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Dedication

To Amanda and Carla, you did an amazing job as
always -the mistakes remaining are all mine.

To Phil, perhaps this time more than for any other,
thank you for your amazing knack of keeping my character facts
straight. You knew how hard this book was for me to write – and
yes, I know, “Book Bible.”

And to all my lovely readers, without which the
Cloverleah Pack series and all my other titles would not be
possible. You make me smile every day. Thank you.

Let Love Win in 2020.












Author Note






Putting this book out is a bittersweet moment
for me. On the one hand, release day is the sixth anniversary of
the day my first ever MM PNR book came out – The Reluctant Wolf –
and I think that deserves celebrating. Wesley’s story is my
sixty-fifth title written in those six years.

On the other hand, the men of Cloverleah are
like my family, and it’s difficult for me to say goodbye. So many
times, writing this story, I was tempted to throw in plot lines
that would necessitate another book after this one. But I didn’t (I
honestly didn’t, lol).

I have done my best to keep the timelines
straight between this and the Gods Made Me Do It series. Because
Hades and Ali do feature quite heavily in this story, you should
know Wesley’s story takes place after the Fates granted the non-God
male mates the ability to be pregnant/impregnate their mates, but
before Hades is willing to announce publicly he’s pregnant.

And for those of you who are pondering the
book number and wondering if you’ve missed any of them – please
don’t. Because there are two ‘half’ (.5) books in this series,
Amazon thinks this book is number 15, even though it is the
thirteenth full Cloverleah novel. As always, there is a full list
of all my books at the end of this one.

Thank you.







Chapter One






Drip. Drip. Drip. Drip. Drip. The persistent
sound wasn’t helping the ache in Wesley’s bladder one damn bit. He
needed to pee, but he didn’t want to lose the dream. It was his
favorite - the one he had where he was back home with his pack in
Cloverleah. Warm and safe in his bed with the hot body of a
faceless male snuggled against him. Cloverleah, where there were
pack runs, companionship, joking, shared meals, and happiness.
Working for the FBI before that hadn’t been so bad either even
though he was stuck in human form and had to hide what he was as if
it was a deep dark secret. Hell, the FBI’s worst assignments were
better than his current situation. Now? Wesley kept his eyes firmly
shut. His reality wasn’t worth opening his eyes for these days.

Just five minutes more. Wesley tried
to adjust on the sandy floor to get comfortable, but reality was a
harsh bitch who wouldn’t let him be. Sleep and his dream of home
evaded him, destroyed by his insistent bladder and that damned
relentless drip.

Unable to ignore either any longer, Wesley
pushed himself to his feet, dropping into a fighting stance. The
rock walls and ceilings mocked him as they did every second he was
awake. “Arrrgh!” He screamed, fists clenched, the veins in his neck
standing out. “I’ve fucking had enough of this shit. Fight me. Kill
me. Beat me. Just fucking do something, you bastards. Where the
fuck are you?”

Just like all the other times he’d screamed
at the rock walls, Wesley got no answer. Damn his fucking wolf
shifter hormones. Damn them all to hell. They got him into this.
That fucking night at the stupid human club seemed liked years ago.
Wes had no clue how much time had really passed since that fateful
night. It wasn’t as if he could see days passing in a cave with no
sun or moon to guide him. Fuck. He screamed again. “Come fight me,
you fuckers!”

The echo died away to the drip, drip, drip,
which only made him want to scream more. “Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck.”
Each step to the edge of the wards was punctuated by a ‘fuck’. Wes
celebrated with a “goddamn it” when he reached the spot he used for
peeing. The bastards didn’t provide him with a toilet. At least the
sand absorbed the liquid. Taking a crap was a different matter and
he’d created a spot for that as far away as he could from his
living space. Shifted, it was easier, and his wolf did his best to
bury the necessary function. The wolf hated pacing around the cave
as much as Wesley did, but in between bouts of raging at their
captivity, both of Wesley’s spirits realized shifting was a
necessity at times. And they both gave the toilet area a wide berth
except when having to use it.

The one thing Wesley’s captivity had given
him, was the time to meditate on his transgressions. Fuck it, what
else was there to do when stuck in isolation in a fucking cave. In
the long hours, days, weeks – hell, it could have been months for
all Wesley knew – he came to realize that it was his jealousy
towards his full wolf shifter pack mates that gave the Dark Elves
their opening into his psyche; that it was his personal emotional
hell that the fucking Dark Elves could exploit. And boy, did those
fuckers exploit him.

