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Double Promises (Cider
Falls Shifters Book Three)

By R. E. Butler

 


Purebred lion twins Archer and Gunner
have been running the Cider Falls Garage for three years, since
they were exiled from their pride for wanting to share a mate. They
can’t wait to find their truemate and start the next chapter of
their lives. They just hope she won’t mind being loved by two
possessive, protective lions.

Cougar-tiger hybrid Willow Ezarra has
been on the run since she was sixteen and shifted into a tiger with
odd coloring, sending her purebred-only cougar pride into a rage.
It’s not her fault that her mother had a tryst with a tiger and hid
it from everyone—even her!—or that her pride tried to kill her on
sight. She’s so tired of running, of hiding. When she hears about a
town where hybrids are welcome, she doesn’t believe it until she
steps foot in Cider Falls and discovers the truth for
herself.

What she finds in Cider Falls is not
only a place to finally call home, but a place where she finds love
with twin lions. The only problem? Her pride turned her in to the
Federal Shifter Alliance seven years ago and she’s on their
most-wanted list. Can the Cider Falls alpha and her mates keep her
safe or will she lose her new home and her freedom?

 




Chapter
One




Willow pocketed the tips from the jar
and sighed at how little there was after being on her feet for ten
hours slinging ice cream for teenagers.

“Sorry it’s not more,”
Roy, the owner of the ice cream shop, said from the main room where
he was sweeping the floor. “Take some ice cream home.”

She smiled at him. He was positively
the sweetest guy she’d ever known. “I’m all ice-creamed out, Roy,
but thanks anyway.”

He looked out the front windows,
pausing the swish-swish of the broom. “I think the new milkshake
place is going to put me out of business.”

Nana’s Shakes, which opened two months
earlier, was always busy. Roy’s Ice Cream had been in business for
thirty years, but it was largely empty save for some die-hard fans.
Willow thought it was just her bad luck that the
pay-under-the-table job she’d just gotten a month ago seemed to be
coming to an end. She relied on tips to pay her bills because the
hourly wage was very low. Roy paid what he could, and his wife
cooked wonderful meals and sent them home with her, which was her
way of helping out.

“I hope you don’t close,
Roy.”

She tossed her apron in the laundry
basket next to the dish tub and rolled her shoulders.

“Me too,” he said. “But it
might be nice to retire. Sally and I just feel so bad for
you.”

“You shouldn’t,” she said,
shaking her head. “I’ll stay here until you close for the season,
and if you open again in the spring, I’ll be here.”

That was a lie.

She was a fugitive, wanted by the
Federal Shifter Alliance for failing to register with an alpha
within seventy-two hours of exile from her cougar shifter pride.
She’d committed a grave error according to her pride—she was the
product of a mating between her cougar mom and a tiger
male.

It was absurd that she was held
responsible for something out of her control. As if she’d had a say
in her paternity!

But here she was, magically branded as
an exile, and on the run for seven years, since she first shifted
at age sixteen and her truth was revealed.

She wasn’t really sure how she’d
survived when she was kicked out at sixteen, but she had, somehow
managing to find work for cash, living in scummy motels, sleeping
in her car or camping out, and generally being alone. She couldn’t
afford to make friends because someone might learn the truth—she
was a cougar-colored, non-striped tiger. A freak of nature, meant
to be ostracized and left alone.

The official end of the season for the
ice cream shop was October first. That gave Willow less than two
weeks to stick it out in the quiet, entirely-human town of Linton
in Alabama. Her cat let out a mournful sound in her head. She
wanted to put down roots and find her truemate, but Willow wasn’t
sure she’d ever get a truemate. How could she if she avoided
shifters?

Willow sighed and picked up her
things, then said goodbye to Roy. The meager tips wouldn’t even
fill up the gas tank in her old car, but it was better than
nothing. What she needed to do was bug out before things got bad
and find a new place to live. She could feel that her time in
Linton was coming to a close anyway. An FSA Hunter was probably
closing in on her even though she did her damnedest to keep off
anyone’s radar.

She’d had a few close calls with
Hunters over the years. If she was captured, she’d be imprisoned
immediately to await a trial that would declare her guilty no
matter her reasons for fleeing. She never really understood—how
could she be responsible for knowledge no one had provided her? Her
alpha had her magically branded and tossed out of the pride with
only one hour to pack. She hadn’t even been allowed to say goodbye
to her mom. She was told that she’d need to find another pride to
live in and they would handle the FSA, but in the same breath she
was told that no pride would accept an exiled hybrid into their
ranks. The last thing she’d heard as she was herded out of town was
that if she came into their territory again or tried to contact her
mom, she’d be killed on sight.

So here she was, needing to pack up
again.

“Hey, Willow?” Roy called
to her.

She turned and saw him standing in the
doorway, waving her back to him. “What’s up?”

“Sally was poking around
online and somehow meandered onto a website for exiled shifters.
Here’s the address for the alpha’s business, it’s a bar in
Kentucky.”

Roy never asked her about
the brand on her wrist, but she didn’t think there was a human
alive who didn’t know what it meant. The black brand,
a complicated mass of swirls around the ancient
word for exile, “noneswel,” was on the top of her left
wrist. It was ugly and a constant reminder
of what she was and what she wasn’t. She was a hybrid, and she
wasn’t welcome among purebreds.

It was a pretty shitty
situation.

“I...don’t know what to
say,” she said, looking at the piece of paper.

He pushed it toward her. “Take it. I
know you need to be somewhere safe, and I know that you’ll be
leaving and not coming back. You never minded the low pay and cash,
and only someone who’s desperate puts up with that kind of thing. I
hate that I can’t pay you more and that Sally and I can’t protect
you from whatever’s chasing you. So go, girl. Go make a new life
for yourself in Kentucky and find yourself a good man to fight for
you.”

Her eyes stung as she took the paper.
“Thanks, Roy. You’re the kindest human I’ve ever met.”

She gave him a brief hug.

“Well, I don’t know about
that,” he scoffed with a smile. “But you deserve to be happy. If I
don’t see you tomorrow, just know that Sally and I want you to have
a great life and be safe. And thanks for being here to help
out.”

“Thanks, Roy. You’ve been
really great to me. You and Sally. I’ll miss you. Even though I
think I’ll be here tomorrow.”

He hummed. “We’ll see. Either way,
take care, Willow.”

“You too.”

She left before she fell into a
sobbing ball in the gravel lot. Roy was a great male, and Willow
was lucky to have found him.

But he was right. There was something
in the air, and she was beginning to think she should take off soon
instead of waiting out the season.

Kentucky wasn’t too far.

But would she really be welcome? Was
there such a thing as a town for hybrid shifters? She sat behind
the wheel and wiped at her blurry eyes.

Looking at the paper, she saw the
address in Cider Falls, Kentucky, followed by two words: Alpha
Rehlik.

 




Chapter Two




Gunner James finished filling out the
online form for the repair job and clicked the print button. As he
waited for the printer to warm up, he clicked over to the internet
and checked on the job posting he’d put up on a shifter work
website. He and his twin, Archer, ran the Cider Falls Garage, which
doubled as a coffee shop, run by their mom, Patrice. He and Archer
had operated the garage for three years, and it was high time to
hire an office person. He hated paperwork and so did Archer, not to
mention it was hard as hell to get to the phone when he was elbow
deep in a repair.

“Damn,” he muttered under
his breath.

“What?” Archer asked as he
walked into the lobby.

“There have been one
hundred views of our job post and not a single freaking application
filled out. It’s been a week.”

Archer rested his hand on the worn
counter. “You didn’t think we’d get a ton of applications right
away, did you?”

“I sure as hell hoped we
would. You know me, Mr. Optimism.”

“Yeah right,” Archer
snorted. “I can imagine the reason we’re not getting any responses
is because of what kind of town we are.”

His brother was probably right. Cider
Falls Kentucky had been founded five years earlier by timber wolf
alpha Rehlik as a haven for exiled shifters and supernatural
creatures, from hybrid shifters to purebreds to humans. Anyone was
welcome, so long as they had good intentions. Rehlik didn’t take
any shit from anyone. He was a male who was not to be fucked with
at all.

The town had a lot of hybrids, like
Rehlik’s mate, Weylyn, who was a red fox-polar bear hybrid. Most
who were exiled had it happen to them when they were in their teens
because hybrids were not welcomed in purebred groups. Once a person
was exiled, they were magically branded on their wrist and given
seventy-two hours to align themselves with another group. The
problem? A lot of exiled people had no clue there were towns like
Cider Falls and often fell into the trap of their time running out.
Then the Federal Shifter Alliance—who was in charge of every
shifter in the United States—would send Hunters to find them.
Imprisonment and then mandatory assignment to an exile-welcome town
of the Alliance’s choosing was the result. Gunner never understood
why the FSA didn’t just assign people from the get-go or why they
didn’t have better ways to get the information about the
exile-welcome towns out in the first place.

If it wasn’t for their uncle—their
mom’s brother—who knew about Cider Falls, he and Archer would
probably have set up their own pride somewhere and declared
themselves alphas, which was something an exiled person could do,
assuming they could find an unclaimed town and get the information
to the Alliance.

The twins had been exiled from their
lion pride because they’d decided as teens that they were meant to
share a female as a mate. They’d both caught feelings for the same
lioness in the pride, and while she’d been curious about a
three-way, she hadn’t wanted to pursue anything serious with them.
It was unheard of for males to share a female. Besides, she hadn’t
been their truemate—the one female on the planet meant for them—so
it hadn’t mattered in the long run whether she was okay with two
males or not. After that, their alpha had demanded they mate
separate females, but they’d opted to be exiled instead.

Their mom hadn’t liked the alpha
anyway, so she’d chosen exile as well.

Cider Falls had welcomed them with
open arms, grateful to have someone open up an abandoned garage and
gas station. He and Archer had trained as mechanics and enjoyed the
work. Patrice had opened the deli, at first bringing baked goods
and sandwiches from her little house to sell. They’d built a small
commercial kitchen for her within the garage, and she had a deli
counter to work and sell from in the corner of the lobby. She was
very popular in the mornings with her coffee and donuts.

Shaking his head back to the issue at
hand, he said, “I just want to find someone to work the counter.
And a real someone, not someone trying to harm our
people.”

“I hear you,” Archer
said.

They’d posted the job just before the
town’s five-year anniversary in late August, and a female purebred
wolf waltzed in to answer the ad in person. The town had been
experiencing some disturbing problems in their territory, with
traps being laid around the hunting area. Something had been off
about the female, but they hadn’t known what. It turned out all her
information was false, and she’d disappeared just as fast as she’d
appeared, but not before setting a bomb at the gazebo where the
alphas were standing during a ceremony. No one had been killed in
the blast, but they’d taken the job post down to wait for things to
settle a bit.

The new ad had been up for a week.
Gunner had honestly hoped for a lot of people to fill out
applications. In the meantime, Rehlik had offered to find townsfolk
to fill in, but he and Archer decided it was just easier to keep
going as-is instead of training people over and over to fill in for
short periods. He just hoped they’d find someone to take over the
job. Sooner, rather than later.

“Let’s go to Brewz
tonight,” Archer said.

“We go to Brewz all the
time,” Gunner said. It was the town’s only bar, run by Rehlik and
his second-in-command, Trace, who was a warlock-hyena
hybrid.

“Yeah, I know, but maybe
this time I’ll kick your ass in pool.”

“You can try.” Gunner blew
out a breath and closed the browser. He scrubbed a hand over his
face and said, “I’m tired. And lonely.”

“Me too.” Archer looked
thoughtful. “Maybe we’ll meet our truemate tonight. Or, at the
least, soon.”

“I thought I was the
optimistic one?”

Archer shrugged. “It’s been long
enough, I think. Maybe the god of shifter matings will smile on
us.”

“Is that even a
thing?”

“It would be nice if it
was, then we could offer some kind of sacrifice to the god, like
those chalky candy conversation hearts and origami paper birds or
something.”

Gunner shook his head with a chuckle,
some of the tension he’d been feeling easing away. “I like your
attitude, brother. You’re optimistic enough for the both of
us.”

“Back to work,” Archer
said. “Brewz awaits.”

Gunner grabbed the papers off the
printer, stapled them to the ticket, and placed the packet on the
counter with the keys for the customer to pick it up later that
day. He had a few jobs to finish up, and the sooner he got to them,
the sooner they could settle in at Brewz and have a nice
night.

Maybe he’d even let his brother win at
pool.

Nah.



Chapter Three




Willow had trouble sleeping that night.
She tossed and turned, and the little sleep she did get had been
filled with dreams of Hunters and being on the run. When she’d
stumbled out of bed at dawn, her eyes had been aching and
bloodshot, her whole body was tense, and her tiger was cursing at
the thought of being on the move again. Her cat was definitely a
creature of habit and wanted to settle down somewhere and not have
to leave again.

Cider Falls popped into her head
again. The piece of paper with Alpha Rehlik‘s address was tucked
inside her phone case.

During one of her many times up and
trying to tire herself out enough to sleep, she did an internet
search of the town and discovered that Roy was right—it was
exile-friendly.

There was a problem, though. Willow
hadn’t registered with a new group within seventy-two hours. Now,
the moment she registered anywhere, the FSA would show up and take
her away. It was a catch-22. Stay off the radar and on the run
forever, knowing that at some point her luck would run out, or try
her luck with Cider Falls. Maybe the alpha would be able to
help.

Or maybe he’d turn her into the FSA
for the reward.

Shit.

She tucked her feet into her worn-out
tennis shoes and grabbed her phone and wallet from the counter. The
efficiency apartment was a craphole, but they took cash and didn’t
ask questions. She locked the door and hustled down the rusty steel
stairs to her car.

When she pulled into the ice cream
shop’s parlor, she saw Roy’s familiar small SUV with a dent in the
front bumper from when he’d tangled with a deer one
night.

And a black SUV. Which she didn’t
recognize.

It had dark, tinted windows and an out
of state license plate.

Willow slowed her drive across the
parking lot and swung away from the building to circle around the
back. Her tiger was suddenly anxious, and the feeling that
something was very wrong struck her.

She parked behind the dumpster at the
back of the building and got out of the car quietly, keeping the
engine running. Through the broken window at the back door, she
peered through the kitchen and into the lobby, finding Roy and a
female she didn’t know. The female was petite but intimidating,
wearing black pants and a white dress shirt. Her dark hair went
past her shoulders, and she would’ve been pretty if she hadn’t been
scowling.

Tapping into her cat, Willow listened
intently.

“I know you know where she
is, Mr. Barr,” the female said coldly, folding her arms and glaring
at him.

“I told you she quit, and
I don’t know where she went.”

Shit, they were talking
about her.

“You’re lying, I can smell
it.” The female snarled, and dread washed over Willow.

The female was a shifter, and she was
pissed. If she was looking for Willow, then she was an FSA Hunter,
and that meant Willow was in deep shit.

Backing up slowly, Willow kept low and
climbed into her car, shutting the door and reversing as quickly
and quietly as she could. She took the dirt road at the back of the
building away from the main street and dog-legged around town until
she reached the outskirts and turned toward the highway.

Her instincts had been right, and Roy,
even though he was human, had known her time was running out.
Somehow, the FSA had tracked her down. She’d gone out of her way to
not leave a trace anywhere and didn’t know how the hell they’d
found her.

Roy and his wife were the only ones in
town who knew she was exiled. She was careful to keep the mark
covered at all times when she was working, but Roy had seen it when
she’d been washing dishes and promised to keep her secret safe. He
didn’t really understand shifters or what it meant to be exiled,
but she’d appreciated his help. Now, he was being interrogated by
the FSA and he could possibly be in trouble because he’d given her
a job instead of turning her in. Although any lawyer worth his salt
would be able to get Roy off from any fines, it would be an expense
he wouldn’t be able to handle.

She blinked at the tears that kept
trying to fall as she thought about leaving without really saying
goodbye.

Well, she’d basically said goodbye
yesterday, thanks to Roy’s sixth sense about bad mojo coming to
town. He and his wife had gotten her the Cider Falls information
right when she needed it.

It was good luck, too, that Willow
kept a go-bag in her car for moments just like this, in case she
had to bug out fast.

Today was possibly the closest call
she’d had in a while. She’d been chased by Hunters all around the
country over the years, but she’d never seen this one before.
Whatever kind of shifter this Hunter was, she was a purebred and
probably very good at her job. After seven years on the run, the
FSA might be sending out the big guns to get Willow into custody.
They probably didn’t appreciate people making a fool of them like
she’d been able to by evading arrest for so long.

She slammed her fist on the steering
wheel and choked on a sob. This was so not how she wanted to leave
Alabama.

How the hell had that Hunter found
her?

Her mind strayed to Cider Falls, and
she let out a groan, swiping at the tears that refused to stay at
bay. If she went to Cider Falls and the alpha turned her in to the
FSA, then she’d be screwed. But if the alpha was tolerant of
exiles, maybe he’d hide her until she could figure something
out.

She wished she’d never been exiled in
the first place, never had to go on the run, never knew what it was
like to be terrified of discovery.

Cider Falls was maybe her only chance
at making a real life for herself.

Hopefully the alpha would have mercy
on her, and then she could figure out what to do next.

She was doubly hopeful that the Hunter
never figured out where she was going. The only way to have a
chance at a future was to get to Cider Falls before she got caught,
which meant driving as much and as fast as possible and hoping for
the best when she made it to town.

It was a hail Mary, but sometimes
those worked.

Right?

 


* * *

 


It took a day and a half for Willow to
reach Cider Falls. She’d slept for an hour at a time, pulling off
the road and hiding her car as best she could. She used gas station
bathrooms and ate fast food, and hoped she’d make it there before
the bar closed for the night or she’d have to sleep in her car
again.

Well, she’d probably have to sleep in
her car anyway, but at least she could talk to the alpha if he was
there, or one of his high-ranked people.

Worst came to worst and she could just
keep driving.

Unless they detained her.

Her heart jumped into her throat, and
she clung to the steering wheel, staring through the windshield at
the neon sign that read Brewz.

What if they turned her in? What if
all this running ended with her imprisonment after all? She didn’t
know how long she’d be in prison for, but she didn’t imagine anyone
being lenient on her after so long on the run.

Shit.

Part of her wanted to keep driving,
pull out of the Brewz parking lot, and find somewhere else to
hide.

Nope, she was not a coward. She was
going to let the dice fall where they did. She was going to march
her butt into that bar and ask for the alpha, and if he turned her
in, then that’s what happened.

She was definitely going to keep her
fingers crossed that didn’t happen, though.

If the gods of hybrid shifters were
real and granting wishes, she hoped to hell they were on her
side.

Climbing from the car and cringing
when the door creaked, she shut it and tugged on the hem of her
top. She’d changed at the last gas station after giving herself a
quickie clean up in the sink. A hooker bath, her mom would’ve
called it. It wasn’t like Willow could go to meet the alpha
smelling like week-old meat.

She’d put on her cleanest pair of
olive joggers and a white and beige striped top that tied at the
waist. She had no makeup on, and her hair was in a high ponytail,
so she didn’t really feel all that put together, but it was the
best she could do considering the circumstances.

The circumstances being that she’d
been on the run for seven years and her luck had sincerely and
truly run out.

Her tigress let out a full-blown happy
growl at the scents of shifters all over the place. She’d actively
avoided shifters for so long she hadn’t remembered how good it was
to be near them. She picked up wolves, lions, bears, and even a
little magic, which she suspected might be warlock judging by the
slight sulfur scent on the air.

She walked to the bar’s door and
reached for the handle, just as the door swung open and nearly
brained her.

Leaping a step back, she nearly
slipped on a stone but managed to keep herself from
falling.

She looked at the person who’d opened
the door.

Make that two people.

Males.

Twins.

With golden, glowing eyes.

Holy shit.

She inhaled and found them to be
purebred lions and not hybrids. She instinctively took another step
back. Purebreds didn’t like hybrids. Why were purebreds in a hybrid
town?

“It’s you,” the first male
said.

His voice did something to her. Made a
riot of shivers streak down her spine and her skin prickle with
awareness.

Nope, not happening. Her
purring tigress was not
telling her she was in the presence of her
truemate, who just happened to be a purebred lion.

Sucking in a breath, she took another
step back and eyed her car.

Both males stepped through the
doorway, and as the door swung shut, it created a breeze of their
scent that washed over her like the tide. She knew then that she
was for sure in the presence of her truemate—but not one of them,
two. Was that even a thing?

Could a female even have two
mates?

“Are you okay?” the other
one asked.

They were identical as far as she
could tell, but their voices were different. The first was a little
huskier, a little deeper. And now that their eyes weren’t gold
anymore, maybe the second one had eyes that were more denim blue
than ocean blue. But they were both stacked with muscles and taller
than her by about a foot. To say they made her feel petite when her
curves had always guaranteed she’d never ever felt petite except
for her short legs was saying something.

“I-I’m...” She swallowed
hard and looked back at her car. Stark terror and romantic
curiosity—which didn’t remotely belong in her brain at the same
time—were fighting for dominance. On the one hand, purebreds hated
hybrids. On the other? They were purring and inching
closer.

“My name’s Gunner,” the
one with the denim eyes said.

“I’m Archer,” ocean-blue
eyes said. “Are you hurt? You look like you’re about two seconds
from passing out.”

“I should
leave.”

“Why would you want to do
that? You just got here,” Archer said.

“Besides, we felt you when
we were inside the bar. It’s why we came out here,” Gunner
said.

“What?” she asked. She’d
heard what they said. It was ringing in her ears very clearly.
They’d felt her presence and come out to see her. It was a truemate
miracle, and she was not one of those people who thought that would
ever happen.

“You heard us, beautiful,”
Gunner said with a chuckle. “What’s your name?”

She pursed her lips. Her gaze slipped
toward her car again, and Archer let out a short little growl and
stepped to the side to block her view of her car.

“You’re not in danger, we
swear on our lives. Whatever brought you here is clearly scaring
you, but you don’t have anything to fear. Please don’t run. We like
a good chase, but we’d rather just help you,” Archer
said.

Her eyes stung. “But I’m exiled,” she
whispered.

They both stuck their hands out to
show her their brands. Her eyes went so wide that it gave her a
little headache. She lifted her branded wrist and placed it next to
theirs. “You’re purebreds,” she said, looking up at them in
confusion.

Gunner shrugged. “This is an exile
town. Lots of hybrids and purebreds are here, plus humans.
Rehlik—who’s exiled himself—doesn’t discriminate on who can come
here so long as they’re not criminals.”

Archer inhaled and then growled
softly. “You’re on the run, aren’t you.” It wasn’t a question, but
he also didn’t seem to be condemning her.

“Yes.” She sniffled and
looked away, their intense gazes making her beast want to come out
and spend time with them. “My name is Willow.”

“That’s a great name.
Let’s go around back,” Gunner said. “I’ll text Rehlik and Weylyn
that we’re bringing someone important to their office and to meet
us.”

“Why should we go around
back?” she asked.

“Because if you’re on the
run and you’re scared, maybe a hunter is after you and there might
even be one inside. I mean, I don’t think so, but it’s not as if
they announce themselves. It’s easier to keep you out of sight
until we talk to Rehlik.”

She wanted to tell them that she
didn’t want to ruffle any feathers or cause any trouble, but the
truth was that she’d been on her own so long and handling her own
problems that it was a relief to have someone—two someones—take the
wheel for a change. She was tired. So damn tired.

“Okay.”

Gunner put his phone back in his
pocket and gave her a devastating smile that made everything in her
swoon. “They’re on their way. Don’t worry, sweetness, we’ve got
your back.”

There went her eyes stinging again. It
was amazing what a little kindness could do for a
person.

“Thank you,” she
whispered.

