
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
   They are not blood, but experience has made them brothers. They are not gentle, but suffering has made them kind. They are not possessions, but love has made them mine. 
 
    
 
   He lowered his toes until they touched the ground. The pale-blond raised himself from the ground, and with a feat showing complete mastery of his body, slid out from between his partner’s legs to move into a hand stand over his partners head.
 
   “Bitchin’,” Maddie said, unable to keep the overwhelming awe out of her voice.
 
   They both sharply turned their heads toward her, and the long-haired Adonis dismounted. They both sprang to their feet. Seeing their faces, not just in profile, Maddie gasped… and blushed, when she recognized them both.
 
   The men from her dream. The one with the shorter hair was Cage, the other Adam. How was it possible? They were dream lovers, not flesh and blood
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   They touch me and I am found. I spread my thighs allowing Cage to penetrate me with his fingers while Adam laps at my juices, drinking my desire pooling into Cage’s hand. I am feast to their famine. Cage increases his pace, thrusting, adding another finger as his thumb dances over the engorged bundle of my sex.
 
   He leans his upper body over mine, his eyes the color of a setting sun, an amber-brown, just shy of true orange. As a child, his masters forced him into his other form for long periods of time. Too long. He has short, thick golden blond hair with deep sideburns that end at his jaw where his short beard begins. Those golden lashes, long and curled, frame his unusual eyes as if by design. His powerful body, cut from stone, is only rivaled by Adam’s.
 
   He rubs his face against my cheek, scenting me. Marking me. I am his.
 
   Adam’s tongue replaces Cage’s thumb. He sucks and licks as growing heat rushes to my groin. My nipples perk in the night air begging for attention. Cage, as if reading my mind, captures one of the tightly bound buds with his lips, drawing it between his teeth. I gasp as they both pleasure me with their mouths, their hands…
 
   Adam spreads my legs wider now as he seats himself between my thighs.
 
   Yes, I plead. Yes. I want him in me so badly. He’s such a large and dominant male, I know that when he pushes inside me, I will feel every thick inch of him.
 
   His eyes are the color of midnight, but I can see hints of yellow slipping to the edges as his control is tested. He wants to be tender. He doesn’t want my first time to hurt.
 
   “Clary,” he whispers my chosen name.
 
   “God, she’s so wet,” I hear Cage say, “So ready for us, brother.”
 
   They are not blood, but experience has made them brothers. They are not gentle, but suffering has made them kind. They are not possessions, but love has made them mine.
 
   My beautiful men. My lion kings.
 
   My breath hitches as Cage removes his fingers from my cleft, and I feel the solid head of Adam‘s length pressed against my opening. When he sheaths himself, so fast and so deep within me, I cry out in pain, in pleasure, in joy.
 
    
 
   Madeline Granger’s own raspy shout startled her awake. The bright sunlight filtered through the trees and blinded her with its glare. She blinked. Sunlight? Trees? She rolled to her side—twigs, rocks, and tree roots bit into her ribs and hip. Not again.
 
   Maddie had been sleepwalking since she was fourteen. They’d started after she had her first period, and had only gotten worse with time. Her parents had taken her to the family doctor after the second time it happened, and he made the diagnosis.
 
   Where was she? The last thing Maddie remembered was driving through Topeka without a real plan. Then she’d stopped in some Podunk town and took a room at the El Rancho, which should have been named El Roacho. The place had two things going for it—it was cheap and it was cheap. Unfortunately, Maddie had just about blown through her savings.
 
   Just six months earlier, she’d been living at home with her parents while attending Sedgwick County Community College. Maddie had been determined to learn a trade. She wouldn’t be the “happy homemaker” of the 1950s. Not like her mother. It had been three years since Kennedy’s assassination, and his death changed the world. Changed Madeline.
 
   After a strange encounter with a psychic at the county carnival, she’d gotten suddenly, unaccountably restless. The next thing she knew, she’d jumped in the Woody her parents gave her and beat feet out of her hometown, Park City. She knew her parents would worry, so she hadn’t asked permission. Her strange disorder made her feel like an outcast in her town. She’d never even had a date—only the weirdoes wanted anything to do with Mad Maddie. It wasn’t so much the sleepwalking that freaked people out. It was more the whacky, really personal, and really accurate secrets she would share about people during these episodes.
 
   She’d been accused of being a snoop and a gossip, and some people had even threatened her with physical harm. Sometimes she remembered bits and pieces of what happened while in her nocturnal trances, things she did or saw or said, but they were always dream-like and weirdly…disconnected…like the experience was happening to someone else and she was merely an observer. With the exception of her mother, no one believed she couldn’t control her problem.
 
   The desire to travel was the excuse Madeline needed to start over—start a new life where people didn’t know about her troubles. Every Midwest town she passed through made her more and more anxious to move, to keep going. It was as if the invisible strings of wanderlust had taken an unforgivable hold with its relentless pull.
 
   Wanderlust. Lust.
 
   Her dream had been so vivid and exotic. So real. She’d recollected bits and pieces of those same two gorgeous men in other dreams, but with this one—she shivered, trying to ignore the gathered moisture between her thighs—she vividly recalled everything. Why couldn’t that happen in real life? Her mother always told her there was someone for everyone, but Maddie often felt she was destined to be alone.
 
   Maddie stood and dusted her blue Capri pants. Thank Heaven, she wasn’t naked. Only once, had she awakened with no clothes on, and she’d given the neighbors on her street a real show that night. She went to bed in a night shirt and shorts, and hadn’t remembered putting on the calf length pants, the dusty green camisole, or the low-heeled sandals. She was thankful to have clothes, but even more thankful she hadn’t gotten herself killed. Her legs and feet weren’t too sore, so she couldn’t have walked further than a couple of miles, but even so, she’d had to have crossed a few streets to get out of town.
 
   Why me? Maddie dusted herself off. The question always made her feel simpering. She wouldn’t feel sorry for herself. Her sleepwalking disorder was something she’d learned to live with, because it was better than the alternative.
 
   At the edge of the woods, the tree line broke and opened to a field full of tents, trailers, and small wooden structures. The really large, colorful tent at the center of the activity displayed the familiar words “Pantheros & Co. Carnival.” The same carnival that had worked her hometown’s fair months earlier.
 
   The moment she saw the tent, the urge to travel disappeared. It was as if the wind at her back, ever pushing her forward, suddenly stilled. “Wow,” she said, exhaling a long held breath. “I’ve ran away to the circus.”
 
   When Pantheros & Co. Carnival had come to Sedgwick County, Maddie had snuck off, against her parents’ wishes, to meet some kids from her community college. It had been a “be there, or be square” moment. One of the girls talked Maddie into getting her palm read by a psychic who went by the name of Madame Divine. It turned out to be the only part of the carnival she saw that night. A major sense of foreboding took hold of Maddie the moment Madame Divine held her hands and asked her to open her mind. Even the memory of the incident sent a shiver down Maddie’s spine. She’d ignored the sharp taunts from the other students and fled home right after.
 
   Now, as she wandered toward the small set-up, she felt dazed as if she were still dreaming. A small man who couldn’t have been more than four feet tall held up his hands at her approach. Maddie gawked at his long fingers, such a dichotomy to his short stature. His voice, a deep baritone, and almost boomed when he spoke. “We’re not open yet, kid. Come back tomorrow.”
 
   A flicker of movement caught Maddie’s eye. She pivoted her gaze in time to see the hind end of a giant animal with fur the color of spun gold lope between the openings of the large tent. Ignoring the insistent shouts of protest from the small man, Maddie strode to the tent, quickening her pace to almost a run. She wasn’t prepared for what she saw on the other side.
 
   Two men—one with short golden-blond hair and beard, the other with long, pale-blond hair—clasped hands, and in one giant leap, the man with the shorter hair was up in a hand stand, balancing on nothing but his partner’s grip. They were incredibly still as their muscles barely moved with the effort.
 
   Maddie gaped as the man with the longer hair squatted, lowering himself until he sat on the ground. They mesmerized her with their grace, as the bearded man kept his feet pointed straight up while the other guy flattened his back and legs to the ground until they formed a capital L. Next, the man in the air let go with one hand, raising his arm to his side, all the while keeping his body straight. He angled his legs sideways.
 
   How could he possibly stay balanced? He took his partner’s hand again, and Maddie marveled at the power in his body—both their bodies. They were not skinny men, but broadly built with wide chests and arms bigger than her thighs, yet the long haired man held his collaborator as if he were light as a cotton ball.
 
   They began to slowly bend at the elbows until both their forearms were at forty-five degree angles, and the long-haired man’s upper arms were flat against the ground. The other man’s short hair brushed his chest. Maddie caught the slow grin spread on the pale-blond’s lips as his partner lowered his body until they were face to face and completely parallel. The short-haired man parted his legs in a split that had Maddie aching between her thighs.
 
   He lowered his toes until they touched the ground. The pale-blond raised himself from the ground, and with a feat showing complete mastery of his body, slid out from between his partner’s legs to move into a hand stand over his partners head.
 
   “Bitchin’,” Maddie said, unable to keep the overwhelming awe out of her voice.
 
   They both sharply turned their heads toward her, and the long-haired Adonis dismounted. They both sprang to their feet. Seeing their faces, not just in profile, Maddie gasped… and blushed, when she recognized them both.
 
   The men from her dream. The one with the shorter hair was Cage, the other Adam. How was it possible? They were dream lovers, not flesh and blood. As they headed toward her with graceful strides, Maddie had to stop herself from swooning. “Cage and Adam,” she whispered.
 
   “Damn it, miss. I told you to come back tomorrow,” a baritone voice boomed from behind her—the dwarf who’d tried to stop her before.
 
   “It’s alright, Carl,” the pale-blond, Adam, said, waving the bad-tempered man out.
 
   The dwarf snarled and mumbled a barely audible rant as he stormed out of the tent.
 
   The bearded man, Cage, approached her first. Maddie quaked at the mere size of him. He had to stand at least six or seven inches over six feet tall, and his broad shoulders and wide chest cast a long shadow that covered Maddie in darkness. His face was a spectacular array of chiseled lines, a strong Roman nose, and a square jaw—just like in her dream. His eyes shined like mirrors when he tilted his head and caught the light from one of the kerosene lanterns. “Do we know you?” He thinned his wide, masculine lips.
 
   “No,” Maddie squeaked out. She steeled her courage to speak again. “I… Shoot.”
 
   Adam, just as tall, just as broad, but his face—more heart-shaped than square and his lips were narrow, but full—had an open curiosity. “You called us by our given names.”
 
   Maddie gulped. “Maybe I read it on a program or something. You all were in my town a while back.”
 
   “We don’t use our real names, girl,” Cage said. He pointed to a yellow sign near the tent entrance. “The Lion Kings” was spelled out in large, swooping red letters. Maddie could hear the growl reverberating in his every word.
 
   Gooseflesh raised on her skin and she began to shake. In the dream, she’d thought of them as her lion kings… and they had called her Clary. A pet name? Some kind of endearment maybe?
 
   She hadn’t seen them when they carnival had come to her town, or at least she didn’t think she’d forget two spectacularly gorgeous men if she saw them. But how else would she know they were called The Lion Kings? It still didn’t explain how she knew their names. She rubbed her arms trying to stop the tremors in her muscles. 
 
   “You’re scaring her, brother,” Adam admonished.
 
   “It’s not you,” she said. Suddenly, both men were outlined by a halo of light, and Maddie’s tongue, fingers, and feet began to tingle. Her lungs constricted in her chest as if a large fist held her in its grasp. Her skin began to itch and burn and tighten until she thought it would split. Her legs wobbled. She dropped to her knees, still fighting whatever was taking her over. She could hear voices, too many to make out words. An insectile buzzing filled her head.
 
   “What’s happening?” Cage reached out to steady her.
 
   She had the sense that if they touched her she would be lost. If the man made contact with her skin, she would lose her battle—she would rip apart. “Don’t touch me!” Maddie shouted “Don’t,” she pleaded as the halo grew in size, engulfing the men in its hazy illumination. Adam put his hand on her shoulder while, simultaneously, Cage grabbed her elbow.
 
   Maddie’s eyes rolled back until she plunged into darkness. I don’t have Cage and Adam’s night vision. While my abilities give me the gift of sight, it doesn’t extend to actual eyesight. The note had said to come on my own. It was a matter of life or death. Marlena and Darren’s shouts cut through the stillness of the evening when I pass by their trailer. Warmth creeps into my cheeks in a slow flush. They aren’t fighting…
 
   “Girl,” Maddie heard as she felt someone shaking her by the shoulders. “Are you okay?”
 
   Dazedly, she found her voice. “Marlena and Darren are at it again.”
 
   “What?” Cage asked sharply. “They’re at what again? And how in the world do you know Marlena and Darren?”
 
   Maddie blinked. “Who?”
 
   “You just said their names.”
 
   “No, I didn’t.” Maddie had a vague recollection—a form of deja vu. “Maybe. I don’t know.” She’d had waking dreams before, but nothing so immediate as this one. Not since Madame Divine. Her feet and legs felt boneless, and she gazed at the two men holding her—Cage’s almost orange-brown eyes, the color of a setting sun…Adam’s midnight blue eyes with a stripe of gold around the outer edge. Even though she was still a virgin, she remembered what it was like in her dream when Adam had entered her body, when Cage had latched on to her nipple. Her body seemed to shiver from the inside out.
 
   Then everything went black.
 
    
 
   Adam Michaels stared at the young woman who—other than the occasional movement—slept soundly in Alana Gupta’s bunk. Alana, whose stage name was Isis, rarely slept in her trailer, so she grudgingly agreed to let them keep the young woman there. The strange young lady hadn’t had any I.D. on her, so he didn’t know who she was, how old she was, or where she was from. She could have been a runaway, or a curious teenager, but Adam doubted it. He gauged her to be around twenty, maybe twenty-one. Too many years with the carnival, carding kids who tried to get into the after-show, and he’d gotten pretty good at guessing ages.
 
   She’d had light blue eyes, the color of a clear sky—he’d felt almost mesmerized by them when she’d met his gaze. Now, as she slept, her light brown hair was dark around her forehead where perspiration saturated the color. Her cherub lips puckered and her small upturned nose wrinkled occasionally drawing a smile from Adam. He tried, without much success, to avoid staring at her luscious curves. Her rounded hips and full breasts could give any of the dancers in the carnival’s burlesque show a run for their money. She’d only been passed out for a couple of hours, but Adam worried she wouldn’t wake up.
 
   He’d wanted to take her to the hospital. Cage wanted to dump her at the nearest gas station and let someone else deal with her, but Carl didn’t want the trouble that would come with explaining to the local authorities what they were doing with an unconscious girl. Cage used that as another reason they should dump her somewhere. His brother could be merciless at times. They’d compromised by taking the young woman to Alana. She was a trained nurse, and she also practiced holistic remedies—a real asset for the company.
 
   She knew our names. He and Cage didn’t mix with the townies, so how it was possible? Had she overheard someone use their names? She’d acted surprised. The woman stirred Adam in a way he hadn’t felt in a long time. He thought she did the same for Cage, which was the exact reason his world-weary brother wanted to ditch her as quickly as possible. Cage had suffered a lot of pain in his short life. More than anyone should bear.
 
   When they lost Clary, it took months for Adam to recover—he feared Cage never would. Clary had been the glue holding Cage together. He needed Adam and Clary to anchor him, to keep his rage at bay. Without Clary, Adam constantly worried that Cage might hurt one of town folk who frequented their show. Cage wouldn’t go to prison—he would kill himself, or find a way to get the cops to kill him, before going into another cage. When he was an infant, Cage had been sold into slavery to the Armando Bros. Circus. He’d spent fifteen years either on stage in or a small six-foot by three-foot enclosure. The older of the Armando brothers, Joe, named him Cage, since that’s where he spent ninety-eight percent of his time.
 
   When Adam rescued him ten years ago, and it was a rescue, he gave his fellow lion shifter a chance to give himself a new name, but Cage had insisted he didn’t want to be called anything else. He wore his name like a badge of courage. Even though Cage was seven years his junior, his experiences had aged him. He’d never gotten to experience the joy of childhood. Loving Clary was the closest Cage had ever been to happy. As he stared at the young woman, he wondered…
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   Maddie awoke in a cold sweat. Where was she? The motel? Her unfocused brain couldn’t think straight. She squinted at the wooden paneling on the wall, pulling up the blankets until they covered her ears. The bed—lumpy, but soft and warm—smelled like her parents’ Labrador retriever, not foul, but distinctively dog. She rolled to her back, taking in the colorful swathes of fabric dangling from the low ceiling. A clinking noise startled her and drew her attention.
 
   A woman in a gold and blue silk robe arranged bottles on a shelf. She had sleek raven hair so long the ends reached her cinched waist. “You are in my quarters, child,” she said without looking at Maddie. Her voice held a foreign accent, but Maddie couldn’t derive the woman’s country of origin.
 
   Slowly, the woman turned to face Maddie. Her skin, along with her beauty, was porcelain and flawless, while her eyes, darkened around the lids with a charcoal liner, were the color of fresh grass. Maddie had never seen anyone with that eye color before—so unnaturally green. When the woman moved closer, she dragged her gaze over Maddie from head to toe. “Can you speak?”
 
   Her dry mouth made it hard to force the word, “Yes.”
 
   The door opened. Adam walked in carrying a tray of flat bread, orange slices, and cheese in one hand and a carafe of juice in the other. He wore a black, sleeveless body suit that showed over every muscular bulge. Maddie swallowed hard. Every bulge. His gaze held a genuine warmth when he looked at Maddie. “Just checking in on our guest, Isis.”
 
   Maddie curled her knees to her chest. She’d never had a “day walking” incident before and it scared her. Had she done something while she’d been out? Did Adam think she was a lunatic now? Did Cage? Why wouldn’t they? God, she hoped she didn’t do anything embarrassing. “Uh, hi,” she muttered, glancing away when Adam’s gaze caught her eyes.
 
   “She is fine, as you can see.” Isis took off her robe. Under she wore nothing but a crystal bikini that barely held her perky, full breasts in place, and certainly didn’t do much to cover her bottom. “I’m late. Can you get the latch?”
 
   Maddie noticed then that the back of Isis’s gown had two straps dangling.
 
   Adam hooked them, then gave the exotic beauty a dismissive nod. Once Isis left, he turned his attention back to Maddie.
 
   A knife of jealousy slashed through Maddie as the dark-haired beauty departed. She’d never had boys after her, but not because she was homely. However, next to Isis, she paled in comparison. “She… I… What…” Being in the same room with Adam addled Maddie’s brain. It was as if she’d forgotten how to complete sentences. Finally she settled on, “She’s very pretty.”
 
   “Yes, she is,” Adam said. Maddie heart sunk as his voice dropped an octave, breathy and sexy. “Just like the serpent in the Garden of Eden, Isis is designed to tempt.”
 
   Heat crept into her cheeks again. “What?”
 
   His cheeks dimpled when he smiled. “That’s how she’s introduced. Isis is a snake dancer.”
 
   “She dances with snakes?” Maddie couldn’t keep the incredulity out of her voice.
 
   “Among other things.”
 
   Maddie wasn’t certain she wanted to know what other things. ”Isis is the headliner in our after-show. It’s adults only and costs extra. She’s very good at what she does.”
 
   Maddie didn’t want to talk about Isis anymore—didn’t want to draw attention to a woman who didn’t need any help in that area. She changed the subject. “Have I been out all day?”
 
   “Almost two days,” Adam said. “Like Sleeping Beauty. We were all drawing straws to see who would wake you up with true love’s kiss.”
 
   Maddie snorted a laugh. “You’re a funny man, Adam.”
 
   He narrowed his gaze. “You seem to know my name. I think it’s only fair that I know yours.”
 
   “Madeline.” Suddenly, under his watchful gaze, she felt nervously shy. “Maddie.”
 
   He smirked then rubbed his chin in a thoughtful manner. “Madeline.”
 
   Self-consciously, she brushed her fingers through her sleep ratted hair, working hard to smooth the edges. Adam probably thought she was nuts. Mad Maddie. Anyone around her long enough would think it. “I might look crazy, but I’m not.”
 
   “I believe you.” His direct gaze unnerved Maddie and made her lower parts draw tight with desire. He raised one brow, his expression appraising.
 
   A light thump against the backside of the trailer drew his attention away. He turned to look out a small rectangular window. God, his physique from the side view was just as good as the front and back, and the tights he wore left very little—or big, as was the case—to the imagination.
 
   An abrupt knock on the trailer’s door startled Maddie. A brusque voice said, “Adam.” Her heart beat wildly. The voice belonged to Cage. “Need some help wrangling the lot lice?”
 
   Maddie scratched at her head. She’d never heard of lot lice, but they sounded awful. “Is it contagious?”
 
   “Lot lice isn’t a condition. The boys need help clearing off the town folk from the midway. The after-show is wrapping up, and we can’t shut it all down until we get all the rubes out of here.”
 
   “Am I a… rube?”
 
   “I’m not sure what you are.” He winked. “I’ll let you know when I make up my mind.”
 
   “Until then, can I come with you? I’d like to stretch my legs.”
 
   Adam shook his head. “Maybe you should take it easy tonight. Rest. You can see everything tomorrow.”
 
   “What about Isis? Won’t she want her bed back?”
 
   “Oh, she never sleeps in here.”
 
   Maddie felt another stabbing pang of jealousy. She averted her eyes, so Adam couldn’t read her expression.
 
   “She’s Carl’s woman.”
 
   “Carl?” Maddie shook her head, unable to hide her disbelief. “The little man?”
 
   “He prefers dwarf, but yes.”
 
   Maddie saw the look of disappointment on Adam’s face and inwardly flinched. She’d been called strange or weird by people who thought of her as different, and she didn’t want Adam to think she was that kind of person. “I’m sorry.” She pulled the blankets around her shoulders as she sat up. “I didn’t mean anything by that, except she’s just so beautiful. She could have any man she wants.”
 
   “Yes,” Adam agreed. “And she wants Carl.”
 
   “We’re used to being judged by outsiders.” He set the tray and juice on the stand next to the small bed. “Eat something. You need to keep up your strength. Then try to get some rest. I’ll see you in the morning for breakfast.”
 
   After Adam left, Maddie groaned. She wanted to smack herself. Her reaction to Adam’s revelation about Isis and Carl shamed her. She didn’t want anyone to think she was a bigot. And she really didn’t want Adam to think of her as an outsider.
 
   Maddie took an orange slice from the tray and nibbled the pulp. Why had she dreamed of Cage and Adam? What did it mean that she’d ended up at their carnival? Love has made them mine. She had so many questions and very few answers. Tomorrow she would ask. Tonight, she would sleep.
 
    
 
   Cage had been outside Alana’s trailer when Adam had been in with the girl. Madeline… Maddie, she’d said. His chest rumbled with a low, quiet growl. Why did Adam insist on keeping her? She’d be nothing but trouble if they didn’t get rid of her soon. Besides, she set his teeth on edge.
 
   Something about the newcomer disturbed Cage and pushed his control to the brink. He’d been the one to catch her when she passed out, and having her in his arms had felt… strange. When Adam flirted with her in the trailer, Cage felt a twinge of regret along with a spark of anger.
 
   Clary had only been gone six months. Too soon for Cage to think about courting another woman, even if she stirred him. He’d slapped the backside of the trailer before he’d gone around the front, knowing Adam would pay heed.
 
   “She needs to go,” Cage said quietly when Adam opened the door.
 
   “Brother,” Adam replied as he jumped down the steps. His disapproving glare brought heat to Cage’s cheeks.
 
   Hadn’t the others said the same thing about Cage when Adam first rescued him? He’d been wild—out of control. His first taste of freedom had unleashed his savagery. If it hadn’t been for Adam…
 
   As they walked in silence through the midway, a woman stepped out from the shadows behind one of the game stands. Alice Deckard, the carnival’s contortionist, waved at both men. Cage bit off his disgust. He liked her less than he liked the stranger. Alice had been Adam’s lover, before he’d freed Cage. She’d thought of Cage as a sub-species, not worth her time. It had caused a serious rift between Adam and herself, and she blamed Cage for their break-up nine years ago.
 
   Why didn’t she just move on?
 
   “Alice,” Adam said, his voice warm and welcoming. He kissed her cheek when she neared. Her long blond hair was pulled back in a severe braid giving her green eyes a slight slant. Dark eye-liner emphasized the angle and made her look exotic.
 
   She smiled, keeping her voice light and friendly. “Carl says the back lot is clear. Darren’s finishing up through the tents, and the parking lot is empty. I think we’re good.”
 
   Cage fought the impulse to scoff. Adam had taken Alice in after she’d been shot in her mountain lion form. She’d been hunting deer in the Missouri Ozarks and ended up being the hunted. She’d managed to escape the woods before transforming back to her human self and collapsing in a ditch near 65 Highway. By sheer luck, Adam had spotted her. He, with the help of Alana, saved Alice.
 
   She’d seduced Adam, but their relationship couldn’t withstand her possessive nature. Adam would never be hers alone. He belonged to all under his protection. Under our protection, Cage mentally amended.
 
   He couldn’t forgive her for how she’d acted when Adam first brought him to the carnival. Cage’s first year of freedom had been a constant fight against his own angry savagery—something Alice tried to exploit to her advantage. Her actions changed nearly cost him everything. Cage promised to keep her lies a secret if she promised to let Adam go. In nine years, she’d never gone back on her word, so neither had Cage. But she’d put a barrier between him and his adopted brother that not even time had been able to fix.
 
   Clary had fixed it, he reminded himself, albeit temporarily. Bitterness and regret crept into his thoughts. Her death, another tragedy had erected the barrier once again. He missed Clary. Missed how she made him feel. Missed how her love had brought him and Adam closer. Missed how a simple touch from her could calm his restless spirit.
 
   Madeline. A stab of guilt brought a scowl to his face. He didn’t even know this Madeline, yet how she made him feel was a betrayal to Clary’s memory.
 
   “Brother,” he said to Adam after they’d finished shutting down and made it back to their trailer. “About this girl.” He forced the words from his lips. “Now that she’s awake, I think we should send her on her way in the morning.” Cage’s gut clenched as he once again asked Adam to get rid of the girl. He ached for her in an unnatural way. He hated the idea that his beast side, once again, was trying to take control.
 
