stir-crazy. The situation in Cloverleah was
made worse by the fact there hadn’t been an attack against the pack
in months. But after Raff’s ex-home pack completely disappeared,
Alpha Kane was taking no chances and ordered everyone to go out in
pairs, and he resumed the patrol roster again.

Marius
didn’t have a problem following orders. He’d grown up being trained
as a killer and he lived and worked with his brothers for years as
a mercenary before his oldest brother Adair decided they should
join Cloverleah. And yeah, that worked out perfectly for him and Teilo. He
found his mate and Teilo found two. And what have I got? Sore feet
from constant patrolling. Sometimes it wasn’t easy being the youngest brother
especially when he was the one running patrols.

Trudging up a slight incline, Marius shifted
into his human form. It wasn’t something he was supposed to do
while on patrol but Marius wanted to spend just five minutes taking
in the view. The evening breeze was warm on his skin and he
stretched out on the grass, staring at a seemingly unbroken
landscape. It was all a ruse of course. The wards hid the true
landscape, although from where Marius was lying, he was fairly sure
there was only woodland beyond. Even in human form, the invisible
wards made his hair crackle. It was a peaceful scene, even if it
was ward induced and Marius needed time to think.

Tapping his fingers on his thigh, Marius tried
to work out why he was so agitated. Lack of sleep wasn’t helping.
Since Teilo moved out of the enforcer house and into a private
cottage with Nereus and Raff, Marius’s nightmares had returned and
even now, resting in a safe environment, he felt the urge to dash
through the wards and run. He hadn’t realized how much he’d
depended on Adair and Teilo, his two older brothers, until they’d
found their mates and stopped having time for him. Without them, he
felt rudderless and while he knew either one of his brothers would
be there for him if he asked, he couldn’t do that either.

Yeah, because you’re useless and weak. Marius banged his fists on the ground as
his main problem raised its ugly head again. No sleep. No one to
hold when he woke up in a cold sweat; Marius’s day time hours were
spent trying to ignore his father’s voice. Every memory he had of
his father involved a put down or beating of some description and
while it was more than sixty years ago, when he was tired, Marius
struggled with his sanity.

“You’re not sleeping on the job, are you?”
Marius jolted and looked over to see Thomas, one of the other
enforcers and his patrol partner for the evening, climbing up to
meet him.

“It’s too hot to sleep and besides, we’ve still
got the western quadrant to finish in the next hour.” Marius stood
and brushed the grass from his ass. Bigger than Thomas in every
respect, he wasn’t self-conscious about nudity, but he hoped none
of his inner turmoil showed on his face. He and Thomas had shared
a…Marius wasn’t sure what he would call it; he just remembered it
involved hands, mouth and they both reached a satisfactory climax.
Fortunately, they’d stayed friends afterward seeing as they both
lived in the enforcer’s house. “Are you about ready to shift and
get back to it?”

“I’m curious why you’re lingering by the wards.
It’s not the most comfortable place to be.” Thomas shivered and
rubbed his arm.

After living in Cloverleah for a while, it was
easy for Marius to forget his friend had been in law enforcement;
hence the curious nature. “I was just admiring our cage,” he said,
his words spilling out from gritted teeth. “Honestly, I have no
problem with danger. Hell, I’d probably be one of the first to run
towards it. But this constant waiting, worrying; being on guard and
never-ending patrols. There’s no physical enemy to fight. It all
feels….”

“Pointless?” Thomas arched his brow. “I hear
what you’re saying, man. It’s boring as hell trailing around after
your smelly ass night after night.”

“Keep your nose out of my ass.” Marius slapped
his hand over the body part in question.

“I do,
especially when you’ve had tacos,” Thomas grinned, and Marius
remembered why he’d been attracted in the first place. Thomas had a
droll sense of humor and his smile gave his handsome face an extra
boost. “My point is,
if something happened to the
pack and you could’ve prevented it by noticing a strange scent or
something while on patrol, wouldn’t you want to do that? Wouldn’t
you want to be that person whose warning saved the
pack?”