“It’s what truemates do,
Willow. 
We’ll
get this settled with the alphas, and then we’ll spend time
together and talk. I think you’ve got a lot to tell us, and we’ve
got plenty to share with you too. Does that sound good?” Archer
asked.

“Really good.”

“All right,” Gunner said,
“let’s get out from under these lights and get some
privacy.”

She walked between them down the
length of the building where they hooked a right and led her to a
large awning that covered a patio with a few picnic tables. Gunner
grabbed the door, and Archer led her through. The long hall was
well lit with bathrooms, storage, and offices on either
side.

A door was open, and when they passed
through, she read the name plaque in the center of the wood door:
Rehlik and Weylyn, Alphas.

Her heart hammered in her chest and
her palms were damp with sweat as the old fight or flight instinct
reared its head. But Gunner and Archer weren’t nervous or worried,
and they said they had her back, so she was going to trust that
they did. It was too late now, at any rate, since she was in the
alphas’ office.

Whatever happened now was in the hands
of fate. She hoped to hell that fate was kind to her. It seemed too
good to be true that she might find sanctuary within Cider Falls
and her mates too.

 




Chapter Four




Archer’s lion was doing backflips as he
closed the alphas’ office door. They’d found their mate, and she
was stunning, all petite and soft curves, with hair like dark
chocolate and hazel eyes flecked with gold and amber. She smelled
amazing, too, like peaches in the summer.

His skin prickled and his fangs
tingled, and he had to tamp down the desire that was running
rampant through him. They’d just met her, and she was clearly
terrified of meeting the alphas. Thinking sexy thoughts was a no-no
right now.

“Alphas,” Gunner said,
taking the lead, “this is Willow. She’s an exiled hybrid on the run
and in trouble.”

Rehlik had been casually twisting side
to side in the desk chair, but he stopped short, the chair
squeaking a little. Weylyn, seated in an identical chair next to
him, sat up a little straighter.

“Holy shit,” Weylyn said.
“Are you okay, Willow?”

“Y-yes?” she answered, her
voice low and wary.

Rehlik cleared his throat and gestured
to the chairs in front of the desk. They all sat, with Willow
between him and Gunner.

“First, Willow, welcome to
Cider Falls. I’m Rehlik and this is my mate, Weylyn. I’m a
purebred, exiled timber wolf and she’s a red fox-polar bear exiled
hybrid. I founded Cider Falls to be a haven for exiled shifters no
matter if they’re purebreds or hybrids, so you are very, very
welcome here. It’s clear that you’re scared, but please don’t be. I
have no interest in turning you in to the Federal Shifter
Alliance.”

“You’re definitely safe
here, Willow,” Weylyn said, reaching for Rehlik’s hand. “Why don’t
you start at the beginning and tell us what happened to bring you
here, and then we’ll see what we can do to fix things. Is anyone
hungry or thirsty? I can text Trace to bring something to
us.”

“Water would be nice,”
Willow said.

Archer could hear her heart still
pounding and scent the acridness of her fear, but she wasn’t
gripping the arms of the chair with white knuckles, so he hoped she
was coming down from her fear a little bit.

“On it,” Weylyn said. She
texted Trace, who was out in the bar working. He was not only
co-owner of Brewz with Rehlik, but also the second in command of
the pack.

Trace appeared shortly after with a
few bottles of chilled water. He glanced at Willow and gave a
curious look at Rehlik.

“I’ll update you when I
know everything,” Rehlik said, “but for now, there’s no one in here
but me and Weylyn.”

“I’ll lock the door on my
way out,” Trace said. He clicked the door lock and pulled it closed
behind him.

Archer grabbed a bottle of water and
gave it to Willow. He saw her hands were trembling, so he opened it
for her before she took it. She smiled gratefully at him and took a
long drink. She exhaled and wrapped her hands around the
bottle.

“My name is Willow Ezarra,
and I’m from Texas. I’m a cougar-tiger hybrid. My beast is a
cougar-colored, non-striped tiger. When I shifted for the first
time, my cougar pride imprisoned me until I could shift back and
then they exiled me. I was sixteen and I had nothing. I didn’t know
there was such a thing as an exile town, or I would’ve gone to one.
The alpha told me to find an alpha and join their group, but he
told me no purebred would accept me. I was only allowed to take one
bag of my things, and I had to leave on foot.”

“Were you surprised you
were a hybrid, or did you know ahead of your shift?” Weylyn
asked.

“I didn’t know. My mom is
a purebred cougar and hoped I’d look like her so no one would know,
but of course I don’t look anything like a cougar.”

“I fucking hate the way
the FSA handles things,” Rehlik said with a growl. “They’ve been
allowed to rule with their archaic laws for far too long. You can’t
punish a child for something they can’t control, and you can’t
force them to find a new place to live within seventy-two hours if
the purebred groups turn their backs on them and you give them no
options. The current system is designed to fail, and it’s
ridiculous.”

Archer agreed. “How long ago was that,
Willow?”

“Seven years.”

“Damn,” Gunner said.
“You’ve been on your own and hiding for seven years? How have you
survived?”

She let out a mirthless laugh. “I
stayed away from big cities and stuck to small towns with no
shifters. I kept my exile mark covered no matter the weather, and I
rarely shifted. It was just too much risk to be out in my shift
unless I was somewhere very remote. I was in Canada for a year or
so, but crossing the border was problematic. I mostly worked for
cash and slept in my car or some cheap room for rent. I was so
scared of being discovered.”

“We’re glad you’re here,”
Archer said. He gave her forearm a squeeze, and she smiled at
him.

“What brought you here?
How did you hear about us?” Rehlik asked.

She told them about her
boss, Roy, who had given her the address and Rehlik’s name. “Then I
went to work the next day and there was a female 
Hunter
interrogating him. I felt so bad, but I knew I couldn’t intervene
without revealing myself, so I split and drove here as fast as I
could. I was afraid my car wasn’t going to make it,
honestly.”

Archer made a mental note to check her
car out for her.

Rehlik stared at them for a long,
quiet moment. Then he leaned forward and put his forearms on the
desk. “So we’ve got a couple of problems. First, you were exiled
two years before Cider Falls was created, so I can’t claim that
you’ve been here all along because it wouldn’t jive with your
alpha’s information. What I can do, is add you in as a member in
good standing with a different last name. If that Hunter—or anyone
from the FSA shows up—they won’t know that you’re new and have been
on the run. They’ll believe you to be a long-time resident.
“

“I didn’t know that was
something an alpha could do,” Willow said with a frown.

Rehlik shrugged. “The FSA doesn’t come
into Cider Falls. They don’t like to deal with me because I like to
point out how flawed their rules are. If the FSA happened to check
out the Cider Falls membership database or come here in person, it
wouldn’t appear as if you were new.”

“Have you done it before?”
she asked.

“Not for someone who’s
been on the run as long as you, but yes. Rare is an exiled hybrid.
He was on his own for a year before he stumbled into town. Now he’s
on the construction crew. No one has ever come looking for him. I
did the same thing I will for you—I backdated him and changed his
last name.”

“Besides,” Weylyn said,
“the FSA is not welcome here in town. No one will turn you in or
tell the FSA anything about anyone.”

“True,” Rehlik said,
drumming his fingers on the desk. “I hate them myself. I founded
Cider Falls as a ‘screw you’ to them. There aren’t nearly enough
exile towns in the States. I think the FSA is a terrible
organization and anyone that works for them needs their head
examined. In your case, and a lot of cases like yours, you were a
child when you were exiled, and that means you couldn’t legally
make any decisions like starting your own pride. To me, that says
you shouldn’t be held responsible for being on the run. What other
choice did you have? The shit thing is that the FSA knows their
rules are flawed, they just don’t care. Just know this: you’re safe
here in Cider Falls. The FSA will not know you’re here.”

“I don’t know what to
say,” Willow said.

“Tell us what last name
you’d like,” Weylyn said.

Rehlik looked pointedly at Gunner and
Archer.

“Ours?” Archer asked,
glancing at Willow.

“Just changing my last
name will keep me hidden?”

“The FSA is rigid in their
searches. They will be looking for Willow Ezarra, not Willow James.
Willow Ezarra is in the wind as far as the FSA knows.”

“You can change her last
name without paperwork and government intervention?” Gunner
asked.

“Yep. I’ll handle it,”
Rehlik said.

“We’ll handle it,” Weylyn
said with a smile and a wink.

“Indeed,” Rehlik said,
chuckling. “If that’s okay with you, Willow.”

“I don’t want anyone to
get into trouble because of me.”

“Not an issue,” Rehlik
said. “I settled Cider Falls for people like you. It was intended
to be a safe place for anyone to come, but hardly anyone knows
about it, unfortunately. Right now, you’re safe. If you’d like to
be assigned a place to stay, I can reach out to Diem. She runs the
bookstore and has a few spare rooms in her place.”

Archer let out a slow snarl. Was
Rehlik suggesting their mate stay somewhere else?

“Don’t growl, it’s okay,”
Willow said softly. She looked at Rehlik and said, “Gunner and
Archer said that we would talk after we spoke with you, and I’d
like to go with them if it’s all the same to you.”

“Of course,” Rehlik said.
“We just don’t want you to feel pressured one way or the other, and
I’m sure Gunner and Archer don’t either.”

“Not at all,” Gunner said.
“But fair warning, if you go to Diem’s we’re going to camp out at
her house and keep watch over you.”

She smiled like she couldn’t quite
believe what she was hearing. “I’ll stay with you. If you want me
to.”

“We wouldn’t have it any
other way,” Archer promised.

“All right, then it’s
settled,” Rehlik said. “I’m going to get on the computer and get
this figured out. You three have a good night. And Willow, welcome
to Cider Falls.”

Weylyn stood and came over to them as
they stood to leave. She hugged Willow and gave her a sticky note
with her number. “Call me anytime day or night for anything. It’s
what I’m here for.”

“Thank you for being so
kind,” Willow said.

“Being exiled sucks, but
it’s not the end of the world. Cider Falls is filled with good
people who want to live their lives in peace. Welcome to the
pack.”

The three of them thanked the alphas
and left the office.

In the hall, Gunner said, “Sweetness,
if you give me your keys, I’ll get your car to our place and you
can ride with Archer.”

“Okay,” she said. She dug
her keys out of her pocket and handed them over. “It’s not a great
car. It’s kind of on its last legs.”

“We’re both mechanics so
we’ll take care of it,” Gunner said.

They walked out of the bar and into
the cool fall night. Archer led her to his pickup and opened her
door for her. “I’m sorry you were exiled, Willow, but I’m glad
you’re here. Gunner and I have been waiting our whole lives for
you.”

“I wish I’d come here
sooner.”

He nodded in understanding and shut
the door.

As he climbed behind the wheel, he
smiled at her. “The house isn’t far. Gun and I live together, of
course, and our mom lives on the next street.”

“Your mom is
here?”

“Yep. We were exiled from
our lion pride because the alpha didn’t want us to share a mate.
Our mom didn’t want us to be alone so she chose to be exiled with
us and came here. We’ve been here for three years.”

“That’s so awesome that
your mom came with you. I wish mine would have.”

He backed away from the bar and turned
down the road toward home. “Whatever happens, sweetheart, just know
that Gunner and I aren’t going to let anything happen to you.
You’re safe here with us.”

“I can feel it,” she
whispered.

“Good.
Sweetheart?”

“Yeah?”

“I’m glad you came to
Cider Falls.”

“Me too.”

 




Chapter Five




Willow was shocked to the core over the
events of the last hour. Not only had she found two guys who were
her mates, but she’d met the alphas and they were on her side and
willing to help her out. She’d been scared to pieces to meet them,
but they’d turned out to be down-to-earth, helpful, and
friendly.

She had no idea there were alphas like
Rehlik and Weylyn out there. If her alpha had been half as kind as
Rehlik, she wouldn’t have had to go on the run for such a long
time.

Her attention switched immediately
from thoughts of the alphas to the sexy male in the truck next to
her, and his equally sexy twin following them in her crappy
car.

Even their names were sexy.

Her tigress was in heaven. Two strong
males for them to love. In her wildest dreams she’d never thought
about having two mates, but although the idea was foreign to her
mind, there was something very right about it.

“How old were you and
Gunner when you realized you wanted to share a mate? Is that a
normal thing for lions?”

“It’s not even a little
bit normal,” he said with a laugh. “We knew when we were young
teenagers, maybe thirteen or fourteen. There was a female in the
pride we liked, and when we decided we weren’t going to fight over
her because our bond as brothers is too important, we realized that
sharing made sense to us. Our lions like it too. Our mom says that
she’d heard twin males tended to like to share, that there’s
something about being in the womb together, I guess.” He shrugged.
“Whatever the reason, our alpha did not like it at all and told us
to find separate mates. We waited as long as we could and put off
mating, until he put his foot down and made us choose.”

“You’re lucky your mom
came with you.”

“We are. She’s very
protective of us, and she’s going to love you too. I hope you like
home cooking because it’s her favorite thing. She’s one of those
food-is-love sorts of females.”

Willow smiled. “She sounds
great.”

“You can meet her
tomorrow. We’ll take you to the garage and show you around
town.”

“The garage where you
work, right?”

He pulled into a gravel driveway. She
could hear her junker car’s engine whining as it pulled up next to
them.

“We own it, actually. Gun
and I do the work and Mom runs a small breakfast shop out of
it—sandwiches, donuts, muffins, and excellent coffee.”

“That sounds really
neat.”

“It is. Ready for the
grand tour?”

“You bet.”

Gunner joined them, giving her a big
smile. “I grabbed your bag off the front seat, I thought you might
need it.”

She took the backpack from him,
grateful he’d thought to bring it along. “Thanks.”

They showed her around the house. It
was really cute and nicely decorated. There were three bedrooms,
two on one side of the house and the master on the other. The
family room had a sectional sofa and a flat screen TV, and the
kitchen had a small table with chairs set in front of a big picture
window.

“The pack owns a lot of
houses,” Archer said when they’d returned to the family room after
the tour. “Rehlik uses pack funds to buy up empty houses, so our
people always have places to live. When we came here, he offered us
our choice of homes. Mom took a little one, a two-bedroom with a
sunroom she loves to read in.”

She looked out one of the family room
windows. The next house was dark save for the blue flicker of a
television around the edges of the blinds in one window. It was
quiet, though, and she liked it.

“Do you think I’m really
safe?” she asked. She turned slowly to face them.

“Of course,” Gunner said.
“Rehlik knows how to handle the FSA. There would be no reason for
the hunter to come here looking for you since you were on the run
for so long. If she does happen to show up, though, Rehlik’s got it
handled with the pack records.”

“That, and Gun and I won’t
let anything happen to you. If the FSA shows up, we’ll keep you
safe.”

“It’s just been a really
long time since I’ve felt safe. I’m afraid of what that feels
like.”

Gunner put his hand on her shoulder
and gave it a reassuring squeeze. “You’ve had safeguards in place
to protect yourself all this time. It’s understanding why it would
be tough to let all that go. I want to tell you to trust us, trust
Rehlik and Weylyn, but it’s not fair to expect that of you when we
all just met. You’ll come into that trust in your own time, and
we’ll be here for you when that happens. Just know that we’d do
anything to keep you safe.”

“I know. I can feel it. My
beast is really happy to be here.”

They both smiled at her.

“I have an idea,” Archer
said.

She wondered if they were thinking
sexy thoughts of her. She was certainly having a hard time not
thinking sexy things about them.

“I thought you might like
to take a bath? If you’ve been on the run, you might not have had
much in the way of luxury, but the master bath’s got a spa tub you
could use. Gun and I will put together a nice snack while you’re
relaxing, and then we can talk some more before bed. I’m sure
you’re exhausted.”

“Do I look tired?” she
asked, self-consciously smoothing her hand over her
hair.

“You look beautiful,”
Gunner said.

Okay, her beast was preening like a
damn peacock.

“Thanks.” She tucked a
lock of stray hair behind her ear. “A bath sounds really heavenly.
I don’t think I’ve taken one since I was exiled.”

“Do you need anything else
from your car?” Gunner asked.

“Not tonight.” She had a
change of clothes and toiletries in the backpack
.

Archer walked with her to the bathroom
and showed her how to turn on the tub and get the water going. He
set bottles of shampoo and conditioner on the edge of the large tub
along with a bar of soap, then placed two fluffy towels next to
them.

She toed off her shoes. “Thank you so
much for your kindness.”

“When you come back out to
the family room, we’ll talk some more before we head to bed. The
master bedroom is yours for the night.”

“Do you both normally
sleep in here?” She looked through the doorway to the king-sized
bed covered with a comforter and pillows in navy blue.

“Gunner does. He’s the
oldest. I sleep in the spare bedroom. It’s too weird to share a bed
without our mate between us, so we never have.”

“I don’t want to kick him
out of his bed.”

“You’re not, I promise.
Enjoy your bath and take your time. We’ll be ready out in the
family room whenever you are.”

He left the bathroom and closed the
door behind him. She stripped, took out her clean clothes—jeans,
underwear, and a t-shirt—and put her dirty clothes away. Maybe
tomorrow she could use their washer and dryer.

She tested the water and found it
perfect, not too hot but hot enough to ease the aches that the long
hours behind the wheel had brought her. She slipped into the water
and groaned in relief. Settling into the curve of the tub, she let
her chin touch the water and closed her eyes, thinking about how
strange it all was. Never in a million years would she have guessed
that the address Roy had given her would’ve ended up saving her in
more ways than one.

Gunner and Archer were her mates. She
could feel it all the way to the center of her being.

Even though she knew it was right,
there was still a part of her that wondered how it would work.
Would they really be able to share her? Would they ever get jealous
of each other? And just what would things look like when they had
sex?

Sexy images flashed in her mind of the
three of them, and suddenly it was all she wanted.

But they wanted to get to know her,
and they wanted her to be comfortable with them. They didn’t have
to do anything tonight, even though she thought it might be the
best idea ever had by anyone in existence.

Dunking under the water to wet her
hair, she focused on getting clean and not so much on the sexy
males in the other room.

She had a place to stay—a safe
place—and two males to watch over her. She’d never felt anything
close to safety like this since she’d been exiled.

She just wanted it to last.

 




Chapter Six




Willow’s skin was pruny and pink by the
time she let the water out of the tub and rose to her feet. She
wrapped her hair up in one towel and patted her skin dry with the
other. The bath had been heavenly and just what she needed to feel
normal again, or something close to normal anyway. It was such a
simple thing, but to her it was a luxury.

When her skin was dry, she dressed in
her clean clothes and brushed her hair, blotting out as much water
as she could. She plaited it into a braid and tied it with an
elastic, then cleaned up and folded her towels.

With a deep breath, she stepped out of
the bathroom, half-expecting her mates to be on the big bed. But
they weren’t. She could hear low voices from down the hall, and
knew they were waiting in the family room for her like they said
they would be. Her thoughts kept straying to sexy things because
her mates were gorgeous, and she’d been alone for so
long.

She still couldn’t believe that she
was lucky enough to have found her mates in Cider Falls. To think
she’d almost left the bar without even going in! Now that would’ve
been a tragedy.

She left the bedroom and walked down
the hall. Gunner and Archer were seated on the couch talking, a
wide space between them.

“Hey, beautiful,” Gunner
said.

“How was your bath,
gorgeous?” Archer asked.

“It was really great,
thank you. I hope I didn’t take too long. I have no idea how long I
was in there.”

“We would’ve waited all
night, no worries,” Archer said. “Come join us.”

“You’re both very
sweet.”

“It’s just for you, I
promise,” Gunner said.

She sat on the comfortable couch
between them. Archer leaned forward and gestured to a wooden tray.
“I didn’t know how hungry you were, so I made up a snack selection
with cheese, bagel chips, grapes, and mini chocolate chip cookies.
If you’re really hungry, I can whip up something or make you a
sandwich.”

“The snacks are
perfect.”

“Iced tea or water?”
Gunner asked. He lifted a bottle of each. She picked the
water.

She filled a little plate with some
things and settled back on the couch. She popped a grape into her
mouth and smiled at the sweet taste. “This is freaking
surreal.”

“Which part?” Gunner
asked.

“Sitting here having a
snack with my mates in an exile-friendly town in Kentucky.” She
topped the bagel chip with a slice of swiss and ate it. “When I saw
that Hunter in Alabama, I thought I was toast. I mean, I don’t even
know how she found me. I’m entirely off the grid.”

“What about your driver’s
license?” Archer asked.

“I had my learner’s permit
when I was exiled so I never got my full one. If I get pulled over,
I tell them I forgot it and maybe cry a little, and I’ll be given a
warning. It’s only happened a couple times over the
years.”

“You’re pretty lucky,”
Gunner said.

“I guess in that respect.”
She let out a little laugh. “But I never felt lucky. I felt like I
was running on empty constantly, always worried about being
discovered.”

“I’m not sure how the
Hunters found you either,” Archer said. “Usually if they show up
like that, it’s because they were tipped off. Maybe one of the
customers where you worked saw a bit of your exile mark and called
in a tip. There are rewards for people who call into the tip line,
and humans and purebreds don’t care if they hurt someone by calling
in. An exiled shifter would never turn in another
exile.”

She nibbled on grapes and bagel chips
and thought about how the FSA might’ve found her. In the long run,
it didn’t matter because her danger radar had gone off just in time
to get her the hell out of there without being discovered. If
someone did realize what she was and turned her in, she hoped karma
got them good on her behalf.

“So about your car,”
Gunner said.

“I know, it’s terrible. I
saved for months for it, while I either walked or took the bus. It
was all I could get without going to a dealership which would need
identification.”

“It served its purpose,”
Gunner said. “It brought you to us.”

“I’m glad for that,” she
said.

“We’ll get you something
nice to drive around town. You can drive either of our vehicles if
you’d like too, whenever you want. And maybe we can figure out how
to get you a driver’s license that won’t tip off the
Hunters.”

“I don’t need one unless
Cider Falls has police who would pull me over.” She’d just gotten
into town; she had no plans to leave anytime soon.

“We have security, not
police,” Archer said, “so don’t worry about that.”

While she finished her snack, she
listened to her mates share about the town, from the people to the
businesses. It truly seemed idyllic.

“Did you ever stay in
Kentucky?” Gunner asked, lazily drawing circles on her
arm.

“I’ve been through it once
or twice over the years, but never in the same place, and I’ve
never been in this part of the state.”

It was easy to feel wistful about what
might have been if she’d known about Cider Falls or that there were
places where people didn’t care what your beast was or who your
parents were. She wasn’t going to stay moony about the past,
though. She was hopeful for the future and being able to settle in
town with Gunner and Archer.

When she’d yawned for the fifth time
that night, Archer rose to his feet and said, “I think we could all
use a good night’s rest.”

She nodded and stood, with Gunner
following suit.

“Thanks for everything,”
she said.

“You don’t have to thank
us for taking care of you,” Archer said. “It’s what mates do for
each other.”

“Still, I’d feel weird if
I didn’t say thank you.”

“You’re welcome from both
of us,” Gunner said. “Sleep well, sweetheart.”

“I’m sure I will. You
too.”

It was tempting to kiss them, but she
decided it wasn’t the right time. If she kissed them even
innocently, it might turn into something more. Which would be a
great idea, except she was bone-deep exhausted and could hardly
keep her eyes open.

“Good night,” she said,
smiling at them before she left the family room and headed to the
bedroom.

She closed the door and stripped.
Gunner had told her to find a t-shirt in the top drawer to sleep
in. She found a soft white tee and slipped it on, leaving herself
in panties and the shirt. She climbed under the covers, barely
stifling a groan at how comfortable the sheets were. And the
mattress? It felt like sleeping on a dang cloud.