   “Let’s not speak of it now.” Adam put his hand on Cage’s shoulder to reassure him. “Tomorrow we’ll talk more.”
 
   They both undressed and crawled into bed. Cage curled up, putting his back to Adam’s side. Adam stroked his arm and back. Cage sighed, the tension and anxiety melting at Adam’s touch. To a human, they might have looked like homosexual lovers, but their connection as lions, the pair-bond that had formed between them, went beyond sexual. It was a bond stronger than blood, stronger than love.
 
   Adam’s low purr and his comforting touch eased Cage’s troubled thoughts. Within minutes, he fell fast asleep.
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   THE next morning, Maddie dressed in a yellow shift dress Isis had laid out for her and left the safety of the trailer that had been her haven for two days. Her bladder screamed to be emptied, even as her stomach rumbled to get filled. She hoped to hell there was a toilet at this place. No way did she want to pee in the woods.
 
   Carl was the first person she saw. “Excuse me.”
 
   He glared up at Maddie, baring his teeth. “What do you want?”
 
   God. Someone woke up grumpy. “Is there a bathroom?”
 
   He pointed toward to a Job-Johnny she hadn’t seen before.
 
   “Thanks.” Luckily the unit was free, and she stepped inside. At least the portable toilet was clean, even if it didn’t smell like roses.
 
   When she exited, Maddie tripped over a buried root…and into Cage’s arms.
 
   “We have to stop meeting like this,” she said, feeling breathless at his touch. Her nipples hardened as his dark amber gaze found its way to her breasts.
 
   He licked his lips, and she fought back moan. God, he was so gorgeous. She wanted him to rub his beard against her entire body, leaving no inch untouched. Would his face be as rough as it looked, or as soft as she remembered from the dream? He was so tall she had to stretch when she reached up and stroked his cheek.
 
   Soft.
 
   Her lower body tightened with need as she thought about the dream, and how she felt when he’d sucked her nipples while he’d worked two fingers inside her body. He rubbed the corner of his mouth against her palm, his eyes closing as she caressed his face. His strong hand slid up her thigh, and she gave into her desire, melting against him.
 
   Suddenly his whole body stiffened. His eyes widened, and a low growl emanated as he let her go with a slight push. “Don’t touch me, woman.”
 
   Maddie stumbled back, bracing herself on the Job-Johnny. His sudden change in demeanor frightened her. Some women hid when confronted by something that made them afraid, but Maddie had always been the type to react with anger. “Uh, you grabbed me, asshole.” She straightened the dress where Cage had pulled it up over her hip. The way he’d gone from hot to cold put her off-center. “Where’s Adam?”
 
   Cage curled his fingers into fists. “I’m not your goddamned tour guide.” He sharply turned on his heel and stalked off.
 
   She stared at him as he disappeared behind the big top before erupting into a frustrated shout. It took a couple of seconds for her stomach to stop its jittery dance.
 
   “Girl,” she heard a woman call. She turned and saw Isis the snake dancer waving her over.
 
   Maddie cast one last glance where Cage had disappeared and rubbed her arms to ward off the shiver creeping across her skin. “Hey,” Maddie said.
 
   “Adam is looking for you.” She turned, and Maddie knew there was an expectation she would follow.
 
   Isis led Maddie to a small open area on the far end of the carnival, the opposite side of the parking lot. There were tables set up with folding chairs filled with men and woman of different sizes and obvious backgrounds. Her eyes locked on a large woman with a hairy face sitting with a very tall and broad man. His wide jaw and protruding forehead reminded Maddie of early Cro-Magnon man.
 
   The woman laughed and wrapped her arms around his narrow waist. He smiled down at her and kissed the top of her head. Adam was at the head of their table. He laughed as the woman said something Maddie couldn’t hear, slapped the giant on the belly, and then tilted her head at an angle to kiss him solid on his wide mouth.
 
   Adam quickly noticed Maddie, and patted the seat next to him. There was a plate of food already there, and she wondered whose seat she’d be taking. Cage’s? She took the seat down one from the full plate.
 
   The bearded woman raised a brow. “This your new stray, Adam?”
 
   Maddie said, “No,” at the same time that Adam said, “Yes.”
 
   The woman slapped the table and laughed, the rich sound filling the empty space around them. “I like her already.” She wiped a greasy palm on her dress and held her hand out. “I’m Marlena.” She stroked her facial hair with her thumb and forefinger. “The bearded lady, obviously.”
 
   “I’m Maddie Granger.” Maddie took the woman’s thick, chubby hand and gave it a squeeze. “Nice to meet you.”
 
   Marlena assessed Maddie for a moment then gestured to the giant man next to her. “This here’s my man Darren.”
 
   Their names were familiar—Marlena and Darren are at it again… In her dream, she’d walked past their trailer where they’d been having very noisy sex. Maddie’s cheeks warmed. “I… er… it’s nice to meet you both.”
 
   She felt Adam’s gaze, and she worried he’d think she was judging Marlena and Darren, the way she had with Isis and Carl. She didn’t want him thinking she was a really awful person, so she drew herself up and held out her hand to briefly shake Darren’s.
 
   Adam pushed the plate down in front of her. “Eat up. You must be starving.”
 
   He’d made the plate for her, and for some stupid reason, it made Maddie deliriously happy.
 
   She looked down at the scrambled eggs, more orange slices, and thick white peppered gravy over toast. The combined aroma made her mouth water and her stomach growl. Her hands shook at she picked up the fork next to the plate. “Thank you,” she said to Adam when she finally got the nerve to look at him.
 
   Her heart raced when she saw the easy smile that lit his dark-blue eyes. The color of midnight… On impulse, she reached out and covered his hand with her own. The warmth of his skin sent a shock of tingles up her arm. He raised a questioning brow, but didn’t move his hand away. He didn’t have to. Maddie snatched her hand back as if she’d stuck it in a mess of hot coals.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she mumbled, staring down into her plate of eggs, her appetite suddenly abated. “I don’t know what’s gotten into me.” Since she’d been at the carnival, she hadn’t wanted to leave. It was the first time in nearly six months that she didn’t feel the call of the road.
 
   Adam lifted his hand and sniffed the back of it. “Cage,” he said absently. He smiled, ignoring her apology. “Where are you from, Madeline?”
 
   “Maddie,” she corrected.
 
   “Madeline is a very beautiful name. A woman’s name.”
 
   Maddie’s woman parts all took notice of Adam. Her bits throbbed and her nipples perked. She definitely wanted him to see her as a grown-up. “I guess you can call me Madeline.”
 
   He rewarded her with a sweet smile. A smile just for her and her alone. Maddie’s appetite returned. She happily dove into the pleasingly good meal.
 
    
 
   CAGE snarled as he waited for Adam to arrive at the tent to practice their routine. They’d thrown in a few new tricks that needed to be perfected. Too kill time he did pull-ups on the lowered trapeze bar until his biceps burned. He let go, dropping the few feet to the center ring. That woman! His frustration grew with every minute Adam allowed her to stay.
 
   He’d marked her palm with his scent! How could he so callously scent another woman who wasn’t Clary? He paced with aggressive energy. He needed a good work out. Something to take the piss and vinegar, as Marlena liked to say, out of him. He began jogging the rings, his mind racing with every step. The woman had felt so good in his arms, so vulnerable and sexy. When she’d stroked his face, his instinct took over as he’d rubbed himself against her hand. Her supple thigh, her curvy body pressed against his, had made his cock jerk to attention. It had also snapped him out of the spell she put him under.
 
   Clary had been human, but she’d been an anomaly, like the rest of Pantheros & Company. She’d been a psychic—a real medium with the ability to foresee the future. His heart sank as he wished he could talk to her again. Hold her just one more time. Her death had left a hole in Cage, and it seemed nothing and no one could fill.
 
   Except when he’d held the irritating woman. Why did he have these feelings for this stranger, this human female, so frail… so much like Clary? Why did Maddie feel so right in his arms? Anger exploded in Cage and he grabbed the nearest item, a small wooden stand. He threw it across the ring, roaring his rage and loss and grief, as it shattered against the hard dirt floor.
 
   Adam ducked inside the tent before Cage could grab the next stand. “Calm yourself, brother.”
 
   Cage sagged to his knees, the rage sputtering until it was no more than an ember in his gut. Adam wasted no time coming to his side. He squatted next to Cage and put his arms around him. “I think she’s meant to be ours, brother.”
 
   “No,” Cage said with hollow denial. She felt like theirs already, but he couldn’t reconcile his new feelings for Maddie with his grief for Clary Sage.
 
   “We shall see,” was all Adam said. “Let’s practice. Or are you too tired?”
 
   “I’m ready.” Cage looked at Adam, holding back the unshed tears.
 
   Adam placed his hand on the back of Cage’s neck, his fingers massaging into the tightly knotted muscles. “I know you are.”
 
    
 
   ADAM hurt for Cage. He could see how conflicted his brother was over Madeline. She’d thrown Adam for a loop in the beginning, but now that he’d had time to think about her, and their connection to her, he understood that a true match rarely came along once in a lifetime. It would be foolish of him and Cage to turn away from a second chance out of loyalty to their lost love.
 
   His chest squeezed as he remembered Clary. He thought there would never be another woman after her, but this Madeline was proving that maybe the gods did know mercy. Cage would say if the gods were involved then Madeline was a cruel joke. She was so different from Clary. Clary had been docile, almost submissive—exactly what two dominant males needed in a mate. Her beauty was only rivaled by her generosity and kindness. She’d been able to soothe Cage in a way Adam couldn’t. He loved her for saving Cage from his own demons.
 
   Madeline was a different creature all together. If Clary had been sharpened steel, Madeline was a blunt edge. In a very short time, Adam learned she was quick to judge, quick to anger, and quick to passion. He smelled it on her with every encounter. Clary had taken longer to come around—a slow burn. She’d been uncertain about mating with two lion-shifters and becoming their queen. It had taken almost of year of courting for her to finally agree. Their time as a trio had been cut short too soon. Nearly two years of pure happiness—he’d almost forgotten what Cage had been like before she loved them, before they’d claimed her.
 
   As he watched his brother torment himself over the loss, Adam knew Madeline would never replace Clary, but it didn’t mean they couldn’t learn to love again. When Madeline had touched his hand at breakfast, he could smell Cage’s scent on her. She would have had to have touched his face, and he would have had to release the oil from the tiny glands at the side of his mouth on purpose.
 
   What had happened in the short time it had taken Madeline to leave Alana’s trailer and find her way to the dining area? Cage was too keyed up to ask him now. Adam would wait until tonight. He’d wait until Cage relaxed next to him, where he could calm his brother if needed. He would wait.
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   DURING the day, Maddie looked for Madame Divine, but couldn’t find her. The woman had given her the spooks, but she’d been Maddie’s only connection to the traveling company. She couldn’t find the small colorful tent that the fortune teller used to entertained customers at in Sedgwick County, and after a couple of hours, Maddie gave up the hunt. The rest of the afternoon, she went on a hunt of another variety. She spent the day trying to catch glimpses of Adam and Cage, alone or together, without them noticing. Occasionally Adam would catch her and wink. Cage made a point of never catching her.
 
   The damned brute.
 
   She was still smarting over the way he’d dismissively pushed her away earlier in the day. The way she’d reacted, the way her body had wantonly molded to his, embarrassed her. His rejection, especially when she’d felt his desire hard and thick against her belly, had stung.
 
   In the evening, the big top show astounded Madeline with its pageantry. She’d never seen anything like it in her small Midwestern life. The dwarf Carl, dressed in a royal blue with gold trim hat and tails, performed as ringmaster and used his booming voice to announce each attraction. The woman, Aleesa the Contortionist, who also did a high wire act, twisted her body like a pretzel. Maddie’s back hurt just watching her. And the clown act, their bumbling ways, the interaction with the delighted audience, had Maddie laughing right along with all the “townies.” The trapeze team had her breathless with their daring aerial flights, but she forgot them all when Carl announced, “The Lion Kings,” Cage and Adam’s only introduction.
 
   The nervous titters and the thrilled cheers after each gravity-defying feat of strength and balance made her giddy. And when the act ended and the audience roared their approval, Maddie puffed with undeserved pride. After, Adam stayed in the center ring while Cage ran into the vestibule where the acts exited and entered the big top. 
 
   Carl, from the right ring, introduced Darren as Slow Hand the Strong Man, and the spot light shifted to the left ring. Maddie didn’t take her eyes off Adam who arranged circular wooden stands in a five point star around the center ring while the audience clapped and cheered with every new feat of strength from Darren. What was Adam up to?
 
   When Darren’s act concluded, the spotlight moved to back to Carl. “Hear ye, hear ye, one and all!” he called through a megaphone, his booming voice shaking the stands. “What you are about to see next, we ask that all patrons remain in their seats. Please keep the loud noises to a minimum. The next act is so dangerous no other carnival in the Midwest will attempt it. The Lion King, Leonidus the Magnificent, will demonstrate what it truly means to be…” His voice grew even louder and more dramatic as he swooped his hand toward Adam, the spotlight following his gesture, and said, “Kiiiiinnng of the jungle!”
 
   Adam’s hair, which Maddie had always seen tied back, now lay thick and full about his shoulders—a crown of hair. As if he wasn’t sexy enough already. Whew. His long locks made her knees wibbly.
 
   The audience stirred with nervous energy as two leopards, a tiger, a panther, a mountain lion, and finally a large lion with an orange mane wider than his shoulders padded out from the vestibule into the center ring. Where did they keep these animals? Maddie hadn’t seen any holding cages or pens when she’d looked around, but she hadn’t gone in to every tent or trailer.
 
   The beasts circled Adam as he held his hands out and turned with them. He raised his palms toward the ceiling after they gone around twice, and all six beasts jumped up on the stands and sat up on their hind legs.
 
   Maddie’s sharp intake of breath matched that of the people in the stands. Adam jogged around the circle and touched each animal, sending it back down into a crouch on the stand. Each trick the animals performed—walking a tight rope, jumping through a fiery ring, playing leap frog—brought delighted trills from the watchers as the cats obeyed every one of Adam’s commands without hesitation. Everyone in the stands held their breath, including Maddie, when Adam, for the grand finale, stuck his head inside the giant maw of the lion. He made each of the animals take a bow as the crowd rose to their feet, whooping their approval.
 
   Maddie rushed from the tent to go around back to the performer’s entrance. She wanted to tell Adam how much she enjoyed his act. Both of the acts—the hand acrobat act with Cage and the animal show. What she hadn’t expected was Adam to be rubbing his hands through the mane of the giant lion, who’d been the scariest of the six beasts, who was nearly as tall as she was. “Did you see the rubber-neckers, brother?” He cuffed the large cat on its nose and laughed. “We really gave them a show tonight.”
 
   The lion noticed Maddie before Adam did. The animal turned its head, its glittering unnatural eyes mirrored the moonlight as it appraised her.
 
   Maddie gulped hard, her pulse racing, as the predator stared her down. Her instinct was to run, but she’d never out run the lion if he chose to go after her. She held up her hand, mimicking Adam’s movements from the ring. If it were able, she could swear the lion wore a quizzical expression on his face. Maddie approached with deliberate slowness, fighting back the fear gathering in her belly. When she was less than two feet away, she nearly collapsed into the fetal position when the lion’s hot breath puffed against her palm.
 
   “Nice kitty,” she whispered. She didn’t think her words would do any good with the cat, but it made her feel better to hear her own voice. “Good boy. You don’t want to eat me. I’d taste terrible. All chewy and gristly.” She’d been so focused on his wide, toothy maw, she hadn’t bothered to look at his eyes. When she did, Maddie dropped her hand to her side. They were a rusty, amber-brown color… so much like Cage’s eyes.
 
   “Impossible,” she said, taking a step back.
 
   The lion stepped forward. A low growl rumbled through his chest.
 
   “Enough!” Adam snapped. Both the lion and Maddie turned their attention to him. He held the tuft of the beast’s tail in his hand. He gave it a tug. More gently, he said again, “Enough.”
 
   The lion snorted his irritation, but with only a slight hesitancy, he turned away from Maddie and loped away.
 
   She clutched her chest. “I thought he was going to eat me.” She watched the lion disappear behind the big top. “Is he coming back?”
 
   Adam ignored her question. “You shouldn’t be back here, Madeline.”
 
   His dismissive tone gave her pause, but she’d gone to the performers’ entrance for a purpose. “I… I just wanted to tell you how much I enjoyed the show. You were magnificent.”
 
   Adam smiled a crooked smile as he shook his head. His pale blond hair fell over his broad muscular, chest. He was the kind of man who could make gods weep with envy. He stroked his fingers through the crown of his hair pulling it back away from his face. Those dark, dark eyes seemed to drink her right in. Adam crossed the distance between them and cupped Maddie’s chin in his hand. He tilted her head, bending down until his face hovered inches from her own. Those luscious lips of his, so tantalizing, mesmerized her. She rose on her tiptoes, hoping he would kiss her.
 
   He didn’t.
 
   “It’s not safe out here, Madeline.”
 
   Still worried about the wild creature loping off into the night, Maddie nodded. “Not with a lion running around wild.”
 
   Adam shook his head, but couldn’t keep the hint of a smile off his lips. “I’ll walk you to the trailer.”
 
   She couldn’t keep the disappointment off her face when he let her go, but much like the lion, she sighed her irritation, and with only the tiniest bit of reluctance, followed Adam to Isis’ trailer.
 
   “Do you know what happened to Madame Divine?”
 
   Maddie ran smack-dab into Adam’s backside. He turned and grasped her upper arms. His large hands squeezed her almost painfully. “How do you know about her?”
 
   “I met her once.” She felt her eyes wide as his intense gaze bore into her. “I told you the carnival came to my county. I visited her then. Has she moved on?”
 
   “She’s dead.” Adam’s voice was hard, unforgiving.
 
   “Oh.” Maddie bit her lower lip to still its quivering. “Oh,” she said again. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “When did you talk to her?”
 
   “It was around six months ago.”
 
   Adam couldn’t have looked more stricken if she’d suddenly stabbed him in the heart. “What did she say to you?”
 
   “Nothing big.” Why was Adam freaking out? Maddie’s nerves had her rambling and rising to a higher pitch. “She tossed some runes. Said I’d live an unexpected life. Exactly what I’d expect a carnival psychic to say.” She didn’t tell him about how weird Madame Divine had gotten at the end of the session. There were a few minutes Maddie couldn’t remember, or how she’d gone home with a dire sense of foreboding. “When did she die?”
 
   “The night before we left Sedgwick.” He was staring at Maddie like she’d grown a second head. “She fell and hit her head.”
 
   The raw emotion in his eyes was almost too much for Maddie. It wasn’t her fault the woman died, but she’d obviously hit a nerve for Adam by bringing up a painful reminder of loss. “I’m so sorry. I… I didn’t know.” She’d had such a feeling of impending doom when she’d gone home that night, but it wasn’t possible one thing had anything to do with the other… had it?
 
   “Good night,” he’d said when they reached Isis’s trailer. He didn’t even wait for Maddie to get inside before he walked away.
 
   Between the strong headache and the tight squeeze in her chest, Maddie barely got her clothes off before she flopped down on the small bed. The news of Madame Divine’s death had been a shock, but it was Adam’s sudden cold demeanor that had Maddie aching like she had the flu. A halo, the kind she’d seen around Adam and Cage when she first met them, formed around every shape and shadow in the small trailer. Dizziness overwhelmed Maddie, and everything around her seemed to turn liquid. She gulped for air, trying to hold on to reality, fighting to stay lucid before the vision drowned her.
 
    
 
   I’VE had many visions of many lives, but never my own. So, why do Adam and Cage draw me so? I have not seen a future with them, but I cannot imagine one without the two loves of my life. I’ve been reluctant to commit, reluctant to let them bond with me. I am afraid. I have seen them content in a different future. What if my love dooms them? I have kept them waiting almost two years. I am tired of holding on to fear, tired of holding back my desire. 
 
   My gift, or my curse, began when I became a woman at the age of thirteen. With the bleeding, so came the visions. They were always such little things, nothing too terrible or harmful... until I witnessed the unique death of a farmer’s child being crushed by a roaring machine. I’d told my parents. They told me to quit fantasizing about horrors. When August Mullins, age six years, died in an awful roll-over accident when his father had taken him on a ride in their new tractor, my parents called it coincidence.
 
   Death wasn’t the only thing I saw, there was love, marriages, babies, betrayal, unnatural lusts, and lies, but death is always the most convincing of truths. Even as my parents denied my gifts, still, my father never forgave me for not seeing my mother’s accident. He couldn’t understand that I couldn’t see any futures that affected me personally. Within a year of her death, he turned solely to the comfort given to him by our church and threw me out of the house as an abomination.
 
   Adam saved me like he saves all his people. We are lost until he finds us. We are wounded until he heals us. We are halves until he makes us whole. I am the only human in his Pride, but he and Cage, and the others are my family now. I love them, so I cannot see their future.
 
   Tonight, when I enter Adam and Cage’s trailer, I am awestruck by their beauty as they lay huddled together for comfort on their worn mattress. Cage is a lion-shifter like Adam, and while Adam usually takes the lead at Cage’s behest, they co-rule the Pride with compassion and fairness like the best of kings. But it is only in this moment, the first time I have laid eyes on them together, asleep, holding each other, huddled in against the world, do I understand. They need me. My Lion Kings.
 
    
 
   ADAM stared at the arched wood ceiling. He couldn’t sleep. Madeline’s revelation that she’d met Clary had messed him up. All the carnies used stage names, and Clary’s had been Madame Divine. He hadn’t told Cage about his conversation with Madeline. His brother already had his reservations about the young woman, but if he knew she’d met Clary within days of her death, he’d flip out. Could Madeline’s arrival and her prior knowledge of Clary be a coincidence? Or fate?
 
   He put his hand on Cage’s back. Usually it was Cage who needed the physical connection to feel calm, but tonight, Adam required the contact as much or more than his brother. Adam closed his eyes and slowed his breathing to match Cage’s until he began to drift off. A click of the front door opening startled him awake.
 
   His heart nearly stopped when Madeline stepped inside. Her long, brown hair, tousled and wild, making her angelic features take on an almost animal appearance. Her blue eyes shined like cut diamonds as her cherub lips curled into a slight smile. She held out her arms, her soft curves and full, luscious breasts naked. He inhaled sharply, waking Cage, as his gaze dragged over her body, stopping on the dark, curly vee nestled at the apex of her thighs.
 
   He could smell her arousal, her scent sweet and earthy. Adam licked his lips. He felt Cage’s confusion, anger… lust. He put his hand on his brother’s arm, but couldn’t take his eyes off Madeline. It had been so long since he’d wanted a woman as much as he wanted Madeline… not since Clary.
 
   Adam couldn’t resolve his conflicting emotions. All he knew for certain was he desired Madeline, so did Cage, and even beyond simple desire. When he found his voice, he asked, “Are you all right?”
 
   Cage’s growl, low and animalistic, increased Madeline’s scent. There was a pungency of fear, but an even greater arousal.
 
   She narrowed her gaze as she stalked toward their bed. She crawled onto the mattress, her breasts softly swaying with each move, until she stopped just short of climbing into their laps. Adam and Cage were both sitting up now, and Adam could feel Cage’s confusion was as great as his own.
 
   Madeline tilted her head, first toward Adam then Cage. She placed her palms on their cheeks, and Adam—without thought—rubbed his scent across her hand. In his peripheral vision, he saw Cage was doing the same. He kissed her palm, relishing the cool press of her flesh against his fevered lips. 
 
   “What is this?” Cage asked. The reluctance in his question didn’t stop his hand from cupping her breast--from licking the tip of her taut nipple.
 
   Adam took the other breast, tantalized by Madeline’s large, pink areola. Clary’s had been dark and small, another contrast between the two women. Madeline ran her fingers into Adam and Cage’s hair, and Adam felt the sharp tug of her grasp pulling him to her chest. He latched on to her nipple, taking the rigid nub between his teeth, licking and sucking, hearing Cage’s growls mimic his own as Madeline moaned her pleasure.
 
   He was hard under the thin sheet separating his lower half from Madeline. Her legs were spread as she placed one knee between Adam’s legs and the other between Cage’s. Adam growled his burning passion when her thigh pressed against his rigid cock with purpose. He wanted to drive into her body, to join with Madeline, to bind her to Cage and himself, to claim her, but something was clearly amiss with her. Adam had felt it the moment she’d arrived, a sense of disjointedness. She’d known their names. How had she known their names? Did it matter now? Nothing had felt right since Clary died. Nothing. Until Madeline.
 
   He slid his fingers between her parted thighs and slipped between the slick, swollen folds of her pussy. “So good,” he murmured, his mouth still pressed to her soft skin.
 
   Cage’s fingers entwined with Adam’s in exploration. Cage trembled as he turned his face to his brother’s. “She is so wet, brother.”
 
   Madeline bowed her back as Adam penetrated her with a finger. Her tight muscles clamped around him—too tight. A virgin. The notion surprised him. Carefully, he withdrew from her and placed his finger, glistening with her cream, to his lips then Cage’s. She tasted sweet like a freshly plucked honeysuckle flower.
 
   He stayed Cage’s hand from delving inside her. “Hold, Brother. Not yet.”
 
   Madeline moaned. “Don’t stop,” she said, her voice a ghosting sound of breathless rush. “My beautiful men. My lion kings.”
 
   Cage paled and scrambled away first, curling against the wall. Adam resisted the urge to the do the same. Instead, he held her face between his palms and stared into her clear blue eyes. “Clary?”
 
   “It’s not Clary,” Cage muttered. “It’s not her. It can’t be her.”
 
   Madeline blinked. Her mouth dropped open, but she didn’t speak.
 
   “Clary Sage,” Adam said more firmly this time. “Is it you, love? Have you come back to us?”
 
   Madeline blinked again. Her eyes widened as she looked from Adam to Cage then back to Adam. She clasped his hands on either side of her face and pushed them away. She licked her lips before shaking her head. “What am I doing here? And who is Clary Sage?”
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   My beautiful men. My lion kings. The words resounded in Maddie’s mind like a ghostly echo. Cage refused to look at her, and she didn’t know whether to feel relieved or hurt. Adam, his shadowy blue eyes haunted with grief, refused to look away. The aching heat of her desire still throbbed between her thighs and her mind flashed with images of their fingers slipping between the swollen folds of her sex. Her nipples were rigid and wet still from their erotic attention as she slid her arms across her chest in helpless modesty.
 