Even now, Wes remembered the beautiful man,
so fucking exquisite with the slight scent of a paranormal he
couldn’t place. Tall and slim, ethereally elegant, with a silver
tongue who spouted sympathetic words, and who seemed to know
exactly what to say to get Wesley to open up. Only in hindsight did
Wesley see how the man had twisted his thoughts, saying just enough
to feed into an anger Wes had never admitted to himself.

Goddamn it. I was so fucking ripe for the
picking. It didn’t take anything for the beautiful man to
convince him to go out to the parking lot for a quickie. The man
understood Wesley, sympathizing and encouraging his pain, his
anger, and even… oh fuck it… the tiny slice of vengeance Wes felt
towards his pack mates that ate away at his soul, coupled with the
guilt he carried because he knew he should never feel that way. But
Wes had been so fucking lonely as he watched his pack find their
mates one by fucking one. And underneath that loneliness was the
fucking fear that a half wolf didn’t deserve a love like that and
that he’d never have someone accept him for exactly who he was.
That dark angel had played him like the old proverbial fiddle, and
he walked right into the trap so artfully set for him.

Wesley had accepted his captivity was all his
own fault. Cloverleah was his pack. Even if he wasn’t entitled to a
mate because he was a half breed, the pack took him in as their
own. Hell, Wes had helped protect the pack on more than one
occasion. And Wes goddamn got what he damn well deserved because he
betrayed his pack and his alpha by listening to that beautiful
fucker in that stupid club, to the point of getting himself
captured. He didn’t get the blow job or the quickie he was looking
for, but he damn well got what he deserved.

Not a lot of point in thinking about it
now. Sighing, Wes freed his cock, letting his pee flow, staring
into the fuzzy gloom that didn’t let him see much of the rest of
the world beyond the wards. Not that he would see much anyway in
the eerie red glowing half-light that never changed from one hour
to the next.

Wes had lost all track of time ages ago. His
phone didn’t work and died completely when the battery ran out. His
watch was frozen at 10:32, Friday April 19th. The only reason Wes
knew the watch was indicating p.m. was because that was the moment
he’d been taken. Who knew how long ago? Wes didn’t have a clue, but
it sure felt like several lifetimes. Several lifetimes of sand and
the goddamn warded cave he couldn’t escape.

He stared down, purely because the view
hadn’t changed and then frowned. Huh. That’s fucking weird.
Great. He was going bat shit crazy because now he was fascinated by
pee patterns. Wes stared and cocked his head. Something was
different this time. Where’s the line?

The first time Wesley’s bladder pushed hard
enough to make him find a spot to pee, the freaking line against
the wards had, excuse the phrase, pissed him off. The dark bastards
were so dead set on keeping him captive, even his pee couldn’t
escape. The wards crackled every time he’d edged toward them to see
if he could breach them in any way. Not even his pee could get
through, something Wes was reminded of, every single time he had to
empty his bladder and his pee formed a line in the sand.

Today, there wasn’t a line. This must be
some kind of trick. Stuffing his cock back into his dirty
smelly pants, Wes edged forward, tentatively reaching out his hand
to where the wards should be. He held his breath, waiting for the
shock and burning that trying to breach the wards would bring,
along with the final jolt backwards that always threw him on his
ass.

Nothing happened, but Wes could clearly see
his arm was beyond where the wards should be. Maybe the dark
ones have been watching me and don’t like me peeing on their wards.
Maybe, they’ve been moved out a bit. Wesley stretched his arm
out a bit further and then he wiggled his fingers. “What the fuck?”
He waved his arm in a circle. Still nothing. Not a crackle, a zap,
or anything to suggest the wards had ever been there.

“I’ve lost it. I’ve completely lost it.”
Wesley stared at the end of his fingers, almost afraid to bring his
arm close again. “Son of a bitch. If this is some fucking sort of
game, I’ll shred the next dark bastard I see.” He slowly lowered
his arm, wondering if the lack of wards was just another way the
dark bastards were fucking with him.

Glancing back into the cave, Wes took in the
dip in the sand he had created a nest out of to sleep in, and then
over at the rapidly shrinking store of food he had rationed since
it suddenly stopped appearing. Well, hell. He’d been rationing from
day one, never sure if he could trust his captors to feed him
regularly. But the last food appeared quite some time ago, and his
reserves were sparse. Wes had been wondering for a while now, if
the dark bastards were simply going to starve him to death. Wards
down. No food. Something had happened. Wes just wasn’t sure
what.