She rolled to her side and stared at
the wall, her eyes quickly closing as sleep blanketed her. She
couldn’t remember the last time she felt really safe when she was
sleeping. Worry that she’d be discovered by the FSA had always left
her cat unsettled and hyperaware of their surroundings. A restful
sleep wasn’t really something she had experience with.

This night, though, she wasn’t alone.
She didn’t know Archer and Gunner well, but she could feel how
sincere they were. They wanted her to feel safe and trust them, and
she did, at least a little bit.

As she drifted off to sleep, she was
thankful for that little scrap of paper that had brought her right
to her mates and, hopefully, a forever home.

 


* * *

 


Gunner tried to get comfortable on the
floor, but sleep wouldn’t come. The blow-up mattress felt like it
was filled with nails, and his lion was pacing in his head. He knew
that the sleeplessness had less to do with the mattress and more to
do with their sexy mate in the master bedroom.

Willow was sleeping in the king bed
they’d bought for when they finally found their mate. He’d claimed
the room because he was oldest, but he’d known at some point that
they’d all be there. He’d gladly given up the room for her. While
she agreed they were all mates, she still looked like a doe about
to bolt, as if she couldn’t trust that she was safe in Cider Falls,
safe with them.

He wasn’t hurt by the notion she
didn’t feel entirely at ease. She’d been on the run for far too
long. He didn’t know what he’d feel like if he was in her shoes
with others telling her she was safe. They’d give her as much time
as it took to heal and trust that they were going to do everything
in their power to make sure she was safe and happy.

“Can’t sleep?” Archer
asked quietly.

“Nope. You?”

Archer groaned. “Nah.”

“I hope she’s sleeping
well. She looked like she was about to drop earlier.”

“Yeah.”

When she’d come out of the bathroom,
skin pink from the hot water and a smile on her face, he’d fallen
half in love with her. She was stunning on a hundred different
levels, from the dimple in her cheek when she smiled to the way she
bit her lip when she was thinking. And her curves! He wanted to
memorize them with his fingers and lips, get to know every inch of
her intimately.

While they’d snacked and talked, her
yawns had told them she was truly tired even though she said she
was fine. They’d told her about Cider Falls and running the garage,
and she’d told them about her life before exile and then being on
the run. She had a wry sense of humor and loved classic animated
movies featuring princesses and talking animals.

He heard a creak out in the family
room and sat up at the same time Archer did.

He held his breath and tilted his
head, letting his lion out enough to be able to hear
better.

Another creak and a soft
curse.

Gunner chuckled. Willow was walking
toward them.

“Is everything okay?” he
called.

“Did you hear the creak or
the curse?” she asked as she appeared in the open
doorway.

“Both,” he said with a
chuckle.

“You’re up,” she said. “I
wasn’t sure if you would be.”

“We couldn’t sleep,”
Archer said. “How about you?”

She let out a deep sigh and rubbed the
back of her neck. “No, I couldn’t sleep either. I think it’s
because you’re all the way over here and I was all the way over
there in a big bed that felt really empty. It seems silly that I’ve
spent seven years on my own and I finally find my truemates and
then we’re not even in the same room.”

Gunner’s cat sat up with a curious
murmur. “We didn’t want you to feel pressured by us in any
way.”

“I know. You’re both so
sweet. I’ve never known anyone as caring as you.”

“We want you to be happy,”
Archer said. “Whatever you want from us is what we’re happy to
provide.”

“I’d like it if we could
all be in the same bed. I don’t...I’m not ready tonight for
anything more to happen, but I know I’m not going to be able to
sleep at all if I’m not with you. My cat is driving me
nuts.”

“We’d love to sleep with
you,” Gunner said. He tried not to jump to his feet like an eager
youth, but he certainly felt like one.

“Of course,” Archer said
as he got out of bed.

Gunner was wearing shorts; Archer was
wearing track pants. Willow was wearing a long t-shirt from his
dresser. He liked seeing her in his clothes.

They followed her to the
bedroom.

She climbed onto the bed and pulled
one of the pillows to the center. She stretched out under the
covers, giving him a tantalizing view of her thighs.

Damn she was sexy.

He and Archer got onto the bed on
opposite sides with her in the middle.

“Did you know that my old
alpha called me a beast?” she asked as they settled on either side
of her.

“What?” Gunner
asked.

“He said that because I
was two different animals combined that I wasn’t a cougar or a
tiger, just a mixed-up beast.”

“He’s an asshole,” Archer
said with a growl.

“For sure,” Gunner said.
“I sometimes think of my cat as a beast, but the way your alpha
said it is really derogatory. Which side do you feel more
like?”

“The tigress, probably
since that’s my shift. It’s not like I have two different cat
consciences in my head, it’s just the one.” She sighed. “Being
around your alphas and shifters again is bringing up some of the
stuff with my old pride. Sometimes I feel like all the awful things
my alpha said are still banging around in my skull.”

“It can be hard to get
over that kind of bullshit from our past,” Archer said. “Our alpha
told us we were degenerates for wanting to share a female, that it
went against the natural order of things. He said it enough that it
made me wonder if there was something wrong with us.”

“Right,” Gunner said, “and
now we know that he’s the one that had a problem with our romantic choices, and
that’s not our problem. Your alpha was wrong, plain and simple, about you,
but that’s unfortunately the way hybrids are treated. Except here.
You’re very welcome here.”

She turned her head to look at him,
gifting him with a slow smile.

Leaning over, she gave him a kiss, and
then kissed Archer.

“Goodnight,” she whispered
in between two yawns.

“Sleep well, sweetness,”
Gunner said.

“Night, baby,” Archer
said.

Gunner watched her features smooth out
as she drifted off to sleep. She didn’t look stressed anymore, she
just looked peaceful.

“I’ve got an idea,” Archer
said.

“Yeah?”

“Big date tomorrow night.
Let’s pull out all the stops.”

“I like it. Maybe
Orchard?”

Orchard was a swanky steakhouse in
Derring, a few towns over. They’d taken their mom there for her
birthday when they first arrived in Cider Falls and found it to be
a pretty spectacular place that treated customers like
royalty.

“Perfect,” Archer said. He
pulled up his phone and poked around for a few minutes while Gunner
took the opportunity to drink his fill of the sight of their
beautiful mate sleeping soundly between them. “We’re in. Seven
o’clock tomorrow. I also sent a text to Novak to ask for an
escort.”

Unfortunately, while he fully believed
their town to be a safe haven from Hunters and the FSA, their
people had a bad run of issues with outsiders who seemed to be
trying to drive them out of town recently. Cameras had been set up
in the woods to watch their comings and goings, traps had been
scattered in their hunting territory, and a bomb had been set at
the gazebo in the center of town during their anniversary
celebration, nearly killing Rehlik and Weylyn.

No one had a clue who was coming after
them, but Gunner’s money was on a rogue pack, probably full of
exiles, who wanted to take Cider Falls for their own.

It had been a month since the bombing,
and they hadn’t seen hide nor hair of whoever was causing trouble.
A little flash of guilt pushed through him because they were
certain the person who’d set the bomb had been a female who snuck
into town and said she wanted to interview for the receptionist job
at the garage. If only they’d followed her to make sure she left
town without trouble, she wouldn’t have had a chance to set the
bomb.

He hoped whoever it was trying to get
rid of them would take a hint and leave them all the hell alone.
They weren’t about to leave Cider Falls for any reason, especially
now that they’d found their mate.

“Works for me,” Gunner
said. “Don’t forget we’ve got some stuff to do at the shop
tomorrow.” He stifled a yawn, his jaw cracking slightly with the
motion.

“Hopefully she won’t mind
coming with us. Maybe she’d like to take the receptionist
job.”

“That would be awesome.
Then we could all work together.”

“Hard to imagine getting
much work done with our sexy mate around,” Archer said with a low
chuckle.

“For sure, but we’ll
manage. Right now, I’m just glad she’s here. Fate sure is
funny.”

“Fate’s a bitch
too.”

Now wasn’t that the truth?

Closing his eyes as another yawn
worked through him, Gunner placed a hand gently on Willow’s arm,
smiling at the contact. He was in bed with his mate. It was the
first day of a new, amazing chapter of their lives. He couldn’t
wait to see what tomorrow would bring.

 




Chapter Seven




The next morning, Willow woke to find
only Gunner in bed with her. She felt the bed on her left and the
sheets were cold.

“He’s making us
breakfast,” Gunner said sleepily.

“Really? I’ve never had
someone do that for me.”

He laughed lightly and kissed her
cheek, snuggling close. “He likes to do that kind of thing. I’ve
never been interested. He and I are pretty opposite. I think it’s
why we’ll work together well sharing you.”

She rolled to her side to face him. He
was even sexier with stubble on his cheeks and his hair mussed from
sleep.

“What do you
mean?”

“Well, it’s our
personalities. I’m more of a protector and can be more aggressive.
He’s more of a caretaker, more gentle. I mean, he’d kick anyone’s
ass to keep you safe for sure, but of the two of us, I’m more
likely to punch first and ask questions later. So for our mating
trio, I’ll be the protector, he’ll be the caretaker, and you’ll be
the center of our world.”

She really liked that. Gunner was very
sweet and protective.

“Do you guys have to work
today?”

“We do. We’re usually open
until noon on Saturdays, but if there’s a job that needs to be
done, we’ll stay later. We’d like for you to come with us. We’ll
try not to let you be too bored. Mom will be at the garage; she’s
eager 
to
meet you and invited us to lunch after we close so she can get to
know you better.”

Her brows went high. “When did you
have time to tell your mom about meeting me?”

“Earlier this morning.
I’ve been up for a bit. I texted her to let her know what happened.
I’m surprised you couldn’t hear her happy cheer from the next
street over.”

“That’s sweet. It must run
in the family.”

“She’s an amazing lady. We
were lucky to grow up with her. Her whole goal since we left our
pride was to see us mated and happy. You’re what she was wishing
would happen to us.”

She wondered briefly if her mom ever
thought about her.

“Where’s your dad? You
only talk about your mom,” she asked.

“His name is Daniel. His
pride and our old one used to get together for the unmated members
to have cubs. Both the alphas believed in continuing the pride’s
purebred-only way of life, so they encouraged unmated males and
females to have cubs together. Sometimes they’d end up mating, but
most of the time, like in our mom’s case, he was only interested in
doing what he considered his duty to his alpha and that was
it.”

“Wow. Is he part of your
lives?”

“Not even a little bit. We
met him when we were ten. Mom tracked him down with our alpha’s
help. He’d left his pride and joined another and mated a female. He
didn’t really want anything to do with us, but our mom thought it
was important that we meet him. His mate was really angry because
she thought our mom was trying to foist us off on them and she had
cubs of her own.”

“That’s sad. My mom hooked
up with my biological father when she was on vacation with her
family. She apparently was drunk and thought he was human. When she
found out he was a tiger the next day, she just left and never even
got his name or anything. So I actually have no clue who my dad is,
but he’s a purebred so I’m sure he wouldn’t want anything to do
with me either.”

“Well, Gun and I sure want
something to do with you,” Archer said from the doorway. He walked
into the room carrying two plates, with silverware sticking out of
his pocket.

“Thanks,” she said,
sitting up. “And good morning.”

“Morning, baby,” Archer
said. He handed her and Gunner the plates and silverware, then made
two more trips to bring coffee and then his own plate.

“Thank you for breakfast,
it’s so sweet,” she said.

Archer had made eggs and toast. “My
pleasure. I wish I could cook more than basic stuff, but unless you
like burned pancakes, this is my best.”

“It’s perfect.”

They ate and talked about the plans
for their day. She was looking forward to seeing the garage as well
as meeting their mom.

“And then what?” she
asked, putting a bit of egg on the toast and taking a
bite.

“Then a tour of the town
and then dinner out. How’s that sound?” Archer asked.

“Dinner where? Like a
fancy place? I don’t have anything really nice to wear to any place
upscale.” She didn’t have much in the way of clothes. Her
philosophy living on the run had been to keep her belongings to a
minimum. Hell, she didn’t even have a cell phone. If she’d ever
needed one, she would just pick up a prepaid one and dump it when
it was used up.

“It’s not super fancy,”
Gunner said. “But the female who runs the bookstore in town is
really into fashion, and I’m sure she has something you can borrow.
I can reach out and see if she’s available.”

“Would she really want to
lend her clothes to a stranger?”

“Of course. You’re our
mate and that makes you part of the pack,” Archer said.

She shook her head with a smile. She’d
honestly never met anyone like the people of Cider
Falls.

“I wish I’d come here
years ago,” she confessed.

Gunner leaned over and gave her a hug.
“We do too.”

When breakfast was done, Gunner gave
her his laptop with a browser window opened to a department store’s
website.

“What’s this for?” she
asked.

“I thought you’d like to
order clothes for delivery. They have free delivery within four
hours if you order before noon. They’ll bring it to the guard
station when it’s ready and then we can go pick it up or one of the
guards on patrol can run it by.

“I don’t have a credit
card to put this stuff on.” She chewed her bottom lip, thinking
about how little cash she had now with the gas she’d had to buy to
make it to Kentucky.

“It’s on us,” he said.
“We’re not really free to take you shopping for a couple days and
it doesn’t seem like a safe idea for you to go driving out of town
by yourself. This way, you can get whatever you need and it’ll be
here before we go to dinner. But you can still meet Diem and borrow
something from her for tonight.”

He slipped from the bed and stretched,
and she took a moment to ogle her fill of her sexy mate. Muscles
for days. Trim waist. Cute butt.

“Hey, my eyes are up
here,” he said, his voice warm with a hint of teasing.

“Sorry, but you know
you’re sexy.”

“Don’t be sorry, I love
looking at you too.” He leaned over and tapped the screen. “I’m
serious sweetness, order whatever you need. Jeans, shirts, pajamas,
socks, and whatever hair and makeup stuff you need.”

“If you’re
sure?”

“One hundred percent.
You’ll also notice I didn’t mention panties or bras. I mean, go
ahead if you want to get them, but don’t get them on my account.”
He wiggled his brows, and she smiled.

“I’ll keep that in
mind.”

“You can get dressed and
come out into the family room and shop until we need to
leave.”

“Okay, I’ll be right
out.”

He dressed for work then used the
bathroom.

She used the bathroom when he was
finished. Archer brought in her other bag from her car, and she
changed into comfortable jeans and a long-sleeved shirt. She
marveled at how kind her mates were. But if the situation were
reversed and she was the one with the ability to provide for them,
she’d do it in a heartbeat. It was sweet to find such willing guys
as her mates.

Out in the family room, she sat on the
couch with the laptop and poked around on the website. It felt
strange to put items in the online cart because she’d never shopped
online before. How could she, when she never knew how long she’d be
staying in one place? Hell, she’d never had a computer of her own.
She was too afraid to leave a digital footprint of herself
somewhere if she had email or any sort of account, even with a
store.

Her mates and their alphas assured her
she was safe in Cider Falls. She knew the only thing that was going
to make her believe that was time. Time with her mates, time in
their arms, time to let the safety provided by the exiles-welcome
town to sink into her brain.

“That’s pretty,” Archer
said, leaning over the back of the couch.

The page she’d stopped on had a
long-sleeved tunic and matching leggings. The top was sage green
with white details, and the leggings were a darker sage
color.

“What kind of stuff do you
wear at the shop?”

“When we’re working on
vehicles we wear uniforms, but when we’re working in the front we
wear jeans and golf shirts with our logo on them.”

“You can take the laptop
with you,” Gunner said, “and keep shopping once we get you settled
at the garage. We don’t have a lot going on today, but we do have
some people coming in to pick up and drop off their
vehicles.”

“Sounds good,” she
said.

“Wait, add that outfit to
the cart so you don’t lose it,” Archer said. “It’s pretty, and I
think the color will look great on you.”

She clicked the button to add it and
then closed the laptop.

In minutes they were in Gunner’s truck
which had a bench seat. She sat in the middle, enjoying being
between her mates as they drove to the garage. They parked in the
back and she followed them into the shop after Archer unlocked the
door.

“This place was closed for
a few years when we came to town. We were planning to just work out
of wherever we lived when we got here,” Gunner said, “but Rehlik
was excited to have mechanics in town, so he gave us the keys and a
credit card to order supplies. He wants Cider Falls to be a place
where people don’t have to leave to get what they need unless they
want to. We have a small grocery, a bookstore, a diner, the bar,
our deli, a construction company, and a landscape company. The only
thing we’re really missing is a bank, but there’s an ATM in the
grocery if anyone needs cash.”

She set the laptop on a counter and
said, “How about the grand tour?”

“I’m going to check in
with Mom and turn on the reception computer, then I’ll catch up
with you guys,” Gunner said.

She watched him leave and then turned
to face Archer.

“We should go say hi to
our mom, otherwise I’m going to want to take you into the back
office and kiss on you some more.”

“I wouldn’t mind
that.”

He chuckled and stepped away, taking
her hand. “I wouldn’t either, but work beckons, even if it has
terrible timing.”

“Later, then?”

“Most
definitely.”

As they headed out from the back to
the reception desk, Willow’s stomach flipped in
anticipation.

“I’m so glad I found you,
sweetheart,” Archer said.

Her eyes stung a little. “You’re so
dang sweet. I’m crazy about you.”

“I’m crazy about you too.
Ready?”

“Lead the way.”

He pushed open the door and she
followed him, her stomach suddenly a riot of nerves as she prepared
to meet their mom. She was excited and nervous and everything in
between.

Of all the things she thought would
happen when she arrived in Cider Falls, finding two mates in twin
lions and getting to meet their mother in a garage was not among
them. But she was thrilled to see what the day would
bring.



Chapter Eight




Archer walked from the garage bay into
the reception area with Willow. They’d left Gunner in the bay to
get to work on a car that was due to be picked up at eleven.
Outside, the October morning was gray and it looked like it might
rain, which he hoped it wouldn’t. He hated pumping gas in the
rain.

“Does your mom run the
breakfast shop on the weekends?” Willow asked as she leaned against
the counter and looked at the deli space. The lights were on, and
the case was stocked with baked goods which told him she’d already
been there working.

“On Saturdays, yes. On
Sundays, she takes her baked goods to the diner, and they sell them
on her behalf. We like to keep the shop closed on Sunday, so people
have to go out of town to get gas. It gives us a break.”

“Did she leave for the day
or something?” Willow asked when they realized his mom wasn’t
there.

“I don’t think so, let’s
see if she left a note for us.”

Behind the deli counter, he indeed
found a note from their mom. “Ran out of OJ, see you soon!” She
signed it with a loopy heart.

“Oh, okay I have a little
bit of time to settle down,” she said, letting out a nervous
laugh.

“You’re nervous? About
what? She’s going to love you because you’re our mate.”

“I never had to meet a
parent before.”

“Trust me, okay? She’s
very sweet.”

“Is that why you’re so
sweet?”

“I’m definitely a lot like
her.”

The garage opened at eight, but
normally she’d have the bakery open at seven, so he decided to open
and work her counter until she returned.

He turned on the gas pumps and booted
up the computer at the reception desk, and then he turned on the
tablet his mom used for credit card payments.

“These look amazing.
Cheese Danish are my favorite.”

“Help yourself,” his mom
said, coming in through the bay carrying several grocery sacks.
“Hi, I’m Eugenia, but all my friends call me Ginny.”

“It’s nice to meet you.
Can I give you a hand?” Willow asked.

“No, that’s why I had
kids. Help your mother, Archer.”

He grabbed the bags from her and
carried them to the counter. “Hi, Mom. This is our mate,
Willow.”

She brushed her hands together and
said, “Welcome to Cider Falls and our family. Are you a hugger? I’m
a hugger, and not everyone is, so I like to ask first.”

“I am,” Willow said with a
grin.

The two embraced, and Archer couldn’t
help but smile. He knew Willow and his mom would get along
wonderfully.

“Let me get you a cheese
Danish and some coffee and we can sit and chat.”

Archer finished putting the gallons of
orange juice away. He tossed the sacks in the bin and said, “What
about the counter?”

“You can sell pastries
while we chat,” Ginny said. “I want to take a moment to get to know
your mate.”

“All right,” he said. “But
I also get a Danish.”

“Of course,
honey.”

Ginny poured coffee into ceramic mugs
she’d painted at a pottery store while he dished up two cheese
Danish on paper plates. Willow fixed her coffee with vanilla
creamer and a little sugar and carried the mug and Danish over to
one of the couches in the lounge.

“She’s gorgeous and so
sweet,” Ginny said, squeezing his shoulder. “I’m so glad you found
each other.”

“Gun and I are
too.”

His mom sat down with Willow, and
Archer got back to work setting up for the day. By the time their
coffee and chat was finished, he’d served up half of the pastries
while helping customers with the gas pumps and setting up
appointments for later in the week for maintenance and repair
work.

Willow joined him behind the counter
as he swiped a customer’s credit card through the machine to pay
for the annual maintenance on his sedan.

“Cody, this is our mate,
Willow.” Archer handed the card back to the black bear shifter and
said to Willow, “Cody works for O’Reilly’s landscape
company.”

“Nice to meet you,” Cody
said, extending his hand.

“You too,” she
said.

“Rehlik spoke to a few of
us yesterday about your situation,” Cody said, putting his wallet
in his pocket. “We spread the news so that no one is surprised
you’re here, and as far as our people are concerned, you’ve been
here for a few years.”

“That’s really nice of
him,” Willow said.

“He’s a great alpha.
Better for sure than my old one.”

“Definitely,” Archer
said.

Cody rapped his knuckles
on the counter and said, “Welcome to Cider Falls, 
Willow.
You two take care.”

“You too,” Archer
said.

Cody stopped at the deli counter and
picked up some muffins and then left.

Willow turned around and leaned
against the counter to face him. “Your mom said there’s a job
opening.”

His brows went high. “There is. What
did she tell you about it?”

“That it’s basically a
receptionist job with answering the phone, making appointments, and
dealing with customers.”


“And also helping me at
the deli during down times,” Ginny said loudly as she used tongs to
retrieve Danish from the counter for a customer.

Willow smiled. “She did say that
too.”

“Gun and I were talking
about it last night, and we’d love if you wanted to come here and
work.” He rested his hands on either side of her, gripping the
counter and caging her in. “I’d love to get to see you anytime I
wanted.”

“Diem’s also got a job
opening,” Ginny said.

“Ma! Not helpful,” Archer
said. “Don’t listen to her, you absolutely should want to work
here. We’ll get you a cute uniform; I’m thinking something really
short and revealing. Oh wait, then other males would ogle you and
Gun and I would have to kick everyone’s ass.”

Willow’s smile got bigger. “What kind
of place does Diem have?”

He snarled. “A bookstore.”

She laughed. “Oh, I do love a good
bookstore. But,” she said, hooking her hands behind his neck and
leaning in, “I’d love to work here. I worked for a small gas
station and garage like this in Michigan for a few months. The only
thing I hated about the place was the terrible coffee.”

“That’s definitely not a
problem here,” he said.

“Is there an interview?”
she murmured into his ear.

His skin prickled and his lion growled
softly. “You know it.”

Gunner walked into the reception area
and arched a brow. “You’re supposed to keep the groping to a
minimum at work.”

“Spoilsport,” Archer
teased.

“We were just talking
about a job interview,” Willow said as she leaned away and let her
hands drop.

“Now that’s a great idea,”
Gunner said. “It’s entirely a formality, but for sure you should
try really hard to convince us to hire you.”

When Gunner winked at her, she
giggled.

Gunner handed Archer a set of keys and
paperwork. “Felix is coming in to pick it up in an hour, I just
talked to him.”

“Sounds good,” Archer
said.

Gunner kissed Willow as Archer turned
to put the items on the counter and log into the computer
system.