“Yeah, but….” Marius trailed off. He knew Thomas
was right and most times he didn’t have a problem with patrolling.
It was a mindless and routine job that kept his animal half happy.
But something was coming. Marius could feel it in the air, yet he
couldn’t say anything. For all he knew, his senses were screwed due
to a lack of sleep. The last thing Marius wanted was to come across
as a fool. “Ignore me and my mood. With Adair and Teilo mated now,
I’m just feeling sorry for myself. It was always three of us
against the world for a lot of years and I’m still adjusting.”

“I wouldn’t know what that was like. I was an
only child. But being in a pack isn’t bad. Hey, the success rate
for finding true mates around here is pretty high, right? It’s got
to be our turn sooner or later.”

“If we’re ever allowed to go out; it’s not as
though anyone’s allowed to come on our land.” Heaving a sigh,
Marius prepared to shift.

“Boss man said we just can’t go out alone; it’s
not as though we’re on complete lockdown. The next night you and I
have off together we’ll go visit Claude’s. See if getting you laid
might improve your attitude.” Thomas grinned again as he morphed
into his wolf form.

A night out would be better than running endless patrols
where nothing ever happens, and if I could find someone to suck my
dick it might help me sleep, Marius thought as he let his wolf take over.
I do wish damn
Thomas would stop going on about mates though. It’s not as though
my mate’s ever going to come knocking at my door which is probably
for the best. He had
mixed feelings about matings thanks to his brothers’ experiences.
Thomas, on the other hand, couldn’t wait to find his; a
dream he’d shared with Marius on more than one occasion.

Shaking out his fur, he led Thomas towards the
Western quadrant. The sooner they finished patrolling, the sooner
he could get home and find something to eat. Thomas’s joke reminded
him he hadn’t had tacos for a while. Vassago always left something
in the fridge from dinner. Maybe he’d be in luck and his favorite
foods were on the menu.

/~/~/~/~/

“Have you ever had one of those dreams where you
were so sure it was real, you felt weird when you woke up?” Marius
asked his brother Adair a few nights later. He wasn’t on the patrol
roster, but Thomas was running with Wesley so Marius decided
spending his evening watching Adair and Vassago make googly eyes at
each other on the porch was more fun than sitting in his room alone
punching his pillow into submission while he tried to sleep. His
wolf’s edginess hadn’t eased and Marius was hoping a few beers
might act as a sedative for a while.

“Dreams are weird, period.” Adair took a swig of
his beer. “Gods, I had one a few months ago…” he broke off and
shook his head.

“Dreams are
often considered messages from your subconscious,” Vassago observed
as he leaned forward and grabbed another drink for himself. Sitting
on Adair’s lap, his black hair flicked back off his face for once,
the djinn was a pocket-sized dynamo. No one looking at him in his
jeans and t-shirt, swigging beer and burping, would realize the man
was one of the most powerful in the paranormal world. King of the
Djinn no less, making his brother the Consort. Marius still
remembered the headache
he’d got trying on Adair’s new
crown.

He laughed. “I must have a pretty twisted
subconscious then. I swear, in this dream Teilo and Raff….” He
broke off, not sure he should continue.

“Please tell
me this didn’t involve our brother pregnant with eleven pups and
Raff due to have
five of his own? Teilo puking
all over the place and….” Adair looked horrified.

Marius’s
eyes widened. “Yeah, and you were there and Dean and Vassago….
You fainted if I remember correctly.” Marius pointed
at his brother.

“And you guys were all worried sick because
somehow everyone thought male pregnancy was contagious.” Vassago
curled over cackling his head off.

“My god, you
had it too? What does it mean?” That can’t be normal; surely it couldn’t
be. So many people having the same dream.

“Nothing,” Adair said
firmly, putting his empty bottle on the floor. “The dream means
absolutely nothing. I’m sure, if you think back, you’ll find out we
all ate something a bit hooky that night. Men can’t get pregnant.
They never have been able to and that’s all there is to
it.”

“I don’t want to burst your bubble, bro, but
didn’t Kane and the others visit Claude and Poseidon just last
month to welcome their new babies; the ones Poseidon gave birth to?
And isn’t Nereus the son of two men, as well as his brother Lasse?
In fact, from memory, all of Nereus’s brothers came from male
pregnancies.” Marius internally smirked as Adair’s face went
white.