   “Answer me,” she demanded. “How did I get here? Who is this Clary woman?” She feared she knew the how. Another sleep walking incident. It had been years since an episode had truly frightened her, but waking up naked and in bed with two very naked men—even if she’d dreamed of them before—scared her to the quick. What if she hadn’t regained herself? Would she have had sex with Cage and Adam? Lost her virginity to strangers? Two of them! It was one thing to dream of the forbidden. It was another thing entirely to act it out.
 
   “Get her out of here, Adam,” Cage growled. His golden bangs fell over his eyes. Maddie could see a glistening streak trailing down his cheek.
 
   “Madeline?” Adam finally said. “Why did you come here tonight? To what purpose?”
 
   “I have no idea.” Maddie backed off the bed, pulling the sheet with her. Adam let it go, and she blushed when she uncovered his bare form. His long hair, lush and pale blond, cascaded over his shoulders in strong contrast against his golden skin. His broad shoulders and chest tapered down to his narrow hips and muscular thighs. From his groin, a small patch of dusky-blond curls framed the hard proof of his desire. It was as thick and long as Maddie remembered from when he’d made love to her in the dreams. Her pussy pulsed at the memory.
 
   “Madeline.”
 
   She heard her name, muffled as if her head were under water.
 
   “Madeline.”
 
   Her name sounded sharper. She snapped her attention to Adam’s face. “I’m sorry,” she whispered hoarsely. “I don’t know why I’m here. It happens sometimes.” She nervously licked her lips. “Not this. I don’t mean—” She shifted her eyes from Adam to Cage, and then to the bed.
 
   Cage turned his head and brought the full weight of his gaze upon Maddie, but didn’t speak. She could swear his face was wider than normal, his nose broader at the bridge, the flesh around his mouth thicker. The moonlight streaming through his window turned his eyes to mirrors. With his bearded face, it was hard to tell, but there was something predatorial in his expression that made her shake.
 
   Adam’s voice, calm and low, drew her attention. “It’s all right, Madeline.” He moved to his hands and knees and crawled toward the edge of the bed. He held his hand out in invitation.
 
   The throbbing between her thighs quickened with her pulse. “No,” she said, her voice softer than she intended. “No,” she said again, this time with more conviction. “I’m sorry if I gave you the wrong impression.”
 
   Adam lowered his gaze and turned to his brother before focusing once more on Maddie. “I’ll get dressed and walk you back to your trailer.”
 
   Maddie swallowed hard as he stood, so tall his head nearly brushed the ceiling. His heavy shock of blond hair tumbled carelessly about as he bent over and grabbed a pair of pants off the floor. She tried to peel her eyes away from his masterful physique, but damn, looking at his perfect wide shoulders, massive thighs and arms, and his muscular ass, she found it difficult to look away. When he stood up, her eyes widened at his erection—still rigid. He was hard.
 
   Maddie’s cheeks warmed when Adam caught her staring. She averted her gaze, but couldn’t keep the picture of him naked and wild from the forefront of her mind. She startled when he tapped her shoulder.
 
   “You ready?” he asked.
 
   Maddie pulled the sheet higher, tucking it under her arms. A rumbling sound came from the direction of the bed. Cage had uncoiled himself from the corner near the wall, but he still looked dangerous and angry.
 
   With a quick glance to Adam, Maddie nodded. “Ready.”
 
   The night was bright with stars and a three-quarter moon. Like Cage, Adam’s eyes seemed to become reflective when he turned his head and caught the light just right. Was her mind playing tricks on her? When she looked again, Adam raised a brow in question, and his blue eyes were simply dark. Soon, the other trailers came into view. On the fairway, the Ferris Wheel was illuminated like a beacon.
 
   Her sensitive nipples rubbed against the sheet she clutched, and she remembered how good it felt to have Cage’s mouth capture the stiff peak between his teeth, how good Adam’s rough tongue felt against her other breast. The two men worked as a team for her pleasure. A shiver rippled down her spine. She still couldn’t believe what her sleepwalking had almost cost her. Simple embarrassment was bad enough. Then to top off her humiliation, she’d accused Adam and Cage initially of being responsible. As if they’d put her in their bed. Her embarrassment turned to shame. When they stopped at Isis’s trailer, Maddie blurted, “I’m sorry, Adam,” before she could lose her nerve.
 
   “For what?” he asked.
 
   Was he going to make her say it? Damn, chivalry really was dead. The small spike of irritation made her braver. “For sleepwalking naked into your trailer.”
 
   Adam chuckled. “Oh that.”
 
   “What did you think I meant?”
 
   “It’s not important.” He gazed down at Maddie, his tall, broad stature swallowing her in its shadow. “You don’t have to apologize for showing up naked.” He’d loaded his expression with heat and hungry lust as he grinned. “I wouldn’t mind if you did it again, just awake next time.”
 
   Words failed her. “I… uh.”
 
   Adam laughed. “You’re very charming, Madeline.”
 
   Her hand dropped to her belly, trying to stop the flutter that happened every time Adam said her name.
 
   Gently, he tucked his finger under her chin and tilted her face. Maddie’s hands and knees shook when he leaned down and pressed his fevered lips to her forehead. She closed her eyes, scared, but hoping for more. The simple brush against her skin warmed her to her very core.
 
   When she opened her eyes again, his were a glossy black. A heavy fog drew around Maddie and Adam until she could no longer see the carnival. Her lips tingled and her feet felt as if they were lifting from the ground—her body light as air. A sense of euphoria washed over her. Only the concern on Adam’s face let her know that something was wrong.
 
    
 
   ADAM is sad tonight. I wish I could take his pain, take his burden. He is the strongest man I’ve ever known. He cares for his people, and while they know the depth of his commitment to their safety and welfare, I fear they will never know the depths of his devotion. I have never really seen his future, but I think that’s because I loved him the second I met him. The second he saved me.
 
   Cage sleeps. When I am with them, he is less restless. I watch Adam while he sits on the side of the bed with his face buried in his hands. He is haunted by demons. Demons I can’t stop. I can’t see. Cage’s arm, draped about my waist, pulls me tighter against the hard planes of his chest. His body encompasses me, the heat of his skin warming me to the bone. His beard, soft against the nape of my neck, tickles as he exhales.
 
   That small movement draws Adam’s attention. He stares at me, the emotion in his eyes as naked as his body. My skin draws tight in ripples of gooseflesh across my arms, my chest, and my thighs. The moist heat of my sex begins pulsating. Adam senses my arousal. He has told me he can taste my musk on the air. The look in his eyes leaves little doubt.
 
   He leans over and kisses me, careful not to disturb Cage. “My Clary,” he whispers. “My Clary.”
 
   “My king,” I respond. “My love.” I am overcome. Tears stream my cheeks as I move out of Cage’s embrace and into Adam’s. My desire crushes me, and I fear the life will choke from my body if I don’t find release. Even more so, I can sense Adam’s need as well. I want to leech his sadness, to take his pain and gather it inside me where it can’t touch him—can’t hurt him. His mouth parts as I climb onto his lap. I reach down, steady his rigid length, and I impale myself on him. His love is a blade, and it slices me deep.
 
   Drawing me close, he undulates his hips, rocking inside me, as he claims my lips in a desperate kiss. It’s as if we are suffocating on the world, and the only air is in each other’s embrace.
 
   He moans against my mouth as he turns until I am under him. His hips thrust between my legs, over and over, as the swelling tides of passion surge and resurge in an overlapping wave of rapture.
 
   “Come for me, Clary. Make me whole,” he says, his voice guttural and rough.
 
   His thrusts take on a staccato tempo, hard, deep, and quick. The tension in my body builds, winding me so tight, I’m afraid if I move with him, the unwinding will undo me. The world is silence around us except for the sounds of my moans, of his moans, of our bodies crashing flesh and flesh.
 
   The thundering of his length brings me even closer.
 
   “Come for me!” Adam growls.
 
   The vibration of his chest triggers a hot spike to my groin. I buck against his hips, my sex clenching hard as ripples of pleasure and ecstasy take away my ability to think and leaves me with nothing but pure joy. Adam thrusts again, his climax punctuated with an inhuman roar. I take him. I take his pain. I take, even as I give.
 
   Adam collapses on top of me. The air whooshes from his chest before he kisses me. He withdraws from me, his expression sleepy and sated. Sadness abated. For the moment.
 
   After he cuddles next to me and falls asleep, I feel Cage’s arm wrap my waist once more. His warm breath caresses my ear. “Thank you,” he whispers. “Thank you.” 
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   Adam held Madeline in his arms. Her eyes fluttered and her fingers moved across his chest in some secret language he couldn’t decipher. Her legs were loose beneath her, and the sheet she wore had dropped beneath her lovely breasts. When she’d spoken the words, “My king, my love,” Adam had been so startled he’d almost dropped her.
 
   In his role as master of the Pantheros & Co., Adam had only felt this hopeless once before. Who was Madeline Granger, and what was her connection to Clary? A pang of guilt swept over him. He wanted Madeline—her body and her heart. Dangerously so. He felt a possessive need with this strange and beautiful young woman he’d never felt with anyone else. Not even Clary. Guilt stabbed at him again, and he pushed the betrayal from his thoughts.
 
   Madeline had said she was a sleepwalker, but surely these episodes were more than a medical condition. He lived in a world where the supernatural existed. He believed Madeline was connected to the paranormal somehow, but he was also convinced that she was unaware.
 
   He lifted her into the cradle of his arms, drawing the sheet to cover her pale, milky breasts. She was a virgin, regardless of her desires, and he wouldn’t cheapen her by leering, and unfortunately, her pull on him was so strong, if she remained uncovered he would do more than look.
 
   She moaned, her hips jerking against the crook of his elbow. Adam raised a brow. Whatever Madeline experienced in her trance had brought her a great deal of pleasure. A wisp of jealousy fluttered in his chest. She was his. His and Cage’s. If he could challenge her dream lover, he’d be fighting now.
 
   She curled into his chest, nuzzling his warm flesh. Adam held her tighter as he climbed the few stairs into Alana’s trailer. When he placed her on the bed, Madeline opened her eyes and stared at him.
 
   “Adam,” she whispered.
 
   He stroked back a lock of hair clinging to her face. “I’m here.”
 
   “What’s wrong with me?”
 
   “I don’t know.” He leaned over and kissed her brow. “I’m not sure anything is wrong with you.” If she was of his world, as he suspected, these episodes of Madeline’s were a part of the manifestation of her abilities. “When did the sleepwalking start?”
 
   “When I was thirteen.” She shifted onto her side. “The doctors called it sleepwalking, but I think it might be more.”
 
   “How so?” He ran his fingers through her hair, keeping his voice soothing and calm. “Tell me.”
 
   “Sometimes I dream about people, about things they have done… experienced.” A hot blush flushed her cheeks. She averted her eyes. “Only bits and pieces usually. At least until this year.”
 
   “Go on.”
 
   “I’m so embarrassed.” Madeline buried her face in covers.
 
   Adam touched her shoulder. “I think it’s important, Madeline. Will you tell me?”
 
   Her words were muffled through the blankets. “You and Cage.”
 
   “What about us?”
 
   Slowly, Maddie turned her head to face Adam. “I’ve been dreaming of you both for six months. It’s only gotten worse since I’ve been here. I see things.” She closed her eyes for a moment. “I feel things…”
 
   The scent of her desire filled Adam’s senses. “Only Cage and myself? No one else?” He needed to know if she saw Clary as well. Maybe Madeline had a similar gift.
 
   “No one else.” She blushed again. “It’s like I’m there with you… and him, but I’m not me. Though it certainly feels real. You call me Clary in the dreams.” Madeline gulped then licked her lips. “You asked me earlier if I was Clary. Who is she?”
 
   Adam’s gut wrenched. “She was our lover. Our mate. Mine and Cage’s. She died six months ago.”
 
   “Six months ago.” Madeline shook her head. “Didn’t you say the psychic, Madame Divine, died six months ago? Was she… Was she Clary?”
 
   “Yes.” The word hissed from Adam’s mouth in a hot wisp of breath. He turned away from Madeline. It hurt to look at her. To want her so much, especially after learning of her revelatory dreams. “Her real name was Clary Sage.”
 
   “She’s real? Clary Sage is a real person? How?”
 
   Adam nodded, a sad smile tugging up the corners of his mouth. “She’d run from home for much the same reason I suspect you did. She was... different. Special. Clary wasn’t the name she was born with, but when you join our family, you can keep your given name, or you can give yourself a new one. Like a fresh start. Clary chose a fresh start.” He could see the millions of questions crossing Madeline’s expressions. He wished he had answers, but Madeline’s presence, her dreams just opened up more things unknown than known.
 
   Madeline’s hand covered Adam’s. He glanced down at the brown-haired beauty. She made him feel so alive. What she said next surprised him more than any question could.
 
   “I’m sorry for your loss.” Maddie intertwined her fingers with his. “You and Cage.
 
   In my dreams, I can feel how much you meant to her, how much she knew she meant to you. But it’s just dreams. Not real. Right?”
 
   A swell of emotion choked Adam’s words. “I don’t think I can talk about this tonight.”
 
   “I understand,” Madeline said as she began to withdraw her hand.
 
   Adam tightened his fingers around hers. “I don’t think you do. I want to talk about this with you. I want to understand. I just need a little time to get my head around it.”
 
   Madeline nodded, her expression relieved. She gave him a look that told him she was beginning to trust him. He’d always had that gift. He gave the people around him, the people he cared for, a sense of protection. Of safety. As he watched Madeline drift off to sleep, he wondered, if he couldn’t save Clary how could he ever hope to save Madeline?
 
    
 
   CAGE tucked himself down between the bed and the wall. He’d almost shifted in front of Maddie. The urge to mate, and his internal fight against the impulse, had been strong enough to bring his beast to the surface. His lion roared with desire for the girl, but he was more than his animal. Wasn’t he? An involuntary shiver had started in his muscles when he’d denied the lion his prize and it hadn’t stopped since Adam had removed Maddie from the trailer.
 
   The closed space usually helped when he felt like he was losing control, but not this time. His heart thumped against his ribs. The beating was so thunderous, he thought it would break his bones. Why did Adam let her stay? Couldn’t he see what she was doing to them? She was tearing them apart. Tearing Cage apart. He loved Clary, loved her like he’d never loved another, but this Maddie girl was ruining those feelings he’d so cherished.
 
   With Clary, his desire had been a slow build. Her patience, her gentle submission, had drawn Cage. He’d responded to an instinctual need to protect Clary. She’d been fragile when Adam had taken her in, and Cage suspected she’d been fragile her entire life. Clary’s vulnerability had forced him to be less guarded and more open to her so that she would trust him. And with time, she did. She came out of her shell and trusted Adam and Cage with everything.
 
   Cage forced back a choking growl of grief. Everything.
 
   He put his face into the side of the mattress, smothering the hot tears cresting his cheeks. He was angry with Adam, with Maddie… with himself. When he’d taken Maddie’s breast to his lips, the soft fullness tightening at his touch, it was as if the world skipped a rotation. The wet heat of her desire made his breath catch and his cock swell with urgency. He licked his fevered lips, tasting her from his fingertips, all the while hating himself for his weakness. For his betrayal.
 
   Why did Clary leave them? Why had she gone out that night alone? If she had just taken him or Adam with her, she wouldn’t have slipped into the rocky ravine. Cage pressed his fists into the sides of his head as he remembered her pale, lifeless body. The back of her head bled around her like an inky halo onto the gravel. She’d been walking too close to the edge and slipped over. The loose clod at the top confirmed the accident. So senseless.
 
   Would she have lived if they had found her sooner? Had she died alone and scared? Had she wondered, in her last moments, why they hadn’t come to save her? Why they hadn’t kept their promise to keep her safe? The recriminations of the past surged in Cage, threatening to drown him in their murky depths. He focused on Clary, focused on what she was like when she’d been alive. He tried to remember her tiny hands, her lithe body, her rich, russet hair…
 
   No, Clary had blonde hair, not brown hair. Maddie had brown hair. Maddie with her full, luscious body. Her seductive curves extended from her hips to her lips. Her blue eyes framed by her long lashes added to the allure and mystery. Why couldn’t he keep her out of his thoughts?
 
   Cage curled in on himself, determined to ignore the unwanted woman’s pull on him. He wouldn’t betray Clary. He wouldn’t replace her in his heart. He wouldn’t… Gods! The scent of Maddie’s body, of her arousal, permeated every inch of the trailer. Cage jumped up and began opening the windows. When fresh air didn’t help clear the room of her scent, he threw the bedclothes out the door. Even then, he couldn’t get her aroma, musk and earth, from his nostrils. No matter how badly he wanted to forget Maddie Granger, he couldn’t.
 
   Cage rushed from the trailer and when the cool night air hit his skin, he willed his lion forward. The change, as always, felt like rapid relief. His beast didn’t feel the same regrets, the paralyzing shame. His beast would find a place away from Maddie and her scent, and he would finally sleep.
 
    
 
   CARL watched Adam and the new girl, Maddie, through the curtained window of his trailer. A lithe hand massaged his shoulder.
 
   “What do you see, love?” Alana’s accented voice warmed his blood.
 
   She was from the India, born in the Himalayas. She was stunning in her human form, but her other form, a snow leopard, was just as unique and beautiful. Carl was a panther, and he fell for Alana the day Adam brought her into the company. She’d been captured and smuggled into United States as a young cub. A rich man outside the Chicago area purchased her for his exotic wildlife preserve. She’d learned to speak English from the men who guarded her habitat, but she never lost her accent.
 
   “I don’t understand what Adam sees in that girl,” Carl finally said. “She’s human. Not one of us.”
 
   “Clary was human too,” Alana replied. “She was still one of us.”
 
   Carl growled. “She’s not Clary.” He didn’t trust humans as a rule, and this Maddie girl had such a strange hold on Adam. Plus, she put Cage on edge, and that was never a good thing for anyone.
 
   


 
   
  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   7
 
    [image: ] 
 
   I GASP as the lion carefully walks to me. His mane is a kaleidoscope of thick shocks of dark umber, copper, and black hair. I still my trembling hands to keep from reaching out to pet him. He sits back on his haunches and stares at me—his expression almost questioning. I brace my courage and nod. He lowers his head inches from my stomach. I hold my hand out and he rubs his forehead against my palm. I can’t keep the smile off my face even as a nervous laughter bubbles from my throat.
 
   In the next second, his mane is transformed to pale blond. His golden maw has disappeared, replaced by smooth skin as his features melt into Adam. Magnificent, beautiful Adam. His midnight eyes capture mine in a gaze that asks the question: Will I accept him? Can I?
 
   The answer: Yes.
 
    
 
   MADELINE woke from the dream in a cold sweat. She opened her eyes, disappointed when she found herself once again alone. She sat up, wrapping the blanket around her shoulders. The brush of the fabric across her nipples brought back sharp memories of rough tongues dancing along the sensitive tips. Had it all been a dream?
 
   Again?
 
   Heat swelled between her thighs—an insistent aching need. Two men. One dark. One light. Both intoxicating. Whether awake or asleep, she couldn’t shake them from her thoughts. She remembered the look on Cage’s face as he’d scrambled away from her. He’d been physically repelled by her.
 
   Madeline sighed. That part hadn’t been a dream. Unfortunately. She should leave the carnival. Put as much distance between her and this madness before she did something really stupid—and really wonderful—like take two men she barely knew as lovers. She rarely had dreams with metaphors, but she couldn’t get the lion out of her head. It made sense that she’d see Adam as a real lion. She’d watched him tame one right on stage. The subconscious mind could blur reality and fantasy.
 
   She stroked the palm of her hand, fingertips dancing where the lion had rubbed against her sensitive skin. With her eyes closed, Madeline could almost reimagine the metamorphosis. It had been strange and magical. She wanted to kneel with Adam, to let him take her in his powerful embrace, to let him keep her safe and loved and wanted.
 
   Had she ever felt that before? Safe? Not since her sleepwalking incidents started. Loved? Her parents, yes. Certainly.
 
   A stab of regret lanced Maddie’s heart. Why hadn’t she called her parents to let them know she was all right? At first, she’d been afraid they’d try to talk her into coming home. As the weeks then months passed, she worried they’d never forgive her. They wouldn’t have understood her need to leave. Hell, she didn’t understand it herself. The only thing she knew when she drove out of town was that if she hadn’t left she’d have gone crazy. Their love wasn’t enough. What she needed from them was complete acceptance—and that, they’d never been able to give.
 
   But Adam and Cage and the rest of the carnival could accept her. They knew what it was like to be different. To be made outcast. They had created a whole family from societal rejects—and for the first time in her life, she felt as if she could belong somewhere.
 
   Maddie had never felt wanted. By the time boys were interesting to her, she’d already become the town anomaly, and the boys weren’t interested in her. No one wanted to date Mad Maddie. Her hometown wasn’t the problem, but she hadn’t worked out how to run away from herself. To top it all off, the way she felt about Adam and Cage made her heart pound, her hands tremor, and her knees go weak. She had a terrible suspicion this was the vestiges of desire at best, and at worst—love.
 
   Once again, Maddie dressed in clothing that wasn’t her own. The fabric was a pale gray with vibrant blue forget-me-nots that intensified the color of her eyes. She wasn’t sure if the shift was Isis’s or someone else’s, but it fit her well enough, and even more, the dress flattered her figure. Since new underwear didn’t grow on trees, she’d been hand washing the one pair she came with. She slipped the panties on, glad she’d set them to dry before her moonlight dalliance in Adam and Cage’s trailer.
 
   Could her ties to Clary Sage or Madame Divine as she’d known the woman be real? Was she somehow experiencing the dead woman’s memories? Or was this some kind of wishful thinking on her part. A fantasy she wanted so badly, she’d connected all the wrong dots.
 
   The fantasy was wonderful. She sighed. Even now, the memory of their hands on her body, their lips on her breasts made her ache. As Maddie left the trailer and made her way toward the kitchen tent, she fought back the urge to cry. How could two men make her feel so cherished and unwanted at the same time? Near them or away, Maddie’s feelings never wavered. She wanted them. Both of them. But if the feelings weren’t reciprocal, she didn’t stand a chance.
 
    
 
   MADDIE wasn’t sure how she ended up on the fairway. After breakfast—a quiet, somber occasion without Adam or Cage—she’d gone wandering without a plan. Marlena, the bearded lady, had been kind enough to give her a carnival token. She told Maddie it was an all-access pass to the games, rides, and the food stand.
 
   She been walking automatically without any thought to where she might end up, so when a strident blonde woman shoved past her and sent her crashing to her backside. Maddie landed hard with a sharp yelp. She took the small hand offered, as the woman pulled her to her feet.
 
   “Pardon me,” she said. Her green eyes narrowed as her mouth curved into a tight smile. “Are you all right?”
 
   “Yes,” Maddie said, rubbing her stinging palms. She’d scraped them when she reached back to brace her landing. “I’m sorry,” she apologized. She hadn’t been paying attention, and the collision could have been her fault.
 
   At that, the woman’s smile grew. “It’s all right, sweetheart. No harm done.” The blonde extended her hand again. “I’m Alice, Alice Deckard. And you must be the infamous Madeline.”
 
   Maddie took the woman’s hand again.
 
   “You think you’re so special,” Alice screams. “You’re not!” She grabs me roughly by the arm, but I don’t pull away. I know her past. I’ve seen her future. I am special, which is why she’s scared of me. Her hair is pulled back in such a tight braid, I can’t tell if it’s her animal peeking out at me or her frail humanity. It doesn’t matter. She doesn’t matter.
 
   “They are waiting for me,” I tell her.
 
   Rage, tempered by fear, changes her expression to something less than human. “Go,” she growls. “But this isn’t the end, Clary.”
 
   As she storms away, I am consumed with pity.
 
   Maddie blinked. The vision blurred away. She blinked again, and Alice’s voice, hollow like an echo, penetrated the fading episode.
 
   “Are you all right?” she asked.
 
   “Yes,” Maddie lied. She jerked her hand away from Alice. “Fine. Fine.” Had she finally lost her mind completely?
 
   “Everything all right here?” Carl asked. His appearance seemed to surprise Alice as much as Maddie.
 
   “I think my sugar might be low.” Maddie inwardly groaned. She didn’t know why she said that, except she’d heard Ms. Ellis, an older woman who’d lived on her street, say it whenever she felt bad.
 
   Carl crossed his arms, and the stern look on his face added inches of authority to his short stature. “Best to remedy that then.” He peered at Alice. “You have work.”
 
   “Yep,” Alice replied. “Nice to meet you, Madeline.”
 
   Out of the corner of her eye, she caught the massive figure of Cage. She turned her head to look at him, sharp enough to give her a crick. Absently, she raised her hand to the strained muscle.
 
   “I don’t know what you’re playing at, girl,” Carl snapped.
 
   “Me?” Maddie didn’t know what he was talking about. “I’m not playing at anything.”
 
   “Cage is dangerous. And he’s in a mood today. If you won’t do what good sense tells you and leave this place, then it’s better if you leave him alone for the moment. He’s not a man who takes to someone trifling with him.”
 
   “I’m going to get something to eat,” Maddie said. Defending herself to Carl would get her nowhere. How could she explain to him that there was nothing trifling about her feelings when she didn’t understand them herself?
 
   She hadn’t planned to follow Cage, but she’d seen him again after the food stand, and the need to be near him, even if he didn’t want her around, overwhelmed her.
 
    
 
   BY midafternoon, Cage had successfully avoided running into Maddie. The sun was high in the Midwestern sky, and the heat made his limbs heavy. The humidity curled his hair and clung to his face. The crowds milled around the games—the balloon pop, the fishbowl, the penny toss, and other games of chance—hoping to win a Kewpie Doll, but usually walking away with nothing. Gus Manns, a tall, lanky man with red hair and shrewd eyes, delighted and entertained couples guessing their age and weight by a large scale. He was also one of the leopards in Adam’s animal tamer act.
 
   Gus threw a sly smile at Cage, a little nod, as an attractive blonde woman in front of Gus squealed with delight, nudging her man, as Gus purposefully under-guessed her weight. She beamed at Gus when he handed over a Kissing Lovers charm. Cage shook his head. Her date’s expression told Cage that Gus was going to get himself into trouble if he didn’t watch it. The swarthy Gus needed to remember they were strangers, and no cop would take his word that a townie started a beef.
 