“Something has fucking happened.” His wolf
pricked his ears and listened. “I’m right, aren’t I?” Yep, his wolf
hearing confirmed the crackle of the wards were gone. “We’re
free!”

He headed for the entrance where the eerie
glow seemed brighter. Stepping out, Wes’s elation dimmed as hot air
greeted him, smothering him like a blanket. A bleak landscape, all
sand and rocks, stretched as far as he could see. Wes had no clue
where he was. All he figured was he wasn’t on the earth realm
anymore. It wasn’t possible for the lack of sun, moon, or night sky
to cover such a huge area. Which meant, Wes didn’t have a fucking
clue how he was going to get home. I don’t even know if anyone’s
looking for me. His pack mates had probably assumed he’d been
killed by the dark fuckers not long after he’d gone missing.

That simply means we’re on our own.
Still, Wes hesitated, not that he or his wolf had a lot of options.
Either he could sit down and wait for the food to run out, or he
could look for a way to get home, or at least find another source
of food and water. I’m not staying here. After spending
goodness knows how long cooped up, Wes’s wolf was keen to stretch
his legs and run, even in an alien landscape. Working quickly, Wes
consolidated what little amount of provisions he had left into a
couple of the storage containers the food originally arrived in.
Two of them would easily fit into his shirt, which Wes bundled up
into a make-shift pack for his wolf to carry.

Looking down at his feet, Wes winced at the
state of his footwear. His boots, his wonderful,
handmade-just-for-him boots were beyond redemption. With a sigh, he
kicked them off. His tight-fitting pants he used to have to
struggle to get on and off, dropped to the ground as soon as he
undid the button. Wes tucked them into his make-shift pack.

Calling on his wolf, Wes allowed the shift to
flow over him. Let’s see if we can find a way out of this hell
hole. His wolf was so damn glad to get out of the cave.

/~/~/~/~/

Wes stopped, dropped his pack, and stared at
the horizon. The only thing that changed about the view was
different rock formations. He had no clue how long he had been
traveling. Hours? Days? Nothing changed in this world. The glow
stayed constant, night or day with no way of marking the passing
hours. Whoever designed this hell hole gave no thought to anything
beyond rocks and fucking sand.

Time had no meaning. Wes slept when he
stopped, soaking his sand-rubbed paws in any water he could find.
The different caves he found along the way, thank the Fates, had
plenty of water, even if there wasn’t anything else. When the pain
in his paws got to be too much, Wes shifted to his human form and
pushed on, moving in one direction, driven to find a way home or at
least somewhere that was something more than rocks and sand.

As the time passed, Wes got to the point
where he wished the monsters that haunted his nightmares were real.
There was nothing. Absolutely nothing in the realm but rocks and
fucking sand. The only sounds that broke the silence were his feet
hitting the sand, his breathing, or his wolf’s panting. The despair
that hit him in the cave when he realized how stupid he’d been, got
deeper as time marched on.

So, when Wes woke from a nap while soaking
his paws to find he’d shifted, and he thought he heard a voice, his
despair worsened. Hallucinations. Fucking hallucinations
generated by his need to find his pack and the endless nothing of
the place he was in. Wes didn’t bother getting up or taking his
feet out of the pond. I’ll be seeing palm trees and sexy men
running around in speedos next. Wes groaned. He’d come so far,
and yet he’d gone nowhere at all. But the need to keep moving, to
find something forced him to open his dust-caked eyes.

He blinked. There was a boy standing in front
of him. Wes blinked again. The small thin blond boy who smelled
like bear, who had dirt on his face, legs, and clothes, was still
there. Wes blinked harder this time, trying to clear his mind of
the tricks it was playing on him. But when he opened them again,
the boy was still there. And then he spoke.

“Excuse me, Mister. Carrie fell off the rocks
and got hurt. She’s got blood all over. Her arm is really bad. Can
you help us?” The boy said politely.

Wes shot to his feet reaching for the boy.
“Are you real?”

The boy jumped back and scowled. “Well, I’m
not chopped liver.”

Wes held out his arms, palms up in
supplication. “I’m sorry. It’s just I’ve been here for a long time
without seeing another person except for those guys who put me
here. And even they have been missing for a long time. Who are you?
How did you get here?”  