The morning passed quickly, with
Willow spending time at both counters, helping him ring up
customers and make appointments and selling the baked goods his mom
had prepared.

They grabbed sandwiches and ate in the
back office around the metal desk. “We’ll stop at Diem’s after
lunch. She called to say she had some clothes for you to borrow,”
Gunner said.

“That’s awesome,” Willow
said. She’d finished up her online shopping during the slow moments
in the shop. The delivery was set to arrive at the guard station at
the road into town between four and five p.m.

He adored how excited she was to get
the clothes. She’d told him that money had been in short supply for
her over the years, so she rarely bought anything new, choosing
second-hand shops and thrift stores when she needed
something.

Every time she’d said she’d filled the
cart with enough, either he or Gun would tell her to shop a little
more so she could get everything she wanted, from clothes and shoes
to makeup. They were both good at saving money, and Archer couldn’t
think of anything better to spend money on right now than getting
their girl whatever her heart desired.

When their sandwiches were gone, the
three of them cleaned up the reception area and locked up. Ginny
left when they did, inviting them to dinner on Sunday
night.

The next stop was the bookstore, where
they left Diem and Willow to chat about clothes while he and Gun
went to the grocery store with a list she’d given them of the
things she needed, including shampoo “anything that smells like
vanilla” and lotion for sensitive skin.

As they filled a cart with what she
needed and got enough food to last them through the week, he
thought about how lucky he felt to be in the position he was in.
Not only did he and Gunner have their beautiful mate, but she fit
right in with the people of Cider Falls. Everyone who came through
the shop was enchanted with her, and readily welcomed her into
town.

They could mate her officially in
front of the pack during the full moon, but it wouldn’t change
anything. She was theirs and they were hers and that’s all that
mattered.

Tonight, they’d go out on their first
date together as a trio. He and Gun had dated over the years, but
they’d never found someone who made both of their lions sit up and
take notice. Even the first female they’d both been attracted to as
teens hadn’t made their lions excited in the least. Not like the
way their lions both were captivated by the petite beauty. She was
perfect for them.

He was excited to mate her officially,
but he’d be happy no matter when that happened.

Their long wait was over.

 




Chapter Nine




Willow stood in the master bathroom and
went onto her toes to try to get a better look at herself in her
new dress, the one that Diem had given her—a gorgeous dark green
tank dress with a pashmina in a soft gray color. The cinched waist
made her look like a pinup, and the green color brought out the
green in her eyes.

The day had passed by quickly. Her
favorite part had been working side by side with Archer in the
reception lounge, with Gunner in one of the bays. Gunner had put
her car up in the bay and given it a thorough
inspection.

“My gut was right,” he
said as he hefted himself out from under it. “It’s not really worth
fixing.”

“I know,” she said. “But
it got me here and that’s what counts.”

“We can junk it, probably
get a few hundred for it.”

“Sure, whatever you think
is best.”

He nodded at her with a
smile.

She didn’t have an emotional
attachment to the car. She’d known it wasn’t worth much when she’d
paid cash for it from a roadside dealer six months earlier. What
she liked about it was the roomy back seat that made for a good
bed. But she didn’t need to worry about where she’d be sleeping
anymore.

She had an honest-to-goodness home
now.

It was the best feeling in the
world.

Her stomach flipped as she thought
about what a better feeling would be—making love to her
mates.

They’d talked over the course of the
day about their mating, and both Gunner and Archer had been adamant
that the ball was in her court. They were ready to mate her
whenever she was ready. She’d never been with a male who cared so
much about her feelings as Gunner and Archer did.

She smiled as she thought about them.
Gunner, with his denim-colored eyes and broad shoulders who looked
at her like he couldn’t breathe quite right unless she was around.
And Archer, with his pale ocean blue eyes and trim waist, with a
smile that made her feel warm from the inside out.

She finished getting ready and walked
out of the master and into the family room. She was greeted with an
amazing sight—her twin mates dressed identically in sharp black
suits, crisp white dress shirts, and shiny shoes, save for the
different ties—one was jade green and one was forest
green.

“You look gorgeous, baby,”
Archer, wearing the forest green tie, said.

“Stunning,” Gunner
said.

“Thank you. You both look
amazing too.” She walked toward them, the kitten heels making her
hips sway. It made her smile to see their gazes drop down the
length of her body and to hear their lions purring in appreciation.
Her cat yowled in her head, a sound that meant she was one lucky
female to have two such sexy males to call her own.

She kissed Archer and then
Gunner.

“Ready to go?” Gunner
asked as he stole a second kiss.

“Of course.” She was
tempted to tell them she didn’t want to leave the house, that
dinner could wait until they explored each other in bed. But while
it was tempting to say just that, she really wanted to see what
they had planned for their first date.

Gunner grabbed the door, and Archer
offered his arm. She walked through the door with him, and Gunner
caught up, offering her his other arm.

She felt positively giddy at the
attention.

They got into Gunner’s pickup, and she
took up what she’d come to think of as her place, right between
them. On the way to the restaurant, they talked about the garage
and her taking the job, which she’d been thrilled to do.

“What hours and days?” she
asked. “We never really talked about that.”

“Well, it’s open Monday
through Friday from eight to five,” Archer said, “and then Saturday
from eight to noon. We’re both there all the time, and except for
Saturdays, we have some young pack members who handle the gas pumps
during the week.”

“I’d like to be there
whenever you need me,” she said. In truth, she was just so excited
to have a job already when she hardly had any money left that she
couldn’t really articulate how much it meant to her.

Gunner hummed. “If you want to start
off working when we do, that would be great. When it’s slow, you
can help Mom out in the deli if you’d like. She’d love the extra
help and another female to talk to.”

“I’m game,” she said. “Do
you normally drive together to work?”

“Sometimes,” Archer said.
“It just depends on whether one of us has to go in early to finish
a job or stay late. If you’re wondering about having a vehicle, we
can get you one this week so you can drive around town whenever
you’d like. But you can always drive either of our
trucks.”

“I’d love that.” She
smiled. “I never even got a car from my mom. I’d just gotten my
permit before 
I
shifted for the first time. She told me she would get me a car so I
could find a job in town, but I was exiled before I got the car.
The alpha’s goons walked me to the outskirts of the territory with
only what I could carry and told me they’d happily kill me if they
ever saw me again.”

Gunner and Archer both snarled. “What
did you do?” Archer asked.

“Cried a lot while I
walked down the road,” she said, laughing mirthlessly. “I slept in
a park that night, scared to death that I’d get caught. I had some
money and my temporary ID and that was it. I just...kept walking.
I’d sleep at night in parks or bus stations. I got my first job
after I’d been on my own for about a week. I found this greasy
spoon diner, and the owner was kind of a letch, but he paid me
under the table and let me eat the kitchen mistakes for free. I
knew I had to keep moving because the FSA could find me at any time
and imprison me. I knew no tiger or cougar prides would take me in,
and I didn’t know I could simply register myself as an alpha in a
town that wasn’t established by another shifter group.” That
information was something she’d learned while researching the FSA
rules at a library computer a few months after she’d been
exiled.

The library had been a place she
sought refuge over the years, finding the warm building and
friendly librarians who didn’t ask questions to be just what she
needed when she had nowhere else to go.

“We don’t even really know
how many exile-welcoming towns there are in the States because no
one keeps track of that kind of information. Plus, like you said,
sometimes an exiled shifter will simply declare themselves an alpha
in a town and that will be enough to get the FSA off their
backs.”

“I wish I’d known I could
do that when I was first exiled,” she said with a sigh. “By the
time I realized what I could’ve done, it was too late. Registering
myself after the seventy-two hour deadline was a sure way to get
myself imprisoned.”

“True,” Archer said.
“Damned if you do, damned if you don’t.”

“I was so alone and scared
for such a long time.”

Archer put his arm around her and
pulled her gently against him, his lion letting out a soft purr.
“I’m so sorry for what you went through.”

She didn’t like the tears that stung
her eyes, so she blinked rapidly and cleared her throat. “You know
what? It wasn’t all terrible. I had some good times, I met some
really sweet people along the way, and once I saved up enough to
get a car and then I didn’t have to sleep outside…it wasn’t all
that bad. Plus,” she said with a smile, “if I hadn’t gone through
all that, then I wouldn’t have come here and found you two. So the
road I was on, however difficult, was worth it in the
end.”

Gunner brought her hand to his lips
and kissed it. “Fuck, Willow, that’s the sweetest thing. You’re
amazing.”

Archer nuzzled her neck with a purr.
“You’re ours.”

“I am,” she said. “And
you’re both mine.”

“Damn straight,” Gunner
said.

“One hundred percent,”
Archer added.

They reached the restaurant a few
minutes later, and she felt lighter, as if sharing some more of her
hardships with them and the conclusion that she’d reached about the
journey had been just what she needed to be able to happily move on
with her life.

She wished she could call her mom and
tell her that things had turned a corner for her, that she’d
finally found her mates and a place to call home after such a long
time, but she couldn’t. The exile kept her from contacting her mom
in any way.

“I wish I could talk to my
mom,” she said when Archer got out of the truck and offered her his
hand. “But I think I’ll just tell your mom how happy I am. How
happy you two make me.”

Gunner came around the truck and
smiled at her, his eyes crinkling at the corners. “She’d love that.
She always wanted a daughter, and now she’s got you.”

“Well,” she said, taking
both of their offered hands, “you both need to ask me to be your
mate for real. You’re just going along as if I’ve already said
yes.”

“We promise we will,”
Gunner said. “We’re not taking anything for granted with
you.”

“Right,” Archer said,
“we’re just so damn happy to have you in our lives.”

“Me too.”

They headed into the restaurant for
their official first date. She couldn’t wait to see where the night
took them.

 




Chapter Ten




They walked into the restaurant arm in
arm, Willow between Archer and his brother. The hostess glanced
between them, but if she thought it was strange to see two males
with one female, she didn’t let on.

They were seated at a small, round
table with a candle flickering in the center of the white linen
tablecloth. Archer grabbed Willow’s chair for her and pushed her
in.

The hostess handed them menus and
wished them a good meal. A server appeared a heartbeat later,
filling the water goblets as he recited the specials.

“I’ll be right back to
take your orders,” he said.

“Wow, this place is
fancy,” Willow said. “I’ve never been in a restaurant like this
before.”

“We’ve only been here once
with our mom for her birthday,” Gunner said. “We thought it would
be perfect for our first date.”

She gifted them with a beautiful
smile.

Archer put the menu down. “I’m going
to get the porterhouse special. Do you want an
appetizer?”

She bit her bottom lip as she looked
over the menu. “I don’t think so, unless you guys do.”

“Nah,” Gunner said. “I’m
going to get the porterhouse too.”

She put the menu down and folded her
hands over it. “I think that sounds good.”

The server appeared and took their
orders which were identical porterhouses, all rare, with baked
potatoes. None of them wanted the house salad.

“I always thought salads
were for rabbits,” Gunner said, resting his arm over the back of
his chair.

“I agree. Although I’m not
sure rabbit shifters are a thing,” Willow said.

“It would be hard as hell
to be masculine if your shift was something cute and
fluffy.”

Willow laughed. “Fact. So, can we
shift and hunt together sometime?”

“Sure,” Gunner said.
“Whenever you’d like. We just have to let the patrols know we’ll be
in the woods.”

“You mentioned before
about some problems you had with traps. Do you think it’s one
person or a group causing problems?”

“We’re not sure,” Archer
said. “But it’s probably a group. The consensus is that it’s some
exiles who are looking to take over.”

She looked confused, so Archer
clarified.

“Let’s say that you were
part of an exiled group and you were looking for a home to call
your own so you could stop hiding from the FSA. What would be the
easiest way to do that?”

She hummed and then said, “I guess
take over an established group that was registered with the
FSA.”

“Exactly,” Gunner said.
“Exiles can’t simply start living somewhere and not register.
Someone at some point would question whether they were legal with
the FSA and there would be an investigation. But an established
town like Cider Falls isn’t investigated. The one thing the FSA has
going for it, is that as long as there’s no complaint that needs to
be investigated, they steer clear of established exile-welcome
towns like ours.”

“That’s good,” she said.
“I’d hate to be caught off guard if the FSA showed up
randomly.”

“That would suck for
everyone. Even when we’re here legally and rightfully call this
place our home, the FSA makes all of us nervous.”

“So someone might be
trying to take over the town and make as if they’ve been here all
along, running things?”

“We think so,” Archer
said. “Someone tried to take out Rehlik and Weylyn during the
anniversary celebration, so we can connect the dots and say that
whoever the exiled group is, they want our leadership gone so they
can take over. It’s just a theory, though. We honestly don’t know
for sure what’s going on.”

“It seems unlikely that
separate groups would be causing trouble at the same time,” she
said.

“Yep,” Gunner said. “So we
have protocols. You might have noticed the SUV trailing us tonight.
They’re sitting in the parking lot waiting for us, and they’ll
ensure we aren’t followed back to town.”

“By the FSA or the bad
guys?”

“Both,” he and Gunner
answered at the same time.

Her eyes darted around the restaurant.
Archer could pick up the scent of her worry. He reached over and
took her hand, giving it a squeeze. “Baby, we’re safe here, I
promise. We would never take you somewhere you wouldn’t be
safe.”

She let out a breath and gave him a
small smile. “Sorry, it’s hard not to be nervous sometimes. Old
habits.”

“They kept you safe this
far,” Gunner said. “Don’t knock them. But trust us to be extra eyes
to keep you protected too.”

She nodded and reached for Gunner’s
hand. “I’m just so happy to be here with you two. I can’t tell you
how much the last twenty-four hours have meant to me. You opened
your home and lives to me so easily. I can’t say thank you
enough.”

“You don’t have to thank
us,” Gunner said.

“You’re our mate,” Archer
said, his voice going thick at the end. She’d endured so much, it
hurt him to think that they might never have met if she hadn’t come
to Cider Falls.

Their food arrived, and for the time
being, the heavy conversation was set to the side as the scent of
grilled meat filled the air and all of their stomachs
grumbled.

While they ate, they kept the
conversation light with a game of twenty questions, ranging from
her favorite flowers to their favorite TV shows. He loved to see
her smile, loved to see the glitter of humor in her eyes. She was
amazing, and he was thankful on a hundred levels for the road and
the beater car that had brought her to Cider Falls.

 


* * *

 


Archer didn’t consider himself a
nervous guy, but as their trio drove home, he couldn’t shake the
nerves that coursed through him. Willow had made it very clear
during dinner that she wanted to mate them that night. He and
Gunner were of course on board with that; both of them wanted her
to lead where the physical relationship went and were excited at
the prospect for where the night would take them.

But mostly? He thought he was nervous
because he wanted their first time together to be special for her.
To be amazing and wonderful, and to really show her that she was
part of their family now and the most important female in the
universe.

It was a lot of pressure to put on a
romp in the sheets.

Archer drove home, focusing on the
road ahead and not on how Willow smelled like honey when she was
turned on. Her sweet scent had saturated his senses all through
dinner and especially now in the enclosed space of the
pickup.

She let out a soft sound, and Archer
glanced at his brother and mate to see them kissing.

“That is uncool,” he said.
“Is that why you wanted me to drive?”

Gunner chuckled and ended the kiss.
“Yep.”

“Damn it,” Archer said
with a laugh. “I should’ve known. You always want to
drive.”

“Right now, I just want us
to get home. Put your foot down, man.”

Willow leaned over and put her head on
Archer’s shoulder, curling one hand around his biceps. “I’d kiss on
you too, but I’d like to live to make it home.”

“I’d never put your safety
at risk, even though you smell amazing and I’m very jealous I’m not
able to participate right now.”

“You smell good to me too.
You both do.”

Archer turned onto their street,
letting out a relieved sigh when he saw their house. He parked in
the driveway and turned off the engine, grateful to be home with
their mate.

“There’s one thing we need
to do first, though,” Gunner said.

“What’s that?” she
asked.

When they were inside the house,
Archer and Gunner each took one of her hands.

“Willow,” Archer said,
clearing his throat as emotion rose up within him, “I just want you
to know that you’re the most amazing female I’ve ever met, and I
don’t know what I’d do without you. I’m crazy about you and I want
to spend the rest of my life with you. Will you be my
mate?”

She sucked in a breath, her eyes
glittering with unshed tears. “Yes!”

Gunner said, “Willow, you’re the
center of my world, and I can’t think of anyone I’d rather spend my
life with than you. Will you make me the happiest male on the
planet and be my mate?”

Tears slipped over her cheeks as she
smiled. “Yes!”

They kissed her, first Archer and then
Gunner, their cats all purring together. He and Gun had wanted to
ask her to be their mate officially before anything physical
happened between them.

“Let’s go to the bedroom,”
Gun said.

“Yes, please,” she
whispered.

Archer lifted her into his arms and
carried her to the master bedroom. He set her gently on the bed and
took a step back, his brother joining them.

“We want to ask you first
what you want from us tonight,” Archer said.

“What do you mean? I want
to make love, don’t you?”

“Absolutely,” Gun said,
“but we wanted to know how you wanted to make love.”

She arched a brow.

Archer smiled. “We mean, do you want
to make love to us individually or as a threesome?”

This time, both brows went high,
nearly disappearing into her hairline. “Oh,” she said, her voice a
whisper. “What do you want?”

“Whatever you want,” Gun
said.

She made a face.
“That’s not helpful.” She chuckled and swung her legs around, rising onto
her knees. She looked so sexy in the short dress that pinched her
waist and made her look like a sexy pinup. “I dreamed about this
last night. When you both had your hands on me while we slept, I
felt warm and safe, and entirely turned on. When I woke up, I
thought about making love to you, and what it would be like to be
with both of you at the same time. I’d like to try it with you,
because I trust you to take your time with me since I’ve never done
anything like that before.”

He didn’t think he could get any more
turned on than he was, but knowing she’d never been with two males
at the same time made his lion roar in approval.

“We swear we’ll be careful
with you,” Gun said, his voice dropping low. “Your pleasure and
happiness are the most important thing to us.”

She bit her bottom lip and her eyes
got darker, the sweet scent of her arousal reaching him.

“I’m ready to be yours,”
she murmured. “In every way.”

 




Chapter Eleven




Willow couldn’t believe that Gunner and
Archer had asked her to be their mate. The sweet sentiments from
her mates made her fully realize how quickly she was falling for
them. She’d only been with them for a day, but she knew without a
doubt that she loved them. How could she not? They were
amazing—caring and sweet and sexy. She’d loved getting to know each
other, but they wouldn’t touch her aside from hugs and kisses, and
it had been maddening.

They’d told her she was leading things
physically, and she knew that when she mated them tonight, that was
as good as married to shifters, but they were also going to get
married at some point too. It was incredible to think that a chance
drive to this exile town had brought the other half of her heart to
her.

Her heart pounded as her sexy mates
climbed onto the bed with her. She was intrigued and a little
nervous. She trusted them to not hurt her, but she was sure she
might ache in new places after being with them.

Archer cupped her face and kissed her.
She opened her mouth to him immediately, and the first swipe of his
tongue along hers made her skin tingle. Gunner kissed her shoulder
and grasped the zipper at the back of her dress. Archer slipped his
hand down the front of her body and hooked her upper thigh, just
underneath the hem of the short dress. His fingers pressed into her
skin, so close to her pussy but not quite touching. She could feel
the heat of his hand and very much wanted him to move his hand
farther up.

Archer eased from the kiss and helped
Gunner tug her dress over her head. She was wearing only black lace
panties; the scandalously tiny scraps of fabric had made her feel
sexy and feminine.

Gunner let out an appreciative growl
as he cupped her breast. She tilted her head to kiss him. Archer
kissed her neck while Gunner sucked on her tongue.

As Archer kissed his way down her neck
and across her shoulder, he played with her nipple, pinching
lightly and tugging, making her whole body light up.

In a heartbeat she found herself on
her back with her males on either side of her, Gunner kissing her
deeply and cupping one breast while Archer kissed his way down the
center of her body.

She pulled from the drugging kiss to
gasp as Archer lightly rubbed his fingers over her panties, sending
a riot of shivers up and down her spine. She lifted her head to
watch Archer as he slowly peeled her panties down her legs, tossing
them to the floor. Gunner grasped her thigh and pulled her leg,
spreading her to make room for Archer, who slipped between her legs
and gently pushed her other leg farther open. He stared at her
center for a long moment, and she found herself holding her
breath.

Archer looked up at her and smiled,
then spread her open with one hand and lowered his head.

She dropped her head back to the
mattress and reached for Gunner, bringing him to her lips as Archer
licked slowly up her pussy from her entrance to her clit. Archer
purred as he ran his tongue over her clit again, the vibrations
making her moan. He slowly pushed a finger into her as he laid his
tongue on her clit and purred again.

Heat flooded through her and she
gasped, pulling from Gunner’s lips and pressing herself deeper into
the mattress.

“Feels good, baby?” Gunner
whispered, nuzzling her ear. She reached out for her mates, cupping
Gunner’s head and sinking her fingers into Archer’s soft
hair.

“Yes,” she hissed, lifting
her hips as Archer added a second finger, spreading the digits
apart, sliding them deep and pulling them out slowly.

Gunner leaned over and sucked on her
nipple. Her eyes rolled back as heat filled her. Archer fingered
her faster, adding a third digit, and licking her clit swiftly, as
Gunner nibbled and sucked on her nipples, alternating between them
until she was writhing in their hold. Gunner growled against her
breast, and Archer did the same, the sound of their claiming filled
her, pushing her over into a climax. She cried out, her pussy
clenching his fingers as he lapped at her heat.

Gunner kissed her as Archer slipped
from the bed. She could hear the rustle of his clothes as he
stripped them off. She leaned away from Gunner and smiled at her
sexy mate in all his naked glory. Muscles on top of muscles, smooth
skin for miles, and a thick cock that made her cat purr.

Archer climbed onto the bed and
stretched out next to her. Then he rolled them both until she was
straddling him, his hard cock in front of her.

Gunner stripped next to the bed,
revealing his muscles and sexy body to her inch by inch.

She lifted herself up and fit Archer’s
cock in her entrance, then lowered herself slowly until their
bodies were wed tightly.

He groaned, closing his eyes and
gripping her hips.

Leaning forward, she planted one hand
on his chest and one on the mattress next to his head. “Hey, sexy,”
she said.

When he opened his eyes, the bright
blue of his lion was shining. She’d never seen anything more
beautiful. She kissed him, licking across his lips before delving
her tongue deep to play with him. She moved as they kissed, and he
gripped her tightly, holding her still. With a laugh, she broke the
kiss.

“You’re going to make me
come if you keep moving like that,” he said hoarsely.

“Isn’t that the point?”
she asked with a wink.

The bed dipped as Gunner joined them,
rising up behind her and kissing her shoulder. He kissed a line up
her neck to her ear and nipped the lobe.

“We come together,
sweetness,” he said into her ear.

“Hell, yes,” Archer
said.

Gunner kissed her neck and dropped an
open tube of lubricant onto the bed. He put his arm across the
front of her chest, just underneath her breasts, and drew her
against him. His finger, slick with lube, parted her cheeks and
pressed lightly to her tightest place.

Even though she was excited for what
was to come, she couldn’t help but tense.

“I’ve got you,” Gunner
said, pressing his head to hers. “Let me make you feel
good.”

Archer put his thumb on her clit, and
her hips flexed, which made him groan. “Damn it, that was not smart
on my part,” he said with a chuckle.

He rubbed her clit, finding a slow
rhythm that distracted her from Gunner’s finger so she could relax.
Gunner pushed his finger into her slowly, easing back and forth and
going a little deeper each time. She closed her eyes and let her
mates tend to her, Archer rubbing her clit and Gunner prepping her
for his cock.