   As co-ruler of their Pride, Cage had a responsibility to head off trouble. He raised a brow in warning to his long-legged friend. Gus laughed, a rich vibrant gale, but quit focusing on the woman. “Step right up,” he harked to passing groups. “If I can’t guess your age and weight, you win a prize.”
 
   Satisfied, Cage pulled his T-shirt up from his waist and wiped the sweat from his brow. When he lowered his shirt, his saw Her. Maddie Granger stood between the ticket booth and the ring toss picking apart a bouffant of pink and blue cotton candy, nibbling rolled up wads of the spun sugar as she stared in Cage’s direction.
 
   His lip curled in a snarl, and Maddie raised her brows. She didn’t stop looking at him though. Every time she took a bite of the cotton candy, she’d poke it in with her finger, not intentionally sexy, but damn, it made Cage’s lion—along with his libido—roar. He couldn’t deny his physical attraction to Maddie, which is why he wished he could stop thinking about her. The soft feel of her skin was etched into his memory, and he couldn’t wipe it out.
 
   A group of twenty or so townies passed between them, and Cage looked away. When he snuck a glance back at her, Maddie was gone. Her sudden absence shook him. He trusted Adam to know the right thing, trusted him above all others, but this girl—he worried she affected Adam’s better judgment.
 
   Cage stalked off the midway toward the blow off, a section of the carnival that was cordoned off until the after-show. A small hand slipped into his when he was safely beyond the barriers. He smiled, glancing down affectionately at Zaria. She was Adelaide Michael’s nine-year-old daughter. Her golden-red hair was the color of a morning sunrise. The small girl wore a pair of sun-bleached overalls with worn knees, and as always, mischief sparkled in her green eyes. Her mother was one of the after-show dancers, and more importantly, Adam’s sister. Unlike Alana, who danced with a snake, Adelaide did more of a standard burlesque act that drew a modest crowd.
 
   He lifted the girl to his hip. “Whatcha doing, bright eyes?”
 
   She tugged at his beard, as she was prone to do. “Mamma says you’re grumpy.”
 
   Cage narrowed his eyes. “She does, huh?” He poked the girl in her side, eliciting a giggle. “Mamma needs to mind her business.” He smiled to soften his words.
 
   Zaria giggled. “I’m gonna tell on you.”
 
   “Is your mom working, little bit?”
 
   “Yes.” The little girl nodded emphatically. She swayed back and forth as she raised her arms and tickled the sky. “She’s dancing.”
 
   Cage shook his head, still smiling as he rounded the corner to the after-show tent. Adelaide, in a wrap-around pale lavender dress that flattered her blond hair, slowly walked through her burlesque routine. She wasn’t in costume, so this wasn’t a dress—or undressed—rehearsal. The tune was Poison Ivy by the Coasters, and Adelaide always draped herself in vines for the show. He knew from experience, a lot of performance was mental.
 
   Half way through a turn, Adelaide noticed Cage. She went to the record player and carefully removed the needle arm from the forty-five. “Hey, there. Zar’s not bothering you, is she?”
 
   Cage gave the little girl a friendly squeeze and put her down. “Not in the least.” Being around the child always calmed his nerves. “Just the opposite.”
 
   “Well, good.” She held out her arms, and Zaria leaped at her mother, transforming into a medium-sized lion cub. Adelaide laughed. “Stop that, child. You’re getting too old and too big for that nonsense.”
 
   Zaria changed back to human. “Aww, mamma,” came her disappointed response. “I’ll never be too old or too big for fun.”
 
   Cage chuckled at that. “She’s got a point.”
 
   Adelaide smiled and glanced away. “Don’t encourage her.”
 
   At one time, Cage had considered Adelaide as a potential mate, but since she was Adam’s sister, and any mates of Cage’s would also be Adam’s, their coupling would have been impossible.
 
   It used to make him sad. Not anymore. Adelaide was beautiful, sweet, and kind—the same qualities that had drawn him to Clary—but Adelaide was also weak. She avoided confrontations, even when they were necessary, and she struggled when it came to making decisions.
 
   At seventeen, he and Adam had fought Adam’s no-good father to get Adelaide away from the same abuser who’d driven twelve-year-old Adam from home. When they brought Adelaide into the company, Cage had been instantly smitten with the wounded girl. He’d been ready to make a commitment. She was nineteen and pregnant, and he’d wanted take care of her, to raise her child as his own.
 
   Cage shook his head now at the memory. He would have been miserable in a relationship with a woman who couldn’t make a stand. He’d needed someone strong. Someone bold. Someone like... Maddie.
 
   Maddie. Why was she back on his mind? That woman haunted him with her gaze, her body, her lips... her heat. Cage rolled his eyes. So much for Zaria calming him down. He knelt before the girl. “You be good now.”
 
   She snapped her teeth at his finger then giggled again before running off.
 
   “She’s a feisty one, Cage,” Adelaide said with barely concealed pride.
 
   “She sure is.”
 
   “You like a feisty girl, don’t you?” she teased.
 
   Warmth rushed to Cage’s cheeks. Was he that obvious? “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
 
   “You must be losing your touch then, or at least your senses.” Adelaide lowered her voice and leaned in close. “I’m talking about the pretty young thing sneaking peeks through the tent crack.”
 
   With as much stealth as he could manage, Cage moved out of his stalker’s view. He rolled under the canvas, popping the stakes, and coming up on his knuckles and the balls of his feet. Maddie squeaked as he sprang up and pressed her into the outer wall of the dressing trailer. Her pale-blue eyes were wide with startled surprise.
 
   He leaned down, gripping her arms firmly to hold her still, and hating himself for the long drag he took of her scent. “Why are you following me?”
 
   Her body shook with adrenaline and excitement, and Cage had expected to smell both on her. What he hadn’t expected was the curiosity or the lack of fear. She wasn’t afraid.
 
   Maddie met his hard stare with her own, not flinching when he huffed his breath against her face. He asked her again, “Why are you following me?”
 
   “Because you keep running away,” she said plainly.
 
   “What?” Her statement felt like an indictment. “I would never run from anyone. Especially not a...” What was he going to say? Woman? Human? Beautiful creature? Goddess? All of them? None? He growled as the words eluded him.
 
   Maddie bared her teeth, the animalistic quality making Cage pause. “You have been running since the day we met. You can’t stand to be in the same two mile radius as me, let alone in the same square feet.”
 
   “Because I don’t like you.”
 
   Maddie’s lip quivered. “Yes, you do.”
 
   Bravely, she leaned forward, closing the small distance between them. The veins in his temples throbbed as heat from her body pressed into his skin. He closed his eyes when her fingers stroked his beard even as a snarl curled his upper lip. He could scent the rise of her passion, knew that if he reached down and slid his hand between her thighs, she’d be wet with her desire. This woman. This creature. Innocent and pure, yet so willing. Bold and brash, yet tender and loving.
 
   Maddie moaned, her lips pressing against his neck, and he realized his hand had dragged the hem of her dress up around her hip. He caressed the smooth, silk of her thigh, his fingertips skimming just under the elastic of her panties. She slid an arm around his waist, and breathed his name against his chest. “Cage.”
 
   Sweat sheened from his skin. He squeezed his eyes shut even as his hands continued to roam her luscious body. He needed Maddie—needed her so much he hated her. Hated himself. His lion roared in his head with rage and fury at his denial. Give in. Take her. She is ours, it demanded. She is ours.
 
   With an angry shout, Cage lifted Maddie from the ground, backing her against the trailer when her legs wrapped him. He claimed her mouth, conquering her with his tongue and lips. She tasted like cotton candy and lemonade, and the sweetness only heightened his furious need.
 
   Maddie responded with the same fire, thrusting her tongue into his mouth with flagrant demand. Cage sucked the tender flesh, ravaging her with a kiss hard enough to bruise. He dug his fingers into the soft mounds of her buttocks, and she whimpered against his mouth in total surrender.
 
   His heart hammered in his chest, threatening to explode him from the inside out. He could feel his beast stirring just under his skin. So close. So close. Her nails raked down his arm, and she ground her sex against his pulsing, rigid cock.
 
   Cage dropped to his knees, Maddie on his hips, and threw his head back. He barely heard her noise of protest over his own heaving breaths. His face changed—widening at the cheeks, his forehead protruding, and his nose flattening. The sharp points of his human canines turned into fangs and his nails into claws.
 
   Maddie hadn’t noticed, not yet, and if she kept undulating her hips on his lap, he wouldn’t be able to stop the shift. “Maddie,” he growled.
 
   “Cage,” she whispered, rubbing her face against his beard.
 
   “Stop.”
 
   She rocked her hips into him again.
 
   He gripped her arms, trying not to tear into her delicate skin. “Stop,” he said with more force, and then pushed her to the ground.
 
   The hair on his arms was already turning to a dense golden fur as the sound of his own rushing blood drowned out her voice.
 
   He ran.
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   THE pleasure Maddie felt in Cage’s arms was no match for the pain of his departure. Her lips swelled from his bruising kiss, and her cheeks burned from the friction of his beard. She touched her fingers to her mouth, trying to remember every detail. He had wanted her. Maddie had felt it in his kiss. Cage could make a thousand denials. He could scream from the top of the big top how much he didn’t want Maddie, but the proof of desire had been prominently evident.
 
   Okay. She had followed him. The harder Cage pushed her away, the more she wanted to be near him. Tracking him from the midway hadn’t been easy. Maddie had been so pleased with herself when she caught up to him. When he’d taken the little girl into his arms, a swell of emotion akin to pride and love washed over her. Cage had looked so natural with the child. After the initial feelings, though, a different emotion crested... jealousy. Was the child Cage’s? Was the mother his as well?
 
   The smile on his face when he’d walked with her into the tent, had something deep inside Maddie demanding the same attention. To her shame, she’d walked around the outside of the tent until she found—or so she thought—the perfect place to hide.
 
   Maddie observed the woman in the pale dress walk through the steps of a dance routine with a mechanical precision. She was blonde, her glossy locks falling over her slender shoulders. Her dress accented every curve of her figure, and her midnight blue eyes shined like two polished obsidian stones in the low torchlight. Her easy glide across the stage hypnotized. And the familiar way in which Cage had talked and teased with the woman—Adelaide, he called her—made Maddie’s teeth grind.
 
   She’d been upset enough that when the little girl jumped in her mother’s arms, it looked like she’d changed into an animal. Of course, that couldn’t have been what happened. Maddie had never had her dreams interfere with her waking life, but she suspected they were having a larger effect on her than she’d ever experienced before.
 
   Then Cage had caught her in the narrow space between the tent and trailer.
 
   A sharp barking sob tore from Maddie’s lips. She pressed her hand over her mouth, not willing to give her shame more voice. With as much courage as she could muster, Maddie drew herself up from the ground, and dusted the dirt from her dress while helpless anger forced tears to her eyes.
 
   Cage’s passionate rages were almost as bad as Adam’s cold control. Both men wanted her, she could feel it to the depths of her soul, but neither of them seemed willing to risk their hearts. Maybe she should leave. Go back home. The feelings she had for Adam and Cage threatened to overwhelm her. She feared if she stayed longer, the fire she carried for them both would burn her to ashes.
 
   She hadn’t thought about her car or her clothes or anything since she’d arrived a week earlier. Would they still be at the motel? She’d hidden money in the door panel of the Woody—what little she had left. Would it still be there? If not, she might not be able to leave if she wanted. If her car was gone, she could get a job in the nearby town as a waitress or something until she could make enough to get her a bus ticket. What she really wanted was to call her mom. Adam kept throwing up walls, and Cage kept pushing her away. She needed to talk to someone who wouldn’t do either.
 
   “You all right?” a soft, feminine voice asked.
 
   Maddie jerked her head. It was the woman from the tent, Adelaide. “What?”
 
   “Are you all right?” she asked more slowly, and let her poignant gaze travel from Maddie’s head to her toes.
 
   Maddie flushed. She imagined she looked disheveled mess. Her cheeks flamed. Had this woman observed her and Cage? He she watched Maddie’s self-abasement in his arms? Her willingness to give everything over to man who loathed her? Had this woman then witnessed her humiliation?
 
   Maddie couldn’t meet the blonde’s eyes. “I’m fine,” she finally said. “I really am.”
 
   Adam stepped behind the tent, his large body filling the space and blocking the afternoon sun. His expression was a mixture of sympathy, confusion, and concern. “Madeline?”
 
   The deep timber of his voice broke the tenuous dam she’d built to hold her emotions in check, and when he neared, Maddie threw herself against the warmth of his body and huddled in as fat tears rolled down her cheeks. “Oh, Adam.”
 
    
 
   ADAM swallowed hard, unable to decipher the jumble of emotions sweeping over him. Some may have been his own, but he knew, instinctively, that most of what he felt was coming from Madeline. He stroked her hair as she wept.
 
   Why was Adelaide here? Had she said something to upset Madeline? “What happened?” he curtly asked his sister.
 
   Her frightened eyes darted toward the tent as if looking for an exit before she replied. Adam immediately regretted his tone. His sister had been through so much, especially the years when Adam hadn’t been around to protect her. He softened his expression. “Do you know why she’s upset?”
 
   “I don’t know.” Adelaide fidgeted with the emerald ring on her middle finger, a nervous habit. It had been her mother’s and she never took it off. “I think it’s because of Cage.”
 
   Adam raised a brow. He could smell Cage all over Madeline along with her residual desire. He leaned back, lifting her face from his chest so he could get a good look at her. Madeline’s cheeks were red, her lips swollen, still wet from a thorough kissing. Adam’s chest rumbled. She stared up at him, her eyes shining like glittering amethysts, as she wore the evidence of her encounter with his co-ruler.
 
   “Did he hurt you?” Adam asked in a gauged manner. He didn’t believe Cage would physically hurt Madeline, but his brother had skirted the line of control since her arrival.
 
   “No,” she said, sniffing. She wiped her eyes with the back of her arm, slowly disengaging from Adam’s embrace. “Well, my pride maybe.”
 
   Madeline’s pride wasn’t the only pride Cage hurt with his actions.
 
   “No one ever died from a wounded ego,” he finally said. He looked at Adelaide, who still seemed to be scoping out escape routes. “You’ve met my sister?”
 
   The wide-eyed stare of surprise pleased Adam. He continued to watch as she shrugged off the wounds from her encounter with Cage and narrowed in on Adelaide.
 
   “We haven’t been properly introduced,” Adelaide said. Her tone was warm and gentle.
 
   “Adelaide, this is Madeline. She’s... visiting with us this week.” He hoped she would stay.
 
   His sister twirled the end of her hair, another nervous habit. “Nice to meet you, Madeline.”
 
   Madeline blushed. “It’s really nice to meet you, Adelaide.” Adam wondered at the relief in Madeline’s voice. “Like a real sister,” she said after a momentary pause.
 
   Adam frowned. “We have the same father.”
 
   Adelaide spoke up before Adam could say more. “The young woman’s upset.” She took Madeline’s hand—a gesture of comfort. “You should probably track Cage down. I’ll take Madeline with me. Besides, I’m intrigued.”
 
   “By what?” Madeline asked.
 
   “By you, of course. You seem to have our two fearless leaders tripping all over themselves.” She smiled, and cast a shy glance at Adam.
 
   He nodded his approval. “I’ll see you both later.” It took every ounce of control not to reach out and draw Madeline’s body back to his—to kiss her and hold her, mark her as Cage had done, to mark her for claiming as their mate. Her staying wouldn’t be his choice, as her going wouldn’t be Cage’s. Madeline would make the final decision. This was the last night before they left for the next county. After the show, he would ask her about her plans. Would she travel with them or go her own way? He couldn’t force Cage to accept Madeline, but given time...
 
   With Madeline, they might not have much time.
 
   Before he could walk away, Madeline reached out and took his hand. He gazed down at her lovely face, unable to decipher her expression. “What is it?”
 
   She opened her mouth, just as a small lion cub came barreling around the corner, leaping up to his chest. Madeline jerked away with a startled shout as Adam used both hands to wrap the cub to him. Zaria instantly transformed back into his beautiful, little niece. Adam pinned her with a hard stare of disapproval, but Madeline’s shaky words drew his attention away from the child.
 
   “It’s real,” she whispered, stumbling back a few feet from him.
 
   Adam grimaced. He’d planned to reveal who and what they were to Madeline, but only if she wanted to stay. This wasn’t the way he’d wanted her to find out. Not like this. “I can explain.”
 
   She’d stopped moving away then, cocking her head sideways. He could still scent her fear, but now it was matched by her curiosity. “Lion kings.” She took a slow, hesitant step forward. “Just like the dreams.”
 
   Adam froze in place, afraid that any movement he made would startle her away. He swallowed, pondering her words. Just like dreams. Had she dreamed of him as a lion, not just a man?
 
   “How is this possible?” Madeline said. “There’s no such thing as...”
 
   Adam closed his eyes when her hand touched his cheek. “It is possible.”
 
   From the opposite direction, a roar sounded. Madeline gasped.
 
   Adam snapped his gaze up in time to see Cage lope around the corner in full lion form. Son-of-a-bitch. Upon seeing them all, Cage stopped. He paced back and forth then transformed, before standing to his full height. The muscles in his cheek flexed as he glared at Adam. “This isn’t right,” he growled.
 
   Adam shook his head. “Calm, brother.”
 
   Madeline started back again, and Adelaide reached out to grasp her arm.
 
   “No,” Madeline said. “No. I need to think. I need to...” And with those final words, she ran.
 
   Adam turned on Cage, his anger tearing at his finely tuned control. “Are you happy? We’ve lost her now.”
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   ADAM Michaels roared his frustration as he watched Madeline take off. His sister Adelaide fled from the scene, dragging her daughter Zaria around the corner of the dressing trailer—her fear of Adam’s reaction heavy in her sharp cloying scent.
 
   He stared at his stubborn, idiotic brother.
 
   Madeline had been calm, curious even, when Zaria had shifted from a cub into a little girl. Adam had held his breath—even as he held on to hope—when Madeline stopped backing away and reached out toward the little girl.
 
   Then Cage had ruined it. He’d wanted Madeline out of their lives from the beginning, and shifting from lion to man in front of her had accomplished his misguided goal.
 
   And now she was gone.
 
   “You chased her away,” Adam said, the agony of her absence thickening his voice. He held his hands out, palms up. “We had a chance, you and I. We were given a second chance, maybe our last, and you chased her away.”
 
   “No,” Cage muttered. “It’s not true. She’s not true.”
 
   Adam gripped Cage by the arms. He squeezed until his brother’s burnt umber gaze met his. “She is, brother,” he said with all the conviction he felt. “She is...or she should have been...ours.”
 
   “Clary was ours.”
 
   “Yes, but Madeline is different. I know you feel it, Cage. I know it’s not just me. Our connection to her is instinctual, primal.” He felt the pain of his guilt acutely now. He’d loved Clary, but his love for her had been an extension of his love for Cage. She’d been good for him, good for them, but he hadn’t felt instantly connected to her. Still, he’d accepted her as their mate, and he could have been happy had she lived. But now that he’d met Madeline, he knew in his heart Clary had never been rightly theirs. Not a true mate like Madeline could’ve become. Adam had only felt that instant connection with one other person in his life. He stroked his fingers through Cage’s hair—a comforting and forgiving gesture. “Do you remember when I rescued you?”
 
   “Yes,” Cage said softly. His eyes took on the distance of memory.
 
   He could still see the young man, barely sixteen, and crouched naked and filthy in a cage that barely fit his already muscular frame. A lesser person would have been broken, defeated, but not Cage. The fire of fight, the will to be free, lit his eyes like a beacon. Adam shook his head. “The moment I saw you, I knew we would rule together. I knew you’d be my brother, my other half. I also knew that I would give my life to protect you.”
 
   Cage let out a derisive snort. “You almost did.”
 
   Adam nodded, a sad smile on his lips. He’d opened the cage without hesitation, even though he’d known there might be a chance the young lion could turn on him. But when Joe Armando, the older of the Armando brothers, owners of the circus that had been Cage’s prison, attacked Adam from behind, Cage had torn from his cell and ripped Joe apart with vicious savagery.
 
   Cage was so lost in his need to protect Adam, it had taken Adam nearly half an hour to calm him down and convince him that Carl and Gus, who’d joined him on the rescue were friends who meant no harm. The young lion had been prepared to kill everyone who might threaten Adam.
 
   “We pair-bonded. We’ve become so closely connected that you begin where I end, and I begin where you end. We are two parts of a whole. Or at least I thought we were.”
 
   “What are you saying?”
 
   “Calm, brother. I only mean, I think we’re two thirds of a whole, and I believe Madeline is the third part. The part that completes us.”
 
   “I feel the bond, Adam.” Cage’s eyes shined with raw emotion. “I feel it so strong in my heart, my gut. It’s my head that won’t let go.” He rubbed his beard with both his trembling hands. “It feels like a betrayal.”
 
   “Why?” Adam asked. “Clary would want us to be happy. She wouldn’t want us to wallow in our grief. So, why can’t you let yourself live what you know is true?”
 
   A growl of frustration and agony tore from Cage as he yanked himself out of Adam’s reach and raised his fists. “Because I want her more! Oh God,” he said, his eyes going wide at his confession. “God help me, I want Maddie more, need her more. I can’t get her out of my mind. When I try to think of Clary, it’s Maddie I see. How could I...” His voice trailed off as he dropped his hands to his side.
 
   “We never pair-bonded with Clary,” Adam said. He wrapped his arm around Cage’s shoulder. “She was never our true queen. That doesn’t take away from our love for her. If anything, it makes her love a powerful thing. Our human halves loved Clary, and we made her happy, just as she did for us. But Madeline... She’s...”
 
   “Our queen,” Cage said, finally accepting the truth.
 
   “Yes.” Adam rubbed Cage’s arm. “And she’s left us.”
 
   “Brother.” Cage’s voice, thick with self-recrimination vibrated Adam’s chest. “What have I done?”
 
   Now that Cage understood what his actions had cost them, Adam didn’t want to punish him anymore. They’d learned to live with loss once before, and while it would be difficult, they would learn to do it again.
 
    
 
   PRIDE, anger, and guilt choked Cage until his breathing was shallow and uneven. Adam’s words cut him deep. He’d allowed his grief, and his denial of his own feelings—instinct, drive Maddie away. His lion had taken over when he’d held her in his arms. He rubbed his hands together, still remembering the way his skin had felt. The more he’d fought his desire, the more his animal side forced the shift. He’d ran away before Maddie could see his beast
 
   ... but then he’d come back.
 
   Cage had shifted into a man right in front of her. What had he expected her reaction to be? How could she be their mate, their true queen, if she couldn’t accept what they were? Shapeshifters. Not human.
 
   He shook his head. No. He’d wanted to put distance between Maddie and them. Revealing his lion hadn’t been a test for Maddie’s acceptance, but designed to frighten her off.
 
   His heart pounded in his ears. It had worked. God help them. The chance for true happiness had escaped them, and Cage could only blame himself.
 
   “We will find her.” He stood, rubbing his palms against his thighs. “We’ll bring her back.”
 
   Adam shook his head. “It has to be her choice, Brother. We can’t force Madeline to stay, any more than we could have forced Clary.” His jaw flexed and clenched as he glared at Cage. “It’s her choice,” Adam said again, though the implication was clear.
 
   Cage had made the choice for her.
 
   “We leave in the morning,” said Adam, “and that will be the end of it.”
 
   Cage had never seen him so defeated. Clary’s loss had devastated both of them, but Adams strength had given Cage the will to go on. But that strength was absent now in Adam’s eyes, and it scared Cage more than anything he’d ever experienced before.
 
   They would find Maddie. The way she’d melded against his body, reacted to his touch, tasted on his lips—Madeline fit like no other woman, he realized with a pang. Not even Clary. And he and Adam would do whatever it took to convince her that she was their mate—she was the very heart of them both.
 
   “No,” Cage said. “She hasn’t made a decision. How could she?” He gripped his brother’s shoulder. “We can’t give up. Not now.” 
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   MADELINE Granger fought to catch her breath as she ran toward the copse of trees. Seeing the child change had startled her, but seeing Cage shift from a lion into a man before her eyes, brought reality crashing down around her ears. Her visions, her dreams, they were real. In some deep recess in her mind, she’d always known, but it had been easy enough to deny. She could tell herself that she’d overheard the secrets she dreamed about, or that a person’s body language had given away their most intimate desires.
 
   But dreaming about lions that turned into men, and then having it be real—well, there was no way to rationalize the revelation. Maddie wasn’t just different. She was a metaphysical Peeping Tom! The horror of her ability clawed at her guts. She’d shared the most intimate and horrific moments of people’s lives—their triumphs, their joys, their pains, and their losses. And never once, had she considered what an invasion or intrusion it had been. Why would she? But now, she couldn’t shake the feeling of overwhelming guilt.
 
   She’d done the same to Adam and Cage. The fact that they could turn into lions, that they were magnificent creatures, wasn’t the part that freaked Maddie out the most. Yes, it was crazy and unreal. But their truth, their existence, was also beautiful and magical and more extraordinary than she could have imagined in this ordinary world.
 
   She was so ashamed.
 
   She had invaded their most private grief, and had used it to get close to them, whether she’d meant to or not. How could she face them now? How could they trust her?
 
   Even if Adam and Cage could forgive her, would they ever be able to see past Clary to her? Or would she be a cheap imitation of their real love? They desired Maddie as much as she desired them. She could feel it whenever they were near, but she questioned now whether their desire was merely an extension of how they’d felt about Clary.
 
   As she wandered out past the trees and across the highway, she felt the strong pull again, the insistent tug that had brought her to the carnival in the first place. The pain of loss and longing to return nearly crippled her. She kept walking, clutching her stomach to stave off the pitting ache, until she found herself at the El Rancho once again. Her Woody was still parked in front of room 103. The relief was small, but real, that the motel hadn’t had her station wagon towed.
 
   The driver side door was unlocked, and her fuzzy dice and sunglasses were gone, but it didn’t seem like anything else had been taken. She pulled the window crank off the inside of the door and jimmied the panel loose, breathing a heavy sigh of relief when a wad of cash dropped to the pavement. At least she’d have enough money to pay the motel bill and get her clothes and her car keys from the room—if they hadn’t thrown her stuff away.
 