Chapter Two






“How did you all get here?” Wes was
stunned. If he was having a hallucination, it was world class. He
was in a house. An ordinary ranch house like one that could be
found in any suburb anywhere. Couches. Chairs. A TV. A DVD player.
A game console. All working, although where the power came from was
anyone’s guess. Two scruffy little kids who smelled of wolf sat
fascinated by the cartoon that was on.

“You’re shifters?” Wes asked when the boy
didn’t answer his first question. Three cheetah cubs chased each
other at high speed around the house, over and under furniture
while a baby sloth hung on the couch and vocalized encouragement to
the runners.

“More like lab rats. Our parents are all
dead. They experimented on us so now we can shift,” The little
blond said. He seemed to be the oldest of the seven kids Wes
counted so far. “Look, can you help Carrie or not? She keeps crying
and that upsets the younger kids. I’ve had enough of the tears to
last me my lifetime since we got here. She won’t shift because it
scares her even though I told her that it would fix her arm. She
wanted her parents…” The boy paused a brief second before he
changed it. “She wants an adult.”

Wes’s heart ached for the boy trying to sound
so grownup. He suspected the crying also upset him, not that the
boy would admit that to a stranger. How old would he be? Eight or
nine? A kid. A kid or cub, who should be running with his friends.
For a bear, the boy was pale and thin. Lack of sun and
responsibility for the others would do that to a person.

Picking his way through the kids who ignored
him, Wes followed the little bear down the hallway. Four bedrooms.
Three had bunks and one hosted a huge king size bed. His wolf gazed
longingly at it. A real bed. Not a nest in sand. His wolf let him
know there were no scents connected to it. “Who uses that room? Do
you have someone who takes care of you?”

“Someone was supposed to come to…” the boy
hesitated. “Well, anyway. No one came. That was months ago, after
they brought us here. Then they stopped coming.” He stepped into a
bedroom with bunks. “Carrie, I told you I would find someone.”

Carrie sat in a corner of the room. She wiped
her tears. “You found him. I’m so glad. It hurts.”

Deer. Wes’s wolf picked up on that
immediately. Big soulful eyes filled with tears watched him. “Oh
Frankie, you’re so smart.” Carrie’s bottom lip trembled. “I hurt.
And I miss Mommy and Daddy so much.” Her sob escaped. “My arm hurts
so bad. I need a hug. Frankie hugs good but I need a grownup hug.”
Trembling lips, tear filled eyes, Wes was a goner.

Pulling himself out of the daze he had been
in since he saw the house standing there, unreal against the
landscape, Wes sank on the edge of the bed. The covers needed
washing, but the bed was tidy enough, and besides it wasn’t as
though Wes smelled good either. A rag doll was tucked in the corner
of the covers and Wes got the impression that was the little bear’s
doing. Patting the covers beside him, Wes gestured for Carrie to
come to him. “Let’s look at your arm, honey. I’ll see if I can make
it better.”

Working in the FBI hadn’t been all posturing
in suits and aviator sunglasses. Wes had worked with abused
children before. But there was the little matter of him being a
predatory shifter, while Carrie was definitely not. So, Wes sat,
not making any sudden moves, waiting for Carrie to decide if she’d
trust him. It was amazing just having something soft and
comfortable to sit on. Wesley was happy to wait although, when
Carrie finally sat on the bed beside him, holding out her bloody
arm, he breathed a silent sigh of relief.

Focusing on the jagged wound, Wes was
surprised when Carrie asked, “What’s your name?”

“Wesley but you can call me Wes.” He looked
at the crusted blood and the fresh ooze. “I’m going to need water
and a cloth to clean this. Is there…”

“I’ll get it. We have all that and other
stuff in case we got hurt.” Frankie, who’d been hovering
protectively, turned to leave the room but stopped. “Carrie, are
you okay if I leave for a minute?”

“It’s okay. You found someone to take care of
us.” Carrie said, trembling. “Wes will make sure we’re okay.”

Wes’s heart melted. Frankie darted from the
room. Turning her big eyes on Wes, Carrie said softly, “He tries so
hard to take care of all of us. He makes sure we have food and that
the little ones are cleaned up. I didn’t listen to him when he said
not to leave the house, but I wanted my Mommy and Daddy. Frankie
says they won’t be coming back but he didn’t look for them, and I
wanted to find them. Maybe the bad guys sent them here, just like
they did us, but they might be in a different house. They tried to
keep the men from taking me and there was fighting. Mommy and Daddy
fell down and the bad men took me. I screamed and screamed but they
didn’t come. They still haven’t come.”

