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Prologue
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From the epilogue of book 2 in the series – Snake Snack, just to get you in the right mindset...

Liam crashed into his bedroom door frame, then bounced himself into the room. Lucien looked up from where he was sitting on the bed. “What are you doing here?” Liam should have been embarrassed, being seen in such a state, but he couldn’t hide anything from his brother and didn’t even try. 

“I was worried about you.” Lucien put a bookmark in the page he was reading and closed the book. “This is the fifth night in a row you’ve gone off without telling anyone where and come home looking like...this.” He waved his hand at Liam’s disheveled state. 

“I was trying to get laid; you’ve got no idea what it’s like. My balls are blue.” Liam tugged off his shirt and slumped on the bed. “What am I going to do?” He whispered, tears stinging his eyes. “This is hopeless. My animal half won’t let me get near anybody and the last time I shifted I found myself halfway to Jackson before I could get control of him again.”

“You’re not alone,” Lucien’s arm was warm on his bare shoulders but only the familiarity of his brother’s scent stopped his lion from growling. “Tearing around all over the town, hell the freaking county, it’s not doing you any good. Your lion scented your mate and you’re either going to have to man up and find him, or you’re going to have to find a new hobby or something to take your mind off your balls. You can’t keep doing this to yourself. You’re worrying me. I don’t want to lose you.”

“And that’s why I can’t go.” Tears streamed down Liam’s face but between the smell of booze on his clothes and his windswept hair, tears were the last thing he needed to worry about. “I’m not going anywhere without you. I can’t. I won’t. And besides, fucking Western doesn’t want me. He wanted to get away so bad, he couldn’t get on that plane fast enough. To think of all the years I wasted wanking over that asshole.”

“There’s a good chance you subconsciously knew you were supposed to be mates.”

“Supposed to be, fuck it all. Lucien, I can’t go after him. Even if I did go and by some miracle of the fates he wanted me too, you saw what he did to Simon. What kind of a brother would I be if I claimed the guy who kidnapped my best friend and wanted to keep him as a pet? Simon is as much my brother as you are and what kind of an asshole keeps people as pets even?”

“The kinky kind?” Lucien offered a smile, but then he turned serious again. “This shit is eating you up Li, you can’t keep trying to have sex with someone else. Your lion...he’s just not going to let it happen. So, either find something else to do to try and distract yourself, or...or....” He grinned again. 

“What? What are you thinking?” Liam was almost afraid to ask. 

“Do you fancy a road trip, little bro?” Lucien waggled his eyebrows. 

“To where? What? What would we be doing?”

“Well, while you’ve been trying to fuck anything that moves, and drowning your sorrows when your dick doesn’t work, I’ve been doing some research. I’m fairly sure I know where your errant mate is.”

For a moment Liam felt a spark of hope but it just as quickly died. “It would be no use, even if we did find him. He’s made it plain he doesn’t want me. No one wants me.”

“Don’t talk like that.” All at once Lucien was standing in front of him, his hands heavy on his shoulders. “You are a fucking awesome man and with your heart, you’re going to make Western an amazing mate even if he doesn’t deserve it.”

“See, you don’t like him either.”

“I don’t know him that well and from what I do know, yeah, he’s an opinionated ass,” Lucien countered. “But then so was everyone else in our pride. You heard what Simon said. He’s been banished. He’s about due for a change of attitude.”

“Still doesn’t mean he’d want to claim me.” Liam hung his head. He was so tired; fighting his lion, staying out all night getting drunk in the hopes of finding someone his cock would stay hard for. Another week and Lucien would have to commit him. Did the council have a home for guys rejected by their mates?

“You’re missing one important fact,” Lucien said quietly. “You probably didn’t notice, all fired up on mating hormones, horror at what happened to Simon and trying to keep Western from being killed, but....”

“What?” Liam had gone over that night so many times; his head hurt thinking about it. 

“You’re the stronger lion.”

Liam’s mouth dropped open. “Get out of town. I’m not. I can’t be. He’s heaps older than me....”

“It’s true. I’d never noticed it before, but if we were talking wolf pack here, then I’m betting he’s nothing more than a beta wolf and you, my brother, are definitely an alpha.”