   She went to the small lobby and tapped on the bell. An older man with short, slicked-back hair, and wire-framed glasses entered from a side door and raised a brow at her.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she started. “I’m in room 103, but I’m afraid I’ve been away for several days, and I’d only paid for one, and all my things...” She could feel the tears wetting her eyes as her breathing grew quick and shallow. “I don’t know if there’s a chance--”
 
   The man’s expression softened. “Calm down now, Miss, and tell me what you need.”
 
   The intensity of her emotions were disproportionate to the situation, and the lanky clerk’s kindness made her feel even more exposed. “I... I...” She sniffled. “I want to get my things, if I can. I’ll pay for the days that I missed.”
 
   “One-oh-three, you said?” He pulled a ledger from under the counter and opened it up. “Madeline Granger?”
 
   She nodded as a big fat tear rolled down her cheek. She wiped it away with the back of her hand and flushed. “That’s me.” Her voice sounded as weak and pathetic as she felt.
 
   Now that she’d found Adam and Cage, how could she leave them? How could she stay? Both questions held her paralyzed. She loved them. Or at least, she was beginning to love them. Or was it some kind of transference, a phenomenon she’d learned about in a psychology class she took at the college? Did she love them because Clary had loved them? Were her feelings a direct result of her strange connection to their dead girlfriend? Did it matter? It didn’t make her love for them feel any less real.
 
   “Miss Granger,” the man said, penetrating her overpowering thoughts. “Miss Granger,” he said again. He had placed a small red suitcase—hers—onto the counter. “All the things from your room are in this bag.”
 
   “How much do I owe you?”
 
   He shook his head and smiled sympathetically. “No extra charge.”
 
   Gratitude washed over her, and she couldn’t stop the tears as they flowed more freely. “Thank you,” she managed to finally say.
 
   She opened her bag and found the keys to her car nestled in her wad of clothes crammed compactly inside. She closed the bag and jingled them in her hands.
 
   The clerk nodded. “Where you headed to, Miss?”
 
   Madeline thought about his question for a long hard moment. Where would she go? She’d spent six months chasing an urge, an itch that she couldn’t scratch. What was left for her? She pressed her palm to her chest, trying to calm her rapidly beating heart.
 
   When she didn’t answer, the clerk held out his hand. A key rested in his palm. The plastic tag bore the numbers 110. “Before you decide, why don’t you clean up and rest some?”
 
   Grateful, Maddie nodded and took the key. “That’s kind of you. I’ll take you up on the room. I won’t be long though.” She gripped the handle of her bag firmly as a weight released in her chest. “I’m going home.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   “YOU heard her,” Adam said. “She’s going home.”
 
   He and Cage had travelled by foot, using Madeline’s scent to track her to the El Rancho motel. The place was a standard one-level small town inn. The siding was a shade of cerulean blue with lighter areas where the paint had chalked over the years of weathering. They’d spotted her from across the intersection, perhaps thirty yards away, and had watched her enter the motel’s front office.
 
   They had positioned themselves around the corner of the front office and watched Madeline take the motel key from the clerk. Adam’s heart sunk when he heard her say she was going home.
 
   He pulled Cage to the back wall when she walked out, room key and bag in hand. He didn’t know why he chose to hide when every instinct told him to fight for Madeline, to win her heart. But she wasn’t a part of their world, and he worried that she wouldn’t be able to accept them. If he let her go now, it would hurt less. Right? When Clary had died, Adam’s responsibilities kept him moving forward, one foot after the other, but Cage had taken much longer to recover. If Adam didn’t give Maddie the chance to reject him and Cage, losing her would be a fleeting sting--not a knife to their soul that would never heal.
 
   Adam snorted derisively. When had he begun to believe his own lies?
 
   Cage raised his eyebrows in question.
 
   “We should get back. We only have two hours until the show.” The others would expect them to help prep and walk through each routine. Alice wanted to add a new element to her wire act, and she needed Adam and Cage to sign off before she could do it without the safety net.
 
   Cage shook his head. “Uh-uh. I’m not going anywhere until we talk to Maddie.”
 
   Adam rolled his eyes. This new determined-to-get-the-girl Cage was almost as bad as the Cage who was determined to drive her away. “Fine.”
 
   His pulse raced as they neared room 110. Would she scream? Faint? Slam the door in their faces? Adam wouldn’t blame her for any of those reactions. She’d lived in a world where monsters were creatures of myths and fairytales, and they’d completely turned that world upside down.
 
   Adam chewed his lower lip and stared at the blistering teal-green paint on the door to Madeline’s room. He sniffed and smelled Madeline over the prevalent rust.
 
   Cage chuffed, rolled his shoulders forward, and knocked. When Madeline didn’t answer, he knocked harder—more insistent.
 
   Adam reached out and stayed his hand before the third round. He leaned nearer to the door and heard the faint rush of water. “I think she’s in the bath.” He imagined her naked, the slight bounce of breasts as she stepped into the tub, the easy grace she owned in her luscious, beautiful body, and the way the water from the shower would sluice over each and every sensual curve. It made his body tense.
 
   Adam bristled anxiously. He knew Cage was feeling the same sense of urgency—the same drive to mate. If Adam gave him the go-ahead, Cage would break down the door to get to Madeline.
 
   Adam laced his fingers through Cage’s hair and touched foreheads with him. “Calm, Brother. She is just beyond the door. And she can’t stay in the water forever.” He smiled, trying to reassure Cage. “After all, she’s not a fish.”
 
   Reluctantly, Cage smiled. He pressed his palms against the door then turned, leaned his shoulder against it, and crossed his arms. “We wait then.”
 
    
 
   PATIENCE was not one of Cage’s strong suits. He counted the seconds that felt like hours until the shower stopped. His body squeezed with expectation, and some fear, if he was honest. Adam’s surety in all things had always been a comfort, so it was hard for Cage to wrap his head around his brother’s uncertainty. He’d been wrong to push Maddie away. Was he wrong now, trying to get her back?
 
   He waited for Adam to nod before he knocked again at the door. His pulse leaped when he heard the chain lock on the other side. The door opened a crack, the chain stretched across the two-inch gap.
 
   Maddie’s eyes widened when she met Cage’s gaze. She stepped back with a startled cry and closed the door between them. A dagger of pain lanced Cage’s gut. He felt Adam’s hand close on his wrist.
 
   “Let’s go.”
 
   The chain rattled again, snapping their attention to the opening door. Maddie stood on the other side, one arm holding a towel up around her breasts, the other holding the door. Her light brown hair, darkly drenched, dripped about her shoulders. Some of the water beaded on her upper chest, and Cage resisted the impulse to dip his head and drink from her skin.
 
   “Madeline,” Adam said, encompassing a world of emotion in the saying of her name.
 
   “Come in,” she said, unable to hide the tremor in her voice. She walked to a wooden chair between the bed and the window. She sat down, hollow-eyed in the dim light of the one lamp on the far side of the room. Her lower lip quivered as tears brimmed.
 
   An overwhelming sense of hopelessness washed over Cage. “I’m sorry,” he said from outside the room, the apology catching in his throat.
 
   Adam pushed past him, and Cage followed him in.
 
   “Would you like me to leave the door open?” he asked, wanting her to feel safe.
 
   Maddie shook her head. “No, close it behind you.”
 
   Adam sat on the bed, a few feet from Maddie, while Cage stood. He waited for Adam, who always took the lead.
 
   But not this time.
 
   Maddie finally broke the silence. “You found me.”
 
   “Yes,” Cage and Adam said nearly simultaneous.
 
   “Why?” She hugged the towel to her body and stared at her knees. “Why would you?”
 
   “Because you’re ours,” Cage answered, surprising himself along with Adam and Maddie.
 
   She jerked her gaze to him. “I don’t know what you think, but I’m not Clary Sage. I may see her memories...” She closed her eyes, and Cage caught the swift, musky scent of desire. “But that doesn’t mean...”
 
   “I know you’re not her,” Cage said the words dry on his tongue. He winced and shook his head. “I know you’re not,” he said again with more conviction.
 
   Maddie’s gaze traveled from Cage to Adam. What was wrong with Adam? He was good with words, unlike Cage, who was making a mess of the whole business. Why was he letting him do all the talking? He needed his brother’s charm, and the easy way he had of making people feel protected and cared for. But instead, Cage was getting an Adam he’d never seen before. An Adam who was uncertain, anxious, and ... afraid. God, if Adam was leaving this all up to him, they were in serious trouble.
 
   “You know what we are?” he said, making it a question.
 
   “No,” Maddie said, her voice shaky. “Not really. I know that you can change into a lion, but I don’t know what that makes you.”
 
   Cage turned to Adam and waited for him to explain.
 
   Again nothing.
 
   He snarled at his brother then sighed. “We are leogenus.” When Maddie didn’t respond, he continued. “We’re shapeshifters. And as you’ve seen, we’re from the lion family.” He rubbed his eyes. “You shouldn’t have had to find out the way you did.”
 
   “I already knew,” Maddie said, her voice throaty and hoarse with an almost shame. “I’d dreamed it. I dreamed you both.”
 
   Her strange and unusual confession startled him, but he’d been born in a world of strange and unusual. “Does that scare you?”
 
   “Yes and no.” A small smile turned up the corners of Maddie’s mouth.
 
   “What?” Cage asked.
 
   “I think this is the most I’ve ever heard you talk.”
 
   He shuffled uncomfortably. “I’m not very good with words.”
 
   Adam barked a short laugh, but without any real humor.
 
   Cage narrowed his eyes. “Never mind, brother.”
 
   Maddie smiled, but with a deep sadness still in her light blue eyes. “I’m not afraid because you turn into a...” She mimicked a claw swipe and rawred softly. “I know I should be, but that’s not what frightens me.”
 
   “Then what frightens you?” Adam asked her, deciding to finally—and much to Cage’s relief—speak up.
 
   “That I can’t be who you need. Both of you. That I won’t be enough.”
 
   “But you are,” Adam said. He slid from the bed to the floor in front of Maddie. He placed his hand on her knee then held out his other hand to Cage.
 
   Cage took it.
 
   He heard Maddie’s breath quicken as he knelt beside his brother and placed his free hand on her other knee. Even in this position, both men were tall enough to be eye level with her.
 
   “Please don’t leave,” Cage said.
 
   Maddie glanced at Adam then at Cage, giving both men a steady look. “I wasn’t going to leave. I was coming back. I just needed an hour or two to get my head clear.”
 
   “But,” Adam started. “I heard you tell the clerk you were going home.”
 
   “Oh that.” Maddie blushed, the pink flush rising from her chest to her cheeks. “I don’t know how to explain this without sounding crazy.”
 
   “You’d be amazed at what we’d believe,” Adam said, a smirk playing on his lips.
 
   Maddie smiled and shook her head. “I guess that’s true.” She tucked the wrapped towel in more snuggly, wedging the tail between her armpit and breast. With both hands free, she caressed their cheeks.
 
   Cage rubbed against her left palm, while Adam did the same on the right. This was the third time Cage had scented her, marked her as his potential mate, but this was the first time he’d done it with intent. Her fingers were gentle as they brushed over his beard.
 
   “God, you’re so beautiful,” Adam said.
 
   She smiled. “Thank you.” She lowered her eyes as if suddenly bashful. “In six months, I have never stopped traveling. It started shortly after your carnival had come to my town. I have ached to keep moving, to never stop, with such a restless fire I thought it would consume me. I’ve felt hollow like an empty shell, and it seemed as if only the next town could fill me. But it never did. The yearning to get in my car and go has been an obsession. I have left my town, my few friends, and my family behind, and I have never looked back.”
 
   Before Cage or Adam could ask a question, Maddie continued.
 
   “I have been on a journey, and until this afternoon, I didn’t understand why. But I believe I have been psychically drawn to you. Both of you. The second I met you. The second I touched you...” She smiled wistfully at the memory. “It stopped. The need to keep going, to keep moving, went away. I finally felt as if I belonged.”
 
   “You do belong,” Cage said, his voice wavering under the power of his emotions. “You belong with us.”
 
   “Yes,” Adam agreed. “With us. But it has to be your choosing. We would never force you—”
 
   Maddie put a finger over Adam’s lips and silenced him. “Being with you and Cage, staying with the carnival, it’s the first time I have felt... normal. When I told the clerk I was going home, I meant I was going back to you.”
 
   Cage fought to keep his trembling under control, but the sudden swift vocalization of emotion from Adam took away his restraint. “Maddie,” he said fiercely. The words he wanted to say wouldn’t come. He tried to convey what he was feeling in his eyes, and hoped she would see his joy, his relief, his love.
 
   “You’re our mate,” Adam growled. “Our queen.”
 
   Maddie bit her lower lip, tugging it between her teeth. “Yes,” she said after only a second’s hesitation.
 
   The smell of her desire hung sweet on the air, and the bulge of Cage’s cock pressed uncomfortably against the seam of his tight jeans. “I need to touch you, Maddie.”
 
   “Yes,” she said again. “Yes.”
 
   Cage leaned forward and pressed his lips to her cool shoulder. Maddie leaned her head back, and pushed her wet hair away from her neck. He kissed the dip just above her collarbone, and she moaned, the sound causing a rush of heat to his stomach and groin.
 
   Adam worked the other side her neck, his hand’s tugging at the tucked edge of her towel, exposing her lush breasts. Cage took her nipple between his thumb and forefinger, loving the way the contracting bud responded to his touch. He cupped the under slope, and dipped his head, taking the taut bud between his lips, laving the rigid tip, and relishing every squirm and squeak his attention provoked.
 
   “Oh God,” she whispered, when Adam did the same to her other nipple. His balls ached with every elicited sound of pleasure that passed her lips. The complete abandon to her own desire both excited and awed Cage. He palmed her thigh, as he sucked and licked, teasing her until she cried out. Her hips jerked forward as she had an unanticipated orgasm.
 
   Cage glanced at Adam who wore an expression that must have mirrored his own. Maddie’s heightened response, her ability to climax without them physically stimulating her sex surprised them both.
 
   “Jesus,” she panted. “Wow.”
 
   Cage put all his heat and passion for Maddie into a short declaration of intent. “We are just getting started.”
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   MADDIE’s thighs vibrated from the aftershocks of her orgasm. She’d never experienced one before. At least not one that hadn’t been rooted in someone else’s memory. It had felt good, wonderful even, but not the same soul scorching ecstasy she’d thought it would be.
 
   “Wait,” Adam said. He cast a cautious glance at Cage.
 
   His sudden halt had Maddie alarmed. Had she done something wrong? Had he changed his mind about her? Maybe she hadn’t reacted in the way they expected? The way she was supposed to?
 
   “Why?” she asked, suddenly afraid of the answer. She caught the smoky look of heat and desire in Adam’s midnight blue eyes. The same look echoed in Cage’s gaze.
 
   She gasped as Adam pushed his palms up her outer thighs.
 
   “What we are, Cage and I, do you accept us as mates, Madeline Granger?”
 
   The formal gravity of the question made Maddie hesitate. Her body and heart screamed, “Yes!” but her brain had questions.
 
   Adam took her delayed response as a rejection. A brief expression of pain pinched his face, before he immediately covered it with a stony mien. “I’m sorry.” He rose from the carpeted floor. “Of course you need time. You don’t even know us—“
 
   His sudden distance startled her to action. “Yes,” she said, her breath rushing from her lungs as she grabbed his hand. She covered Cage’s on her knee and looked from one man to the other. “Yes,” she said again, this time more steadily. She might not be prepared for what a commitment might entail, but she was even less prepared to live without either man in her life. “I... I accept you.”
 
   Cage spoke up now. “Are you sure?”
 
   “Accepting us as your mates, means that we will be bound together until death,” Adam explained. “You will be ours in all things. Our queen.”
 
   Maddie nodded. “Like Clary.” She gulped. Did she want to open the wound of the past and examine it more closely? The answer was “no.” But a part of her was afraid they didn’t really see her. She didn’t want to be a mere replacement for a lost lover.
 
   “No,” Cage said, his voice heavy and low—the ache of heartbreak and injury clear in his tear-brimmed eyes. “She was never our queen.”
 
   His words floored Maddie. Clary wasn’t their queen? What did that mean? She’d been their mate. Maddie had seen it in her visions. They’d loved Clary, and she’d loved them to the depths of her soul.
 
   Adam knelt again and placed his arm around Cage’s shoulder in a gesture of comfort. The symbiosis between them as Adam stroked Cage’s upper arm made Maddie’s stomach warm and her lower parts clench.
 
   Adam gazed pointedly at her, his dark eyes begging for understanding. “We’re not asking you to be our Clary Sage. She was a wonderful woman, and we loved her.” He moved his hand to Cage’s hair—a habit she’d noticed before—rubbing and massaging to ease his brother’s stress, and probably to ease his own as well. “You’re different. The way we feel about you is different.”
 
   “I don’t understand.” She worried her lower lip, honestly confused.
 
   “We wanted Clary, but we never needed her, Madeline.” 
 
   Cage’s body shook as a noise of grief rumbled through his chest at Adam’s words.
 
   Instinctively, Maddie slid to the floor with them and wrapped her arms around Cage’s waist and leaned against his chest. She wanted nothing more than to ease his pain, and in her embrace, his body instantly calmed and the shaking went away.
 
   She felt Adam’s arm around her back. His breath was hot against her ear. “We wanted her,” he said again. “But we didn’t need her, Madeline.” He paused for a moment, then said, “We need you.”
 
   It was a statement, but also a plea.
 
   “Do you mean it?” Maddie asked, but what she really wanted to know is if both Adam and Cage felt this way, or if Adam was forcing her onto Cage.
 
   Her fear eased when the bearded Goliath in her arms said, “Yes,” in a soft breath that whispered across her forehead.
 
   “All right,” she said.
 
   “I have to warn you,” Adam said. “A true mating will require us to shift some.”
 
   She stared at him, her mouth agape, unable to fathom the possibility. “Into a lion?”
 
   “No,” Adam said. “Just a small shift, not a complete one.”
 
   “And will it change me?” Would she become a lion?
 
   “Yes,” Adam answered. “But not in the way you think,” he added as if reading her mind. “If our mating is true, you will become stronger, more than any normal human. You will also live a very long time, as long as we do.”
 
   “How long is that?”
 
   “About two-hundred years.”
 
   “Wow.” She narrowed her gaze. “But I won’t turn into a lion?”
 
   “You sound disappointed.” Cage laughed.
 
   “A little,” she said. “Okay, so is that all?”
 
   “You will probably get pregnant.”
 
   “What?” She couldn’t keep the alarm out of her voice.
 
   “When you are with child, it will seal you to us. The infant’s blood mingling with your own is what will bring on the change in you.”
 
   Her reluctance wasn’t in the idea of changing into something more than human. The problem lie in the fact that she didn’t know how she felt about having children in general. She’d spent her whole life wanting to be something more than a wife, more than a mother...
 
   But as she looked at Adam and Cage, she realized having their child, being their mate was something more.
 
   “Ask me again,” she said, now certain of her answer.
 
   Cage tilted her chin, his fingers large and warm. He stared down into her eyes—his black pupils widening until only slight burnt-orange bands rimmed his irises. “Maddie Granger, will you accept us, Adam and I, as your mates? Will you be our queen?”
 
   She was suddenly conscious of her naked breasts pressed against Cage’s chest, of Adam’s hand touching her back, and of her every hastening desire for these men that went beyond anything she’d ever experienced.
 
   “Yes,” she told them. “I will.”
 
   A surprising sound of relief escaped from Adam, as if he’d been holding his breath, expecting the worst. “Thank you,” he said quietly.
 
   It was a strange response. “You’re welcome.” She made it sound like a question.
 
   Adam chuckled then leaned to her ear. “Let the mating begin,” he teased.
 
   Cage growled his agreement while pressing her lips with a surprisingly delicate kiss. His mustache tickled her nose. Maddie swooned as they both touched her, but even so, it didn’t stop the dithering anxiety from building.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Adam asked, sensing her nervousness.
 
   “I’m... I’ve never...”
 
   “You’re a virgin,” Cage said bluntly.
 
   Heat rose in Maddie’s cheeks. “Yes.”
 
   “We know,” he said.
 
   Her eyes widened with embarrassment. She suddenly felt raw and exposed, like Hester Prynne in The Scarlet Letter. “Am I walking around with a big V on my chest?”
 
   “No,” Adam said gently. “You came to us the other night in your... trance.”
 
   “Oh, yes.” She blushed again. “I forgot. But how did you--” A sharp memory of Adam’s finger testing her depths made her body hum. “Never mind.”
 
   Cage chuckled. “You tasted so sweet. I can’t wait to put my mouth on you and taste you again.”
 
   Maddie involuntarily moaned as her pussy pulsed between her thighs with eager anticipation.
 
   “I can smell the rise of your desire,” Adam said, his dark-blue eyes shining like mirrors when he shifted his head sideways and caught the light from the lamp. He kissed her neck, his hand traveling between her thighs until his fingers brushed her wet, swollen sex. “I love how your body reacts when I touch you.”
 
   She let the towel drop completely to the floor, leaving her naked and exposed. She should’ve been nervous, shy. It was to be her first time, but Adam and Cage made her bold. They charged her body with lust and need that demanded to be satisfied.
 
   She’d never been a petite girl, so when Cage picked her up from the floor as if she were light as a feather, it made her giddy. She wrapped her legs around his waist, leaning back as Adam stepped behind her. He brushed her nearly dry hair to one side, and kissed her neck, nibbling and sucking his way to her ear. Cage palmed her breast, giving it a gentle squeeze, as he kissed up the other side. His tongue felt rough—rougher than she remembered as he thrust inside her parted lips.
 
   Maddie squirmed, arching her back, rubbing her groin against Cage’s T-shirted stomach as their kiss became a frantic dance. Adam bit down gently, as he reached around and took both of her nipples between his fingers, rolling them until they constricted into rigid buds. She felt Adam’s hardness through his jeans against her back. Between the nibbling, the sucking, the pinching, and the rubbing, she could feel another quick burn happening in her lower body.
 
   “Oh hell,” she moaned. “It’s happening again.”
 
   “Then we’re doing it right,” Adam said, his voice low and sexy.
 
   “I want to see you,” Maddie said, dropping her legs to the floor, and trying to push herself from between them. “I want to see you naked.”
 
   Adam chuckled. “You’ve seen me naked.”
 
   “Yes,” Maddie said, remembering how he looked, hard and masculine when she’d taken the sheet from him. She turned in his arms and kissed him, his mouth tasting of oranges. A fruit she was beginning to suspect was his favorite. “But I’m allowed to look at you now for as long as I want.” She turned to Cage. “Both of you.”
 
   Cage raised a brow, but didn’t argue or banter. He simply stripped his shirt off. Maddie made an appreciative noise as she stared at his wide expanse of chest and the golden hair dusted across and down his stomach. Damn, he was huge.
 
   The muscles at his hips dipped in a deep V, and when he dropped his jeans, she knew the V stood for victory. Her victory, because damn, the man was sexy from top to bottom. His thick erection glistened at the tip, and she licked her lips, imagining how he would taste.
 
   He stroked his length, running his thumb from the base of his shaft to the tip. Oh God. So freaking sexy. She admired him for a lingering moment, letting him see in her eyes how much she wanted and desired him, before she turned her attention to Adam.
 
   His hair was pulled back as usual, and Maddie wanted to see him in all his glory. “Take down your hair first.”
 
   “As you wish, my queen,” he said without any hint of humor.
 
   Moisture pooled between her thighs as Adam shook out his hair, his blond mane cascading over his shoulders. She held her breath. He was so startling beautiful, she couldn’t keep the tears from her eyes. He took his shirt and pants off. His erection was as long as Cage’s, not as thick, but just as potent.
 
   Her overwhelming lust made her whimper. “We’re all naked now,” she said with an unsteady voice.
 
   “Yes,” Cage answered, his expression predatorial. He dropped to the floor with the unique grace of cat and crawled to Maddie. Her breath hitched when he put both hands on her knees and spread her thighs. She didn’t resist, her stomach a mad frenzy of butterflies. He placed his hands under her buttocks and yanked her forward with a growl.
 
   Maddie yelped in surprise, and then moan loudly when he stroked a finger gently between her slick folds, opened her with two fingers, and licked her swollen sex.
 
   “Mmm,” he hummed then dragged his tongue from the bottom to the top. “You taste so sweet.”
 
   He reached behind her and lifted her farther back onto the bed, crawling up with her, even though his legs hung off the edge. That’s when she noticed Adam sliding in beside her. He kissed Maddie, his tongue exploring her mouth with hungry desire. She squirmed as passion stirred her body, making her crave more.
 
   Adam broke from the kiss and began his descent down her chest, giving both nipples a laving before moving to her stomach. She stared down her belly at the two men. Cage held her open and Adam dipped his head between her thighs. Almost of their own volition, her fingers laced in Adam’s hair as she rolled her hips to meet every intimate caress of his tongue.
 
   “Yes,” she said huskily, her voice rough from her rushing breaths. The tip of a finger, Cage’s, pressed against her opening, gently pushing, entering her as she arched into the mattress.
 
   Adam shifted slightly, allowing Cage room, as they both licked and sucked her enlarged clitoris. The awareness of both their tongues lashing her sex as Cage entered her with his finger overpowered her senses. She fisted Adam’s hair, the cool strands, a welcome relief to her feverish hands. She was so wet, and Cage slid in and out of her with ease. Her blood burned with their seduction. They were a perfect match, experts in the arts of love and sex.
 
   Adam moved from her pussy to her mouth, his lips glistening with the evidence of her complete abandon. She tasted herself as he thrust his tongue inside her mouth, Cage taking the reign over her lower body, feasting between her thighs with hungry voracity, while Adam feasted from her lips then down to her neck, her breasts. And Maddie gave over—saying their names and begging for more until her head pressed back into the mattress, her neck going tight and rigid, right before the power of the orgasm, the soul scorcher, crashed through her in pounding waves of ecstasy.
 
   “Oh God,” she whimpered when the she could speak, and she couldn’t hold back the racking sobs that stole her breath.
 
   Adam and Cage moved to either side of Maddie, wrapping their arms around her, around each other, as they huddled in to comfort her. She could feel their sudden anxiety in the tension of their muscles.
 