Remembering what Frankie said about their
parents being dead, Wes didn’t have the heart to say that to her.
She looked so hopeful. “I didn’t see anyone else before Frankie
found me. I searched a long time. I don’t think they’re here.”

“Oh.” Carrie looked down and tears rolled.
“Frankie must be really mad at me for being stupid.”

“You aren’t stupid for wanting your parents.
And I don’t think Frankie’s mad at you. I think he’s worried that
you got hurt.” Wes stroked her dirty hair. Like all the kids and
cubs and pups he saw, she needed a bath, but she looked well fed.
He wondered if Frankie was shorting his own food to feed the
others. Wes hoped they had more food than he did because he hadn’t
seen anything to eat on his travels, and the last of his rations
were almost gone. “Did you all come here together?”

“They put me in a cage. The others were in
cages too. Even the babies.”

Babies? Oh shit.

“They would take one of us out and do things
to us. I could hear them crying. I cried too. They used big
needles,” Carrie sobbed.

“That must have been so scary.” Wes gently
wiped her tears with his thumb. He was struggling to keep his own
emotions in check, just thinking about the kids in the living room
confined in cages with Carrie. “How did you get here?”

“Men came. They were all dressed in black
robes that went right down to the floor and they had funny ears.
They yelled at the men with the needles, who acted like they were
really scared of them. Maybe it was because of their ears. But they
were scared, and then there was a whoosh and we were here.”

“And you haven’t seen anyone since?” Fuck,
how long have these kids been struggling on their own?

“Just the dark men with the funny ears,”
Frankie struggled through the door with a bowl of water and a towel
tucked under his arm. “They used to drop in sometimes, but they
haven’t been here for a while. They kept saying someone would be
here to take care of us.” At least the towel looked clean. Wes
stood and took the bowl from under Frankie’s arm as the boy
continued. “They said they would be our new parents. We didn’t want
new parents. We wanted our parents. Not like that’s going to
happen since…”

Wes cut him off before he made Carrie cry
about her parents again. “Did they say anything else?”

“Oh, yeah. They spouted all sorts of stuff.
We were gonna be superstars. Leaders in a new army and we were
gonna rule the world.” Frankie paused for a moment and Wes could
hear the anger when he finished. “There was nothing wrong with our
old lives. They were nuts.”

“Frankie, you know what the dark men did last
time you said stuff like that.” Carrie’s voice trembled and the
stench of fear filled Wes’s nostrils.

Wes sat back down beside her and said softly,
“I don’t think they’re coming back, honey. There’s nothing to be
afraid of now.” He started to clean her wound.

“Do you want the first aid kit?” Frankie
asked.

Looking up at the boy, Wes was sure he had
surprise written all over his face. “There is one? Yeah.
Please.”

“They left all sorts of stuff including a
couple of first aid kits. I’ll get one.” Frankie disappeared
again.

Carrie slid closer and Wes could feel she was
still trembling slightly. “I’m glad you’re here. Frankie takes good
care of us, but it’s scary without a grown up.”

Wes reached around her shoulders and hugged
her gently. “I’m glad I’m here too.” He grinned. “Even if I’m a bit
rusty when it comes to dealing with kids, pups, and cubs.” He
winked at her. “And cute little fawns.”

A high-pitched wail split the air, and then
another joined it. Wes shot to his feet.

“It’s okay, Mister Wes. It’s the littlies.
They must need changing… or they want to be fed. They eat a
lot.”

“Littlies?”

Before she could answer, Frankie ran in the
door and tossed the first aid kit at him. “Got to go,” and ran back
out.

“I can’t help him. Please go help him. It
takes two of us to feed them when they’re crying like that.” Carrie
looked ready to cry too, again.

“It’s okay, Carrie,” Wes soothed even though
his nerves were fraying. “I’m going to soak this towel and I want
you to sit here with it wrapped around your wound. It will make it
easier to get it off and it won’t hurt a lot.”

“I can do that.” Carrie nodded looking more
sure of herself. The tears dried up. “Please help Frankie.”

Applying the damp towel as quickly as he
could, Wes muttered, “I’ll be back,” before striding out of the
room. It was easy enough to find Frankie. One set of wailing had
stopped but the other was as loud as ever. Oh, hell, what have I
got myself into, Wes thought as he picked up the nearest baby,
grabbed a bottle, and shut the noisy little tyke up.