“An alpha.” Liam thought about it. Prides didn’t have the same structure as a pack did, purely and simply because it was the female lions that did most of the work in terms of protection and fending for the cubs. But every pride had an alpha male. Their dad was one. It made sense he and Lucien would be too. 

“But that still doesn’t make any difference, whether Western submits to me or the other way around. He still doesn’t want me.” And that’s the part that hurt the most. Liam wanted to be wanted. 

“Maybe not at first, and it’s not as though I’m suggesting you force yourself on him like he threatened to do with Simon,” Liam winced. He still found that part of Western’s plans sickening. “But if he was in a position where he couldn’t get away...and he’s surrounded by your scent, the power of your lion and your sheer need for him...don’t you think he might come around to your way of thinking?”

It was tempting. So tempting. Liam wanted to be mated, especially now he knew who his mate was. But he wanted what Ra and Seth and now Simon and Darwin shared. A mutual love full of affection and trust; maybe adopt a cub or two. From what he knew of Western the man wasn’t capable of any positive emotion. Even when Liam was a cub and worshipped the man from afar, the guy was still an ass. He always had been. Just an extremely sexy looking one. 

Slowly shaking his head, Liam said, “I appreciate it, Lu, you have no idea how much I do. But I can’t. Forcing a mating, even with subtle means, it’s still wrong. I know you think I’m being silly but when I thought about having a mate, I dreamed of being courted, of being treated as someone special. Do you honestly think I’d get that with Western? Be honest.”

Liam could see it. He could see the lie hovering on Lucien’s lips, but his brother wouldn’t do that and with a sad smile, Lucien shook his head. “No, Li. I don’t think he’s the right guy for you at all, but then I’m still pissed at what he put Simon through. But my worry about you far exceeds any ideas I might have about punching him out.”

“I’ll get used to being alone.” Liam rolled back on the bed, closing his eyes. “I’ll find something to do...surely, these feelings will go away in time.” Lucien didn’t answer, but Liam felt him move up behind him, cuddling him close. 

“I’m not leaving you. I never will.”

Liam wanted to argue, wanted to ask what would happen when Lucien found his mate, but his brain was fuzzy, his heart hurt and his lion still wanted to break free. Safe in Lucien’s arms, Liam fell into a troubled sleep. 
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Chapter One


[image: ]


Beau Ferris dropped his beer bottle, rubbing his chest furiously. He’d been feeling off for the last hour, but the shaft of pain through his heart was unexpected and nasty. 

“Bro, what’s happening?” His younger brother Noah looked at him in alarm. “You look like you’re having a heart attack.”

“I thought I was having one for a moment there,” Beau straightened up as the pain eased and his breathing calmed. His pale green eyes met his brother’s matching pair. “Do you think? Could it be? After all this time?”

Noah glanced around. There was never much of a crowd in the bar in the evenings, which is why the brothers enjoyed going there. A table of young girls were looking their way and three men were jockeying for position around the pool table, but apart from that the bar was empty. Beau leaned over the table between them as Noah asked quietly, “You think this is a sign your mates have met? Then why the fuck are you in pain? It’s supposed to be a good thing, not something to make you almost keel over.”

“Maybe something went wrong between them.” Beau was racking his brains trying to work out what his animal half was telling him. He’d waited over a hundred and fifty years to feel that spark in his heart letting him know it was time to take to the skies and track down his mates. He thought he’d felt that spark, just for a brief second, before a wave of grief and anger overwhelmed him and his heart split in two. “Something’s going on. I need to track them down.”

“You can’t,” Noah hissed urgently. “You know what father told us. None of us can hunt for our mates until they’ve bonded with each other.”

“Did he ever explain why that stupid rule was put in place? He told us that over a century ago. It didn’t make sense then and it doesn’t now.” Beau wasn’t prepared to wait if his symptoms involved his mates. Together or not, he’d waited too long for this moment to ignore it now. 

Noah chewed the side of his lip and Beau picked up his beer, taking a long swallow. His mind reeled, thinking up one plan after another and discarding them just as quickly. His body hummed with anticipation and Beau knew in that instant his future plans had nothing to do with the bevy of ladies watching him and his brother in anticipation. 

“Could it be to do with status?” Noah didn’t sound sure. “Father always said our kind weren’t meant to go crawling after our mates. Our animal half lets us know they’ve met; we wait for the claiming signal, then we hone in on them....”