“That involved gods, or at least men from the
god-line,” Vassago said smoothly having recovered from his laughing
fit. “Sei wasn’t aware Claude had family links to Fenrir. That’s
how that happened and Nereus’s and Lasse’s other father, Abraxas,
is one of the Horses of the Sun. It doesn’t happen to us normal
folk.”

“You’re the king of the djinn.” Marius was
getting a kick out of Adair’s face. “Are you sure you haven’t done
some hocus pocus? Wiggled your fingers? Twitched your nose? Maybe
redesigned my brother’s innards so he can conceive?”

“I wouldn’t do that,” Vassago snapped. “Well, at
least not without talking to my lovely mate first.”

“What? No. Oh no, we’re not going there.” Adair
was so flustered he found two open bottles in his hand. He swigged
from them both, one after the other, and then showed his teeth.
“Besides, if I remember the dream correctly, bro, it was you who
ran screaming from the house claiming he’d never have a mate.”

“Yeah, well,
I’m not sure I want one anyway.” Marius shuddered to think what his
mate might look like. “Face it, the type of men I
hookup with wouldn’t make for a fit mate with the pack
under constant threat. I’m better off on my own.”

“Your mate will be the one who complements you
in every way,” Vassago purred as he ran his hand over Adair’s
chest. “You heard what Shawn is always saying. Our mates are the
other half of our soul; they are with us for a reason. That’s why
this pack has so many powers.”

“Whereas the men who sit on my dick don’t have
any powers except the ability to flex their rectal muscles, and
that’s the way I like it.” Marius leaned back in his chair and took
another swallow from his bottle. If he wanted a fuck, he went for a
twink. That way there was no mistaking who was going to top. Even
when he enjoyed his session with Thomas he wouldn’t allow the man
near his butt and he’d been like that with anyone who he tangled
with who came close to matching him in size. His father’s influence
had affected his love life from the moment he knew what his dick
could do.

“I thought you had that talk with Teilo about
the joys of switching when he mated?” Adair was back to his smug
self now it was Marius’s turn to feel uncomfortable. “It’s nothing
to be ashamed of. We all do it.”

Bastard. Should’ve known Teilo couldn’t keep his mouth
shut. “It’s all about
preferences, bro,” Marius managed to say without choking. “You have
yours, I have mine, and if the Fates are all powerful like everyone
claims they are, then they will know mine. He’ll be perfect for me,
remember.”

“Or maybe you’ll be perfect for him.” Damn,
Adair was as bad as he was when he was on a roll. “Maybe you’ve
been chosen as some perfect bottom boy for an ancient warrior
who’ll make your knees weak just to look at him.”

“And maybe
it’s time for you to shut up.” Marius’s cheeks were flaming. Even
though the lights weren’t on he knew Vassago and Adair could see
the state of his face and he decided he’d had enough talking for
one night. He stood and stretched his back. “Maybe you should be
worried about condoms and birth control the next time you two hit
the sack. After all, dreams are a message from the subconscious,
remember.” Score and win to me, he thought as he heard Adair splutter and Vassago laugh as
he sauntered into the house.

But later that night, as he tossed and turned in
his bed, Marius couldn’t shut his brain down. He was worried
Adair’s casually thrown joke might actually mean something. In his
heart of hearts…Marius ruthlessly pushed those thoughts out of his
head.

The memories
flooded back in their place. The first time Marius realized he was
gay he was a skinny runt, just twelve years old. It wasn’t
something he ever discussed with his brothers, but he remembered
feeling at the time it was something he needed to hide. At that
time homosexuality was illegal. Unfortunately, he was only
twelve – an
age where putting something behind his back meant it was
hidden.

Marius could
live a million lifetimes and still recall the night his father beat
him bloody for his perversions yelling all the while his unholy
desire was another sign of his weakness. All he’d been doing was
reading a sports magazine. Seeing page upon page of men with huge
well-defined muscles called to the teenage Marius in a way he
wasn’t old enough to understand. He thought himself safe in his
room. He thought no one would ever know, but for years afterwards
every time he made a mistake he would hear the scorn and hatred in
his father’s voice. Faggot, fucking faggot. If you have to be a fucking faggot,
make sure you’re the one doing the shafting.