Chapter Three






“How long before we run out of stuff? Do you
have any idea?” Wesley had found coffee in the messy kitchen once
the kids had finally gone to bed. He’d immediately made a pot, not
caring about the rest of the dishes. Frankie was sitting across the
table from him, picking at some toast he’d made, reinforcing
Wesley’s belief the young cub wasn’t taking care of himself. It was
late, Wesley was running on fumes and Frankie didn’t look much
better.

Frankie shrugged. The poor kid had dark
shadows under his eyes. “The dark ones said there was
self-perpetuating magic here. I didn’t have a clue what they meant,
but when I took the last formula bottle out of the refrigerator,
suddenly there was this ding sound, and the shelf was full again.
Same with when I used the last of the eggs, the bread, and the
milk. All the stuff.”

“They didn’t mean for you to starve then.”
Wesley stared moodily into his cup. He hadn’t been granted the same
favor, but then he was only an idiot picked up for goodness knows
what reason. The kids were meant to be groomed so the dark ones
could ‘rule the world’. “What about other disposable things like
diapers, soap, shampoo and things like that?”

“It all just appears.” Frankie pushed away
his half-eaten toast. “The triplets were fascinated when it first
happened. Sat in front of the cupboard, pulling out piles of
sweets, just to watch it reappear again. They were so sick that
day. Ugh.” He rested his head on the table.

Wes’s heart lurched as he watched the young
boy close his eyes. I should let him sleep, he thought, but
he had a ton of questions that needed answers. “Frankie,” he said
softly but Frankie jumped as though he’d been shot.

“I’m up. I’m up. What?”

“I’m sorry, Frankie, I should let you get
some sleep in a bed, and not just leaning on a table.” Now Wesley
felt like a shit. “I just… do you have any idea how long you’ve
been here?”

Frankie stared at him a long moment, blinking
slowly, then just as slowly he reached into his pocket and pulled
out a tattered notebook. Opening it to the first page, he showed
Wesley the line of marks he’d made. “There’s a clock in the living
room,” Frankie said quietly. “It chimes at ten o’clock each night.
I figure it’s the dark ones’ way of making sure we all go to sleep
by then, although they didn’t figure on the littlies. Every time I
hear that noise, I make a mark. I think I’ve got them all, but
sometimes I get so tired...”

He held out the notebook, and Wesley took it.
Three pages were full, and Frankie was well on his way down the
fourth page. There had to be a minimum of fifty marks on each page,
maybe more. “Oh shit, Frankie, I’m so sorry,” he said, shaking his
head in wonder at the small cub who’d done so much to hold
everything together.

“You do what you have to do to get by.”
Frankie straightened his shoulders and stuck out his chin as if he
dared Wesley to contradict him. “Things aren’t as clean as they
should be. It took me ages to work out the washing machine and
dryer, but the kids get fed regular, by the clock, or when they
yell. Not every kid has that.”

“You’re right, Frankie.” Wesley nodded. “I’ve
seen some things, well, in my life before all this…” He waved his
hand, waving off the conversation. Frankie didn’t need to hear what
he was before Cloverleah, or how his idiocy cost him his freedom.
“What can I do to help? Do you want me to take over the laundry
duties? Cooking maybe?”

“Help?” Frankie’s frown was almost comical.
“Aren’t you here to take over and run the place?”

“Frankie, I’m a captive here just like you
are.” Wesley dared to reach across the table, laying his hand over
Frankie’s. “All I want is to go home and take you all with me. But
I’ve walked more miles than I can count around this place trying to
find a way out, and I haven’t seen anything but rocks and fu…
sand,” he corrected himself quickly.

“Where I was being held was nothing like
this,” Wesley continued. “The place was heavily warded for one
thing and I couldn’t get out. But then, one day I woke up, and the
wards were gone, so I started walking. You found me. You saved me.
I want to help, but the kids trust you more than they trust
me.”

A ghost of a grin flittered across Frankie’s
face. “Baby Em throws up on everybody, and as for Zeke, he shifts
because he doesn’t like talking. Donny didn’t mean nothing when he
pooped in your boots. It’s just, he gets excited in his cheetah
form and forgets to use the toilet.”