“Swooping in like fucking royalty expecting them both to fawn over us.” Beau’s nostrils flared. “Times have changed, something Father hasn’t bothered to notice. There’s a lot more equality between the sexes now and the chances of either of our mates needing our protection or being subservient to us is a joke. People aren’t like that anymore.” 

“You’ve been going to the wrong clubs, bro.” Noah grinned and one of the ladies who’d been watching them audibly sighed, making no secret of what she was doing. On any other night, Beau would have returned the grin, ensuring both he and his brother got laid, but not tonight. Not ever again if he was reading his body signals right.

“At least talk to Father before you run off and do something stupid. I know he’s been wrong about a lot of things over the years, but he’s still the oldest one of our kind we’re still in touch with. I know Grandfather is still out there somewhere, but goodness knows where.” Noah was distracted, having finally noticed the attention the two of them were getting and Beau grinned. With his brother thinking with his dick, he wasn’t going to put up much resistance to his plans. They might be brothers, but he and Noah lived independent lives, something Beau was thankful for. 

“Or maybe I should do what any adult paranormal would do when he thinks his mates might be in trouble. Get my ass in the sky and start hunting for them.”

“You could be flying into a shit storm, bro. Keep in touch, so I know where you end up.” Noah was already on his feet, smoothing down his tight t-shirt and flexing his biceps for the captive audience. 

Throwing some cash on the table, Beau slapped him on the shoulder and made his way to the door. Outside, he eyed his bike, gleaming under the only street lamp and then glanced up at the clouds. I’ll need my things, he reasoned as he strode over and straddled the bike. A quick trip home to grab his bug-out bag; a few phone calls to take care of business; he could be on the road by morning. Then it’s just a case of seeing where my heart lines take me. Beau’s grin stretched from one side of his face to the other as he started the engine. His blood was humming, his animal nature was flexing under his skin, eager for the hunt. For the first time since he made his first million dollars, Beau had a purpose. 

/~/~/~/~/

“I’m about to head home.” Liam looked up to see Darwin standing by the table. “Fancy a ride? I’ve got Simon’s car and I’m sure Cam won’t mind you leaving your bike out the back.”

“Nah, you get on home. Simon’s probably tearing his hair out with those kiddies of yours.  Chances are little Annabelle’s taken them flying again. I’ll be fine.” Liam looked back down at his glass. It was almost empty, and his gut ached for another, but he’d promised Lucien he’d cut down on the booze. 

“Hey, we’re family, right?” Darwin slipped into the chair across the table from him. “You guys took me in without question and you help me and Simon out with the twins every chance you get. I want to help you if I can. I know...” he took a deep breath in and out before continuing, “I know you gave up your mate because of what he did to Simon but none of us like seeing you unhappy.”

“Not much I can do about it.” Liam picked up a glass and emptied it. One more wasn’t going to hurt him. “It is what it is, and I promise, I’m done moping. It’s been almost a month and I can barely remember Theodore’s scent anymore. I’m just waiting on Lucien. He’s over at the library chatting to Barney. Books really aren’t my thing.”

“Yeah, I can’t remember the last time I finished a book,” Darwin smiled. He was cute in a ‘don’t mess with me because I’ll knife you’ sort of way, and that wasn’t just Liam’s imagination working overtime. Darwin had knifed another snake shifter who was stalking him back when he met Simon. Now they were happy in love, raising their twins, while Liam...I need another drink. 

“You don’t have to keep your feelings hidden all the time,” Darwin reached over and patted his hand. Liam tried to hide his flinch. Before Theodore, he used to relish hugs and contact with his new family but now.... “We all want to help, but none of us know what to say or do.”

“It’s all good,” Liam stood and picked up his empty glass. “I promise I’m as fine as I can be. You get your cute ass home and hug those babies for me. I’ll check in on them when I get there.”

Darwin still looked unsure and Liam pasted on his biggest smile. “Go on,” he even managed a chuckle. “It’s got to be at least four hours since you’ve hugged that man of yours.”

“I’m a good listener,” Darwin got to his feet. For one horrible moment, Liam was worried he was about to be hugged. But Darwin seemed to know better. “See you at home. Brutus is cooking his famous chicken wings tonight.”