Gunner added a second finger, and she
gasped. He waited a few moments until she relaxed, and then he was
moving those fingers in and out of her, stretching her and driving
her wild. When his third finger was added, and she thought she
would combust, she let out a gusty groan.

“I want you inside me,
Gunner, please.”

He kissed her cheek and pulled his
fingers from her. “Whatever my sweetheart wants.”

In moments, he’d sheathed his cock
with a condom and covered himself with lube. Then he was pressing
against her tightest place, her body slowly accepting his girth.
Archer helped her lift off him to make room for Gunner, holding her
up until he was fully seated in her ass.

She inhaled shakily, gripping one of
Archer’s wrists and wrapping her hand around Gunner’s arm across
her chest.

“Ready, baby?” Archer
asked.

“Yes, hell
yes.”

Gunner pulled from her slowly and
Archer thrust up, making her head kick back. They took turns, one
thrusting and one retreating, getting a fast rhythm set up so she
was helpless to do anything but hold on for the ride and enjoy her
mates. The center of her body went white hot, and sparks lit her
vision as everything in her world narrowed down to the two amazing
males fucking her and holding her tightly.

No, they weren’t fucking.

Well, they were, but they were really
making love and claiming her as theirs together.

Her sexy protectors and lovers, her
sweet-beyond-words males.

They growled together, and she could
feel the need that both of them had for her, the need to love her
and take her and make her theirs.

As she fell off the abyss into sheer
pleasure, she let loose her tigress’s roar and shuddered in their
arms. They followed her, both their cocks inside her, spasming and
thickening as they rode out their pleasure with her.

Archer sat up, so she was caged
between them.

They struck at the same time, both
sinking their fangs into either side of her neck to mark her. Her
tigress purred loudly, the sound spilling from her as they cut
their tongues on their fangs and wiped the blood onto the marks to
ensure they scarred as they healed.

She tilted Archer’s neck and bit him,
marking him so that all would know he was hers too. As she licked
her nicked tongue over the wound, he sighed and kissed
her.

Could she love them after a day? All
the way to the center of her being she knew the truth: hell
yes.

“I love you,” she said
with a rough voice.

He nodded, his eyes shining with
happiness. “I love you too.”

She twisted her upper body as Gunner
leaned forward, and she bit him, marking him as her other
mate.

“I love you,” she said,
kissing the already-healing mark.

“I fucking love you too,
sweetness.”

He pulled from her body and climbed
from the bed, disappearing into the bathroom to dispose of the
condom. Archer pulled her down against his chest and she snuggled
at his side, her body still humming from the best orgasms and sex
she’d ever had in her life.

Gunner returned with a damp cloth and
gently cleaned the lube from her body. She hissed at the contact
but was thankful he was so sweet to tend to her. He joined them on
the bed, sandwiching her from behind and kissing her
shoulder.

“You’re so amazing,”
Gunner said, his warm breath fanning her skin.

“You are too,” she said.
“It’s never been so good for me.”

Archer kissed her. “It was amazing for
me.”

“How do you feel?” Gunner
asked, his hand flexing on her hip. “I tried to be
gentle.”

“I feel great,” she said.
“Fully claimed and loved.”

Archer grinned. “You are,
baby.”

She was feeling like a vixen. She
hooked her leg over Archer’s hip and said in her best sexy voice,
“I’m ready for round two, but I’d love to make love to you both
individually.”

“So you’re ready for
rounds two and three?” Gunner asked.

“Definitely.”

“Let’s give her what she
wants,” Archer said.

“I just want you
both.”

“You’ve got us,” Gunner
promised.

“I’ve got you both
too.”

 




Chapter
Twelve




Vega Sonight, who thought
of himself as the alpha of Cider Falls and not Rehlik, stared at
the camera feed on the computer screen. He’d been watching Cider
Falls for a while now, looking for ways to infiltrate the
exiles-welcome town so he could take out Rehlik and take over the
town. Vega himself was an exile and the alpha of his pack of exiles
and misfits, but he was unfortunately on the Federal Shifter
Alliance’s shit list because he hadn’t joined up with a pack when
he’d been exiled
.
He hadn’t had anywhere to go and had been alone until he’d found
other exiled shifters. Over the years, he’d tried unsuccessfully to
take over other registered groups.

So far, his attempts to drive the
people of Cider Falls out of town had failed. He’d planted numerous
traps to discourage them from shifting and hunting, but they’d been
found by patrols. He’d planted cameras to watch their comings and
goings, and those had been found too. When it seemed apparent that
the people weren’t going to tuck tail and run away, leaving the
town for him and his people, he decided to go after Rehlik himself.
His only female pack member, Sadie, had set a bomb at the town’s
gazebo, which had detonated but not taken Rehlik and his hybrid
mate out. Taking out the alpha and taking over his identity was
turning out to be a difficult task.

Fortunately, one thing had gone
right—the cameras they’d set up at the two roads that led into town
hadn’t been detected and he was able to watch the people coming and
going.

“What are you looking for
exactly?” Sadie asked as she joined him. She peered over his
shoulder in the cramped kitchen of the old camper that he’d called
home for far longer than he liked.

“I don’t know. I think we
need to make them feel unsafe, make them doubt that Rehlik can
protect them. I’m honestly not sure how to do that.” He didn’t like
admitting that he had no idea what his next step should be, but it
was the truth.

“Hey, who’s that?” she
asked, pointing to a pickup on the road leading out of
town.

He zoomed in on the truck, noting the
time stamp as last night. The vehicle was leaving Cider
Falls.

“The males?” he asked.
There were three people in the truck—two males and one female
sitting between them.

“Those are the guys from
the garage where I went in for the interview as a cover. Gunner and
Archie, I think? What I mean is that the female is new.”

“How do you know? We don’t
know everyone in the town.”

“Because they weren’t
mated when I met them, but they’re all dressed up. Look, she’s
wearing something dressy and they’re wearing suits. That’s got date
written all over it.”

“And?”

“And maybe she’s new to
town. Remember you clocked that junker car that came into town
Friday and hasn’t left yet?”

Vega hummed. He pulled up the footage
where he’d noted the strange vehicle that had barely made it into
town. He zoomed in on the person driving and hummed in surprise.
“You’re right, it’s the same female.”

“She looks kind of
old.”

“She’s in her early
twenties, that’s not old.”

“But she’s too old for an
exile.”

He stared at the frozen image on the
screen. “Maybe. Rehlik’s female is in her mid-twenties. You heard
the scuttle in town when you were setting the bomb, that she had
been recently exiled. Sometimes alphas don’t exile their people
immediately when they shift into hybrids, or sometimes a purebred
will be exiled for one reason or another. We don’t know what her
situation is.”

“Maybe,” Sadie said. “But
what if she’s on the run from the FSA?”

His mind spun with the possibilities.
A shifter who was exiled and hadn’t hooked up with a new group
within seventy-two hours was hunted by the FSA. Just like Vega and
his pack, who were very good at staying off the radar, if this
female had been exiled as a teenager but was showing up at Cider
Falls now, it could mean she was on the run.

“Let’s find a phone to
use,” he said, turning off the computer and rising to his
feet.

“What’s wrong with your
cell?” Sadie asked.

“I don’t want the call to
be traced to me or our location. We need to be
anonymous.”

“Do you think it’ll work?”
she asked.

He shrugged. “Maybe it’s on the
up-and-up. But it won’t hurt to alert the FSA to a potential
problem. We can tell them that a female who was exiled and failed
to join with a group has taken refuge in Cider Falls.”

“And they’ll investigate
it?” Sadie asked.

Vega stepped out from the RV and held
the door for her. “Yep. At the very least it will be a headache for
Rehlik. He’ll have to provide registration information for every
single member of his pack. Anyone there without the proper
paperwork will be taken into custody.” It could—he hoped—make the
pack members see Rehlik as a failure, so when Vega did take over
eventually, they’d see him as the far superior male.

Sadie grinned. “Sounds like it’ll be
fun to watch.”

“Indeed. Gather the
others. We’ve got a call to make.”

 


* * *

 


Monday morning, Gunner yawned as he
stood at the computer in the garage. The weekend had passed far too
quickly. They’d spent a good portion of it in bed, getting to know
their mate. She was honestly amazing. Not just sexy, though she
was—curves for days, beautiful blue eyes, sweet smile—but also kind
and caring. He’d wondered over the years, since they decided they
were meant to share a mate, how things would go when it actually
happened. He’d wondered if it might be difficult to share, if
jealousy would rear its head or cause friction. While it was still
very new and they’d only known her a short while, he didn’t feel a
shred of jealousy when it came to his brother and their mate. He
liked knowing that Archer was looking out for her and taking care
of her too.

The computer dinged as it finished
booting up. He checked the job log and got to work. Out in the
reception area, Archer was spending the day with their new
employee, Willow, to make sure she had the hang of the computer
system. The gas attendant for the day was Grey, a young wolf who’d
just graduated from high school and was saving money to go to
college.

“Hey, Gun,” Willow said as
she walked into the garage.

“Hey, sweetness, what’s
up?”

She handed him a set of keys with a
hand-written tag. “Mrs. Carlyle is here for her oil change. It’s
the burgundy minivan.”

“I was just going to come
out and see if she was here yet. Thanks.” He gave her a kiss and
took the keys.

“Does it ever get crazy
here?” she asked, leaning against the desk.

“Sometimes. We usually
space jobs out so people aren’t waiting a long time, but there are
occasions when people will show up without appointments and want to
wait for an oil change, or a car breakdown will throw a wrench into
the day.”

“Did I say thank
you?”

“For what?”

“For giving me a
job.”

He put the keys down and rested his
hands on either side of her, caging her against the desk. She was
about a foot shorter than him, and while he found her to be
delicate and feminine, there was no doubt that she was fierce and
capable under any circumstance.

“I know you’ll be a great
fit, and I’m thankful you can work with us. My cat won’t be driving
me crazy worrying about your safety all the time.”

She smiled sweetly and rested her palm
against his cheek. “It’s all so normal, you know? Mates and a home
and a real job that pays with a check and not cash under the table.
I haven’t had normal for seven years.”

“No more looking over your
shoulder or living in your car,” he said. “You’ve got me and
Archer, and we’ve got your back.”

She leaned in for a quick kiss, and he
willingly gave it to her. “Love you.”

“Love you too.”

She smiled again and ducked under his
arm, heading back to reception. His cat instantly wanted to close
for the day and spend time with her, but he put the kibosh on those
thoughts. Work first, sexy mate later.

 


* * *

 


That night, after what felt like an
eternity for the workday to end, they had dinner at home and then
decided to go out for a hunt in the pack’s territory. He wanted to
see what Willow looked like in her shift, and she’d never been
around purebred lions before either. The pack had a rule that no
one could go anywhere alone in the woods, but with the three of
them looking out for each other, it was no trouble.

He texted Rehlik to let him know they
were going for a run in their shifts, and also called Novak who was
the head of security. The pack had patrols that ran twenty-four
hours a day, and while they patrolled the entire town, they focused
on the woods.

They drove to the town’s square and
parked, then headed into the trees.

“So why are the woods
dangerous?” Willow asked as she walked between her
mates.

“Because someone has
planted traps in the territory a few times,” Gunner
answered.

“Geez, has anyone ever
been hurt?” she asked.

“No, thankfully, but there
have been some close calls,” Archer said.

She shivered and cast her gaze around.
“Why would anyone put traps in known shifter territory?”

“No one knows, and we
don’t know who’s doing it. The consensus is that it’s a group of
exiled shifters who want to take over, so they’re trying to drive
us out by making it seem like it’s too dangerous. After the bomb
went off at the gazebo during our five-year anniversary
celebration, we haven’t had any other problems, but we don’t want
to take chances.”

“I hope whoever it is
won’t be back to cause trouble,” she said.

“We hope that too,” Archer
said.

They stopped deep into the woods.
Gunner called on his cat to enhance his hearing and listened
intently for anyone nearby. Novak said the patrols had just
finished their rounds inside the territory so the three of them
shouldn’t see anyone for a while. Gunner didn’t want anyone looking
at his mate while she stripped and changed forms. That was just for
him and Archer.

“All clear?” she
asked.

“Yep. You first,
sweetness.”

She hummed and gave him a sultry look.
Then she stripped slowly, baring herself inch by inch. He was
tempted to run her home and do wild and wicked things to her, but
he pushed the always-sexy thoughts of his beautiful mate away so he
could focus.

She knelt on the ground and seemed to
hesitate.

“You okay, baby?” Archer
asked.

“Yeah, I’ve just never
shifted in front of people since the night I was exiled. I was
always so afraid of discovery.”

Gunner knelt next to her and put a
hand on her bare shoulder. “No one here cares what you look like in
your shift. There’s no danger from anyone in seeing that you’re two
creatures mixed together. Archer and I want to see you and share in
the hunt with you. Let us see what you look like,
sweetness.”

She nodded and inhaled deeply, letting
the breath out with a sharp exhale. And then she
changed.

Her sexy human body transformed into a
beautiful tigress, with no stripes on her silky cougar-colored
fur.

“Holy shit you’re
gorgeous,” Gunner said.

“Damn woman,” Archer said
as she bumped his shoulder and then turned to rub her cheek against
Gunner. “You look like a million bucks.”

Her fur was silky-soft and the
prettiest color he’d ever seen. Her eyes were a soft gold color,
her whiskers twitching as she snuffled him and his brother. There
were things he’d taken for granted growing up as a purebred, and
one of them was interacting with people in his shift. The first
time Willow had shifted, she’d been imprisoned and then exiled.
According to what she’d shared of her time on the run, she’d barely
shifted over the years, too worried about discovery. It most likely
took a tremendous amount of trust on her part to shift for them out
in the open. It was a gift, and he wasn’t going to take it
lightly.

They petted her, stroking her soft
fur, feeling the lean, strong muscles underneath the fur flex and
move. Her tail flipped at the end, her whiskers tickling his neck
as she pressed her nose against him and then inhaled. Her big paw
came down on his shoulder, her claws flexing just a little bit so
he could feel them.

He wrapped his hand around her foreleg
and gave a gentle squeeze.

“You’re amazing,
sweetness. I’ve never seen a prettier female in my
life.”

Her whiskers twitched and her eyes
were gleaming at the praise.

It was one hundred percent the truth.
Her uniquely colored fur should’ve been celebrated by her pride,
not used against her. At least their children would grow up in a
pack with people who were welcoming of their hybrid nature, whether
they took after their fathers’ lion sides or their mother’s tigress
and cougar. It wouldn’t matter to anyone in Cider Falls, and it
sure as hell wouldn’t matter to him and Archer.

As if she’d had enough of the
introspection and petting, she released her hold on his shoulder
and settled back on her haunches. She let out a quiet yowl, a
suggestion that they get to the business of shifting.

He and Archer stripped quickly and
changed into their lion forms. He loved being in his shift, and he
was going to love being with her even more.

She rose to her feet and prowled to
them with an intense gaze. She started with Archer, letting her
nose roam over his fur, and then she turned to Gunner. He held
himself as still as possible as she snuffled over his fur, rubbing
her nose against his neck through his mane. She licked his cheek
with a purr.

He thought she smelled even better in
her shift than she did in her human form. Her scent was magnified
in her shift, so she smelled amazing, all sweet, sultry, and
wild.

With a questioning purr, he jerked his
head, suggesting they take off for their hunt, and she responded
with an agreeing yowl. She sprang forward and hit the ground at a
fast pace. He and Archer kept pace on either side of her, their
lions excited to share this first shift and hunt with her. Since
she’d never had an opportunity to hunt in her shift with anyone, he
wanted her to enjoy this time to the fullest.

As the trees raced by, he thought
about how he’d been so lonely before she came into their lives, and
how grateful he was for the kind human couple who knew she was in
trouble and gave her Cider Falls’ address. If it weren’t for them,
she might never have known about the safe haven in Kentucky, and he
and Archer might never have known how sweet it was to call her
their mate.

That was a hell he didn’t want to
contemplate.

Focusing on the hunt, he put his ears
back and let out a low growl as he caught the scent of some deer.
Their trio wheeled to the right as if they’d been hunting together
for years instead of the first time.

A small herd of deer led by a huge
buck spooked at the sight of them and raced away. They gave chase,
he and Archer spreading out a little to cover the sides if the male
should cut one way or the other.

The deer thundered through the woods,
their heavy breathing mixing with the snap of twigs and crunch of
leaves on the ground. Gunner was aware when Willow backed off of
the hunt, slowing her stride. He and Archer immediately followed
suit, allowing the deer to get farther away.

Willow stopped and stared after the
deer until they disappeared into the trees. He and his brother
faced her. He wished they could talk in their animal forms, but
right now he honestly didn’t need to be able to hear her speak to
know what was on her mind.

She was happy. Her eyes were dancing,
her chest heaving from the run, and her whiskers were twitching.
She yowled softly, as if asking if it was okay that they’d stopped
the hunt. He nodded and bumped his head against her shoulder with a
purr.

She didn’t want to kill anything
tonight, she just wanted to chase, and he was totally okay with
that.

Archer pressed his nose to her cheek
and then tilted his head. Something was running in the underbrush,
possibly a rabbit.

Willow’s eyes went wide and her tail
swished. They turned as a group and zeroed in on the noise and then
they prowled, moving together as one, two males and their precious
female. Just hunting tonight, just being together and reveling in
their time as mates. It was truly Willow’s first time hunting, but
it was their first time together and he wanted it to be amazing.
She’d lead the night, take them wherever she wanted to go, for
however long.

No matter that by shifter standards it
wouldn’t be a successful hunt without a kill; to him it was the
most successful hunt of his life because their mate was with
them.

It was going to be a fucking amazing
night.

 




Chapter
Thirteen




Jewel Hastings, black bear shifter and
Hunter extraordinaire, settled in her desk chair and turned to look
at the computer screen. Her desk phone buzzed, and she pressed the
speaker button.

“Hastings.”

“A tip just came in,”
Bart, her supervisor within the Federal Shifter Alliance’s Hunter’s
Guild, said, his gruff voice grating so early in the
morning.

“On?”

She double clicked on the tip line
program, which logged phone calls, emails, and social media
messages about exiled shifters. She’d been a hunter for six years,
since she graduated early from the FSA’s academy to become one of
the youngest Hunters in the agency. The tip lines generally were
dead ends. Either the people who utilized the tip line were
confused or plain wrong about what an exiled shifter was, or the
person they believed was in hiding had beat feet before a Hunter
could mobilize.

“That female you’re
chasing.”

Jewel’s brows rose. “No
shit?”

“No shit,” Bart
said.

She scanned the screen and found the
recording. She quickly read through the transcript.

“Um, hello? I’m calling to
let you know that there’s a female in Cider Falls that doesn’t
belong there. She’s got one of those brand things on her wrist but
she’s old, not a young kid like you sometimes see get sent to
exile. I think she’s there illegally. She’s got long dark hair and
is driving a light blue, beat-up sedan. I just thought someone
should know.”

“Cider Falls is the exile
town, right?” Jewel asked, her mind spinning. There weren’t that
many exile-welcoming towns in the States. Often when a shifter was
exiled, they simply registered themselves as an alpha and started a
new group. Exiles only had two choices when it came to what to do
with their futures: they could join up with an exile-welcoming
group, such as the Cider Falls pack, or they could start their own
group even if they were the only member. Well, there was a third
choice, but no one wanted it—if they failed to register with the
FSA within seventy-two hours of their exile, they were put on the
Wanted List and hunted. Once caught, they were put into the FSA
prison system after a short trial, their length of stay determined
by how long they’d been avoiding registration. After that, the FSA
would assign them to an exile-welcome town.

She’d personally hunted and caught a
few dozen males and females in her six years with the agency and
was close to being promoted to supervisor and given her own group
to manage. Her family had been part of the Hunters for generations.
Her father, grandfather, two uncles, and her brother, Jaycob, were
all Hunters. She was the first female in her family to be a Hunter.
Her mom had wanted her to enter into a mating and pop out a few
babies right away, but Jewel chose a different path. She’d get
mated eventually, but first she wanted to be supervisor.

Hell, she wanted to be the head of the
supervisors—the Director. Her grandfather had been the Director for
nearly twenty years before he stepped down. Now, her
father—Jedediah—was the Director. Making him proud, making her
family proud, was all she cared about.

That and beating Jaycob to the big
promotion. He was already a supervisor—thankfully not hers—but she
knew she was the better choice for the Director job. She had better
people skills and more takedowns on her resume than he did. The
only reason he’d been promoted instead of her was because he had a
couple more years in the agency and friends in high
places.

She hoped to be supervisor before the
year ended, but it was most likely going to be next year at the
earliest. She’d already broken down so many walls and smashed so
many glass ceilings that she was sure she’d be supervisor in short
order, the Director job within reach.

It was possible that bringing in this
female was just the kind of high profile case that could get her
the promotion she’d been itching for. She decided to lay it all out
there for her boss.

“So if this is the female
I’ve been chasing since I came on the job,” Jewel said, leaning
back in her chair, “and I catch her, you’ll put me up for
promotion, right?”

Bart snorted. “Yeah. You bring her in,
and you’ll get your own group. I heard there are a few females in
the current class who would love to work for you. And I also heard,
but you didn’t hear it from me, that Jaycob asked to take over this
female’s file.”

“What?” She stood up so
fast the chair clattered behind her. “Are you fucking kidding
me?”

“Nope, not kidding. Your
dad refused, he said you deserved one more chance to apprehend her.
But if you fail, you can kiss the promotion goodbye. She’s been on
the run for seven years. No one gets away from our people that
long; she’s making a mockery of the Hunters.”

“I’ll get her.”

“See that you do. Keep me
posted.”

“Will do.”

She pressed the button to end the call
and then sent a text to her brother.

You’re a
jackass.

Sorry sis. It’s a bear eat
bear world. My mate wants an addition built before our cub comes,
and I need the cash from the bonus to make it happen.

It’s my hunt. Back
off.

You’ve had six years to
find this female, which is more than enough. But I’ll be generous
and give you one week. After that? All bets are off.

She found the emoji for the middle
finger and sent three of them.

He responded with a laughing face
emoji.

Damn him.

And damn the escape artist exiled
female Willow. All Jewel would say about her is that she better
enjoy her freedom, because her days were numbered.

Jewel was coming for her, and this
time she’d be sure the female was in custody.

 


* * *

 


Archer lounged in bed with his gorgeous
mate on Wednesday morning. It was a cloudy day, but the morning
sunlight occasionally peeked through the edges of the blinds,
making patterns on the bed and Willow’s sexy leg that she’d thrown
over him in sleep.

Was any male on the planet as lucky as
him?

Well, his brother, he mused with a
quiet chuckle. But surely no males were luckier than they
were.

She was a beautiful, sweet, amazing
female, and he had her all to himself that morning.

They’d noticed she wasn’t sleeping
well and seemed tired during the day, and while she said she was
fine, he thought maybe she wasn’t fully convinced she was safe in
Cider Falls. It wasn’t something he could just assure her
about—although he and Gunner both did—it was something she’d have
to come to understand herself. It was hard to believe that she’d
only been with them since Friday night. He felt like he’d lived a
lifetime these last few days.

She stirred next to him, and he turned
to his side and smiled when she opened her eyes and
yawned.

“Morning, baby,” he
murmured.

She blinked sleepy eyes at him and
smiled. “Morning. What time is it?”

He peeked over her shoulder to the
alarm clock. “9:20.”

Her eyes went wide. “We’re late for
work. Why did you let me sleep in?”

She tried to sit up, but he caged her
close and kissed her nose. “Baby, it’s okay. Gunner’s at the shop
and our mom is running the counter on your behalf.”