   “Did I hurt you?” Cage asked, the worry hard in his tone.
 
   Maddie couldn’t answer, not straight away, but when she caught her breath and could, she said, “No.”
 
   “Are you okay?” Adam asked, mirroring Cage’s concern.
 
   “Yes,” she laughed, and the tears still flowed. How could she explain why she was crying? She barely understood herself. After her climax, a flush of an overwhelming sense of completeness had washed through her entire body, though she wasn’t sure that was the right word for the emotion even if it made sense.
 
   “I’m more than okay,” she told them.
 
   “Then why are you crying?” Cage asked.
 
   They waited for her answer, and when it finally came to her, she said, without reserve, the most honest truth she knew, “I’m happy.”
 
    
 
   WHEN Madeline had started to cry, a crushing fear squeezed Adam’s chest, but when she’d finally said, “I’m happy,” he knew with certainty she meant it. He smiled at Cage, who was also smiling. She was theirs now, and they would love her and protect her.
 
   She touched his face with one hand, her other caressing Cage’s beard. “I want you inside me. My heart is completely yours, both of yours, and I want my body to be yours as well.
 
   Clary had never been so bold, so slow to come to them, to trust them, and here Madeline had known them for less than a week, and she accepted her destiny without doubt or reservation. His own heart filled to bursting. He could hear Cage’s pulse speed up as Madeline’s scent changed once again. God! His cock twitched, leaking pre-come onto her thigh. He didn’t even notice the rumbling in his chest and throat until Madeline asked: “Are you purring?”
 
   Cage laughed, a sharp, unexpected bark of whimsy. “Yes, Maddie. I do believe he is.”
 
   Adam gave them a stiff smile, but then laughed too. “That’s never happened to me before.”
 
   “I bet you say that to all the girls,” Madeline said, fighting to keep the grin off her face.
 
   Within seconds, all three of them were laughing, and Adam had never felt so light or so free. She’d done that for him. For them, he amended, as he watched Cage, the years of torture and pain nearly vanishing before his very eyes.
 
   When the laughter subsided, he brushed her hair away from her face, and kissed her lovely cherubic lips. Her pale eyes met his gaze, and he promised himself that they wouldn’t lose her. Never.
 
   Cage moved up on an elbow and kissed her next. Adam smiled, more pleased than he could put into words. Clary had calmed Cage’s rage, but Maddie made it disappear. What a fool he would have been, had he let her get away from them. With Madeline, every part of him clicked into place.
 
   He slid his fingers between her thighs—already wet and ready again.
 
   She moaned, spreading her legs for him. Now they would finally have their mating, the one that would make her their true queen. She would give them a child, and the pair bonding would give her a long life, one that Adam and Cage would spend making her as happy as she made them.
 
   Adam maneuvered his body, positioning himself between her knees. He lowered his hips, his mouthwatering as he felt his lion push to his consciousness. He would have to shift some into his half-form, in order for the mating to be true, as Cage would, but he would keep the change to a minimum. A full shift to half-form would be more than she could take, not while she was still completely human.
 
   She reached up and fisted Adam’s hair. “God. In me. Now,” she said breathlessly.
 
   Bang! Bang! Bang! The loud knock jerked Adam’s attention. Cage rolled to his feet, alert and ready to fight.
 
   “Adam!” a voice called through the door.
 
   It was Carl. Son of a bitch. The panther didn’t like Madeline, Adam knew, but he wouldn’t stop this. “Go away, Carl,” Adam snarled.
 
   He banged again on the door.
 
   “I’m going to be eating dwarf for dinner,” Cage growled.
 
   Adam cast an apologetic glance at Madeline. She yanked the covers across her as soon as he got up.
 
   Adam stalked to the door and said, “Goddamn it, Carl. Go away.”
 
   “Zaria’s missing!”
 
   The panicked declaration hit Adam like a bullet, but he stopped Cage when his brother dashed to the door. He directed his gaze to Madeline. “We’re coming,” he said through the door. “Give us two seconds.”
 
   Madeline was already on her feet, unbuckling her suitcase. She pulled out a pair of shorts and a camisole and yanked them on without ceremony. Cage and Adam quickly dressed as well then opened the door to Carl.
 
   The dwarf almost fell into the room. His face was red, worry and dread clear in his expression. “Adelaide hasn’t been able to find her since you left,” he said in a rush of words. “We’ve searched the entire carnival. She’s not there, Adam. She’s just gone.”
 
   He’d never seen the dwarf so shaken. He trusted Carl. If his oldest friend said they’d looked everywhere, they’d looked everywhere. A sinking fear dropped his heart into his stomach. He could feel the same tension rolling off Cage as he stood nearby, unable to stop clenching and unclenching his fists. Adam’s throat tightened until he couldn’t breathe. 
 
   Maddie moved between them and put a set of keys in Adam’s hand. “Let’s take my car. It’ll be quicker.”
 
   Adam stared at her, shoving his vulnerability down. If it had been anyone but Zaria he’d know what to do, how to act, but he’d raised the girl as his own... how could she be missing?
 
   Madeline touched his face. “Apparently I have this gift for seeing things that have happened when I touch people, and I will put my hands on every goddamn person at the carnival and in this town until we find her. I promise you, Adam.” She turned to Cage, whose fear for Zaria was reflected in the widening of his face and the animalistic sheen of his eyes. She touched his face as he stared down at her. “I promise,” she said again.
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   ADELAIDE Michaels, Adam’s sister, waited under the welcome arch with several of the carnival folk, including Alana, Darren, Marlena, Alice Deckard, and a lanky fellow Maddie had seen on the fairway, but hadn’t yet met. With her matted blonde hair, red puffy eyes, and trembling hands, it didn’t take a psychic to know how upset Adelaide was by her daughter’s disappearance.
 
   Maddie stood by feeling helpless as Adam strode to Adelaide and gathered his sister in his arms. She broke down with wracking sobs against his chest. Adam stroked her hair back, making soothing noises until she finally calmed. An overwhelming fear shook Maddie to her bones.
 
   So consumed with Adelaide’s grief, she barely noticed when Cage slipped his arm around her shoulders. A gesture meant to comfort. Instead, the world began to transform around her into a giant field with large stalks of corn, the tassels browning, almost ready for harvest.
 
    
 
   I CAN see Alice up ahead with her picnic basket. She is beckoning me to follow her. I am taller than the stalks with their swelling ears of sweet corn, but Alice, with her golden hair, keeps disappearing from my view. I can hear her laughing, and it makes me uneasy. I only agreed to go with her for Adam’s sake. He and she have been lovers for a couple of years now. It started before Adam rescued me. She is another of his saves, and I want to respect his choice.
 
   I can sense the jealousy in Alice at Adam’s deference to me, but she doesn’t understand. She is not leogenus. She is pumagenus, a mountain lion shifter. She does not understand the connection Adam and I have. We are two parts of a whole now, tied until death. Brothers. Co-Rulers.
 
   I hate her. They are not truly mated, and she knows this. A true mating would have brought a child, and after two years, she has never produced. She manipulates Adam to keep him around. Why can’t he see it?
 
   She takes me through two more rows.
 
   “Just a little farther, Cage. The clearing is up ahead. It’s gorgeous.”
 
   I shake my head, unable to keep the growl from vibrating my chest and throat.
 
   Alice disappears again as I make my way to where she stood. Caution makes me look down just in time to see a large, dark opening in the ground. I wave my arms to catch my balance.
 
   I hear Alice laugh right before she shoves me forward.
 
   The walls are dry and crumbling. I try to claw onto them as I fall into the man-made pit. I splash into knee-deep water when I hit the bottom. Completely unprepared for the impact, I am thrown to my ass—my hands and feet sink in the mud below. My fall has happened so fast, I forget for a moment why.
 
   “Alice!” I roar at the bright opening at least twenty feet up.
 
   She peeks her head over the edge, the fall of her hair and the lack of light on her face hides her expression. “I found this old well out here. Cool, huh?”
 
   Every time I try to crawl up, I pull more dirt and earth down on me. And I am sinking further into the mud with every effort. “Get a rope,” I tell her, trying to push down the edge of panic.
 
   “I don’t like you, Cage. And I like you even less as Adam’s roommate.” She’s not laughing now. “We had a good thing going until you came along. He barely touches me now.” I can hear an edge in her voice that scares me. What is Alice going to do now that she’s trapped me in this hole?
 
   I don’t have to wait long for the answer.
 
   “Good bye, Cage.” There is a certain amount of triumph in her voice as she pulls a lid over the top, submerging my watery tomb into complete darkness.
 
   “No!” I shout, but I know she is already on her way back to the carnival. My heart pounds, beating like hammered fists inside my chest, as I realize Alice means to leave me here. I am in the middle of a field, in the middle of nowhere, down a long forgotten well. Sixteen years of torture I endured. Sixteen years of living and sleeping in my own filth. For what? To die buried and alone in a worse place?
 
   I feel the shift take hold. My beast has always been stronger. He kept me sane all those years, but even now I can feel his panic welling to the surface. Neither of us can take this. We cannot be caged again. We will not.
 
   I scream, but the sound is inhuman. My face widens as bones move and reshape. My fingers become claws, thick dark nails sliding from the tips. My neck thickens, the corded muscles merging to broaden my shoulders, and I grow by inches as my partial form fully emerges.
 
   I sink my hands into the dirt walls, stretching my legs to push against the opposite side. Half-way up, the soft wall crumbles again, and I slide back down into the watery grave. I will kill Alice. Kill her!
 
   I don’t know how long I work and dig, but I am unable to climb to the top. I am small again. A child. Joe Armando has beaten me, forcing me to change. I am blood. I am hate. I am rage.
 
   When the light shines down from above, a rope is dropped onto my back, and I take my shot at escape. Alice will die. Like the Armandos, she will not survive me. I leap out of the well when I reach the top, almost slipping back as the blonde holding the rope around her waist screams when I pounce.
 
   My claws tear into her upper arms as I press my fangs against her fragile neck, and the stink of fear stokes my fury. I will taste her blood. I will devour her whole!
 
   She turns beneath me. Not a mountain lion. Leogenus. Like me. Like Adam.
 
   Confused, I pause.
 
   I can see her now. This is not Alice. Not. Alice. The anomaly penetrates my violent thoughts.
 
   Even in my half-form, I manage to say, “Adelaide?”
 
   She keeps her head down, paws down, her full belly on display. She is submitting. Afraid to do little else.
 
   In my blind savagery, I have almost killed Adam’s sister.
 
    
 
   REALITY crashed over Maddie as she awoke from the vision screaming and slashing at the arms wrapped around her. It took a moment to realize she was no longer trapped. The panic she’d felt had been suffocating. She stared at Cage and Adam, both holding her tightly and looking worried.
 
   “Stop,” she said, her voice hoarse. “I’m okay.”
 
   “What happened?” Adam asked. “Did you see something about Zaria?”
 
   She stared at Cage, remembering his frenzied terror, and shook her head. She gulped. “Nothing. It was nothing.”
 
   She’d been experiencing Cage and Adam through Clary’s eyes, but just now, the glimpse into Cage, had made her more aware of the large man’s fragility. She’d felt how tenuously he held onto his control. How easy it might be for that control to snap. He’d savored Adelaide’s blood. She swallowed as if she could still taste the metallic sweetness.
 
   She loved Cage, no matter what she’d seen, and she tried to put her reassurance in her gaze.
 
   Adam stroked her hair from her face, and once again, the world melted away.
 
    
 
   I AM not strong. My mother died during my birth, Adelaide’s mother Rose Ann is barren now, and my father will no longer see reason. He worries that I will challenge him when I have reached maturity. I have heard him say as much to Rose Ann, who has cared for me since I was an infant. She called him crazy last night and he beat her unconscious. After he left, I cleaned her up as best I could and dragged her to bed. She is leogenus. She will heal, but I am afraid he is breaking her in other ways.
 
   My father believes more sons will prevent me from ascending to his place. He is our king, our master, and he is not kind or good. My little sister weeps as she curls up in the curve of her mother’s side. If Rose Ann would shift, the healing would be faster, but I can’t make her.
 
   I am not strong.
 
   Unreasonably, she thinks if he sees what he has done, guilt will stop him from doing it again. He has no remorse.
 
   She stirs, stroking Adelaide’s blonde curls. “Son,” she says, her voice weak.
 
   I cross the room and sit beside her.
 
   She takes my hand. “You’re father cares for you. For all of us. He is a great man. He knows that only a true mating can produce a child. As it was with your mother when you were created. As it was for me with Adelaide. Don’t forget that.”
 
   I am only twelve, but even so, I know she is lying. He does not care for anyone but himself. I am twelve, and I know my father will try to destroy me—destroy all who love me. He is a tyrant King who will brook no challenge to his throne. I am twelve, and I know one day I will kill him.
 
    
 
   MADDIE snapped back again, scrambling a few feet away from both men. Seeing the vision from Adam’s perspective, hearing his most private thoughts, gave her better insight into this man she planned to take as a mate. Unlike Cage, Adam, even at twelve, had been poised and in control. He’d tried to take care of the woman who raised him and bore his sister, all the while fighting for his own survival. His strength and focus, even as a youth, held her in awe. She hadn’t thought she could love him more, but she’d been wrong.
 
   However, she worried she’d see nothing of Zaria, only more Adam and Cage if they kept touching her. She suspected their strong emotions were making their tragic pasts take over her visions. If she wanted to use her ability to find Zaria, she wouldn’t be able to do it with either of her men so close.
 
   Adam’s dark, blue eyes were rimmed with exhaustion. “What? What is it?”
 
   “I can’t focus. Not with the two of you near.” She rubbed her arms, soothing the gooseflesh produced by the vision. Cage held out his hand to help her up, but Maddie shook her head. “Touching you both, being so close, all I’m getting up here—” She tapped her head. “Is Adam and Cage. And because you’re scared for Zaria, I’m seeing other times in your life when you were afraid. If I’m going to help, I need to do it with you two standing way over there.” She gestured to the other side of the arch.
 
   Adelaide turned to Maddie. “What are you talking about?”
 
   “She’s got the gift of sight,” Adam said, before Maddie could answer.
 
   “Like Clary?” she asked. Her voice trembled. Hope, maybe?
 
   “Yes, but Clary saw the future, while Madeline sees the past.”
 
   “Well, I’ll be,” Marlena said with a whisper.
 
   Adam took his sister’s hand. “We will find Zaria.”
 
   “Yes.” Maddie said, sensing a growing tension in the group. “We won’t stop until she’s found.” She gave Alice a knowing look. The petite blonde jerked her chin back, startled at Maddie’s hard stare. After what Alice had tried to do to Cage, it wouldn’t have surprised Maddie one bit if she’d done something to Zaria.
 
   She shook her head, and shifted her focus to Adelaide. She was Adam’s sister, and even if she hadn’t been, Maddie wanted to help put her at ease. But when Maddie took a step toward her, Adelaide took a timid step back.
 
   Maddie didn’t try to touch her. She was a stranger to Adelaide. She knew that several of the carnival folk, especially the dwarf, Carl, thought her no better than an outsider. So instead of trying to get closer to Adelaide, she simple said, “I will do everything in my power to get Zaria back to you.”
 
   Adelaide cast a shy glance downward. “Thank you.”
 
   Alice Deckard snorted. “Damn Rube thinks she’s all high and mighty.”
 
   “And you’re a selfish bitch,” Maddie retorted.
 
   Alice hissed and took a step toward her.
 
   Cage snarled and moved quicker than Maddie could track. In two beats he was on Alice, his fingers closing around her throat.
 
   She made a strangled sound as she tugged at his tightening fingers.
 
   “You’re choking me,” she managed to say.
 
   If she could talk, then Cage was showing considerable restraint. Maddie didn’t want Cage to hurt Alice—No, she wanted to do it herself. Cage was hers now, and Alice better watch her back.
 
   Alice shifted her gaze to Adam, her face red and her eyes watering. “Are you going to leash your animal?”
 
   Adam arched his brow. “You are talking about your king, Alice. My co-ruler. And Madeline is no rube. She’s our queen, and you’ll treat her and Cage with respect or find another home.”
 
   Maddie’s heart swelled to near bursting. She fought back the tears she couldn’t keep from her eyes. Adam’s declaration in front of his troupe swelled her with pride. She knew when they’d asked her to be their mate, they’d been serious, but it hadn’t felt real yet. Now, surrounded by Adam and Cage’s people, their intentions clear, it all felt hyper-real. Adam had made a public announcement, and all of them—except Cage and Adam—stared at Maddie as if she’d grown a second head. She was their queen, or at least would be when the ritual was complete. Adam saying it out loud meant everyone would have to get used to the idea. She glared at Alice. Everyone.
 
   “It’s all right, Cage,” she said softly. “I think Alice has gotten the message.”
 
   Cage curled his lip and chuffed a hot breath in Alice’s face before he let her go.
 
   Adam moved to stand next to his brother. “Let’s step back, so Madeline can work.” He nodded to the group. “Start with everyone here, then we’ll move through the carnival in a grid.” His tone was certain, but Maddie could see the doubt in his eyes. He worried he would fail Zaria. Fail Adelaide. Fail them all.
 
   He was not his father.
 
   Maddie took a deep breath. She drew near to Adam without touching him. She poured all of her love for him into her expression, and hoped it would bring him some comfort. “You are a good man, Adam. Good and kind.”
 
   Almost instinctually, Cage wrapped his arm around Adam’s shoulder and began to stroke his hair—the same gesture of calming affection she’d seen Adam use many times with Cage over the past couple of days. She could see the tension in Adam’s eyes ease a bit. She held his gaze for a couple more seconds before turning to Cage. The younger lion shifter’s warm-amber eyes telegraphed his apprehension. His jaw flexed visibly, even beneath his beard.
 
   Now that she’d accepted her fate, to be their queen, she couldn’t stand the idea of not touching them, not giving them comfort. She wanted to stroke and caress every inch of them and lay her naked skin against theirs. She shook the thought from her head—not productive! Finding Zaria took priority over her emotional and physical needs.
 
   A quirk of a smile from Cage sent a thrill through Maddie. Not productive at all. She narrowed her gaze at her other mate. “Stop that.”
 
   Adam shook his head. “Start with Adelaide.”
 
   Adelaide shook her head. “Me?” she said to Adam.
 
   Maddie held up a hand. “I’ll start with her.” She narrowed her gaze at Alice, and resisted smirking when the bitch nervously stepped back.
 
   Maddie walked straight to Alice and took her hand before the woman could jerk away. She leaned in close. “I know what you did.”
 
   Alice’s green eyes grew wide, but she didn’t try to jerk out of Maddie’s grasp. “I’ve got nothing to hide,” she said, regaining her composure. “If it’ll help find Zaria, I’ll do whatever Adam asks.”
 
   Woo-ee, Maddie thought. This hag is really pouring the sugar on for Adam’s sake. She wanted to gouge out her catty-eyes. “Think about Zaria.”
 
   Her ability didn’t always mean she saw things from the perspective of the person she was near or touching. Otherwise, she wouldn’t have seen Clary’s memories. But actually trying to have one of these episodes, seemed to go against everything Maddie had ever known. She’d always fought to be normal, and here she was giving in to the side of her that had made her an outcast. Funny, in this world, Maddie found a home. A home where differences were valued, even celebrated. She’d found her place … so now she needed to use her gift to find Zaria
 
   Alice nodded, a hint of a smile tugging at her lips as if she sensed Maddie’s lack of confidence. “Go ahead then,” she said, her tone mocking.
 
   Maddie focused her thoughts and energy on Zaria.
 
   At first, nothing happened. She could feel everyone staring at her, judging her as inadequate. Maddie closed her eyes to block them out, concentrating on the warm hand in hers. What had Clary done when she had played Madame Devine?
 
   The memory tickled at the edges of Maddie’s mind. She turned Alice’s hand palm up and traced a circle first, and then touched the middle of her hand and followed the lines.
 
   Zaria. Where are you? She opened her eyes when a warm feeling started at the back of her neck and worked down her spine. The welcome arch, Adam, Cage, and the rest of them vanished as the scenery changed around her.
 
    
 
   THERE is enough light in the dimly lit room to see Alice lying on the bed. She is lovely but her beauty barely moves me. She spreads her legs, in invitation. I shake my head. It is over between us. Even if there was no animosity between her and Cage, I know she’s not my true mate. Besides, now that Cage and I have bonded, we will have to choose our mate together.
 
   Still, she has been more than a warm body. We have been lovers for a long time, and she doesn’t deserve to be thrown away. I don’t want to hurt Alice.
 
   Her smile falters. She knows something is coming. For a moment, I see the wounded, bleeding creature she was when I found her dying on the side of the road. My poor Alice. She is mine, just not in the way she wishes. We will never be a true mating. She will never rule my heart. It is impossible. But she is still mine.
 
   I hold out my hands. A prelude to an apology. Tears shimmer in her eyes, and her lower lip trembles. I don’t have a gun, but I know my words will hurt her as much as the hunter’s bullet. She is mine, but I am not hers.
 
    
 
   MADDIE stumbled away. Her heart aching with the pain of loss, even by choice. Adam and Alice had been lovers, but he hadn’t loved her. The knowledge made her sorry for Alice, and she didn’t want to feel bad for the woman. She’d hurt Cage. She’d trapped him down a hole, but after seeing her from Adam’s perspective, a tiny part of Maddie understood what made Alice hate Cage. She would blame him for losing Adam, even if losing him had been inevitable. He hadn’t loved her.
 
   Alice smiled, her expression vindictive. She leaned close to Maddie and whispered, “I hope you got a real good view of Adam in my bed.”
 
   Maddie saw Alice as a woman to be pitied. She didn’t like her, or trust her, but she knew Alice would never come between her and her Lion Kings. “Adam saved you,” Maddie said. “You are his, but he is not yours.” She put steel in her eyes. “He is mine.”
 
   Alice looked stricken. She pulled up her hand as if to slap Maddie, but stopped herself.
 
   Maddie could hear Cage’s warning growl. “It’s all right,” she told him. “I didn’t see anything about Zaria. I should try with Adelaide.” She’d been stupid not to start with Adam’s sister in the first place. But her vision about Cage and the well had made her brash and made her want to believe that maybe Alice had done something to Zaria, too.
 
   “I don’t know,” Adelaide said. “I think we should be out looking for her, not standing around hoping for a miracle.”
 
   “I know you’re worried. I am too.” Adam put his arm around her and rubbed her shoulder. “Let Madeline try. If she doesn’t see anything that helps, we’ll burn this place down along with the town if that what it takes to get my niece back.”
 
   Reluctantly, Adelaide nodded. Her fair hair blew in a fan across her face, giving her face a ghostly appearance. She held out a shaky hand. Maddie took it, gently, and touched her palm.
 
   “Concentrate on the last time you saw Zaria.”
 
   “Okay,” Adelaide said quietly.
 
   Adam’s sister was so skittish, Maddie worried what memory would come. It was obvious she’d been abused or traumatized by something in her past, and the last thing that Maddie wanted to do was bring up more bad stuff for Adelaide.
 
   She closed her eyes and once again put all her concentration on Zaria.
 
   The warmth flushed through her again, and she knew the vision would quickly follow. She opened her eyes long enough to see an almost terror in Adelaide’s eyes before she found herself peeking through a small slice in a tent.
 
    
 
   MAMMA says I need to stay out of Uncle Cage and Uncle Adam’s way, but she just don’t understand. When I grow up, I’m going to be strong just like them. I don’t like the way men look at Mamma when she dances. It’s not right. A queen should be respected. When I’m queen, no man will look at me funny unless he’s my king. Which is why I won’t dance.
 
   Uncle Cage really scared that dark-haired woman. She ran off almost as fast as Mamma had. I watch as Uncle Adam shouts at Uncle Cage. It is over the lady. I don’t like her already. Not if she’s making them fuss at each other.
 
   Uncle Cage isn’t our blood. Mamma told me that a long time ago, but it don’t make me love him any less. He’s good to us, Mamma and me. I hear Uncle Adam tell Uncle Cage that the Madeline lady was their second chance, maybe their only chance for a queen, a true mate for them. Mamma told me that only a true mating brings a baby.
 
   Suddenly I don’t like this Madeline at all.
 
   Uncle Cage is standing now, and he and Uncle Adam are moving toward the field where the woman ran off. They want to find her and ask her to come back. It makes me not like her even more. I hope she tells them no.
 
   I have to know her answer, so I wait for them to get to the tree line before I follow after.
 
    
 
   MADDIE sucked in a deep breath as the vision faded. “Oh my God,” she finally said.
 
   “What?” Adelaide asked, worry heavy in her voice. “What did you see?”
 
   “Zaria wasn’t kidnapped.” She pursed her lips and stared at Adam and Cage. “She saw you both talking about me, and when you left to find me, she followed you to town.”
 
   “Where is she now?” Cage asked.
 
   “I don’t know. The last thing I saw, she was headed away from the carnival toward the woods.”
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   “CARL and Alana can search the midway, just in case Zaria comes back on her own. Marlena, Darren, and Alice, I want you all to do a fine-comb search of the surrounding woods. The rest of us will go to the motel, and if Zaria isn’t there, we’ll split up and search the entire town.”
 
   Maddie nodded. “I’ll take the car. I don’t think I’ll be able to keep up with you all on foot. Adelaide can come with me.”
 
   “No,” the blonde woman insisted. “I want to stay with Adam.”
 
   Adam gave her a hard stare. His sister had the oddest reactions sometimes. He understood some of it had to do with the abuse she suffered at the hands of their father after Adam had been thrown out of the pride. Her mother hadn’t been able to protect Adelaide well, and after she died, not at all. Adelaide had been so very young. If Adam could go back in time, he’d have taken her with him. He’d have figured out a way to make sure she hadn’t had to suffer.
 
   When he’d become strong enough to return to challenge his father, he’d been surprised to find his sister heavy with pregnancy and no mate. She’d told Adam that the father was dead, but she wouldn’t say more. He suspected her mate had been killed by their father. Knowing his father, he’d probably tortured the poor soul first.
 
   “You should go with Madeline,” he told her. “Zaria could be somewhere close to the motel, and Madeline’s not a shifter. She won’t be able to track the child like you can.”
 
   Uncertainty weighted Adelaide’s expression, but she nodded her agreement.
 