Liam waved to let him know he’d heard, but he was already on his way to the bar. Cam was serving, plonking down a fresh drink before Liam relinquished the empty glass. Liam threw enough money on the bar to cover the cost and a hefty tip and headed back to his table. Why can’t all my social interactions be like that, he wondered as he swigged his fresh drink and sat down. No talking, no one looking at me with pity drenched eyes. Shit. When did my life become such a mess?

The day you stopped your pack killing Theodore Western, his brain supplied helpfully. As if Liam needed a reminder. Every time he closed his eyes, all he could see was Theo’s rigid back as he stalked to his waiting plane and disappeared from Liam’s life. One sniff, that’s all he’d had of his mate’s alluring scent before the man was gone forever. I must have really fucked up in a previous life, he grumbled to himself even as his heart ached. Not that it ever stopped. That and his balls – continually aching. Liam raised his glass. Life sucks and no amount of booze in the world is going to change that for me. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two


[image: ]


Beau grimaced at the old lady standing outside the store, watching him with eagle eyes as his bike rumbled down the streets of the shifter settlement known as Arrowtown. After more than three weeks riding up and down the country, his animal spirit torn between mates who appeared to be hundreds of miles apart, he was starting to understand why his father insisted his kind waited for the claiming signal before they went mate hunting. His hair was caked with dust, his face was half covered in a four-day scruff that was heading into beard territory and he’d spat out more bugs than he could count. 

“Excuse me, ma’am,” he said politely, pulling to a stop. Considering how badly he needed to clean up, it seemed prudent to get directions from someone clearly a local. “Can you let me know if there is a motel, hotel, or similar in the area?”

The woman sniffed the air and Beau bit the inside of his lip. He really needed a shower and when the woman wrinkled her nose it seemed she would agree. “You plan on staying for a while?” She snapped. 

Yes. Beau’s animal half was most insistent on that now they were here. He could feel it himself – an urgent tugging as though his mate was close. “I’m hoping to move here,” Beau managed to smile through the dust on his face. “I’ve heard a lot of good things about this town.”

“Really?” The woman’s arched eyebrow suggested she’d caught onto his bullshit. “If you’re moving here a hotel won’t do you no good. I’ve got an empty apartment, half a mile down the road if you’re interested. Month to month. No bond.”

Beau’s eyes widened. “Thank you, Mrs...Mrs...?”

“The name’s Mrs. Hooper and don’t you forget it. I own this store and have been a fixture of this town for longer than you’ve been alive.” Beau doubted that, but he wisely held his tongue as Mrs. Hooper wasn’t finished. “I’m trusting you’re not going to be riding your bike up and down main street at all hours of the night, like some I could mention.” She flicked an angry glance over to what looked like the Town Hall. “Damn things should be fitted with silencers.”

I wonder if my mate is one of those bike riders. Beau perked up at the idea. It would be great if they had things in common from the start. A tapping foot on the wooden porch pulled him from his fantasies of riding off into the sunset with his mate by his side. 

“You’d better give me your name, boy, seeing as I’m going to be your landlord.”

“Beau Ferris, ma’am.” Beau had nothing to hide. “Formerly of the Ferris’s in Wolfhampton. I’m the eldest son.”

“Ferris, hmm. Can’t say I’ve heard that name much around these parts,” Mrs. Hooper said thoughtfully. “Your family’s reclusive if memory serves me right. You come from a lot of money.”

I bet nothing gets past you. “You’re thinking of my father, ma’am. He retired from public life at least ten years ago and now lives quietly with his mates. My younger brother and I have both developed successful businesses over the years. I have enough to pay your rent, in case you’re wondering.”

“I’m just wondering why a slick city bloke like yourself, suddenly takes it into his head to move to a shifter town like ours.”

“Just following my heart strings, ma’am.” Beau swung his leg over the bike. “Do you have a lease for me to fill in? Do you need references? Because I have to tell you my gut’s banging on my spine and I badly need a shower.”

“You do indeed. Come in, but leave those boots at the door. I’m not wiping your muck from my floors. There’s no lease. We trust people around here until they prove we can’t. You can pay a month’s rent and grab some supplies while you’re here. No one will touch your things while they are outside of my store.”