“Why?”

“Because we thought you
could use the rest.”

“I told you both I’m
fine.”

“But you’re tired and
you’re restless at night.” She opened her mouth—to protest, he was
sure—and he kissed her silent. “Listen, you’ve been on the run for
a really long time. It’s just been you against the world. Anyone
would have trouble adjusting to a new reality like this. We want
you to feel safe, but we know that you’ll come to that in your own
time. However long it takes, Gun and I are here for
you.”

“I do feel safe here,” she
said, relaxing in his embrace. She rested her head on his arm and
put her hand on his shoulder, making circular patterns with her
thumb. “It’s just hard to turn my brain off sometimes. I wake up
and I feel like something’s wrong because I’m in a comfortable bed
with others. I mean, I’ve always slept alone. Sometimes I dream
about being back with my pride and then I can’t get back to sleep
when I wake up because it’s a scary feeling.”

“I’m sorry, baby. You can
talk to us, you know. We won’t be upset that you’re having trouble
adjusting to being here. We just want to help.”

“I know. And you are
helping.” She snuggled a little closer and hummed softly. “I slept
good last night. I only woke one time.”

“You can wake me up
anytime you can’t get back to sleep. I’ll stay up and keep you
company.”

“Okay, I will. But I hope
I don’t keep waking up.”

“Me too. Brains are
weird.”

“Yeah,” she said with a
chuckle.

Her stomach growled. He kissed her
forehead and said, “How about eggs for breakfast?”

“Actually, I saw cereal in
the pantry yesterday. I haven’t had Froot Loops in
forever.”

He slipped from the bed. “Coffee
too?”

“Yes, please. Want some
help?”

He grinned as he tugged on a pair of
jeans. “I can handle cereal and coffee.”

“I know, you’re just very
good at taking care of me, and I don’t want to take it for
granted.”

“That’s what mates are
supposed to do.”

She grinned at him, the kind of smile
that he loved the most, when her eyes crinkled at the corners and a
dimple formed in one cheek.

He brought coffee first, setting his
own mug on the nightstand, and then hurried back to the kitchen for
her cereal. He grabbed a protein bar for himself. He wasn’t much of
a breakfast person, aside from his mom’s breakfast sandwiches which
he could eat any time of the day or night.

“Oh my gosh, this cereal
is so good!”

“I’m glad you like it. Is
that your favorite?”

“Yep. And the one with
marshmallows.” She gave him a curious look. “Can we go grocery
shopping? I don’t have much money left, and I haven’t gotten my
first paycheck yet, but there are a few things I could
use.”

“Gun and I are happy to
provide for you, baby, whatever you need. We can go to the grocery
this afternoon.”

“What about
work?”

He shrugged. “Gun’s got it
covered.”

She finished the last bite of cereal
and then tipped the bowl and drank the milk. She wiped her mouth
with the back of her hand and grinned at him. “That was so
good.”

“Want another bowl?” he
asked as he took it from her.

“No.” She took a long
drink of her coffee and then said, “I’d like to see what you look
like all wet and soapy.”

He inhaled sharply and promptly choked
on the protein bar, coughing and hacking until he cleared
it.

She was trying not to laugh when he’d
finished horking up a lung.

“Are you okay?” she asked,
her tone laced with mirth.

“Yes,” he said, his cheeks
flaming. “You just caught me off guard.”

“So I’m the only one
thinking about shower sex?”

“Not anymore,” he said
with a wink.

They climbed from the bed and walked
into the bathroom. He turned on the light and they brushed their
teeth while the water heated.

“Do you like the
bathroom?” he asked.

“Sure.”

“No, I mean, would you
like to redecorate? We never really put any effort into what the
bathroom looked like. It was more like, hey we need a bathmat, so
one of us would grab one, or towels, or soap, you know? We never
tried to make it look a certain way.”

She rinsed her mouth and walked to the
shower, pulling the dark green curtain back. “I like green. It’s my
favorite color. It would be fun to decorate, but only if you guys
help me.”

“Of course. I like green
too.”

“That’s something we have
in common,” she said. “I always wanted to have green eyes as a kid,
but I’ve got hazel. I thought it was a boring, weird color, but
then I realized how pretty it can be with the gold and amber colors
mixed up with the shades of green.”

“Your eyes are very
beautiful. I like your tigress’s eyes too, they’re bright
blue.”

She stepped under the water, and he
followed, leaning back against the wall and watching her curves get
soaked.

He reached for the bar of soap and
lathered his hands, then set to work covering every inch of her
body with soap while she washed her hair. He took his time,
enjoying the sweet little sound of pleasure she made when he
touched her, and then, when it was his turn, he enjoyed her
attentions just as much.

They made love in the shower, then
again on the bed, dozing off tangled up together as the day wore
on. He’d had some pretty great days in his life, but getting to
spend the day alone with his sweetheart topped them all. The three
of them were building a life together, something he’d been dreaming
about for a long time. No more lonely nights for him and his
brother, no more wondering when they’d meet their mate.

Willow was the center of his world,
and he was so thankful she was theirs.

 




Chapter
Fourteen




Thursday night, Willow stood with her
mates in the bathroom section of a big box store looking at
towels.

“The last time I bought a
towel it was from a thrift store,” she said. “I don’t think I’ve
ever bought a new towel.”

“Well, we’re glad to be
the first ones to get it for you,” Archer said.

“Should we get all
different styles so we can tell them apart?” Gunner
asked.

The shelves of towels were organized
by color. They were standing in front of the green section, which
had solids and patterns in a variety of shades. “That’s a good
idea. I’m partial to stripes. How about you two?”

She lifted a dark green and white
striped towel and gave it a squeeze. It was remarkably
soft.

“I’ll take the solid with
the single white stripe at the bottom,” Archer said.

“Then I’ll take the fully
solid one,” Gunner said.

They picked up matching hand towels
and washcloths as well as solid green bathmats, and then found a
dark green soap dispenser, toothbrush holder, and three
cups.

They put the items at the register and
Archer moved up to pay. Gunner wrapped his arms around her and drew
her back against him. “Remember earlier this morning, when I woke
you up with my tongue?” he whispered in her ear.

She shivered as the memory of him
between her thighs made her body flood with heat.

“Yes,” she
murmured.

She’d had a great time alone with
Archer the day before, and when she’d woken up to Gunner in bed
with her and Archer at the garage, she’d known a sexy day lay ahead
for her. She didn’t mind waking up like that, it had made her
morning.

“Feel free to wake me up
like that anytime,” she murmured. She turned her head and kissed
his cheek.

“You bet.” He gave her a
little hug and then released her as Archer finished paying and it
was time to get their things.

“I have an idea,” Archer
said as they walked out of the store.

“A sexy idea?” she
asked.

He hummed and then laughed. “I always
have sexy ideas when it comes to you, but I was actually thinking
we could go grab a drink at Brewz. We haven’t been there since the
night we met and it’s a good way for you to get to know the town’s
people a little better.”

“That sounds like fun, I’d
love to.”

She climbed into the center of the
truck’s bench seat and brushed the hair from her face. Gunner got
behind the wheel, and Archer sat on her other side.

She rested her head on Archer’s
shoulder and held Gunner’s hand. “Today was so great. I mean, every
day since I met you guys has been great, but I’m actually starting
to relax. My cat is too, it’s like we finally feel
safe.”

“We’re glad to hear that,”
Gunner said. “So let me ask, do you like to dance?”

“I’ve never danced with
anyone before,” she confessed, “but I’d love to dance with my
mates.”

“You got it, baby,” Archer
said.

When they arrived a short while later
at Brewz, the parking lot was about half full. Although the bar was
owned by Rehlik and his second-in-command, Trace, it was open to
anyone who wanted to come in and have a good time, not just the
pack members. They walked inside and headed for the bar where
hybrid warlock-hyena Trace was filling a pitcher with
beer.

“Hey guys, how’s it
going?” he asked, topping off the pitcher before setting it on a
tray. “Ready for you, Cymbre.”

A pretty female wearing a bar shirt
tied up to reveal her midriff sashayed up to the counter. “Thanks,
T.”

She lifted the tray and then seemed to
realize the three of them were standing there. “I’m Cymbre Daniels.
I know we met before,” she said with a wink and a smile, “but just
in case you’re as bad with names as I am, I wanted to say hello
again.”

“Nice to meet you again,”
Willow said with a chuckle. Rehlik had clearly done a good job of
explaining her situation to the pack members.

“Wave at me if you need
anything. It’s just me since Raven called off to go on a
date.”

Trace joined them at the counter.
“What can I get for you three?”

When her mates waited for her to
order, she said, “Vodka cranberry, but easy on the
vodka.”

“Sure. Guys?”

Archer and Gunner both said “beer” at
the same time.

Willow turned and faced the bar. A big
jukebox in the corner was belting out hits through the sound
system. Two females were standing at it in deep discussion, one
drumming her manicured fingernails on the glass. The sound of
billiard balls clacking loudly could be heard over the music and
the hum of conversation.

“Here you go,” Trace
said.

Willow turned and lifted her drink,
taking a quick sip. “Perfect, thanks.”

“No problem.”

Gunner paid for their drinks, and they
found an empty booth. She sat between the two of them, sipping on
her drink and taking in the sights. Archer and Gunner kept a
running commentary of the names of the people they knew.

“The two males playing
pool are Felix and Veron,” Gunner said, nodding toward the one
table in use. “Felix’s in the plaid shirt. He owns O’Reilly
Landscape. Veron works at a bank in another town. His son, Jair, is
a hybrid, but Veron is a purebred wolf.”

“So his dad came with him
here?” she asked, curious about purebreds who didn’t mind being
around hybrids, since that wasn’t her experience. Except here in
Cider Falls, where everyone seemed willing to accommodate people’s
differences.

“No, actually,” Archer
said. “Veron left his pack and came here first, and Jair came later
after he was exiled when a new alpha took over.”

“Jair’s mate is a purebred
lynx; her name is Genesis,” Gunner said.

“I think it’s really
wonderful that there are some parents who are with their kids here,
like your mom.” Willow wasn’t even sure if her mom would’ve come
with her if she’d been given the opportunity. Probably not. Her mom
was steeped in pride tradition and never went against the alpha.
When Willow was exiled, her mom didn’t try to stand up for her or
anything; she just said the alpha was right. Willow shook the
depressing thoughts away. She’d been gone for seven years and
wasn’t part of that pride anymore. She had mates and a new life to
enjoy. Reflecting on the past wasn’t going to do anything but make
her sad. The good news, that she was holding onto tightly, was that
their children would never be branded in exile or pushed out of
their family or pack. Cider Falls was a haven for
everyone.

“I’ve never seen that guy
before,” Archer said, glancing toward a male sitting at a table
with a beer. He was dressed in all black with his arms crossed over
his chest. The beer in a glass mug in front of him looked
untouched.

“He looks unhappy,” Willow
said.

“He does; maybe he’s
waiting for someone,” Gunner said.

“Or maybe he’s got resting
bitch face,” Archer said.

“Can guys even have that?”
Willow asked with a chuckle.

“Clearly,” Archer said
with a grin.

When a slow song came on, Gunner asked
her to dance first. Since she’d never danced with anyone before,
she followed his lead, keeping her hands on his shoulders and
letting him move them in a slow circle around the dance
floor.

“Why haven’t you ever
danced with anyone?” he asked, his hands resting in the small of
her back.

“I don’t know. I mean, I
was exiled when I was still in high school so I never got to go to
prom, and I never went to bars because I didn’t have an
ID.”

He froze and stared down at her. “I
just realized you never finished high school.”

She shook her head. “Too
risky.”

“Damn,” he said, resuming
their dancing, “I never even thought about that. Do you want to get
your GED? We could look into that if you want.”

“It’s always been a dream
of mine to get it, but I was too scared.”

He leaned down and kissed her. “You
don’t have to be scared anymore.”

“I’m not,” she promised.
“I’m the least scared female around.”

The song ended, and he spun her away,
right into Archer’s arms. He caught her easily and said, “Missed
you, sweets.”

“It was like a four-minute
song.”

“Still. Four miserable
minutes. Let’s not do that again.”

“I love how you guys make
me feel so wanted. It’s something I didn’t know I needed to
hear.”

He drew her close so she could feel
the purring hum of his lion. “You are very, very wanted,
baby.”

When the second song had ended, a fast
one came on and the three of them danced together, laughing the
whole time. She couldn’t remember when she’d had so much fun. At
the end of the song, they walked back to their booth.

“I need to use the
bathroom,” she said. “Do they have food here? I’m a little
hungry.”

“They have appetizers,”
Archer said.

“That sounds perfect,” she
said.

“I’ll come with you,”
Gunner said, rising to his feet and letting her out.

“I can go to the bathroom
alone,” she said.

“Yeah, but it’ll make our
cats feel better if you’re not by yourself.”

“Ah,” she said. “Well,
that’s okay then. I wouldn’t want your cats to get in a tizzy
because I have to pee.”

Archer grinned. “I’ll order some apps
for us.”

She pecked his cheek and slid from the
booth. She took Gunner’s hand and they walked to the hall where the
bathrooms were.

“Are you having fun,
sweetness?”

“I am. Are
you?”

“Of course. I like being
the first person you ever danced with.”

“I liked that
too.”

He leaned against the wall across from
the ladies’ room and took his phone from his pocket. She ducked
inside and used the facilities. There was another female washing
her hands when Willow came out of the stall.

“Hey,” she said, smiling
as she met Willow’s eyes. “I’m Arely.”

“I’m Willow.”

“Nice to meet you
officially.” Arely dried her hands and tossed the paper towels in
the trash. “I work at the pack’s school, in the cafeteria. I heard
you’re working with your mates, that’s awesome.”

“I didn’t know the pack
had a school.”

“It’s small since we don’t
have a lot of kids. They do an online school program and there are
adults who help them when they need it. I feed the kids breakfast
and lunch, and the staff too. I also fill in for the secretary when
she needs a break.”

“Sounds like an
interesting job.”

“It can be. My aunt worked
in the school cafeteria when I was growing up; I loved seeing her
there. She made the best biscuits. I try my best, but I don’t think
they’re as good as hers.”

“How long have you been in
Cider Falls?” Willow finished washing her hands and grabbed paper
towels.

Arely hummed. “Three
years. My wolf pack 
let me
stay even though I’m a hybrid, but then the alpha’s mate died, and
he found a new mate and she hated hybrids, so I was
exiled.”

“That sucks. I wish
purebreds didn’t have a problem with hybrids. It’s not our fault
we’ve got multiple beasts.”

“Right? I told off the
alpha after I was exiled, because what else could he do to me? Then
I came here, and I don’t mind it really, everyone is so
nice.”

“I wish I’d known about
exile-friendly places.”

“Well, how long have you
been exiled? We were told you’d been on the run for a while, but
not for how much time.”

“Seven years.”

She blew out a breath. “There’s only
one town that’s been around that long. Blue Ridge is in
Pennsylvania and has been an exile-friendly place for fifteen
years. You know what I hate? That the FSA causes more problems than
it solves. I mean, why the hell do they care if hybrids align with
a group when no purebreds will take hybrids in? So they make it a
crime to be exiled without a group, but they give zero support in
helping exiles get to where they need to go.”

“It would be nice to have
an advocate in the FSA for newly exiled people.”

“It would be, but I doubt
they care enough to do that sort of thing. The laws are archaic and
harmful, but so long as alphas exile hybrids and the Hunters have a
financial incentive to go after them, it’ll never change. But
you’re here, and that’s what matters. Maybe we can go out for
coffee sometime, get to know each other better.”

“I’d like that. I’m at the
garage during the week. I don’t have a cell yet, so you can call
the shop and we can make plans.”

“Sounds good,” Arely said.
“I’ll call this week.”

Arely gave Willow a broad smile and
said goodbye.

“Bye, Arely,” she
said.

Willow turned and looked at herself in
the mirror. She knew she looked different than when she’d first
come to Cider Falls, but in a good way. She looked happy and
rested, and not hunched over and scared. Happiness had come to her
in the form of two lions, and even in her wildest dreams when she’d
been on the run, she hadn’t thought she’d ever find a mate, because
how could she share what she was when she didn’t know who she could
trust?

But she trusted Archer and
Gunner.

Tucking her hair behind her ears, she
smiled at her reflection and walked to the bathroom door. She
stepped out into the hall and grinned when she saw Gunner waiting.
He looked up and smiled and everything in her went all gooey at the
sight of him.

“I had a nice chat with
Arely,” she said. “We’re going to get together for coffee
sometime.”

“Oh yeah? That’s nice.
Look at you, making a friend.”

“I know, right? It’s
surreal!”

She took his hand and they headed back
toward the bar. As they passed Rehlik’s office, the door was ajar
and she could see inside.

Freezing in place, she blinked, not
sure she was seeing what she was seeing.

“Sweetness?” Gunner
asked.

Inside Rehlik’s office, she could see
the alpha at his desk and a female standing in front of him. She
had black pants and a white dress shirt, and her long dark hair was
tied in a thick braid.

Sucking in a sharp breath, Willow
jerked backward and covered her mouth with her hand.

Gunner immediately followed her.
“What’s the matter?” he whispered.

“That’s the Hunter who
came for me at the ice cream parlor.”

He looked over his shoulder with a
frown, then looked beyond her down the hall. “Let’s go out the
back; I’ll text Archer to meet us with the truck.”

They turned and hurried down the hall.
He pushed open the exit door and stepped out, motioning for her to
stay back. After a moment of him looking around, he grabbed her
hand and pulled her through. They hurried to the woods that
surrounded the bar. They stayed near the road but out of the glow
of the streetlights. Her heart was in her throat. How the hell had
the Hunter found her?

 


* * *

 


A Hunter is in Rehlik’s
office! Meet us down the street ASAP!

Archer only had to see the word Hunter
to know that their mate was in danger. He got up from the booth and
strode to the door, sending a quick response that he was on the
way. Then he texted Trace that Willow was in danger and he had to
leave. Once he was outside, Archer raced to the truck and climbed
behind the wheel.

He backed out of the parking spot as
the door to the bar opened and the big male in all black stood in
the doorway, looking around.

Was he a Hunter too? Had they been
sitting in the same bar as two fucking Hunters with their
mate?

What the hell were they going to
do?

He pressed on the gas as he exited the
parking lot, turning right and heading down the road. He used the
navigation system to call Gunner.

“We’re a few blocks down
in the trees. Are you being followed?”

Archer looked in the rearview and saw
only an empty street. “No, but I think that big fucker in the bar
is a Hunter. He came to the door when I was leaving.”

“Shit, okay. We’re
stepping out of the woods now.”

“I see you.” He ended the
call and drove forward, swinging to the side and stopping to let in
his mate and brother.

Willow was clearly trying not to cry,
but her cheeks were still streaked with tears. “It’s okay, baby,”
Archer said as he slammed his foot on the gas. “We’re not going to
let you get taken.”

“We can’t go home,” Gunner
said.

“Where can we go?” Archer
asked.

“Just drive. I’ll call
Rehlik.”

“How did she find me?”
Willow asked with halting words like she was two seconds away from
a panic attack.

“I don’t know,
baby.”

He didn’t think that someone in town
would’ve called the FSA to turn her in. No one in Cider Falls liked
Hunters or the FSA. So how did the Hunter come here and so soon?
Willow hadn’t even been in town for a week, and her junker was
stashed in the shed at the garage and hadn’t seen the light of day
since they put it there.

“Fuck,” Archer
said.

He turned onto the main street that
ran through the center of town. There were only two roads in and
out of town. When Rehlik and the security team had been worried
about who was setting the cameras in the territory, they’d closed
off the secondary road so they could monitor who came and went, and
even now, weeks later, they hadn’t opened the second road. Which
meant just this one way out.

Where would they go?

“Call Mom,” Archer said.
“We don’t want her to worry.”

“She’s going to worry
either way,” Gunner said, “but I’ll call her.”

The road curved to the right, and
Archer slammed on the brakes.

“Oh no,” Willow
said.

A large black SUV blocked the road, a
red dome light flashing on the roof.

Two males wearing all black like the
one in the bar stood with their arms crossed over their chests. He
could see a badge clipped to each of their belts.

Hunters.

Fuck.

 




Chapter
Fifteen




Willow’s heart was in her throat. She
knew without being told that the two males were Hunters and that
she was who they were looking for.

A vehicle pulled up behind them,
effectively blocking their way—not that they had anywhere they
could go. If there was a vehicle blocking the road from this way,
it was a good bet they were also blocking the other side of
town.

“Fuck,” Gunner said. His
phone buzzed, and he answered, putting it on speaker.

“I’m sorry,” Rehlik said.
“I couldn’t get word to you guys to tell you not to come. The
Hunter ambushed me in my office and demanded access to the town’s
records. When I showed her the files I have on everyone, she zeroed
in on your name and said there’s no way you’ve been here since the
beginning because she’s been hunting someone with your first name
for six years. I told her it was a mistake. She said it was clear
I’d tampered with the computer records to change the date of your
enrollment in town. Where are you?”

“In our truck near the
edge of town,” Gunner said. “There’s a vehicle blocking the road
with Hunters standing outside of it, and another behind us. We’re
blocked in.”

Rehlik let out a low curse. “Weylyn
and I are on the way to you guys, just hang tight.”

“Thanks,” Gunner
said.

The call ended and it got dead quiet
in the truck. Willow wanted to say something, but all she could
think about was how she hadn’t had enough time with
them.

“It’s not fair,” she said
finally. “I just got you guys.”

“Hey, we’re not down for
the count yet,” Gunner said.

“What do you mean?” she
asked.

“Rehlik’s coming here to
stand by us.”

Willow let out a shaky breath and
wiped under her eyes. “I love you guys so much, but this female has
been chasing me for six years. What could we do? Convince her I’m
not who she thinks I am? My alpha would have submitted my photo to
the FSA when I was exiled. Even if Rehlik’s files don’t have
photos, I would be easily matched with what the FSA has on file.
It’s...over.”

“You’re not fucking giving
up,” Gunner said.

“Step out of the vehicle,”
a voice boomed over a megaphone. It was so loud she couldn’t tell
if the voice was male or female, but the authority in the tone
spoke volumes. Whoever it was, they were powerful and
pissed.

Willow startled at the voice, and
tears slipped over her cheeks.

She saw the shadow before Rehlik
appeared on the passenger side. Gunner rolled down the
window.

“Tell me we can get around
this, convince the Hunters to leave and say they didn’t find her,”
Archer pleaded.

Weylyn joined Rehlik and
sniffled.

“I’m sorry, but there’s
nothing I can do,” Rehlik said. “I didn’t know you’d come into the
bar tonight until one of the males with the Hunter came back into
my office and said you three had split. He’d texted her when she
was talking to me and said you were in the bar, but you
disappeared.” He blew out a breath and ran his hand through his
hair. “She said she’ll audit the entire pack, and if anyone else is
here that shouldn’t be, she’ll levy fines on me as alpha and strip
me of my authority and disband the town. Every pack member would
have to find a new exile-friendly place. It would be—”

“Unfair,” Willow said.
“Unfair to all of you. I can’t let anyone try to take the fall for
me. Let me out, Gun.”

“No.” He growled the word
like it hurt his mouth to even say it.

“Please,” she said. She
put her hand on his shoulder and gave it a squeeze. “This is the
end of the road for me, but maybe the judge will be lenient and I
won’t be in prison too long.”

Archer let out an anguished groan.
“Baby.”

Rehlik put his hand into the cab of
the truck and unlocked the door, then pulled it open. Gunner stared
at her but didn’t move.

“I’ll kill every single
one of them,” Gunner said, his tone dark and his eyes flashing with
his beast.