   “Good,” Adam said. “We’ll meet up in two hours at the big top regardless and assess the situation from there. Hopefully we’ll find Zaria before then.”
 
   “We’ll find her,” Cage said. His confidence bolstered Adam.
 
   He worried his nine-year-old niece wouldn’t fare well without protection. She was too carefree, the perils of growing up in the carnival. Of course, her uncles were Kings of the Pride, and which meant she was usually the safest cub around. In the human world, who her uncles were didn’t matter. Would she be smart enough to stay out of sight? To stay safe?
 
   And why had she followed them? No. The why didn’t matter right now—only the where.
 
   His chest tightened, and it was hard to breathe. It was his job to keep his people safe. He was failing. He felt Cage’s hand lace through his hair again, and he eased out the air from his lungs. Madeline, their Madeline—their queen, put her hand on Adam’s chest. He saw that her other hand rested on Cage.
 
   Adam and Cage both inclined their heads to Madeline, and Adam sighed when she rose up on her tippy-toes and touched foreheads with them. Her small hands caressed their faces. Adam felt some of the stiffness leave.
 
   They hadn’t mated yet, not fully. Zaria’s disappearance had brought the ritual to an abrupt halt, but in his heart, she was already completely their own. He loved her, and the realization, made him ache.
 
   “You ready?” she asked. “Zaria left of her own will. That’s a good thing. Now we just need to go get her.” Her voice calmed him. He could feel some of Cage’s tension easing as well.
 
    
 
   CAGE scanned the woods searching for any trace of Zaria. Gus, who had the best nose of the group, picked up the girl’s scent shortly after they’d started the hunt. At the center of the woods, the trees, oaks and silver maples, stretched tall, arching together as they fought for their place in the sun. They were the strong. The survivors. Cage understood the will to live.
 
   He could barely constrain the unease coiling through his muscles as he worried for Zaria. She was a smart girl, quick and agile, and with a brain to match. Why hadn’t she returned to the carnival? She wouldn’t get lost. She was leogenus, and while they didn’t have the best noses in the shifter world, they were still capable of matching most animals with their tracking abilities. Zaria could have sniffed her way back in the dark.
 
   Adam stalked the trail thirty feet ahead of him, and he raced to catch up. He’d never seen Adam so vulnerable. Not even when they’d lost Clary, and that was saying a lot.
 
   As the two of them passed the backside of the trees and crossed over the highway, the strain grew palpable. So far, Zaria had followed their path to the motel with near precision. Could the answer be this easy? Would they find her somewhere around the dilapidated building? What had Little Bit been thinking when she’d gone after them in the first place?
 
   Up ahead, he saw Maddie’s station wagon in the parking lot of the motel. It was easy to spot, considering there were only two vehicles, and the one that wasn’t hers was a white pick-up truck. He quickened his stride to match Adam’s pace. Gus stayed close without trying to overtake them. Smart man.
 
   Neither Maddie nor Adelaide were at the station wagon. Cage gestured to Gus. “Go check with the clerk. Adam, check the rooms.” When Adam didn’t question the directive, Cage added, “I’ll go around back. See if I can find Maddie and Adelaide.” A small hope trickled in as he wondered if they’d found Zaria and were already headed back to the carnival. He shook it off, knowing it was ridiculous before he’d even allowed it to take hold. If they had found Zaria, they’d wouldn’t have left Maddie’s car behind.
 
   Jesus. His heart gave a lurch as he realized the pain inside him was from Maddie’s absence. He flashed to earlier when he’d held her in his arms, inhaled her delicious scent, and tasted her lips, tasted her sex. Adam had been right. Loving Maddie had not been a betrayal of Clary. If anything, it was more proof of how important Clary had been to him. If she hadn’t come along, would he have even known how to love Maddie? Clary had taught him what it meant to give himself to someone else, and when this was over, he planned to give every bit of his being to Madeline Granger.
 
   Dust kicked up with a brisk breeze when he rounded the backside of the motel. He didn’t see Maddie or Adelaide, but he could faintly smell Maddie’s heady scent. They’d trailed away from the motel down a street to the north. He allowed himself to shift slightly, enhancing his ability to pick up scents and tried to find Zaria’s.
 
   If the girl had been through there, her trail had already faded. So, instead, he focused back on Maddie’s scent, and went after her.
 
    
 
   MADDIE’s lung were on fire from running, something she wasn’t used to doing at all. When Adelaide had caught a whiff of her daughter she’d taken off in a sprint. It had been all Maddie could do to keep her in sight. She had followed Adelaide a full mile before she’d seen the woman go inside a white mortar building with a brown, buckled roof.
 
   “Adelaide,” she yelled, but there was no stopping the woman—a mother on a mission to find her child. The building was a farm supply store. The front window had tape holding the cracked glass in place, hiding the “F” in Farm. The lock on the door was busted, and Maddie went inside. “Adelaide,” she said quietly. The room was dim and smelled of sweet oats and other grains. As she made her way through shelves of tools, bags of feed, and various small metal cabinets, Maddie saw a glimmer of light shining around the outer edges of a back door. Outside, Adelaide stood, staring up at a tall grain silo at least forty feet tall. It had a ladder leading up to a hatch at the top with a single bolted door at the bottom.
 
   “You think she’s in there?” Maddie asked, afraid of the answer.
 
   Adelaide didn’t speak. Tears brimmed her eyes, and Maddie suspected the worst. If they looked in that bin, would they find Zaria? And would the little girl still be alive?
 
   Maddie reached out and took Adelaide’s hand to give her comfort.
 
   The first hint of vision came like a whisper in her mind, then once again, she found herself transported in time.
 
    
 
   ADAM is long gone. It’s all I can think about as I lay next to Mamma. She’d stopped breathing sometime during the night, but I haven’t worked up the courage to tell father. Will he take his rage out on me? Will he blame me for not taking care of her after he dumped her on the lawn last night? He’d worked her over good. Worse than ever before.
 
   I snort sardonically. Of course, worse than ever. After all, she’s dead. “Oh God.” I cover my mouth. My mamma is dead. I am alone. Except for father. If only she’d been stronger. If only Adam had stuck around. Why did he leave? Father says, Adam wanted to leave. He says, Mamma and me were too much for him to take care of.
 
   Adam.
 
   I am fourteen, which means Adam is eighteen now... if he is still alive. I hope he isn’t, and my hope makes me angry. I don’t want him out in the world having his own life. Not without me. I am here in this empty place. Lying next to my empty mother.
 
   The door opens softly, almost too soft to notice, but I look over anyhow. My father is standing in the small frame. His large body takes up all the space, and blocks out the living room entirely. His face is somber, almost remorseful. Almost. He holds his arms out to me.
 
   “Come, Adelaide.”
 
   Obediently, I rise from the bed. I don’t even glance back at the shell that was once my mother as he escorts me from our home.
 
    
 
   MADDIE felt a sharp pain as Adelaide slapped her across the face.
 
   “Stay out of there!” the blonde shouted. “Stay out of my head.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Maddie said quickly, trying to ignore the sting. Guilt clung to her like tar on an aluminum roof. What she’d witness had been acutely personal, and Adelaide had every right to be upset. But Maddie hadn’t tried to get the vision. It had just happened. “I didn’t mean to...”
 
   Adelaide seethed. “You have no right.”
 
   “What you went through...” Maddie said, searching her mind for the right words. None came.
 
   An expression of horror crossed Adelaide’s face right before she balled up her first and punched Maddie in the side of the head.
 
    
 
    
 
   AFTER Maddie regained consciousness, the world was a hazy fog, as if she couldn’t get her brain jump-started. A sharp pain pierced the back of her head, making her moan. It felt as if she’d been hit by a two-by-four… several times. Her arms and legs, heavy as sand bags, were hanging loose, and it took a few seconds to see she was getting farther and farther from the ground.
 
   Adelaide was carrying her up the ladder of the silo.
 
   “Wait,” Maddie muttered. “Wait.”
 
   Adelaide ignored her and increased her grip around the back of Maddie’s thighs. When they reached the top, Maddie tried to struggle, but she kept slipping in and out of awareness. Surely, she wouldn’t be carrying Maddie up to the top if Zaria was inside. Nausea roiled her stomach and bile burned as it crested her throat. She dry-heaved but nothing came up. Why was Adelaide carrying her up the silo?
 
   Adelaide dropped her on the slightly slanted roof, and blocked Maddie from sliding with her foot. The clang when Maddie hit her head on the steel surface rattled her teeth. Next, Adelaide opened the hatch.
 
   “What are you doing?” Maddie asked, sounding groggy even to her own hears. A flash of adrenaline made her more alert when Adelaide began shoving her through opening.
 
   Maddie tried to grasp Adelaide, catch the rim of the hatch, anything to stop her from dropping, but it all happened startling fast, and Adelaide had strength and speed over her. Maddie screamed as she fell almost twenty feet, landing hard on a slippery slope of dried corn. Outside the bin, she heard Cage’s startled shout.
 
   Then Adelaide looked down at Maddie, a pall of darkness covering her expression, and said, “Hurry, Cage. She’s fallen in the bin!”
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   WHEN Adam got to Room 110, he could smell Zaria all over the door. He turned the handle, and it opened without a key. They must have left it unlocked in their rush to leave. Tentatively, he stepped into the room.
 
   “Zar?” He could hear a soft whimpering coming from the bathroom. “Zaria,” he said with more alarm. He crossed the small room quickly and flung open the bathroom door. The stained, yellow shower curtain was closed, and the crying was going on behind it. He pulled the curtain back. Zaria sat in the tub, hugging her knees. Her tear-streaked face was red and blotchy. Her swollen eyelids told him that the crying had been going on for a while.
 
   “Are you okay, Zar?” He scooped her up in his arms, patting over her arms, her back, and her legs as he checked for injuries. Her clothes seemed okay. Nothing torn or ripped. No attack marks anywhere. “Did someone hurt you?”
 
   She threw her tiny arms around his neck and sobbed against him. An ever tightening fear twisted his gut. “Tell me, Zaria. What’s happened?”
 
   “That woman,” Zaria managed through stuttering, ragged breaths. “She can’t be your queen. She just can’t.”
 
   “Are you talking about Madeline?”
 
   “Yes,” the little girl said with a hiccupping sob.
 
   Maybe she was afraid that Madeline would lessen her role in his life. “You know,” Adam said, using a finger to push aside strands of her long, pale hair clinging to her wet cheeks. “Having Madeline in my life doesn’t mean I love you any less. You’re still my girl. You know that right?”
 
   Zaria pressed her face into his chest again and transformed into a lion cub. Adam turned her gently to avoid getting claws to the chest. “Well, that’s one way to end a conversation.” He stroked her fur. “Shift back now.”
 
   She stayed in lion form.
 
   “I don’t know how to get you home like this, Zaria.”
 
   Still, she stayed fully furred.
 
   “Damn it,” Adam cursed. He grabbed a towel from the bathroom and threw it over his niece. When he got outside, he whistled for Gus.
 
   The lanky leopard shifter came running. “You found her,” he said, surprise evident in his raised brows.
 
   “Yep.” Adam was still peeved she wouldn’t shift back to human.
 
   “And she’s a cub.”
 
   “Yep,” Adam said again.
 
   Gus held up his hand. “Okay. I’ll drop it.” He shoved his hands in his jean pockets. “You want me to get Cage and the ladies?”
 
   Adam shook his head, holding Zaria tight as she squirmed in his arms. He really wanted to go get Cage and Madeline, to be near them. The longing he’d felt since the interrupted mating, and not just a sexual longing, made him feel as if he were a V-8 truck without a steering wheel—all power and no direction. He needed Madeline. Almost enough to tell Gus to take Zaria back on his own. But his niece was strong and squirmy, if she got loose from either of them, it might take both to retrieve her.
 
   She was definitely acting like she wasn’t ready to go back to the carnival. And having a fully shifted lion cut outside the carnival was dangerous... For all of them. “We need to get her out of the public eye. Besides, everyone is supposed to meet up in less than an hour. They’ll catch up.”
 
   It was less than an hour, he reminded himself. Less than an hour before him and Cage could once again hold their queen.
 
    
 
   CAGE’s roar echoed off the steel walls of the bin as he fell through the hatch. No, not fell. He’d been pushed by Adelaide. God damn it! He threw out his arms and legs, bracing himself to take most of the impact in his limbs instead of landing hard on Maddie. He tried to stand up, but the mountain of grain kept him off his feet.
 
   “Adelaide!” he shouted. “Get a rope and throw it down.”
 
   Adelaide stared at him, sheer horror in her expression. The four-foot opening framed her betrayal. “I’m sorry, Cage. I’m so sorry. I never want this to happen. Never wanted to hurt you.”
 
   “Adelaide!” he yelled again. The magnification of his voice shook the grain around them, and Maddie started to slip under.
 
   Then the light went out. Adelaide had closed the hatch. She’d closed the god damned, fucking hatch. Once again, Cage found himself caged. The darkness clawed at his hard won shields. Terrible things happened in dark. At least that’s how it had once been for him.
 
   Maddie moaned beneath him, and Cage shifted to one side of her. He had to stay calm, stay in control, but somehow that message hadn’t quite made it to his frantically beating heart. He fought to stop the gorge of panic rising from the pit of his stomach, through his chest, and choking him.
 
   “Cage,” Maddie muttered.
 
   He pulled her into his arms. He could smell blood. The back of her head was wet and sticky with it. This hadn’t happened in the fall. Adelaide must have hit her first. He suppressed the hysterical laughter threatening to burble from his throat.
 
   It was dark. Bad things happened in the dark. He moved his legs, and a slide of the dried corn sounded like rain against the metal. There’d been a door at the bottom of the bin, but it was buried under at least fifteen feet of corn. And even if Cage could get to the door without the grain suffocating Maddie, it was bolted from the outside.
 
   No way up. No way down. No way out.
 
   He could feel his lion pushing its way to the surface, sensing Cage’s need to hide. Joe Armando would come to him in the dark. He enjoyed damaging Cage, watching how fast he could heal himself with a shift. It had started when Cage had been six and didn’t end until he was sixteen. The day Adam had saved him. The day he’d saved himself. He’d torn out Joe’s throat, relishing the thick texture of his blood as he drank him down. He’d eaten most of the man’s chest and part of a thigh before Adam had been able to penetrate his hungry rage.
 
   The memory made him shudder.
 
   Cage’s eyes adjusted enough to see Maddie’s open gaze glittering in the dark. Oh no. She knew. She’d seen what he’d done—what he was capable of doing to someone else. His pulse hammered in his ears, the strong whoosh of blood like pounding waves inside his skull. She would never want him—love him. Not now. How could she? He was no better than the men who’d raised him. A monster.
 
   His hands shook as he pulled away from Maddie, giving her space. He didn’t want her to be afraid. Not of him.
 
   A soft hum rose from the darkness, and it startled Cage from his self-revulsion.
 
   Maddie’s voice was barely above a whisper when she sang, “Let me call you sweetheart. I’m in love with you.”
 
   “Maddie,” Cage said, unsure how to respond to her strange reaction.
 
   “Let me hear you whisper, you love me too.”
 
   He felt her grip his waist when he tried to pull away again. “I’m no good, Maddie. I can’t even save us.”
 
   “We’ll save each other,” she said. “Just hold me, Cage. I’m cold.”
 
   Alarms went off in Cage’s head. It wasn’t cold in the bin, and he was generating enough heat to warm a small room. “Tell me what’s happening. How do you feel?”
 
   “My head hurts, and I feel sick to my stomach.”
 
   The blow to head must have given her a concussion. Like Clary. He struggled to fight back the fear. He and Adam couldn’t lose Maddie. Not now. Not like this. If only they’d completed the mating, she’d be stronger. Maybe strong enough to survive. “You have to live, Maddie. I can’t do this without you.”
 
   “Do what?” she asked. Her voice had gone sleepy.
 
   “Live.”
 
   He saw her blink as if his declaration had woke her up. “Oh Cage. You have to live.”
 
   “Tell me about the song.” He wanted to change the subject, to keep her talking.
 
   A lazy smile played on Maddie’s lips. “I wish I could see you.”
 
   Cage smiled. “This craggy face.”
 
   “You are handsome. Maybe the most handsome man I’ve ever seen. You and Adam are gods among men.”
 
   The snort of a laugh from Cage surprised them both. “Gods, huh? Does that mean you’re our goddess?”
 
   Maddie shook her head and gave a wincing “ow.” “I am your queen.” She kissed his palm when he laid it on her cheek. “You are my king.”
 
   “I command you to live.”
 
   “I’m trying,” she said. “Why is Alice still with the carnival?”
 
   The question surprised Cage. “Because she’s one of Adam’s saves. Like me. You. All of us. Why do you ask?”
 
   “I saw what she did. How she lured you to the well. How could Adam let her stay after that?”
 
   “He didn’t know. I never told him.”
 
   “But Adelaide knew.”
 
   He felt the shame come back. He’d attacked Adelaide. He could have killed her. “Adelaide had followed Alice and me. She’d had a small crush on me at the time, and her curiosity saved my life. After… what I did, she didn’t want to come between Adam and me, so she kept it to herself.” He caressed Maddie’s face, reassuring himself she was still with him. “It wasn’t long after that Adam broke it off with Alice. The woman can be vengeful. I made a deal with her. If she left Adam alone, I’d never tell him what she did.”
 
   “Uh hmm. Makes sense…” Maddie said, drifting again.
 
   The weakness in her tone scared Cage. He had to keep her talking. Keep her awake. “Tell me about the song, Maddie.”
 
   “What song?”
 
   He smiled to lighten his words. He didn’t want her to hear the worry in voice. “The one you were just singing.”
 
   “Oh, that one.” He felt her hand brush his arm, and he slipped his hand in hers as she continued. “My gram used to sing it to me when I was a little girl. It just popped into my head. I thought it might…distract you.”
 
   Clever girl. She’d obviously seen what had happened to him in the well. Her song had helped him to stay in control, and he loved her all the more for knowing the right thing to do for him, even in her injured state.
 
   “Your gram sounds sweet,” he told her.
 
   Maddie chuckled, then “ow’d” again. “Don’t make me laugh. It hurts my head. My gram was not sweet. The woman knew how to dole out insults like they were part of a balanced diet. She once told me that I was getting to fat, and said, you know how to fix that, right? Just stop putting food in your mouth. I was fifteen, and I thought I’d die of embarrassment.”
 
   Cage growled. “You have a beautiful body. I’d give you a bottomless plate of food to keep those curves exactly where they are.”
 
   “Really?” He heard a hint of challenge in her voice.
 
   “You want proof of my devotion to your primo, sexy bod?”
 
   “As long as you’re not going anywhere...”
 
   Now that he could admit his feeling for Maddie, he knew he’d been gone over her since the moment he’d seen her, and worshipping her body would give him nothing but pleasure. However, he had to remember she was injured. “You probably have a concussion.”
 
   He felt Maddie’s palm touch his chest and trail down his stomach. His cock jerked to attention.
 
   “It seems there’s good cause to keep me awake then.”
 
   Cage lowered his mouth to Maddie, sipping a kiss from her lips. The panic at being stuck in the dark with no escape had lessened a little, but his worry for Maddie hadn’t.
 
   “Don’t fret so much,” she said. “Adam will find us. Until then, we’ll just have to keep ourselves busy.”
 
   Cage kissed her again, taking full advantage when she parted her lips and opened for him. He slid into her mouth, relishing the sweet taste of as her tongue mingling with his. His hips moved against her involuntarily when she nibbled his lower lip.
 
   She moaned against his mouth as he trailed a hand over her breast, down her waist, and up under her shirt. Cage gently cupped her breast, relishing the heft of it before gently rolling her nipple between his index finger and thumb. He deepened his kiss as the small nub tightened at his touch and heat rushed to his groin.
 
   “Cage,” she said breathlessly, her fingers lacing into his hair. “I love you. Love you so damned much.”
 
   “I love you,” he said back, meaning it with all his heart.
 
   He could feel her smile against his lips. Then her hand fell away and she stopped kissing him. “Maddie?” She didn’t respond. Fear spiked his blood. “Maddie?” He shook her by the shoulder, but her body was as loose as the corn they were on.
 
   “No, no, no,” he said. This couldn’t be happening. Adam hadn’t found them yet. She was breathing still, which was the only thing that kept him from shifting. He couldn’t help her in his lion form. He bellowed his frustration. He couldn’t help her in any form.
 
    
 
   ADAM hadn’t waited for long when the designated time for all of them to meet up had passed. Cage, Maddie, and Adelaide had not returned, and now that Zaria was safely with Darren and Marlena, Adam set off on a quest to find them.
 
   Once he’d rounded the motel, it didn’t take long to latch on to Cage’s scent. He was barely down the road when he heard loud vocalizations, and knew the sounds came from his brother. Adam immediately took off in a sprint, stretching his long legs out to quickly cover a lot of distance in a short amount of time. There was so much grief and anger and desperation in Cage’s bellows.
 
   Adam’s chest squeezed when he made his way to the backside of a rural business and saw the large metal tower. He could hear Cage inside shouting his frustration, crying out for help... but not for himself. No. Adam swallowed the hard knot in his throat.
 
   No. Not this. Not Madeline. “Cage,” he shouted.
 
   “Adam!” Cage answered. “You have to get us out. Maddie’s dying. Oh God, Adam. I can’t get her to wake up.”
 
   “Hold on,” Adam yelled, using his fear to act. He’d always been good a compartmentalizing his emotions in times of stress, but with Madeline in danger, it was a harder than usual task. He climbed the ladder, skipping rungs until he was at the hatch. He flung it open and could see Cage clutching Madeline to his chest, holding her in his arms.
 
   “He’s here. Adam’s here, Sweetheart,” Cage said to her, but Madeline didn’t move.
 
   “I’ll get a rope or something. There has to be something I can use from the store.”
 
   “She’s hurt,” Cage said. “I’m not sure if we can safely get her up and out, and then back down the ladder.”
 
   Adam felt lost. He couldn’t think, couldn’t act, now that he’d seen Madeline almost lifeless, he felt paralyzed. He wanted to jump in with them—be with Cage and Madeline one more time. “I don’t know what to do.”
 
   Cage nodded his head and stared up at Adam. “She knew you’d find us. Maddie has faith in you, Adam. So do I. There’s a door on the side of the bin. If you can pry it open, we may be able to slide out with the corn. It’s not a great solution, but it’s better than trying to take Maddie up top.”
 
   The door. Of course. Adam had barely looked at it because of the slide bolt and the lock. “That’s brilliant, Cage.” He was proud of his brother. He knew what Cage had gone through with the Armandos. Cage’s fear of the dark and fear of confined spaces would have made him crazy in the past, but he hadn’t shifted in the face of disaster or made the situation worse with blind panic. Madeline brought out the best in Cage. They couldn’t lose her.
 
   Adam ran into the back door of the store and searched until he found a crowbar and a sledgehammer. That door was coming open one way or the other. Back out at the silo, he levered the crowbar through the lock and yanked down hard. Surprisingly, the latch gave way.
 
   “I’m coming,” he yelled. He yanked the bar aside and opened the five-foot door. Corn rained out onto the ground. When it had piled up and the flow slowed, Adam began to dig, pulling more of the maize out of the bin until he saw Cage’s tennis shoes. “I’m here!”
 
   Cage slid forward toward him with Madeline cradled in his arms. “Help me, Adam. Help me get her out.”
 
   Adam reached in and joined arms with Cage, steadying him as together they extracted Madeline from the narrow opening. Dust from the corn whitened her already pale skin. Had she inhaled too much? “Let’s move her over to the grass.”
 
   Cage nodded, anxiety substantial in his expression. Adam wanted to touch him, stroke his hair, his back, some minor gesture that would bring them both comfort, but there was no time. They needed to see to Madeline’s needs.
 
   He crouched next to her as Cage cradled her head in his lap. “We just found you, Madeline. Don’t leave us.” He brushed the dust from her face, willing her to live.
 
   “We should take her to a doctor,” Cage said. “She’s badly hurt.” He touched the back of her head and showed Adam his palm stained with her blood.
 
   “This town’s too small for a hospital. We need to get her back to the carnival. Alana can help her. She has to help her.” He could hear his voice breaking, his beast rising to the surface. How had this happened? How had they ended up in the damned silo? “Where’s Adelaide?”
 
   Cage shook his head, astonished disbelief in his eyes. “She’s gone, brother. I don’t know why, but she did this. She hit Maddie in the head then threw her inside.”
 
   Cage’s words punched through Adam like a bullet. It couldn’t be true. Adelaide? But why? There was no reason. Cage took his hand, twining their fingers over Madeline’s chest.
 
   “It’s true.”
 
   Adam nodded. “She seems to be breathing easier. I’ll go get her car. We’ll drive her back to camp. It’ll be safer than carrying her. Less jostling. We’ll deal with Adelaide once Madeline’s safe.” He sounded more confident than he felt. Clary had died from a head injury. One that hadn’t been much worse than Madeline’s. She was human. Frail. They hadn’t mated yet for her to gain some of their strength. He cursed fate for giving him a glimpse of happiness and snatching it out from under him all in the same day.
 
   He leaned forward and kissed Madeline with a barest touch of his lips. The coolness of her mouth startled him. “Don’t leave us, Madeline Granger. We need you more than we need air.” He glanced at Cage and tightly gripped his brother’s hand. “I’ll be right back.”
 
    
 
   MADDIE had brief moments of consciousness, but she felt as if she were floating on the edge of reality, never really in it. She ached for her men, her lion kings, as they worried over her. They’d lost so much already. I’m here, she’d tried to say, when Adam begged her not to leave them. I’m right here.
 
   Why had Adelaide turned on her? On Cage? It made no sense. Maddie wasn’t a threat to Adelaide. She’d freaked out when she’d found out Maddie had a similar gift to Clary. Could that be the problem? Did all this have something to do with Clary Sage?
 
   The space around Madeline faded, the waning daylight growing darker as the warmth of vision took her once again.
 
   I have seen a future that disturbs me. I have to talk to Adelaide. I don’t know what it means, but it concerns Zaria. She is older, almost a woman. She stares in the mirror and runs a brush through her pale golden hair. She is lovely. Adelaide moves behind her, placing her hands affectionately on either side of her daughter’s shoulders.
 
   “You are spectacular, Zar.”
 
   “I have to be, Mamma.”
 