No one would touch them any way or they’ll get more than they bargained for. But Beau wisely kept his mouth shut and followed the older lady into the store. It was clean, bright, and far bigger than it appeared from the doorway. The few customers that were there smiled and nodded but went about their business. There was an overriding smell of shifter in the air, but there were so many different scents, it was hard to deduce who might be the stronger group in town. 

Many shifter towns were run by predators, but Mrs. Hooper seemed well-established in her business and she was some kind of bovine shifter, if Beau wasn’t mistaken. Her sons, who she introduced at the counter, certainly looked bullish enough. But he also caught traces of everything from rabbit to tiger, snake to hawk. Maybe this place actually lives up to the shifter town brochure, Beau thought with a smile. He couldn’t wait to dump his bags by a bed, clean the grime from his face and clothes and then it was time to start tracking down his mate on foot this time. Close – so close – soon you’ll be mine, my lovely.  

/~/~/~/~/

Liam groaned as he watched his opponent sink the eight ball. Shaking hands, he watched the cocky young thing pocket the money left on the side of the table and saunter off to his friends. Fucking beaten by a rabbit. I’d better not let Seth know or he’ll tease me about it for weeks. Going back to his corner table, he sat down and picked up his glass. He let his eyes wander idly over the crowd, wondering if a quick trip to Jackson was worth the effort. 

His only other option, this late in the evening, was to go home and yeah...Liam had done that after his lunchtime drink. But the false cheer and worried glances from the men he called family sent him running for his bike the moment the dinner dishes were cleared from the table. 

Checking the clock on the wall, he wondered what everyone at the house was doing. Rocky and Mal probably weren’t even home – they seemed to live at the Sherriff’s office most days. Since Rocky had been elected Sherriff, the two wolves spent most of their time there, weeding out the corruption left by the last shifter who held the job. Ra had been elected mayor at the same time, but he kept business hours, making a point to be home in time for dinner so he could help Seth put the triplets to bed. Simon and Darwin would be taking care of the twins or fucking each other into the mattress and Brutus was probably working on another recipe.

As for Lucien. Liam shook his head as he thought about his quieter brother. Lucien was older than him by two years and had suffered the hardest when they’d been banished from their pride. Shaking his head to forestall any negative memories, Liam picked up his glass and swallowed the rest of his drink. His brother never talked about that time, but he rarely went out and Liam couldn’t remember the last time he’d had a hookup. Liam kept quiet purely and simply because he didn’t want his brother feeling any worse. It’s not as though their banishment was Lucien’s fault. 

And there’s no point thinking about hookups either, Liam reminded himself with a shake of his head. The rabbit he’d been playing pool with had been interested, but Liam already knew rabbits didn’t fuck unless they were with their mates. Although the sweet young thing had a lovely set of lips that would feel amazing around his length, if he could get it up.  But Liam was tired of embarrassing himself and didn’t even try. 

There’s no point. Fucking Theodore, he thought for the hundredth time that day. Liam knew he needed to get over his mate. Thanks to his stupid actions, Theodore had been warned against ever setting foot in Arrowtown again and now Rocky was the Sherriff, he’d see to it that the damn lion would never cross the town boundaries. And as Liam had no intention of ever leaving his family.... Get a grip. One more drink and then home and maybe tomorrow.... Liam didn’t have any answers for that. All he could see was one miserable day blending into another. 

Grabbing his glass, he went and leaned on the bar. Cam was busy serving a group of youngsters. One of them must have just hit the legal drinking age because they were all debating the merits of different drinks. Liam could have told them it really wouldn’t make much difference what they chose. It took a lot of alcohol to get a shifter drunk and even then, the buzz only lasted about an hour. Liam heard the door to the bar open, but didn’t look up. He wasn’t in the mood to be sociable. 

“Can I buy you a drink?” A large man leaned against the bar beside him and Liam looked up then, his ready refusal dancing on his tongue. The newcomer was tall, broad shouldered with dancing pale green eyes and short dark hair. His facial hair was trimmed close to chiseled cheeks, his moustache cut with military precision along a thin red top lip. The bottom lip was fuller and curved into a smile. Liam’s cock stirred and he almost fell over in shock. 

“I...er...I....”

“You look like you could use a friend.” The man leaned closer. Liam sniffed and all at once his cock went from half-hearted to ‘yes now’. Standing upright, he looked the man up and down. There was nothing to dislike. Worn jeans molded to thick long thighs. The pale green shirt was unbuttoned enough to show glimpses of smooth skin. Liam’s lion roared in his head, eager to get closer. 