That was sixty-odd years ago and Marius still
carried the scar on his shoulder from that first beating. He’d run
away that night and many times since. It never ended the torment,
but in the time it took for him to be found and dragged back,
Marius could dream of being anywhere else but where he lived. Eight
years later, Adair came home for a visit. Incensed with the
conditions Marius and Teilo had been kept in; Adair challenged and
killed their father, setting them free. In the years that followed,
Marius grew physically stronger, working with his brothers as
mercenaries until the Reef name was enough to drive terror into the
hearts of rogues all over the country. But in his heart, he was
still the little boy who clung to his brothers because he didn’t
dare trust anyone else.

Marius never
had the guts to go against his father’s decree. While he longed for
a mate to cherish him the same way he saw Adair treat Vassago and
how Teilo was with his mates, there was a bigger part of him that
feared it. Because, if what everyone said was true, and a mate
would complement
a person in every way, then
Marius’s mate would be a big
strong warrior – the type who’d expect him to be the bottom in their
relationship. Clenching his butt muscles, Marius punched his
pillow, determined to get some sleep this time.

I won’t go out, he thought as he tried to shut his brain down.
I won’t go out, I
won’t meet anyone and that way no one will know what a giant coward
I am.



Chapter Four

“Okay, guys, listen up.” Kane clapped his hands,
and Marius snapped his mouth shut. He’d been sniping at Adair;
nothing unusual there, although a pack meeting probably wasn’t the
best place to do it. It was five days after their drinks evening
and Marius still hadn’t got much sleep so his nerves were more on
edge than usual. Any time he did manage to drop off, his dreams
were filled with an unbelievably huge blond who dominated him in
ways that made him blush in the light of day. It was no wonder he
found his mated brothers so irritating.

“I’ve called you all together because we’ve
received an urgent message from the Shifter Council to allow an Elf
representative onto our land. He has a message for us from their
seers and it needs to be delivered in person.” Kane’s tone gave
Marius no idea how he felt about the situation and from the blank
looks from others in the pack, it seemed no one knew what to make
of it.

“Alpha?” Vadim, their resident vampire mated to
Josh held up his hand. “To my knowledge, the only time an elf
appears is when there’s trouble in the area. Do you think the elves
know who might be behind our attacks?”

“I’m not sure,” Kane looked at everyone in turn.
“Things have been quiet lately and I put that down to the efforts
all of you have made in keeping this place secure. I didn’t even
know elves existed until the council called me. Honestly, I am as
clueless as to what this is about as you are.”

“Elves live on a separate realm, much like the
fae,” Fafnir chipped in. Out of the two fae in the pack, well,
three if you counted Jax who was half wolf shifter and five if you
included Connor and Fergus who were Aelfric’s and Fafnir’s guards;
he was the one who spent the most time studying ancient laws and
cultures. “Their seers are known throughout the paranormal world as
being the most accurate in existence.”

“That’s true,” Vassago said. “Even our seer
defers to the elves in times of trouble. But that’s what concerns
me. Vadim’s hit the nail on the head. They only ever make
themselves known to others when something big is going to happen,
and they are usually the ones who put a stop to it.”

There were a few growls around the room and
Marius could understand the tension. But it was Griff who said what
they were all thinking. “We’re more than capable of looking after
ourselves and protecting our territory. If they’re all knowing and
all so fucking powerful, then where were they when we were fighting
those juiced up humans, or the army? How come they didn’t protect
wee Raff’s pack?”

“Not even Thanatos could find out what happened
to Raff’s pack,” Shawn said quietly as Nereus and Teilo cuddled
close to the small wolf in question. “Sometimes you have to
remember that what we consider major events are often part of
something much bigger we don’t know about yet.”

“We’ve got more powers here than any other pack,
herd, group or coven. We’re powerful in our own right,” Adair
complained. “What difference is one elf going to make?”

“Elves are one step below angels,” Fafnir said.
“They combine brute strength with keen intelligence and yet they’re
known more for their negotiation skills than anything else. They
are also blessed with magic easily as strong as any here. If one of
them is coming, and believe me, one is all that is needed, then
maybe it’s a warning we should heed.”