“No, no you won’t,” she
said. She put her hand on his cheek. “They’re just doing their
jobs. It’s unfair as hell that I was punished as a teenager and
after avoiding being caught for so long, it happens just as I get
you in my life. If you fight for me, it’ll just make it worse. Let
me go speak to her.”

Gunner moved slowly and slid from the
truck. Archer got out and came around to their side, offering his
hand to help her down at the same time Gunner did.

Don’t cry, damn
it.

Her heart heavy and her limbs filled
with lead, she smiled at Weylyn and Rehlik. “Thanks for everything.
It’s been the best five days of my life.” She glanced at her mates
and then back to the alphas. “Don’t let them get in trouble for me,
please.”

Rehlik nodded and moved to stand
between her and her mates.

“I love you guys,” she
said, taking in a deep breath and blowing it out slowly. She turned
and faced the SUV parked behind them, squinting at the bright
lights.

“No!” Gunner shouted.
“Willow!”

“Willow!” Archer shouted.
She heard them grunting and knew they were trying to get past
Rehlik. Her cat let out a plaintive cry in her head as the tears
flooded her eyes.

The female she’d seen in the office
was standing next to the SUV along with the large male they’d seen
in the bar. She was beautiful in the way a cobra was, all lethal
intentions and cunning eyes.

“Willow Ezarra,” she said.
It wasn’t a question, but Willow answered it anyway.

“Yes.”

“By the authority of the
Federal Shifter Alliance and the Hunters’ Guild, I’m placing you
under arrest for the crimes of failure to register within
seventy-two hours of exile and assuming a false identity with the
intention of defrauding the government.”

Willow put her hands out in front of
her. The male came up to her and swung her around swiftly, twisting
her arms behind her back and shackling them. The cuffs were heavy,
the clicking sound as they locked loud in the quiet
night.

Tears fell to the ground, wetting the
concrete as she was pulled backward toward the SUV. Being caught by
the FSA was her nightmare, but it was so much worse because she was
being taken into custody in front of her mates. She’d honestly
started to believe she was safe in Cider Falls and that everything
was going to work out. She’d even dreamed about starting a
family.

That was all disappearing now. No
matter what she’d said to her mates, she didn’t think the FSA would
go easy on her, and she’d have no control over where they sent her
when her sentence was finished. She might never see them again, and
that more than anything else, was what hurt.

Losing her mates so soon like this was
breaking her heart.

She knew she was never going to be the
same.

 


* * *

 


Archer let out a furious roar as Rehlik
pinned him against the truck along with Gunner. “Where the hell is
Trace?” Rehlik growled.

“Guys, please, you’re
making it worse for her,” Weylyn pleaded. “We’ll get Willow the
best hybrid lawyer there is. Don’t get yourselves arrested, she
needs you on the outside so you can help her get out of
this!”

Archer stopped struggling against the
alpha as Weylyn’s words sank in. He leaned back against the truck
with a groan, his eyes stinging. “Fuck. Fuck!” He put his hand on
Gunner’s chest and said, “Gun, stop. We have to listen to the
alphas. We can’t help her if we’re in prison too.”

Gunner snarled, flashing his fangs.
“They put her in cuffs, Archer! She’s not a criminal.”

Rehlik eased away from them.
“According to our laws she is. Weylyn’s right, we will fight for
Willow’s release, but you can’t help her if you’re in a bad way
with the FSA too.”

Archer turned to watch the big male
half-drag Willow to the open door of the SUV.

Suddenly a huge flash of purple
lightning lit up the whole road. Archer winced, wondering where it
came from.

Then he saw Trace stalking down the
center of the road. The hybrid hyena-warlock looked pissed as hell.
His power arced along his arms like purple streaks of lightning,
dropping to the street with bright flashes.

“Let her go,” Trace said,
his voice booming and echoing in the night. He stopped next to the
SUV and faced the two Hunters. The Hunters behind them in the SUV
blocking the road raced forward with weapons drawn, shouting for
Trace to stand down. He flicked his hand out and the guns went
airborne, falling safely to the grassy area and away from
them.

“I said, let her go, she’s
no criminal,” Trace said.

The female Hunter glared at him. “You
have no authority here, warlock.”

He snarled and flashed his fangs at
her, the lightning crackling from his fingers. He touched her cheek
and her body sagged as she groaned. The Hunter next to her tried to
shove Trace away, but he didn’t move no matter how hard the male
pushed.

“My mate would never
separate mates from each other. It’s unconscionable,” Trace
said.

The female gasped and jerked away,
rubbing at her still purple-glowing cheek. “I don’t know what
you’re talking about.”

“Don’t you?” Trace
demanded. “I felt you when you came into town. I went looking for
you at the bar, but you’d already left to chase this female down. I
found you here, tearing mates apart and ruining lives. The only
criminals I see on this road are the Hunters, with my mate as their
leader.”

“I’m no one’s mate,” the female said, but
even yards away, Archer could hear the lie in her voice.

Was it possible? Was the female
Trace’s mate?

Trace’s arms glowed brightly as he
took a step forward, until only inches separated them. “My mate
would never be so cruel as to hold Willow accountable for the FSA’s
archaic laws simply because her parents were different shifters.
You have the power to change things. I see the goodness in you.
Don’t let me down.”

There was a moment when Archer thought
that things might be going their way, that Willow might be let go.
He held his breath.

Then the female bellowed, a sound that
told him she was a bear shifter of some sort. The sound was a
declaration, and it broke Archer’s heart.

The female was not going to let Willow
go.

Trace winced and took a step
back.

“You’re no mate of mine,”
Trace said. He clapped his hands, and the ground shook.

“Put her away,” the female
said.

Archer’s heart cracked sharply.
“Willow!”

She met his gaze a heartbeat before
she was pushed into the backseat of the SUV. Then the doors were
shut, and the vehicles were gone, their taillights disappearing
into the night. Archer fell to his knees, his cat letting out a
mournful cry.

“I thought she was safe
here,” Rehlik said. “I’m truly sorry. But we’re going to do
everything in our power to get her back to you.”

Gunner stared down the road, and then
he turned to look at Trace.

“Your mate is a Hunter?”
he asked, his voice devoid of emotion.

“Unfortunately.” Trace’s
power ebbed, the bright purple lights fading swiftly. “I thought I
could get through to her.”

Archer rose to his feet, his lion
desperate to be let out to go chase down their female and bring her
back. “You tried.” He looked at Gunner. “What now?”

“Let’s go back to the
bar,” Rehlik said. “I’ve got some calls to make on your behalf.
We’ll get her back. I’m sure of it.”

Archer wanted to believe his alpha,
but the ache in his heart told him that the hope he felt wasn’t
real. No one ever got let out of Hunter custody or had their
sentences commuted.

How had one of the best days of their
life turned so dark so fast?

“Let’s go, brother,” Gun
said. “We’ll get her back, one way or another.”

Nodding, Archer got into the
truck.

He turned on the engine but couldn’t
bring himself to put it into gear. There was something about
leaving the road and going back to the bar that seemed like giving
up.

“She must be so scared,”
he said quietly.

Gunner snarled and scrubbed a hand
over his face. “Let’s not lose hope.”

Archer nodded, more for his brother’s
benefit than his own. He sure as hell didn’t feel any
hope.

He gripped the shifter and put the
truck into gear. He pulled a U-turn in the street and purposely
didn’t look in the rearview because he knew he’d be too tempted to
turn again, chase down the SUVs, and get their mate
back.

Instead, he pressed on the gas and
caught up to Rehlik, Trace, and Weylyn as they returned to the
bar.

His heart was heavy, and his lion was
in mourning.

He’d thought he could keep her safe,
but he’d been proven a liar and he hated himself for it.

We’ll get you back,
Willow. Just stay strong.



Chapter
Sixteen




Willow’s cheeks were wet with tears and
her heart was breaking. The cuffs cut into her skin, but she wasn’t
even aware of that. Her cat was in mourning, the loss of her mates
was so sharp it felt like she couldn’t breathe. It had happened so
fast. Dancing, romance, fun…then fleeing and terror.

She stared out the window, the dark
scenery blurring by as the male accelerated. The female Hunter was
hunched over in the front seat, and Willow could tell she was
dealing with something emotionally. She could practically feel her
sorrow. Not that she felt sorry for her in the slightest. This
female was the one taking Willow from her mates after they’d only
been together a short time.

“Jewel, are you okay?” the
male asked.

“Fine,” she said through
gritted teeth.

“You don’t look
fine.”

“Shut up,
Clancy.”

Willow opened her mouth to say
something, but what could she say? She’d broken the law. And even
though it was a monstrously unfair law that punished children with
asshole alphas, it didn’t change what she’d done. All those years
she’d been on the run, scared to trust anyone, terrified about this
exact scenario, and days after she found the other half of her
heart and let her guard down, her nightmares had come
true.

A fresh wave of grief poured from her,
and she ducked her head, trying not to let the other two in the SUV
know she was crying. Not that they couldn’t tell with their
sensitive noses anyway, but she didn’t want them to know they’d
gotten to her so badly.

“Fuck,” Jewel said. She
pounded her fist against the door and shouted the curse a second
time.

“Jewel?”

“Pull over,” she said, her
voice deeper than it had been.

“What?” the male
asked.

“I said, pull over or I’ll
shift right now!” She screamed the words.

Willow straightened and wished her
hands weren’t cuffed behind her back so she could wipe the tears
from her eyes.

Clancy jerked the wheel to the right,
the brakes squealing as he brought the SUV to a hard stop. The
vehicle following behind them pulled ahead and then over to the
right in front of them.

“What’s going on?” Clancy
asked.

Jewel let out a slow breath and undid
her seatbelt.

Then she twisted in the seat and rose
onto her knees, one hand braced on the console as she leaned over
to stare at Willow.

“You were exiled at
sixteen and a half,” Jewel said.

“I know,” Willow said,
curious and wary.

What the hell was going on?

“You were on the run for a
year when I got your file. I did some digging. Your alpha is an
asshole. He ordered the death of the male your mother fucked to
produce you, and when the tiger clan alpha refused, he waged war on
them. A whole bunch of people died on both sides, but not that
alpha.”

Willow was one hundred percent
confused. “Okay?”

“The warlock...what’s his
name?”

“Trace. He’s a hybrid
hyena-warlock.”

Jewel blew out a breath and pushed her
dark hair from her face. “I never hated this job before. I never
cared. I’ve also never had to chase someone for six years. You were
supposed to be my greatest victory, not my downfall.”

“I don’t understand what’s
going on,” Willow said.

“Yeah, I’m confused too,”
Clancy said.

Jewel flopped back in the seat and let
out a low growl. “Go back to the bar.”

“What? We’re expected back
at headquarters. You already radioed—”

She cut him off with an ear-splitting
roar. “I will shred you into a hundred pieces if you don’t get back
to the bar immediately! I’m the lead on this, I’m your boss. Do as
you’re fucking told!”

There was a moment, just a heartbeat,
where Clancy stared at Jewel in both surprise and anger. Jewel
growled again; this time it was clear she was issuing a
challenge.

Clancy’s head tilted as he looked
down, offering his neck in submission.

Willow had never seen that happen
before. The male was big and strong; he’d tossed her around like
she was a ragdoll. Jewel was curvy and petite, but she clearly was
top dog in the hierarchy of the Hunters.

“As you wish,” Clancy
said. He put the truck into gear and swung around in the street,
heading back toward Cider Falls.

“What’s going on?” Willow
asked as hope bloomed inside her. She didn’t want to dare think
that she might be reunited with her mates.

“Shut up,” Jewel
said.

Willow pressed her lips together, her
cat elated at the hope she might see Archer and Gunner again. Could
her luck be turning around finally? After seven years on the run,
and only a handful of purely blissful days with her mates, it was
hard to trust that things might be going her way, but there was no
denying they were returning to Cider Falls. The only question was
why?

 


* * *

 


Jewel was in utter agony. Her bear was
roaring so loud in her head that she was surprised she hadn’t gone
internally deaf from the furious bellowing.

What were the odds that she’d follow a
tip to a bar in the middle of ass-nowhere-Kentucky and find her
mate? And that he’d be a damn hybrid of all things, and not just a
normal hybrid sort of two different animals, but an animal and a
warlock, one of the most dangerous sorts of supernatural creatures
out there, next to dragons.

She stared out the windshield as
Clancy drove back to the bar. Her phone was pinging from one of the
males following them, but she didn’t answer. She was lead on the
takedown and she was in charge of what happened.

Was she seriously doing this? Was she
going to listen to that warlock and return Willow to her
mates?

Her bear had never made so much as a
peep in the past when it came to hunting. Her animal loved the
chase, loved figuring out where someone was hiding and exposing
them, enjoying the accolades that came from a job well done,
particularly from her father, who reserved praise like it was a
precious commodity and there was a finite supply. He was the reason
she was so ruthless, so determined to succeed no matter what she
did or who she hurt along the way. In fact she’d never thought much
about the people she hunted, never thought about the harsh
realities of the FSA’s laws and the alphas who wielded exile like a
sledgehammer, sending kids out into the world with nothing. She’d
honestly never thought about them or about anything she’d
done.

Until the warlock came on the scene
and pointed out her faults with laser efficiency.

Did she think the FSA laws were
archaic and cruel?

Maybe. Damn it.

She slammed her fist into the door
again and let out a grunt.

Clancy pulled into the bar’s parking
lot. The lot was empty now, save for two trucks and a sports car.
The alpha must have sent the patrons home.

“Turn off the engine and
wait here,” Jewel said. She opened the door and stepped
out.

“What the hell are you
doing, Jewel?” Clancy demanded.

“I don’t know. Stay here,
I’ll come back for you.”

He reached for the GPS screen, and she
knew he was going to call headquarters and report on her. Snarling
to herself, she said, “You know what? Never mind. Bring the
prisoner and come with me into the bar.”

He gave her a wary look, keeping his
hand near the phone button on the screen.

Fine, he wanted to be a dick, she
wouldn’t pull punches. “Remember when I found you and that exiled
female together? You’d been tasked with following her to make sure
she was the one we were supposed to apprehend, and instead of
securing her, you fucked her stupid in a bar bathroom?”

Clancy bared his teeth, his eyes
glowing amber with his wolf. In their shifts, she could squash him
like a bug, and he knew it. And he also knew she currently held all
the cards. None of the Hunters with her were innocents and she had
enough dirt on them to make the FSA come down hard on
them.

He cursed loudly and got out of the
SUV. He pulled Willow from the vehicle while Jewel gestured for the
other males to join them. As long as they were in her sights they
couldn’t call the FSA. The question was, what the hell was she
going to do when she got into the bar?

 




Chapter
Seventeen




Gunner hadn’t cried since he was a kid
and fell from the top of the jungle gym, but he was crying now. His
mate had been taken into custody and his whole world was crumbling.
He hated the tears that filled his eyes, hated the sorrow that
cascaded over him like the tide. He wanted desperately to go back
in time and not go to the bar that night; at least they’d have had
a chance to get away if they hadn’t been right where the damn
hunters were. Or if he’d actually not listened to Rehlik and
shifted to save Willow.

He scrubbed at his eyes and then
rubbed the space over his heart, which was panging with ache and
longing.

Rehlik was on the phone and Weylyn was
behind the bar getting drinks for everyone. Archer was slumped in
the booth looking at pictures of Willow on his phone. Gunner
couldn’t really move; he just stood rooted in place in the center
of the bar with his heart breaking.

Trace paced the length of the bar, his
power crackling over his fingers and his hyena snarling.

Gunner’s head snapped to the side when
he heard a car door open.

Trace spun on his heels and growled.
Gunner moved to the door and threw it open, not daring to even hope
for who was in the parking lot.

It was the two black SUVs.

Archer was at his side in a heartbeat,
and they raced from the bar.

“Hold up,” the female
Hunter said. “I need to talk to your alpha first, but you can take
her into the bar. Don’t try to leave with her; I’m not even
kidding.”

Willow’s cuffs were undone by the male
Hunter. As soon as she was free, she was sobbing in his and
Archer’s arms. In between sobs, she whispered, “Something’s going
on, but I don’t know what.”

Gunner kissed her forehead and led her
into the bar with Archer.

“What the ever-loving hell
is going on?” Rehlik demanded.

Their trio sat in one of the booths,
and he and Archer hugged and kissed Willow, their beasts both
purring loudly and happily to have her back in their
arms.

The female and three male Hunters came
into the bar. The tension was thick, the males clearly furious and
the female in anguish.

“I need to speak to you,”
the female said to Rehlik. “You and your number two.”

There was a moment where no one moved
and everyone looked pissed, and then Rehlik nodded. “My
office.”

Weylyn kissed Rehlik’s cheek and
offered the male Hunters drinks, but they all refused. She glanced
at them, and Willow shook her head.

“None for us either,”
Archer said.

Gunner kissed Willow’s forehead. “I’m
so sorry, sweetness.”

“For what?” she asked,
blinking luminous eyes at him.

He brushed the tears from her cheeks.
“I shouldn’t have let you be taken. It killed me to see you cuffed.
My lion wanted to slaughter all of them.”

She shook her head. “You couldn’t
interfere. I know you wanted to save me, but if you’d tried to stop
them, you would’ve been taken too and then we would’ve had a hell
of a lot more problems.”

“Tell us what you think’s
happening,” Archer said.

She relayed what she’d witnessed in
the SUV.

Gunner hummed. “So you think Jewel is
Trace’s mate and that’s why she brought you back?”

“I think so. She seemed
really torn up about leaving. Her bear was making a lot of noise.”
Willow sighed. “I don’t want to be a downer, but it’s possible
nothing has changed. She may be giving me a reprieve and talking to
Trace about being mates, and then she could come back out here and
take me into custody.”

Gunner’s lion snarled. He looked at
the Hunters who were speaking quietly and still looking
pissed.

“Promise you won’t go to
battle for me if she does want me to go,” Willow said.

“Are you kidding? I let
you be taken from me one time, that’s not happening again,” Gunner
said.

“I didn’t expect anything
less actually,” she said, giving him a watery smile. “I hope they
come out of Rehlik’s office with good news.”

Archer nodded. “We’ll put them down if
they try to take you again.”

Gunner knew his brother would have his
back, especially when it came to Willow. He hoped like fuck that
Jewel and the other Hunters weren’t going to try to take her again.
If they did? Well, his lion wasn’t going to let it happen. Not when
they’d had the soul-searing agony of losing her and now had her
back in their arms again. The Hunters and the FSA could go to
hell.

 


* * *

 


A half hour later, Rehlik walked out of
the office and spoke quietly to Weylyn, who was cleaning behind the
bar. She nodded and walked out from the bar, heading down the hall.
The alpha looked at them and said, “I need you three to go into the
office for me. The Hunter needs to speak with you.”

“What the hell is going
on?” one of the three male Hunters demanded.

“We’re just getting some
stuff organized so you can leave. Give your boss some
time.”

The male gnashed his teeth with a
snarl. Wolves could be so temperamental sometimes.

Gunner slid from the booth and helped
Willow to her feet. Archer led her down the hall and Gunner
followed, not trusting the males. He glanced at Rehlik as they
passed and he gave a subtle thumbs-up.

Trace was standing at the door. “Come
on in, guys.”

They walked into the office. Trace
shut the door. Jewel was pacing and chewing on her thumbnail. She
froze and dropped her hand.

“I wanted to apologize,”
she said.

Gunner wasn’t sure what to say, so he
didn’t say anything, and neither did Willow or Archer.

Jewel cleared her throat and then
said, “I made a mistake. Well, several, but mainly I’ve decided to
let you go, Willow.”

“Let me go? Do you mean
you’re not going to take me to FSA prison?”

“No, I’m not. The reason I
brought you back here and wanted to talk to Rehlik is because I
have three Hunters with me, and while I could let you go, they won’t allow
it.”

Gunner cracked his knuckles. “So we
need to fight.”

“No, actually, Trace is
going to help.” She seemed to be fighting against looking at
him.

“What does Trace have to
do with anything?” Gunner asked. “No offense.”

Trace gave him a wry smile. “None
taken. One of my skills as a warlock has to do with the mind. I
can, when I need to, change people’s memories. I’m going to cast a
spell on the three males and remove their memory of tonight’s
event. As far as they’ll be concerned, they followed up with Jewel
on the anonymous tip and found no evidence of an unregistered,
exiled female in Cider Falls.”

“I’ll use my access to get
into the system and find out where the tip came from so Rehlik can
follow up on it. He seems to believe it’s part of the attacks on
your town from an unknown source. I will also be making sure that
you’re legally in the system as part of the town, so you don’t ever
have to worry about any Hunters coming here again,” Jewel
said.

“How can you do that?”
Willow asked.

“It’s pretty ingenious,
actually,” Trace said. “Jewel told us about an exile town in
Florida.”

“It’s kind of a commune,
tent-city type of place, but the interesting thing is that everyone
in the town calls themselves an alpha, so no one is really in
charge. They refuse to do any paperwork for the FSA and welcome
anyone who comes. Because they won’t fill out paperwork, the FSA
can’t say for sure whether someone has been in the tent city for
any length of time. And, if someone—like me—were to show up there
and ask about you, they would say that asking about their members
violates their privacy rights and refuse to answer.”

“But they don’t know who I
am,” she said. “Why would they be willing to lie for
me?”

“Because they hate the
FSA. They would back up anyone saying they’ve been there for any
length of time. It was established two decades ago. To say that
it’s a crazy, mishmash of hybrids, exiled shifters, and humans is
an understatement, but the one thing they all have in common and
steadfastly believe in is that the FSA is wrong, and they will do
anything they can to undermine their authority. Even telling a lie
that benefits an exiled shifter and hurts the FSA.”

“I can’t believe there’s
an exile city that’s been around for so long. We thought Cider
Falls was one of the oldest,” Gunner said.

Jewel shrugged. “No one’s ever put
together a database about the exile cities or made their
information readily available. You’d have to know where to look in
order to find anything.”

“So what now?” Willow
asked.

“I’m going to fix Rehlik’s
file in the FSA database. The Willow Ezarra who joined the Cider
Falls Pack last week is an exiled shifter from the Florida commune
and a full, registered member of Rehlik’s pack and under his
protection. Then I’m going to watch Trace wipe the memories from my
Hunters and get the hell out of town.”

Trace nodded sharply and left the
office.

“You’re his mate,” Willow
said.

“It doesn’t matter,” Jewel
said.

“Doesn’t it?” Willow
asked. “I think he’s the reason you’re doing this for me and not
turning me in. What is it costing you to give up my
file?”

Jewel sat at Rehlik’s desk and began
typing. “It’s going to cost me my dream job, but my bear won’t shut
up and I can’t stand disappointing Trace.” She looked up at them.
“I can’t be with him. I’m a purebred bear in the Hunter
organization. If I stay with Trace, I lose everything, including my
family.”

“So you’re going to walk
away from your mate because of your job?” she asked.

“I’m not really interested
in having this chat with you three, if you don’t mind,” Jewel said
irritably. “What I am interested in is getting the hell back on the
road and back home. The quicker, the better.”

Willow pulled her mates over to sit on
the couch while Jewel worked.

“I can’t believe it,”
Willow whispered. “I’m really going to be free.”

“I’m so glad, sweetness,”
Gunner said. “I didn’t want to have to hurt those males, but I
would have if they tried to take you again.”

“Now we can move forward
without this hanging over our heads,” Archer said. “I would’ve
gladly gone on the run with you to keep you safe, but being here is
a much better idea.”

“I agree one hundred
percent. I didn’t want to be on the run again. That’s no way to
live or raise a family.”