“What the fuck is happening?” Liam looked down at the prominent bulge pushing at his zipper. “Who...what...no...I...fuck.”

“How about we take these drinks to your table and talk about it,” the big man said gently, scooping up the drinks Cam left for them one handed. The other hand rested lightly on Liam’s lower back, scorching through his shirt as Liam let himself be led to his table. In a daze Liam sat down with a thump and immediately grabbed for the glass. 

“Introductions first,” his new companion said softly holding out his hand. “Hi, I’m Beau Ferris and I believe we’re true mates.”

“Liam,” Liam could barely get his throat to work. “My name’s Liam Lamont but you must be mistaken. I have...I had...I met my mate and he rejected me over a month ago.” Tears filled Liam’s eyes and he quickly lowered his head unwilling to share his weakness. Everyone knew how special the true mate bond was and being rejected by his left him with a huge “Fuck Up” sign over his head. 

“I’m so sorry that happened to you,” Beau said and the warmth in his tone had Liam glancing his way again. Beau really did look sorry. “My kind always have two mates and when you met your other mate my animal spirit was alerted and let me know it was time to track you both down. I promise, you are one of my mates and from the pain you are in it looks like I came along at just the right time.”

“Or maybe you should have been here before I had to face Theodore fucking Western and watch him walk away from me as though I was nothing more than shit on his over-priced shoes.” Liam snatched back the hand he didn’t realize Beau was still holding and picked up his glass instead. 

“I can’t imagine why anyone would willingly walk away from someone as stunning and strong as you.” Beau’s voice was like cool lotion on sunburn – soothing and penetrating Liam’s defenses. “Why don’t you tell me what happened?”
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Chapter Three


[image: ]


Beau knew the instant he saw the shaggy haired lion leaning dejectedly against the bar, the search for at least one of his mates was over. Liam was everything he could have ever dreamed of in a mate, if he’d ever thought for a minute his mate was male. Sexy, well-formed in every department, and strong with a mane of blond hair that fell over a wide, handsome face. Liam was the epitome of a hunky surfer dude complete with a tan. Beau was immediately smitten.

“You don’t want to hear this,” Liam said, gesturing with his glass. “I mean, that’s not fair for me to do that, right? Theo, yeah, he did a lot of horrible stuff and he’s lucky he’s not in jail, but you say he’s your mate too, well then, I can’t influence you against him. That’s not right.” 

“I agree there are two sides to every story,” Beau said, purposefully keeping his voice calm. The mention of jail alarmed him, but he needed to know what he was facing. “Why don’t you tell me what happened from your perspective?”

“This has got nothing to do with perspective, man,” Liam was getting angrier by the minute. “Theo was an ass. That’s my perspective. But the facts, they speak for themselves. He came into this town uninvited. He kidnapped one of my best friends, a true mated best friend. No wait, let’s get real factual here. Simon was pregnant when Theo kidnapped him right from this very bar. And do you know why? Do you? Do you know what he planned to do with Simon?”

Beau shook his head unsure what to think.  

“Theo wanted Simon to be his pet. His pet! He didn’t care that Simon and Darwin are true mates. He didn’t care that Simon had a belly full of twins. He stated categorically that he didn’t believe in true mates and he planned on keeping Simon as his pet...as his pet...fuck I can’t believe anyone could be like that.”

Beau thought about Noah’s comments about going to the wrong clubs, but kept those ideas to himself. “I take it Simon is all right now? Did he have the babies? What happened to Theo?”

“Nothing happened to Theo.” Liam’s blue eyes were dulled with pain and rimmed in red. “My lion wouldn’t let anyone hurt him when we saved Simon. Poor Simon was chained to a chair. His mouse mate, can you believe that? His cute little mouse mate saved him, and we were there, and it was just as well I was because otherwise Darwin would have knifed him. Rocky was ready to kill him and he could because he’s the Sherriff. Ra wanted to rip his throat out and I stopped them. I stopped my friends from carrying out shifter justice for Simon which they had every right to demand, because the moment I scented Theo I knew he was my mate.”