“He’s not going to be a danger to us, is he?”
Matthew, one of the biggest alphas in the room, pulled Dean closer
to him. Not an easy thing to do when Dean was already on his mate’s
lap. “He’s not taking Dean away from us.”

“Elves are powerful,” Shawn interjected quickly,
“but they do not go against the will of the Fates and I think we
can all agree it’s the will of the Fates that Dean is here with us.
He’s coming with a message, not to steal any of our pack members
away.”

“Haven’t they heard of email?” Matthew grumped
as he cuddled Dean tight. Marius knew Matthew was super protective
and that was probably due to the number of times the omega had been
kidnapped when the two first met. But sometimes Marius thought
Matthew went too far. It seemed Dean was of the same opinion,
scowling as he was while the two had a private exchange involving a
lot of eye rolling on Dean’s part.

“We have no idea how long the elf will be
staying,” Kane said firmly. “While he is here, I expect you all to
treat him with courtesy and respect. There’s a good chance he knows
a lot about us already, but let’s not volunteer anything until we
know why he’s here and what he plans to do to help, if anything.
He’ll be arriving later this afternoon and I expect you all here
for dinner, including the enforcers. That will be all until six
tonight.”

“It’d be really good if this elf can point us to
the guy who keeps causing us all this trouble,” Thomas whispered as
he fell into step with Marius as they left the pack house. “We can
go in, rip out a few throats and maybe we can start having a
life.”

“That would be good,” Marius agreed, although,
inside he felt a flicker of anxiety. He, his brothers and the three
other enforcers were only called in because the Cloverleah pack was
under threat. Dean was the only omega in existence; a lot of
outside alphas felt there were too many powers in the small pack
and tried all manner of ways to take the pack out. If the threat to
Dean was gone, did that mean they’d all have to find somewhere else
to live?

Adair and Teilo would stay, Marius reasoned to himself. They have mates who are pack
members. But what about me, Thomas, Wesley and Ryan? Thomas and the
others could all go back to their work in law enforcement, but what
the hell would I do? Playing shoot-em-up games in his room through the long
afternoon did nothing to quell the way his mind spiraled in
despair.

The sensible thing would be to talk to Adair. He
was the head enforcer and more likely to know what was going on
than anyone else but the Alpha. But Marius hesitated. Since Vassago
came along, Adair never seemed to have any spare time and the last
thing Marius wanted was to be told he was acting like a child.
Throwing his controller on the bed in disgust, Marius stripped down
to his pants and sauntered down to the porch. He’d shift and go for
a run. His wolf loved being free and alone in the forest with
nothing but trees for company, Marius could dream of a life where
he was wanted and loved.

As for the dinner, Marius wasn’t part of the
inner circle. He wouldn’t be expected to stay at the pack house for
long. He’d eat, respond if asked a question, but apart from that,
he wasn’t going to draw attention to himself in any way. Hide and
run; hide and run. Although as Marius let his wolf free, he
admitted in the back of his mind, that hadn’t been an effective
strategy as a child. Unfortunately, learned behaviors were hard to
change.

/~/~/~/~/

Cathair
raised his hands. Thanks to his affinity with magic, he could feel
the threads of the wards surrounding Cloverleah.
Fae, shifter
guardian and damn, is that a djinn signature I can feel? Well,
well, well. This is an unusual pack. In Cathair’s extensive experience, most wolf
shifters he’d met were elitists; refusing to mate outside of their
species. But then, Cloverleah was already different in having no
women in their pack. Although, there were rumors of a bear cub
being part of the pack and the notes Cathair had been given
indicated that one of the sons of Poseidon had recently started
calling Cloverleah home.

Curiouser and curiouser. Cathair looked at his phone – a new device the seers
determined was necessary if Cathair wanted to fit in. His
instructions were explicit. On the dot of noon, the wards would be
lifted for exactly ten seconds. That would be his only window for
entry onto Cloverleah lands and that hadn’t been easy to get. The
pack Alpha, Kane had suggested meeting in the local town; even
suggested they video conference, whatever that was.

Cathair
hefted his bag. The clock read
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