Wesley chuckled. “Those boots were trashed
anyway. To think, they were so expensive when I bought them.” He
sighed and then swigged the rest of his coffee and stood up. The
dishes weren’t going to wash themselves. “Okay, well how about we
do this. You go and have a bath and get some sleep. I’ll take care
of the babies tonight, and then you can do breakfast seeing as I’m
sure you have some sort of routine for then. I’ll catch a few hours
sleep where I can, after I know you’ve had yours.”

Frankie looked as though he was going to
argue. Wesley arched an eyebrow at him. “You need your sleep,
Frankie.”

Huffing, Frankie stood up. “I still don’t see
how you’re going to feed and change three babies with one pair of
hands,” was his parting shot as he walked out of the kitchen and
headed down the hall.

“I don’t know how I’m going to feed and
change one baby with one pair of hands,” Wesley muttered as
he started running the water for the dishes. The hot water supply
seemed to be consistent at least. He wished he knew what on earth
powered the place, but then he wasn’t on earth anymore, so a
question like that was pointless. Finding some dish detergent, he
ran a sink full of water, and piled every plate and cup he could
find into it, swirling the water with his hands.

Doing something so normal relaxed him
although that wasn’t necessarily a good thing. Wesley could feel
his weariness bone deep and he knew he’d have to sleep soon. He
also stunk, so bad he offended himself, although the kids didn’t
seem to notice. Eleven kids! Wesley was still coming to
terms with the number. And they were aged between nine, which was
apparently how old Frankie was, down to the six-month-old baby
Emily, who had to have been only a few days old when she was taken.
Or she could’ve been born in the lab, he thought feeling sad
at the idea. Wesley’s own brush with mad scientists had been a
while ago, but the men concerned then had no concern for life if it
wasn’t pure human.

The shifting was another concern. Most
shifters didn’t take on their animal form until they were in their
teenage years. Baby Ollie was the only child Wesley had ever heard
of shifting before then, and he’d been rescued from scientists too,
thanks to Adair’s mate, Vassago. Gods, I miss my pack. Yes,
Wesley knew he’d been silly, not appreciating what he had when he
had it. He squeezed his eyes tight as a single tear rolled down his
face, followed by another and then another.

Wesley had no idea how long he stood there,
crying into the dishwater, but strangely he felt lighter when he
was done. “I can do right by these kids,” he told himself firmly as
he searched for a drying towel. “I can make a difference here even
if the pack aren’t looking for me. These kids have been through a
lot worse than me, and they still play and smile, and give amazing
hugs.”

He smiled as he remembered Carrie kissing him
on the cheek when he put her to bed. “If they can do it, I can do
it, too,” and then he sighed as he heard a faint wail. “I hope,” he
added as he dropped the cloth he’d found and reached for the
refrigerator door.







Chapter Four


Cloverleah Pack House

“We need a demon,” Vassago said, ignoring his
mate’s glare. “Thanatos can’t sense where Wesley’s been taken and
can only confirm he’s not dead. He’s not on the Fae, Djinn, or
Elven realms. The only place left is the Underworld, and I’m not
silly enough to disturb Hades on his honeymoon. Don’t let your
prejudices against a species cloud your judgment.”

It was a warm sunny afternoon, and the men
from Cloverleah had gathered around Nereus’s pool, enjoying a
grilled lunch. But, as often happened when they all got together,
the talk soon turned to the missing Wesley. Shawn, as shifter
guardian, took Wesley’s abduction personally, especially seeing as
no one in the pack had realized it had happened, and everyone had
condemned Wesley after he’d used zombie dust to seduce Cathair. Now
a feeling of guilt tinged the efforts of the whole pack to find a
man who’d apparently disappeared.

“You just want an excuse to see Myka again,”
Adair grumbled, even as he stroked Vassago’s hair. “I hate it when
you go down to the Underworld on your own.”

“I’m not letting you near Myka’s mother.”
Vassago smiled. “She’ll spin you around and eat you up for
breakfast, then go looking for seconds.” He looked around at the
others; even baby Ollie seemed to know there were serious
discussions going on and was playing quietly beside Luke’s chair.
Raff’s dogs were snoring in the sunlight, although Killer seemed to
sleep with one eye open, watching what Ollie was doing.

“As you know, I have spoken to our seers
about this,” Cathair said, his blond hair catching the sun and
making him look as though he had a halo. “They can’t ‘see’ Wesley
as such, but they agree about the demon.”