“Aww, fuck, babe, that had to hurt.” Beau leaned over and pulled Liam into his arms. Liam fit against him perfectly and Beau’s cock perked up although Beau ignored it. The tremble through Liam’s body was a clear sign of how hard his mate had struggled since that fateful day. “I take it your friends let Theo go?”

“Yeah, although they weren’t happy about it.” Liam’s hair brushed against Beau’s chin as he shook his head. “They had every right to kill him. But all they did was banish him. He’s not allowed to set foot in Arrowtown again.”

That could make things difficult, but Beau let his concerns go for now. “Theo was at least thankful to you, wasn’t he? Why didn’t he ask you to go with him when he left?”

Pushing against Beau’s chest, Liam sat with a spine so straight it was as though he had a broom handle up his ass. “Theodore fucking Western has been an asshole his whole life. He came from my home pride. The pride that kicked me and my brother out when I was just fifteen for being gay. I didn’t know we were mates at the time and lord knows, he never noticed me then.”

“But he had to know you saved his life?” Fuck, this is worse than I thought. 

Liam’s laugh didn’t hold a hint of humor. “Oh yeah, he knows I saved him, and do you know what he did? He ignored me. Completely. Never said a word to me or even acknowledged me. He got on his fancy dancy plane without a backwards glance and took off to goodness knows where. All I know is he’s banished from his pride as well.”

“Because of what he did to your friend Simon?”

“No, they wouldn’t care about that. He failed in his job, that’s why the pride banished him. He was the lawyer hired by my father, the pride alpha, to strip me and Lucien, my brother, from every asset we would ever own in apparent recompense for our lack of providing cubs for the pride. That’s how Theo found out about Simon who was working on our behalf. He got some snake fetish or something and decided because Simon was pregnant he’d make the perfect sub or pet.”

“Holy shit.” Beau looked at his mate with a whole new level of respect. “And you dealt with all of this on your own?”

“I have my brother,” Liam shrugged. “I share a huge house with Simon and Darwin, Ra and Seth – they’re true mates too. Then there’s Rocky and Mal, they’re wolf shifters and Brutus who’s a bear shifter, not to mention the kids. We all formed our own sort of pack, I supposed you’d call it. It was Ra who found me and Lucien when we were homeless.”

“Liam. Mate.” Beau was close to tears. All he wanted to do was pull Liam back into his arms and never let him go. With the barest of brushstrokes Liam painted a picture of a life Beau wasn’t sure even he’d be able to survive. He reached out, fully intending to do just that, when Liam pulled away. 

“So now you see why you can’t claim me,” he said, his sexy rumble broken. “I believe we’re mates. I want you so bad it hurts. But you need to at least meet Theo first. Talk to him. See him. Lord knows, you’ll probably prefer him to me anyway. I’m really sorry, because I know you said you have two mates, but you have to understand that Theo and I can never be together and it’s not right he should be alone just because you found me first.”

Liam’s protecting his other mate? Beau could hardly believe his ears. For all he’d been through, his sweet lion was putting Theo’s needs before his own and that told Beau all he needed to know about his precious mate. Yes, he’d want Theo with the same intensity when they met, but no, he wasn’t going to even consider going after that lion when Liam was so broken by events out of his control. Not yet. Liam’s heart was bigger than any Beau had come across before and he wasn’t going to even think about the issues with Theo until he claimed Liam as his own. 

“I’m not going anywhere, babe,” he said flashing a smile. “I’ll respect your need for space and I’ll take the time to court you, if you so desire, but I’m not leaving you now it’s taken me so long to find you.”

“Court me?” A sweet blush covered Liam’s cheeks. “But what about Theo? He’s got no one to care for him. The pride banished him. He’s all alone.”

Beau knew he had to choose his words carefully. He fully intended on having both mates by his side in time, but he knew in Liam’s eyes that was an impossibility. “Fate drew me here,” he said, deliberately hiding the fact his animal insisted they trace the sad link rather than the angry one that led to Theo. “All my life I wished for a sweet, strong mate who would care for me. I’ve been alone a long time, too. I’m not discounting Theo’s our mate, but let’s take one step at a time and focus on us first.”

“I can’t be with him.” Liam’s bottom lip trembled. “I can’t betray my pack. They’re like my family and I can’t leave Lucien. I just can’t and that’s not fair on you.”

“I’m not asking you to betray or leave anyone
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