Gunner’s lion purred at the idea of a
family with his beautiful mate. They’d had some chats about
starting a family, but he thought maybe the reason it stayed so
abstract was because they were worried about just this scenario.
Now they had the freedom to stay in Cider Falls and live their
life.

Ten minutes later, Jewel stood up.
“All right, you’re set. Let’s go talk to the alpha so I can get
home.”

Their trio stood. “Are you sure this
is the road you want to go down? Leaving your mate?” Willow
asked.

“You’re very persistent,”
Jewel said with a clipped tone. “And yes. It would never work out
with me and Trace.”

“Never say never,” Willow
said. “Speaking as someone who lived on the road for seven years
with a proverbial axe over her head, taking advantage of the good
things in life is never a bad idea.”

Jewel stared at them in silence and
then sighed. “Let’s go.”

“Oh, wait!” Willow said.
“My old boss at the ice cream parlor, Roy?”

“The human? What about
him?” Jewel asked.

“He didn’t get into
trouble with the FSA did he? They really don’t have the money to
pay for legal bills if he was charged with aiding an exiled
shifter.”

“I didn’t charge him. He
said that there was a young woman working for him, but you hadn’t
shown up for your shift and he didn’t know where you were. I
thought he might be covering for you, but he was so obstinate. I
was going to arrest him, but I decided that it would be better to
keep him out of jail in case you doubled back. I have a Hunter
watching him, actually. But no, he’s not in any trouble from me.
I’ll pull the detail from him in a few days, so no one is
suspicious.”

“Thanks, he was really
kind to me,” Willow said.

Jewel cleared her throat and gave them
a half-smile. “Now, you three need to head out the back door. I
don’t want the guys to see you after Trace does the memory wipe.
Have a good life and take care.”

“Thank you, Jewel,” Willow
said.

The female nodded and strode through
the door. They followed but turned to the exit at the end of the
hall.

“I’ll grab the truck,”
Gunner said. “You two stay back here just to be safe.”

He hustled to the truck, watching the
front door to see any evidence of the Hunters leaving. As he turned
on the engine, he saw a bright purple flash inside the bar that lit
up the windows and crackled like electricity around the door, and
then everything went dark. Gunner punched the gas and sped around
to the back of the bar. When Willow and Archer were safely in the
truck, he took the back way to Rehlik’s house and then cut through
the woods on a dirt path to come out on the other side of town near
their house.

He parked in the driveway and let out
a deep sigh. “I want to put this fucking night behind
us.”

Willow nodded vigorously. “Hell yes. I
have just the way to do that too.”

Archer opened his door and got out. “I
hope it involves lots of nudity and pleasure.”

“You know it,” Willow
said. “We’ve got a lot to celebrate. I’m officially free of the FSA
and the Hunters and we’ve got a life to get started.”

Gunner agreed.

Whatever was going on between Trace
and Jewel, he hoped the female would decide that having a mate was
something worth fighting for. Because after almost losing Willow
tonight, Gunner knew without a doubt that the worst thing in the
world was losing the one person who held your heart. He didn’t ever
want to be in a position to face losing Willow again, and no matter
what the Hunter said, he was going to remain vigilant and protect
his family by any means necessary.

“The big bed’s waiting,”
Willow said as she slid from the truck and into Archer’s
arms.

“It certainly is,” Gunner
said.

He turned off the truck and hurried to
catch up to his brother and his mate, following them into the house
where the big bed was indeed waiting for them.

 




Chapter
Eighteen




Trace Powell watched the
taillights of the two SUVs drive away from Brewz. His mate was in
the lead SUV. His gorgeous, fiery, angry mate. His hyena let out a
mournful cry in his head, and he rolled his neck to assuage the
ache. His energy was tanking from the drain on his warlock powers
with the spell. He’d never tried to wipe the memory of three people
at once, but he’d been successful. And he’d almost passed out when
it was over. It was just sheer stubbornness on his part that kept
him upright. He wanted to talk to Jewel and convince her to give
him a chance, to give them
a chance, but she was determined to shut him out
and she did it so expertly and efficiently. Anytime he came near
her, she put her hand up and glared at him.

He’d heard her tell Gunner and his
family that she was going to lose out on a promotion by not turning
Willow into the FSA, which made her kind of his hero. But then
she’d said she wasn’t willing to be his mate because she’d lose her
family and her job—everything, she’d said—and she clearly didn’t
think a hyena-warlock hybrid was worth that.

Gunner and Archer had been willing to
kill to keep Willow with them. He’d seen it in their eyes when they
got her back from the Hunters. They were not going to let anyone
take her from them again.

He’d wanted to be that kind of
stand-up male for his mate, but she was so adamant that she wasn’t
sticking around for him.

It sure as hell did a number on his
self-esteem.

The bar door opened and Rehlik joined
him. “You got your answer.”

“To what?” Trace
asked.

“You said you didn’t know
if you’d even get a mate as a hybrid. Now you know.”

“Fat lot of good it does
me,” he scoffed.

“I don’t think she’ll be
able to stay away, frankly. The pull between mates is very strong.
No matter how stubborn she is, I don’t think she’ll be able to be
away from you forever. As bad as you feel with her leaving, I
guarantee she feels as bad, if not worse, for walking away. She
might say her job and family are more important than her heart, but
I don’t think she’ll be able to keep that up for too
long.”

“I guess we’ll see.” He
certainly fucking hoped so.

“The question is, will you
forgive her for what she’s doing right now when she does come
back?”

“Of course,” he said,
answering automatically. He was pissed, but he’d happily forgive
her for walking away when she came back to him. If she did. He wasn’t so sure she
would. She appeared to be all-in with the Hunters and leaving not
only her job but also losing her family and clan would be a lot for
anyone to deal with. She didn’t know him—he was a stranger to
her—so how would she know he was worth all that loss?

He wanted to tell her that
he was worth it,
that he’d make sure their lives were filled with love and joy, but
his old alpha’s words always rang loud and clear in his mind
whenever he thought about getting a little slice of happiness for
himself.

No one will ever want a
mutt like you.

“Good male,” Rehlik said,
clapping him on the shoulder and drawing him out of the dark
thoughts of his past. “Do you need some time, or are you ready to
help me?”

Trace rubbed the space between his
eyes with his thumb and sighed. “I’m good. No sense pining for what
I can’t have.” Although his hyena was definitely going to be
mourning Jewel’s loss, he wouldn’t let the beast drown out his
sense of duty.

“Your female gave me the
address for where the anonymous tip came in. It’s a little gas
station in Parkertown.”

“Really?” Trace asked.
“That’s not too far from here.”

“Nope. I checked their
hours, and they’re open twenty-four-seven, so let’s go see if they
have any information on who made the call.”

“Anything to get my mind
off Jewel.”

Hell, even saying her name hurt like
someone was trying to carve him up from the inside.

“It’ll all work out. I
promise.”

Trace wanted to believe him, but he
wasn’t so sure. As luck went, he’d never had much of it, and the
idea that he might be graced with a beautiful mate of his own just
seemed too good to be true. He wouldn’t give up hope entirely, but
he sure wasn’t going to hold his breath.

 


* * *

 


Archer’s phone buzzed, the sound
amplified on the wood nightstand as an echoing rattle. He fumbled
for it, knocking it to the floor, then stifling a curse as he
nearly fell off the bed reaching for it.

“Way to not wake everyone
up,” Gunner whispered with a chuckle.

He flipped off his brother and
answered the phone after a quick glance at the screen. “Hey,
Rehlik.”

Behind him Willow stretched and
yawned. It had been a long night, but it ended happily, thank
fuck.

“I’ve got some interesting
news. Are you guys up?”

“We just got up,” he said,
thanks to his fumbling of the phone. “Do you want us to come to
you?”

“Yeah. Is an hour long
enough for y’all to be ready?”

“Sure. See you
then.”

“Wonder what that’s
about,” Willow said, stifling a second yawn.

He put the phone on the table and
curled up against his mate, inhaling her sweet scent. They’d made
love twice when they came home, the distraction had been just
perfect for them to put the night’s events away to the far recesses
of their mind. He’d been exhausted to the center of his being when
he finally drifted off to sleep sometime after one a.m.

According to his phone, it was nearly
five.

“Maybe they have some news
about the anonymous tip,” Gunner said.

“Do you really think it’s
related to the people who are trying to drive the pack out of Cider
Falls?”

“It seems plausible,”
Gunner said. “I guess we’ll find out when we hear what Rehlik
found.”

They got up and took turns in the
shower, opting not to be together because their mate was a
temptress in the shower all enrobed in steam and slick with water
and soap. They made it to Rehlik and Weylyn’s house right at the
hour mark.

Weylyn hugged Willow when they met on
the porch. “I’m so glad you’re here to stay!”

“Me too. Thank you both
for your help last night.”

They sat in the family room. Weylyn
served cinnamon rolls and coffee, then joined Rehlik on the love
seat.

“So what happened last
night after we left?” Archer asked.

“The tip came in from a
gas station in Parkertown.”

“That’s not too far from
here,” Archer said.

“Nope,” Rehlik said.
“Trace and I went to check it out. The owner had video cameras
inside and outside, and he showed us the footage. I recorded it
with my phone so it’s kind of grainy. I’ll cast it to the TV so you
can watch it.”

Weylyn turned on the TV and Rehlik
used his phone to send the video to the big flat screen.

It was dated a few days earlier. The
first footage they watched was in black and white, with a camera
positioned behind the register to show the customers.

A couple walked up to the register and
Archer’s mouth fell open.

“Holy shit, that’s
Sophie.”

“It is,” Gunner
said.

“Who’s Sophie?” Willow
asked.

“She’s the female who came
in to apply for the front desk job,” Archer said. “We thought she
was acting suspicious, and it turned out that she’s the one who
planted the bomb at the gazebo. I don’t know who the male is,
though.”

Rehlik nodded, pausing the screen. “I
don’t recognize him either, but I brought in the patrols to show
them the video to see if anyone had seen either the male or female
around town. No one had, but Breaker told me he recognized
him.”

Breaker was a hybrid snow leopard-wolf
and had been in town one year. He was a big male and wasn’t too
much of a conversationalist.

“Where did he know him
from?” Archer asked.

“The male was the
second-in-command of the pack Breaker grew up in. When Breaker
shifted as a teenager and it became clear that he was a hybrid,
this male insisted he be kicked out. Breaker had some family
members who were already living in exile from some hybrid
shenanigans, and he lived with them for several years until he
joined up with our pack. He told me that he heard through the
grapevine that this male tried to overthrow the alpha and take over
and was nearly killed. He and his cronies were exiled and kicked
out. The alpha chased them all the way across the state border from
Michigan to Illinois.”

“So this male sounds
pretty dangerous,” Willow said. “This is the guy you thought was
setting the cameras and traps in the hunting territory
too?”

“Yep,” Rehlik said with a
nod. “Which also means that our original thought—that whoever it is
might be trying to oust me and take over—is a very likely scenario.
If he’s already tried to usurp an alpha position and take over a
pack and was exiled for it, it makes sense that he wouldn’t
hesitate to do the same here.”

“Of course we’re not going
to let that happen,” Weylyn said. “Now that we know who he is, we
can better protect ourselves.”

“What’s his name?” Gunner
asked.

“Vega Sonight,” Rehlik
said. “Trace is resting today, but tonight he’s going to cast a
spell to try to find his location. If that doesn’t work, he’s going
to use his magic to fortify our borders and keep them out.
Regardless, the current rules still stand—no going anywhere alone
and report anything unusual or out of place.”

Archer finished his second cinnamon
roll and lifted his mug. “You can put us back on the patrol
rotation.”

“Not right now,” Rehlik
said. “You just got your mate. I’m not going to take you from her
at night. We’ve got plenty of males who can handle the patrols
right now without pulling you from your new mating.”

“Let us know if you change
your mind,” Gunner said.

“Will do. Are you guys
working today or resting up?”

“I’m going in,” Gunner
said. “I’ve got a job to finish up.”

“We get to stay home,”
Archer said. He was thrilled. He loved his alone time with his
mate.

“Don’t rub it in,” Gunner
said.

They sat with the alphas and talked a
little bit longer about the town and its residents, and how Willow
was one hundred percent safe thanks to Trace’s missing mate. As
they left to head home, Willow said, “I hope that Jewel comes back
for Trace. Maybe he’ll go hunt her down. Turn the tables on her for
a change.”

Archer grinned. “That would be great.
Who knows what will happen though. I know being apart from you for
even a short time is hell. I can’t imagine being separated like
they are.”

“I’m happy to stick by you
like glue,” she said. “Both of you.”

“As if we’d let you go,
sweetness,” Gunner said. “You’re well and truly stuck with
us.”

“Good. It’s just what I
always wanted.”

 




Chapter
Nineteen




Vega let out an irritated grunt and
slammed the laptop closed. The drone footage revealed the Hunters
showing up in Cider Falls and apprehending the female Sadie had
pointed out. He’d been celebrating, until he saw the Hunters return
the female to Cider Falls and leave without her! He couldn’t
imagine what had prompted the Hunters’ change of heart, but it was
infuriating. Instead of striking a blow to Rehlik by putting his
town on the FSA’s radar, it seemed to have bolstered him. The male
appeared to be made of Teflon.

Sadie sighed and Vega narrowed his
gaze. “Problem?”

“I’m just
disappointed.”

“We all are,” Rip said.
“We thought it wouldn’t be a challenge to take over Cider Falls,
but it’s proving to be difficult.”

“I have a thought,” Brutus
said.

“Do tell,” Vega said
dryly.

“What about
Ivar?”

Vega’s brows went up. Now that was an
interesting proposition. Ivar was a hybrid black tiger-snow owl,
which in his shift made him a fabled Griffon. He was a shadow—a
male whose parents had never registered his birth, which meant he
wasn’t on the FSA radar, ergo he’d never been exiled. He could move
around the country as he pleased without worrying about anyone
turning him in.

He’d grown up in a small group of
tigers and owls that had been targeted by a wolf pack for their
fertile hunting territory. Ivar had survived the group’s slaughter
along with his sister, but she’d been kidnapped during the battle.
The male joined up with Vega from time to time and they considered
each other allies, but Ivar wasn’t a male who stuck around in one
place very long. He spent his days searching for any trace of his
sister.

Vega’s mind began to spin. Ivar could
be a valuable tool. He’d been thinking about sending one of his
males to infiltrate Cider Falls, but he’d been hesitant in case
Rehlik found them out. Ivar’s specialty was blending in to search
for his sister. He would have no trouble at all getting into town
and befriending the high-ranked males to suss out what Vega needed
to know.

Mainly? Their weaknesses.

And potentially delivering the death
blow to the alpha to save Vega the trouble. He’d like to kill
Rehlik himself, just because he was causing him so much trouble,
but in all reality it was unlikely Vega would be able to get close
enough to him. But Ivar could.

“Put in a call to him,”
Vega said to Rip. “Tell him it’s time sensitive.”

“On it,” Rip said. He
strode from the trailer to make the call.

“Meanwhile,” Sadie said,
stretching out on the sofa and putting her feet on Brutus’s lap,
“let’s do something terrible to Cider Falls.”

“Such as?” Brutus asked as
he picked her feet up off his lap and put them on the
couch.

“I don’t know,” she said.
“How about we mess with their deliveries? They can’t run the bar
without booze. Or feed people when the grocery shelves are
empty.”

“That would be a minor
inconvenience at best,” Vega said. “Hardly worth the trouble. But
you did give me an idea. Where are the traps?”

“Well, they confiscated
two dozen at least,” Brutus said, “but we’ve got seven working
ones.”

Vega opened the laptop and pulled up
the overheard drone footage of the town. He zoomed into the
businesses on the main street.

Rip walked into the trailer. “Ivar’s
in. He’ll be here in a couple days. He was chasing a lead in New
Mexico that turned out to be a dead-end.”

“Aw, I hope he finds his
sister,” Sadie said.

“She’s dead,” Vega
said.

“What? How do you know?”
Sadie asked.

Vega shrugged. “She’s a female hybrid
shifter who was kidnapped during a battle for power. Whoever took
her didn’t have good intentions, you can be damn sure of that.
Either she’s dead or she wishes she was. He’s just a fool wasting
his time on her. But what he does in his free time is his
business.”

“You wouldn’t come looking
for me if I was kidnapped?” Sadie asked.

Vega internally rolled his eyes. “Of
course I would devote all my resources to finding you if someone
should happen to take you. Don’t worry.”

She made a face, clearly not believing
him. “You’re an ass.”

“You want a warm and fuzzy
alpha, you shouldn’t have aligned yourself with me,” Vega pointed
out. “Now, if we can get back to the matter at hand. Get the traps
ready. We’re going to send a shot across the bow to Rehlik and let
him know his days are numbered.”

 


* * *

 


Willow hugged Diem at the door to the
bookstore. She’d just spent two hours with a handful of females
discussing a historical romance novel that took place in the
American Frontier. It had been sexy as hell and very romantic, even
if none of the characters were shifters.

“I had a great time,
thanks for inviting me,” Willow said.

“Anytime,” Diem said.
“Next month we’re reading a sci-fi romance with an alien hero.
It’ll be awesome.”

“Sounds
perfect.”

“We’re meeting for coffee
tomorrow, right?” Jynx, who worked for the local landscapers as a
tile specialist, asked.

“You bet. Eight on the
button.”

Willow waved to the other females and
stepped out into the night, inhaling the scents on the air and
looking for her mates. A door opened, and Gunner got out from the
truck. “Over here, sweetness.”

She hurried to him, jumping into his
arms with a happy giggle.

“Missed us?” he asked.
“Because we sure as hell missed you.”

“I did! But I had a great
time.”

She climbed across the bench seat,
giving Archer a kiss before settling between them.

Archer set a bouquet of roses on her
lap. “Oh! What are these for?”

She brought the red and white blooms
to her nose and inhaled the sweet scent.

“It’s our two-week
anniversary,” Archer said. “We wanted to get you something to
celebrate.”

She kissed him and then Gunner. “Thank
you so much, I love them. I can’t believe how fast the last two
weeks have gone.”

“It’s definitely speeding
by,” Gunner said as he backed out of the parking spot and turned
onto the main street.

A week ago, she’d nearly been put into
the federal prison system, ripped from her mates’ arms. At the
least she would’ve spent seven years behind bars, potentially more
depending on how angry the judge was at her ability to hide from
the Hunters for so long. But now, thanks to Jewel—the Hunter with a
heart—she was free and safe and didn’t have to worry about being
found out again.

It was still her favorite thing to
wake up with her mates. She’d spent seven years in bed alone,
scared of discovery, fearful of everything.

She didn’t have to be afraid anymore.
It was the most freeing feeling in the world.

They arrived home a few minutes
later.

Gunner opened the door for her, and
she paused at the door with her mouth open.

There were electric candles and
twinkle lights everywhere in the family room. The whole room glowed
a beautiful, soft gold.

“What’s going on?” she
asked as her mates gently pushed her into the room and shut the
door behind them.

“It’s our anniversary,”
Gunner said.

“I know,” she said,
looking at them in confusion.

They each took a hand and drew her
farther into the room. Then they both dropped to one knee and
stared up at her.

Holy crap!

Gunner pulled out a ring from his
pocket. “Sweetness, I love you with every fiber of my being. You’re
the most important female in the universe to me. You’re already my
mate, but I want you to be my wife too. Will you marry
me?”

“Yes!”

He pushed the ring onto her left hand
and gave it a squeeze.

Archer took out a ring. “Baby, these
last two weeks have been a rollercoaster, but there’s no one in the
world I’d rather be on this ride with than you. I love you and I
want you to be mine in every way. Will you marry me?”

Her eyes stung and she blinked away
the tears. “Yes!”

He put the ring on her finger and then
rose to his feet for a kiss. She gave it happily, then turned to
kiss Gunner.

“Let me see, let me see,”
she said.

Gunner stepped away and turned on the
overhead light long enough to let her look at the rings. Both were
solitaires—Gunner’s was a round cut and Archer’s was a pear
shape.

“I love them so much,
they’re beautiful!”

Gunner turned off the light and joined
her and Archer. “You’re beautiful,” he said, drawing her
close.

“Oh, you’re going to make
me tear up again,” she chuckled.

“He’s just telling you the
truth,” Archer said. He pressed against her back, caging her
between them.

She rested her head on Gunner’s chest,
listening to his heartbeat.

“I’m the luckiest
cougar-tiger hybrid in the world.”

“Us too,” Gunner
said.

When she was exiled, she thought her
life was over. Being on the run had taught her to keep her heart
closed off and never trust anyone. She’d hated all those years in
hiding because she’d never felt safe and thought she’d die at some
point, and no one would care. But that terribly hard road she’d
been on had brought her to Cider Falls. Without her exile, she
wouldn’t be in this place right now. While she might have wished
for things to be different over the last seven years, she was now
thankful for it.

She was thankful for the nights spent
sleeping in her car because she had no money or place to stay. She
was thankful for the kindness of humans, who treated her like a
person and not a pariah. And she was mostly thankful that the damn
Hunter had opted to leave her in peace with her mates.

“You know what? I think
we’re all lucky. You were lucky to come here with your mom and keep
your family intact. And I was lucky enough to make it here to find
you. So much could’ve gone wrong over the years and kept us
separated, but we’re here together and that’s worth celebrating,”
she said.

“Celebrating is just what
we had in mind,” Archer said. “We’ve got plenty to be thankful for,
but our good fortune to be here when you showed up is at the top of
the list.”

“We’ve got champagne,”
Gunner said.

“Maybe a little later,”
she said, slipping from between them and taking their hands. “I
have a better idea to start out our celebration.”

“Have I told you how much
I love your ideas?” Gunner asked with a low chuckle.

She grinned. “Race ya!”

Spinning on her heels, she ran toward
the bedroom. They caught her easily, taking her to the big bed,
their laughter echoing in the room.

Seven years ago, she’d thought she’d
never know love or happiness again.

The road that led out of her hometown
and pride had been so very dark and scary, the night full of
questions that had no easy answers. She hadn’t known if she’d
survive a night, let alone make it into adulthood. Her heart had
been so heavy because she’d had to leave everything behind,
including her mom. Her heart still ached, wondering what her mom
was doing and if she was happy. She’d never know the answer to
that, but she did remember the last words spoken by her mom after
her exile, “Be safe and well, sweet Willow. I love you and I’ll
miss you dearly.”

She silently sent a note to her mom,
hoping she’d know that she was very safe and very well, loved by
two lions, and home in Cider Falls.

She’d come to town in exile and shame
and nearly wound up in prison, but she wasn’t in hiding anymore.
She was a mated member of the Cider Falls pack, full of the kindest
people she’d ever met in her life. No matter what the future held,
she knew the three of them could handle anything life threw at
them. It was easy to face the future with her two sexy males at her
side.

She’d never be alone again, and that
was definitely worth celebrating.
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Hunted Promises (Cider Falls Shifters Book
Four)

 By R. E. Butler

Hyena-Warlock hybrid Trace Powell met
his truemate in a beautiful Hunter. The problem? She doesn’t want
anything to do with him. He wasn’t even sure that he’d get a
truemate being a hybrid, but knowing where she is and that she
doesn’t want him? It’s hell on earth.

Shifter Hunter Jewel Hastings thought
the hardest thing she did was walk away from her truemate for her
job and her family. But after the Federal Shifter Alliance
discovers she helped a hybrid female on the run, she’s lost
everything, including her family. Now, she has to go back to Cider
Falls with her tail between her legs and ask to join their pack.
She’ll have to face Trace and explain why she chose to walk away
from him, knowing full well that he was her other half.

Can Trace and Jewel find common ground
despite their rocky start? Or will the danger lurking in the
shadows of Cider Falls be the end of everything?

* * *
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