“I swear they talk in riddles,” Marius said,
frowning. “He bears gifts for all to cherish and must be found to
ensure the continuation of the pack. What kind of nonsense is
that?”

“Seer talk,” Vassago laughed as he leaned
into Adair’s shoulder. “Our seer was just as non-forthcoming. They
agree about the demon, too. They can’t tell where Wesley is, only
that it’s important that he’s found.”

“Not to be a downer on this, but I thought
most of the important paranormals were already in this pack.”
Thomas was making a sandwich for his mate Ivan. “I knew Wesley the
best out of all of us, since he’s been here. I didn’t realize he’d
changed or been swapped out for a golem or whatever and yeah, I’m
going to live with that guilt for the next hundred years, or more.
But when you come down to it, Wesley was a half-breed wolf who had
serious self-confidence issues because of his human heritage.”

“His half-human side caused him problems and
made him feel he was less than the rest of us and that is what the
dark ones capitalized on,” Shawn said quietly, his voice full of
enough authority to get the others to listen. “That doesn’t mean
his life is any less important than the rest of us. He came
willingly when Diablo called for volunteers to work as enforcers to
protect this pack. He found a home here, and if he was unhappy,
then he kept it to himself. I can’t believe any of us, regardless
of the positions we hold in the paranormal world, would consider
ourselves that important, we can’t help someone we used to call
friend, who we trusted to protect our backs.”

Shame blanketed the pack members, only Ollie
seemingly oblivious.

“I think some of those feelings might be my
fault,” Marius said quietly, squeezing his mate’s hand. “There is a
part of me… shit.” He stared up at the clear blue sky. “This is so
hard to say…”

“No mate, it’s not you who has to say it,”
Cathair said soothingly. He faced the pack like the Battle Lord he
used to be, before coming to Cloverleah and finding his fated mate.
“Marius and I have talked about this. How we might feel when
we see Wesley again. I’m not going to lie. It’s not going to be
easy. Being violated in that way…” Cathair shuddered and it was
Marius’ time to soothe.

“The fact of it all, was that while he might
have looked and sounded like Wesley, the thing that tried to
come between me and my mate was not Wesley. We need to remember
that.” Marius looked at each of his pack mates in turn.

“It’s not like we haven’t tried to find him,”
Josh said. He’d been sitting on Vadim’s lap. “Gods, Seers, and
Death himself have tried. We have been looking.”

“I want him found,” Raff said quickly, and
his face went bright red when everyone looked at him. “I didn’t
know him very well, but he sounds like someone who needs a pack
more than most. But it’s not only that. Don’t you see? This is the
same situation as what happened with my home pack, although, okay,
not quite the same because we didn’t find my parents turned into
golems or something silly like that. But they aren’t dead, and they
can’t be found, just like Wesley.”

“Raff is right,” Dean said, smiling at his
friend. “We never found out what happened to his parents or the
rest of the red wolves. Personally, I think one of the gods have
got them stashed away somewhere to keep them safe, but that’s
beside the point. Wesley was, or should I say is one of us. He’s
missing, just like Raff’s ex-pack, and maybe when we do find him,
we’ll have more of a clue as to what happened to Raff’s
parents.”

“The being hidden aspect is definitely
intriguing,” Anton said. The big man barely said anything at pack
meetings, even informal ones, but he always listened, which made
him worth listening to. “We’ve always known the dark ones have
powers most of us can barely comprehend. But to create a ward, and
that is what I’m assuming has happened here, but think about it. If
a ward has been created that thwarts Death himself, then that’s
some powerful mojo.”

“It’s likely a series of wards,” Fafnir said
excitedly, shoving Aelfric’s hand away when Aelfric tried to cover
his mouth. “Stop it, I’m talking here.”

“I swear, if you give another lecture on ward
structure, I’m going to smother you in your sleep,” Aelfric
mock-glared and then both fae laughed and even Jax’s mouth twitched
a bit at the edges.

“Now listen,” Fafnir said. “What if we’ve got
a situation like one of those Russian dolls? You know, the ones
where they have smaller dolls inside of bigger dolls and so on.
Just imagine what it would be like being able to study wards that
have been created into something so complex.”

“As we’ve already determined it’s most likely
Wesley’s being held in the Underworld, as that’s where the dark
ones felt more comfortable, there’ll be no studying anything like
that in person, not by you two,” Jax warned.

“It wouldn’t be safe for any of the pack to
be
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