   “Yes, darling.”
 
   “I will be queen.”
 
   “Yes. And there will be none more equal to the task.” She takes the brush from Zaria and pulls it through the back of her hair. “Don’t ever forget, my love. You are high-born. The daughter of a king.”
 
   The vision splintered as Maddie felt herself lifted from the ground. The running car was noisy, but she had to tell Adam and Cage. She didn’t know what the vision meant or why she’d seen it, but it had been one of Clary’s memories. She couldn’t make her eyes open, but she managed to mutter,” Daughter of a king,” before once again blacking out.
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   UNWILLING to leave Madeline’s side, Adam and Cage had sent Gus, their best tracker, to search for Adelaide. It had been almost twenty-four hours since she’d tried to kill Madeline, and Gus had reported back earlier that he’d lost her scent at the far end of the town. Adam tried his best to keep what was going on away from Zaria, but his niece was smart enough to know that her mother was missing.
 
   “I don’t get it,” Cage said, and not for the first time. “Why would Adelaide turn on us like this? It makes zero sense.” He paced the area in front of their trailer.
 
   What could Adam say? His sister’s behavior had been irrational. Crazy, even. Why had she attacked Madeline? A sharp pang stabbed his chest. He loved Adelaide. He’d rescued her and tried to protect her, and now he wanted to kill her, to rip her heart out and make her eat it. His own sister. His rage made him feel barbaric, but Madeline was their true mate—their chance for real happiness. And they’d nearly lost her.
 
   In the morning, they would have to pack up the carnival and vacate the sight. They’d paid the landowner for week, and the week was up. Also, they’d lose the spot they’d booked for Holcomb County if they didn’t get on the road by evening, and regardless, he and Cage had a pride to feed. He couldn’t wait to get away from this town. Away from Adelaide’s crime. He couldn’t forgive her, and he would have to execute her for what she’d done if they found her—even if it broke his heart. Run, Adelaide. Keep running.
 
   Alana had asked Cage and Adam to step out when she’d arrived in the evening to examine Madeline. She said she couldn’t work with them hovering, but Adam and Cage itched to get back inside. Carl, as Alana’s mate, stood with them outside the door and waited with his leaders. The long night before had been sleepless for both kings. They’d awoken Madeline every hour, as Alana had instructed, and watched her for vomiting and any other sign of trouble. At times she was incoherent, unaware of where she was until they reminded her. Every confused moment made Adam worry his sister had damaged Madeline’s brain.
 
   “I can’t take this,” Cage said. He dropped into a squat, resting his elbows on his knees. He lowered his head enough to cover his short, golden-blond hair with both hands. “We could’ve lost her, Adam. Clary... Clary’s death was hard. The hardest thing I’ve ever had to endure, but losing Maddie will end me.” Thick emotion choked his voice. “I can’t...”
 
   Adam knelt next to Cage and put his arm around his brother. The younger lion king tensed then leaned against him. Adam couldn’t bring himself to murmur comforting words he didn’t and couldn’t believe. If Madeline had died, he wouldn’t have been able to survive it either. Since he couldn’t reassure Cage, holding his brother would have to be enough—for both of them.
 
   Their strong reactions to the idea of losing Maddie just reconfirmed her status as their true mate. Adelaide killing Maddie was the same as killing all three of them.
 
   The door clicked open and both lion shifters jumped to their feet. Alana, her black hair tied back in a severe ponytail and her expression somber, stared at them.
 
   Adam’s heart sunk. He could feel Cage bristling next to him, using all his willpower to stop from shifting. “Calm,” he said, as much for himself as Cage. “How is she?”
 
   Alana’s eyes alit on Adam. “She’s awake. I’m certain she is mildly concussed, but not as badly as I first suspected. You will still need to watch her closely, but I believe she’ll make a full recovery.”
 
   Tacit relief washed through Adam, making him feel light-headed.
 
   Cage, who’d held his breath, released a noisy exhalation. “Can we get back in now?” he asked before Adam could, and he moved toward the stairs. Carl blocked his path before he could jump up the steps. It was a testament to Cage’s self-control—he towered over Carl and easily doubled the dwarf in height—that he didn’t fling him aside.
 
   “Carl,” he said the name as a warning.
 
   “It’s all right,” Alana said, her voice tempered with compassion. “I’ve helped her wash up. Being clean can lift one’s spirit, but I can do no more. Fortunately, I don’t think I need to.” She beckoned both men, a slight smile playing on her lips. “She is asking for her kings.”
 
   Adam stumbled sideways as Cage pushed past him the moment Alana exited the trailer. He growled his surprise, but didn’t waste time following his brother inside. Madeline’s pale, wan face staggered him. From what Alana had said, he’d foolishly expected her to be fixed. Not still frail...human. He sat on the side of the bed. Cage had already crawled to the other side and tucked himself in next her. She smiled at Adam when he brushed her hair back from her face. Even now, her beauty shone through. And it wasn’t just her clear blue eyes like open skies, or her small but plump lips and her rich caramel colored hair that made Madeline a beauty. She had a light inside her that shined with a brilliance unmatched, and until she’d arrived in his life, Adam hadn’t realized he’d been living in the dark.
 
   She rolled slowly onto her side, pressing her back into Cage. She lifted the covers in invitation for Adam. He instantly grew hard at the sight of her naked curves. He lay down, face to face, with Madeline and stared into her eyes. He’d been so afraid she wouldn’t make it, so afraid her death would be his burden. Adelaide was his sister after all. He’d brought her in to their pride. He’d trusted her.
 
   He closed his eyes against the pain of her betrayal.
 
   Cage wrapped his arms around Madeline and placed a tender kiss on her neck. She reached up and patted his cheek, but kept her gaze on Adam.
 
   “It’s not your fault,” she said.
 
   He pressed his forehead to hers and closed his eyes. Madeline was the victim of his incompetence as a leader, and she was trying to make him feel better. “Don’t,” he said. “I am to blame for the actions of the people I rule. I’m so sorry, Madeline. I promise...” He felt Cage’s hand on his head, and he amended his vow. “We promise to protect you better, to keep you safe. I don’t know why Adelaide attacked you, but she will be punished.”
 
   Madeline’s finger crooked his chin, and she tilted his face up. He opened his eyes, startled to see how much determination she had in her expression. The raw emotion had brought color back to her cheeks. “I don’t need you to keep me safe. I’m not a China cup that will break into a thousand pieces if knocked off a shelf.” She turned her head to look at Cage. “Adelaide chose to act the way she did, and you can’t stop people from making bad choices. Neither one of you.”
 
   She looped her arm around Adam’s waist, and his skin caught fire everywhere she touched him.
 
   “We are alive,” she said softly. Her eyes brightened with the shimmer of tears. “We are together.”
 
   “Are you really okay?” Cage asked. Adam wanted the same reassurance.
 
   “I have a headache, and I think I’ll have a lump on the back of my head for a good week, but yes, I’m really okay.”
 
   Madeline wiggled closer to Adam, and his mating instinct drove his thoughts and his body. Not just because he wanted to make love to Madeline, though that was definitely part of it. He believed his lion was desperate to complete the mating ritual in order to make her less...mortal. Less easy to kill. Less prey.
 
   He pushed his beast back. The last thing Madeline needed in her weakened condition was sex. Besides, the mating ritual would not be easy or gentle. It would be better for them to wait until she’d had a chance to recover. Just for a couple of days. They could wait, right?
 
   Cage slid the cover down her body, his fingers dancing along her shoulder, the dip at her waist, and up over her hip. Adam swallowed hard as his desire rose. He knew he should tell Cage to stop, to wait, but he couldn’t find his voice.
 
   He felt Madeline’s hand on his chest, and he diverted his gaze to meet hers.
 
   She smiled. “You’re purring again.”
 
   “You’re hurt,” Adam said, hating himself for tapping the brakes.
 
   Maddie rolled to her back. She took Cage’s hand, now resting on her stomach, and slid it between her thighs. A throaty growl emanated from his co-ruler. Madeline’s smile widened. She lifted Cage’s hand, glistening with her juices, and presented it to Adam.
 
   “See how wet I am for you. How much I want you...want you both.”
 
   Adam tasted her from Cage’s fingers, savoring her sensuously delicate flavor on his tongue. She was so bold, their Madeline. Clary had been shy—a slow seduction, but Madeline was strong and confident. Everything a queen should be.
 
   His cock jerked as he watched Cage, undaunted by doubts, press his lips in a seal around her nipple and begin to suck.
 
   Adam grimaced. God, he was a fool! Why was he holding back? “I don’t want us to hurt you,” he said. More than she’d already been hurt, he meant.
 
   Madeline stared at Adam, her blue eyes half-closed with passion as she arched against Cage’s mouth. “Not having you touch me hurts.”
 
   Cage lifted his head briefly, and his face began to widen, to shift enough to make the mating true. “She is strong, Brother. And as our mate, she will be even stronger.”
 
   “Do you love me, Cage?” Madeline asked.
 
   “Yes,” he answered. “Both lion and man.”
 
   “Do you love me, Adam?”
 
   An avalanche of emotion battered at the walls he’d thrown up since finding her almost dead, but he didn’t hesitate. “Yes,” he said. “With every part of me, lion and man.”
 
   “Then show me. Make love to me, my kings. Make me your mate.”
 
   The bones in Adam’s face began to broaden and his nose widened as he slowly brought his half-form forward. He kept close watch on Madeline’s expression, waiting for her to panic at his beastly visage. When his fangs dropped, her eyes widened, but not from fear.
 
   She surprised him by tracing the landscape of his re-formed face.
 
    
 
   MADDIE’S head hurt, but it was nothing compared to the aching need building inside her—a desire born in passion and acceptance. She was theirs, body and soul, and had been so before she’d ever laid her eyes on them. Cage’s raw power and barely tethered control, along with Adam’s sheer dominance, had drawn her psychically and physically across two states. And while she knew they’d have to get to the bottom of Adelaide’s betrayal, right now, all that mattered was being in the arms of her two men.
 
   She’d never seen Adam partially shifted before, and she was amazed at the sheer majesty of him. His face took on the outline of a lion’s, but managed to stay mostly human. He was waiting for her to change her mind.
 
   He would be waiting a long time. The transformation in their appearance didn’t frighten her.
 
   “We must look like monsters to you,” Adam said, his voice an octave lower than normal. “I can’t imagine what you must think when you see us like this.”
 
   She could barely hear her own thoughts over the pounding of her heart, but she managed to whisper, “Amazing.” She sat up and stared down at both of them. “I think you’re amazing.”
 
   “Do you claim us then?” Cage asked, sitting up behind her and wrapping his arms around her and across her chest.
 
   “Yes,” Maddie said breathlessly, languishing in his warm embrace.
 
   Adam pushed himself up and leaned in. A jolt of pleasure made her lower parts clench when Cage cupped her breasts, holding them up as an offering to his brother.
 
   Adam accepted, taking one taut nipple between his lips, licking and sucking before moving to the other breast. His tongue was slightly rough as he laved her sensitive skin. He blew softly, and she could see his dark delight as her skin drew up around the hard nubs.
 
   “Do you love us?” Adam asked before placing a kiss on her collar bone.
 
   A delicious shiver trickled along her skin. He knew the answer, but she’d say it a million times if they wanted. “Yes.”
 
   She moaned when Adam rewarded her by sliding his finger into the wet folds of her slick pussy.
 
   “Yes,” she said again as he stroked her swollen clit.
 
   She leaned back against Cage’s powerful chest and drew in a sharp breath when he rolled her nipples between his thumbs and index fingers. She tilted her head sideways, moving her hair away, and relished the way his hot breath danced across her neck. His sharp teeth grazed her skin, sending a jolt of pleasure to her core. She parted her thighs for Adam as he rubbed against her sweet spot then closed her eyes so she could focus all her attention on how good they made her feel.
 
   When Adam removed his fingers from between her legs, she opened her eyes to protest. His gold predatory gaze stopped her. She watched as he painted each of her tightly drawn nipples with her own juices until they were gleaming. Leaning forward, he bared his teeth and lightly bit around her areola—not enough to hurt, but enough to know there was a fine line between pleasure and pain. His tongue flicked across the hard tip.
 
   “You taste so fucking good,” he growled. “Lie down so we can feast.”
 
   Cage moved around to her side as Adam lowered her to the bed. Madeline squirmed and moaned as each of them took a nipple into their mouths and began sucking. Shockwaves of ecstasy traveled from her breasts to her groin with each tug and pull. She raised her hips as their hands spread her thighs, their fingers working in unison against her wet sex to bring her pleasure. She arched for them, squirming against their clever mouths, clever fingers. A warm pressure, searching for release, built inside her.
 
   She couldn’t quiet the noises escaping her lips as both men kissed down either side of her stomach, and when Adam’s tongue dipped between the folds of her pussy and flicked her clit, her moans grew louder. Cage lifted her leg on his side and positioned himself below under her thigh. His rough beard grazed her sensitive skin.
 
   He spread her open with his fingers, and she keened with hungry passion when his tongue penetrated sex. Adam sucked her clitoris, flicking and teasing the swelled nerve bundle, while Cage thrust his tongue inside her. The searing pleasure brought tears to Madeline’s eyes. She wanted the moment to last, for the bliss to never end, but her orgasm exploded. Her back bowed as her hips bucked against their mouths, neither of them relenting, the pleasure turning almost painful, until she begged them to stop.
 
   Adam gave her one last lick before he kissed his way back up her stomach, her chest, his mouth finding hers. He thrust his tongue between her parted lips, and she could taste herself on him. When Cage did the same, stopping briefly to nip her breast, she turned from Adam to take his brother’s kiss. Adam nibbled the side of her neck, her ear, nuzzling her skin, whispering sweet words of love, as Cage conquered her mouth. Then Cage moved to her neck, so Adam could take her lips again. They repeated the process until the throbbing between her legs grew again and slick heat became need once more. She wanted them inside her, invading her with their love. She wanted their mating to be true.
 
   “Your clothes,” she panted. “Off. I want you in me.”
 
   They didn’t ask her if she was certain this time, and it didn’t take long for both men to strip naked. Their partial forms were larger than when they were human, and Madeline gasped at their size. Would her body adjust to them? Could it?
 
   Tentatively, she reached out a hand and touched Cage’s cock. It felt slightly bumpy, but still silky smooth, like she’d remembered from the dreams—the visions.
 
   “How...” She let the question hang in the air.
 
   Maddie was technically a virgin, no matter what she’d experienced in her dreams. She’d invited them to take her, to mate with her, but now that she saw them large and up close, she worried they might damage her. If the mating wasn’t true, she would still be completely human after, and... No. She couldn’t let herself doubt. Not now. She trusted them, and she trusted her own emotions—the ones telling her that loving them wasn’t just the best choice, it was the only choice.
 
   They took their positions beside her again, kissing her neck and stroking her body with their confident fingers. Cage slid a finger inside her swollen pussy, and Maddie rocked her hips to meet his hand, to take him deeper. It hurt a little, but it also felt good. Adam kissed her, his damp, soft mouth moving against her lips, giving, taking as Cage moved his finger inside her. He added another, and she groaned into Adam’s mouth. He swallowed, taking her need and desire inside him.
 
   She reached down, encircling Adam’s shaft, stroking the rigid flesh as he began to move in her grip. With her other hand, she placed her palm on the back of Cage’s neck as he nipped along her collarbone. He slid his fingers out, spreading her legs as he moved between her thighs. This was it. The moment. The...
 
   “Ah!” she cried out as the large head of his cock pushed inside her opening. Her slick desire hadn’t prepared her for the burning pain of being stretched wide open. She yanked her mouth away from Adam. “I don’t... I can’t...,” she panted.
 
   Without warning, Cage bit her shoulder hard enough to break the skin, hard enough to shift her pain, hard enough to—he slid rest of the way inside. Tears streamed down her face.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Cage muttered. “I’m so sorry, Maddie. There was no other way..” He whispered the words of remorse harshly against her ear. But he didn’t pull out. He just held her close, his corded muscles tight with restraint.
 
   A surge of inarticulate emotion crashed over Maddie as she grasped as Cage’s back, digging her short nails into his skin. When she could finally speak, she turned her gaze on him fully and said, “I’ve never been so…happy. You knew what I needed.” She caressed his face. His bewildered expression brought a smile to her lips. “This mating will happen.”
 
   Cage’s quick thinking, the sharp pain of his bite, had been enough of a distraction for her to let him in. She couldn’t stop the tears or the smile on her face as he began to move inside her. So slowly.
 
   Cage growled, licking the wound he’d created as she moved under him, rocking her hips to meet his thrusts.
 
   Adam. She reached out, her fingers tangling in his pale, blond mane. She pulled his face to her, taking his mouth again.
 
   “Maddie,” she heard Cage say, and she heard the wonder and awe in his voice. She broke from her kiss, but didn’t let Adam move away.
 
   Cage filled her with his cock, but they both filled her with their passion, their love, and she could already feel a change inside her body—suddenly more than flesh and bone. “My kings,” she said, finally understanding just how much they needed her, possibly even more than she needed them, and she would not fail them. She arched to take Cage deeper, ignoring that he was too large for any easy comfort, surprised when his strokes began to feel... pleasant. “My lion kings.”
 
    
 
   CAGE had nearly shifted back to human when Maddie had cried out in pain. Her tears were almost more than he could take. Why hadn’t Adam taken the lead? He wouldn’t have messed up so colossally. Her muscles had locked around the head of his cock, not allowing him entrance. The bite had been pure instinct, an impulse born from his animal side, and when her sex relaxed for that split second, he’d drove himself inside.
 
   He’d held her close. Fear and worry had made him afraid to move. He’d feared she would hate and despise him for forcing her. So when she smiled through the tears to encourage him, Cage hadn’t been sure how to react. When her fingernails cut into his back, his balls tightened to his body. A growl tore from his lips as her muscles gripped and milked his shaft, and when she arched and rocked against him, it triggered his most primal instinct—to breed.
 
   Pleasure wracked his body as he held Maddie close while he loosed his seed into her womb. It took every ounce of his control not to slam into her—not to damage her frail body—as the mind-numbing ecstasy of his orgasm took him over.
 
   “I love you. I love you.” He heard the words in a muffled murmur, and it surprised him when he realized they were coming from him.
 
   “Yes,” Maddie said. “Yes.” Her tone was strong, more certain than she’d been moments before.
 
   Cage wiped at his eyes when he felt Adam’s hand on his back, encouraging and loving. All the years he’d spent abused. Frightened. Alone. Never knowing what would happen or what would be done to him next. Even after Adam saved him, he still never felt completely safe. Physically, maybe, but emotionally and mentally, he’d never had a real moment of peace. Until now. He knew, without a doubt, he was home. With Maddie in his arms and Adam by his side, they could conquer the demons. Conquer the world.
 
   Slowly, he withdrew from Maddie, careful and gentle.
 
   “We can stop for now, Madeline,” Adam said. “If you want. We can stop so you can rest.”
 
   “Are we all mated? Am I your queen?”
 
   When Adam didn’t speak, Cage answered. “Not yet, love. Not until Adam...”
 
   “Then no,” she said, the vehemence in her voice surprising them both. “I’m not some breakable doll. I don’t want you to see me as a fragile princess. I want to be your strong queen.” Her tone grew soft. “I am your mate. Make me your queen.”
 
   A snarl ripped from Adam, as if everything he’d been holding in was suddenly exploding out. He’d been quiet the entire time. Almost too quiet. Cage should have realized something was wrong. Without pretense, Adam picked Maddie up and straddled her across his thighs, he seated her on his rigid cock and sheathed himself deep inside as he joined their bodies.
 
   She cried out. Cage took his place behind her, holding her up, kissing her. Adam thrust over and over, his face changing as he shifted even more into their half-form. A slight brush of fur began to spread across his face. His fingers gripping Maddie’s thighs were turning into claws, digging into her skin.
 
   “Adam,” Cage warned. He’d never seen his brother so... out of control. He needed to stop this before Adam damaged Maddie. He put his hand on Adam’s shoulder. His brother looked up, his gaze solid gold, with a determined wild expression.
 
   Cage felt Maddie’s hand against his cheek, even as her other hand tangled in Adam’s hair. “Let him go,” she cried out as Adam thrust hard in her again. “Don’t stop this. Don’t stop us.”
 
   God, she was strong! They’d chosen so right. Maddie was everything they needed in a mate. Beautiful, fierce, and able to handle both of them with a strength he’d never seen in a human. Hell, in a shifter for that matter. Watching and holding her as she bonded with Adam, he felt an overwhelming love for both of them. Soon, Maddie moaned, arching back against Cage, taking his mouth with hers, tasting the salt of the sweat and passion on her skin. Then Adam roared, his hips jerking beneath her. He held her thighs until he spent the last of his climax, the last of his seed.
 
   Cage held them up as Adam collapsed forward. He wrapped his arms around them both and welcomed Adam’s arms around him in return as they cocooned Maddie between them. A crackling in the air, a mystical electric current raised the hair on Cage’s arm. He looked at Maddie’s hair, and it began to stretch out like seeking tendrils.
 
   “What is this?” he asked, awe filling him. A weight lifted from him, making his limbs light, making him...giddy. “What the hell?” He wanted to fight to keep the smile off his face—the one he hadn’t called forth.
 
   “I feel it,” Adam said. His words were ragged and hoarse as they escaped, but his smile matched Cage’s.
 
   Cage watched as his brother’s eyes melted from gold to blue, watched as the burden of leadership, that seriousness always present in Adam’s expression, grew a little less onerous.
 
   He felt it too.
 
   Maddie leaned to one side and looked at Cage first, then to Adam, and back to Cage. “I feel different. Strange. Energized.”
 
   “Did we hurt you?” Cage asked the question he knew Adam wanted to ask.
 
   She smiled. “I’m a little achy, you know... down there. But I don’t hurt. I actually feel pretty great. Like I have energy to burn.”
 
   “I’ve never done that,” Adam said. “I couldn’t stop myself.”
 
   “Neither of us have had sex while trying to hold on to a half-shift,” Cage said, trying to let Adam off the hook. “I thought I would lose it as well.”
 
   Maddie snorted. “Well, then I guess I took your virginities too.”
 
   Adam laughed. Cage joined in. Soon they were all holding each other—laughing, crying, and loving. They’d made Maddie theirs, and God help any man or beast who tried to come between them.
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   “WELL,” Carl said. “I guess we have a queen. Do they have to be so fucking loud?”
 
   Alana snuggled up to him, sliding into the crook of his arm. They’d spent the last half hour listening to moans, screams, and roars echoing through the empty carnival. Adam, Madeline, and Cage had been very loud in their lovemaking.
 
   “I think it’s...sweet,” Alana said. “Besides, it could be worse. They could have chosen someone like Alice.”
 
   Carl shivered. “Hush your mouth. I’d find a new pride if that bitch was in charge.”
 
   They’d both spent enough time with the mountain lion shifter to know she made all her decisions from a place of desperation. No good sense in that one.
 
   But Adelaide... she’d never been in the running for queen. How could she, seeing that she was Adam’s biological sister? But he hadn’t expected her to turn on Adam and Cage. In a way, she’d turned on all of them. They’d searched now for almost two days, and she’d managed to disappear. Would she really leave Zaria? Would she be sensible enough to know if she came back her life would be forfeit? If Carl knew nothing else about Adelaide, it was that she loved her daughter. Would she stay away for Zaria’s sake?
 
   “You’re worried,” Alana said. Her exotic accent sent tingles down his spine. She traced his forehead. “Your lines are deep tonight.”
 
   “Just thinking.”
 
   “About Adelaide, yes?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “She won’t come back here. At least I don’t believe she’s that stupid. Though, what possessed her in the first place…” Alana sighed and pulled her long black hair over one shoulder. “We have never really known her, have we?”
 
   “Nope.” Carl understood the sentiment. She’d traveled with them for years, yet her actions proved that proximity wasn’t the same as knowing someone. Clary’s death. Adelaide’s betrayal. Both were perfect instances of how quickly life could kick you in the balls. He hadn’t liked Madeline Granger. Not really. But his dislike had been because she’d made Adam and Cage restless. He’d liked Adelaide. Maybe he wasn’t such a good judge of character. As it was, they’d be on the road in the morning, and he’d see how things ran with Madeline as part of his monarchy. If their loud mating was any indication, he’d have to like it or lump it, but regardless, he’d learn to live with it.
 
   “She’s not so bad, my love,” Alana purred in his ear.
 
   He smiled when her hand slipped over his groin.
 
   “Yeah, yeah,” he said without any real gruffness. Alana, who always knew how to handle him, kissed him soundly and stole whatever worries he had left.
 
    
 
   MADDIE watched as Adam and Cage’s pride, and she supposed now they were her pride as well, efficiently broke down tents, booths, rides, and other equipment as they packed up the carnival. She was a little sore from the previous night, but not as much as she’d expected. Adam nails had dug into her thighs, and Cage had bit into her shoulder hard enough to make it bleed. She’d seen the cuts and the mark before they’d gone to sleep, but miraculously her wounds had almost completely healed by the time she woke up for breakfast. Even her head felt better. No more lump. No more headache. She reminded herself to ask her mates if the extra healing was normal, but she wanted to know what else she might expect as a result of their union.
 
   The sex had scared her a little. Especially when Cage bit her, but after he’d come inside her, she’d felt a change in her body. Adam had been no less large, and definitely rougher, but it had been easier. She stared at Cage’s broad back, the sweat glistening off his tan shoulders, and wondered how good it would feel the next time...
 
   He must have sensed her looking, because he turned to meet her gaze, raised his eyebrow and smiled. Darren laughed when he caught her smiling back, and Maddie blushed hotly. They’d gotten more than one or two comments at the breakfast table that morning. She hadn’t cared how loud they’d been during the moment, but now she wished they’d have showed some vocal restraint.
 
   The devil put the smile back on her lips. No, she didn’t wish that. Restraint was the last thing she’d wished for. She slid her hand to her stomach and caught Adam’s eye. Had the three of them created a new life? It would be at least a month before they knew anything, but how wonderful would it be to have a true mating on the first try. How beautiful to bear their child, and it would be theirs. It didn’t matter who’d sown the seed, they’d both tended the garden, and the resulting crop would be a shared responsibility.
 
   Marlena, the bearded lady, walked over and put a protective arm around her shoulder. “Don’t let my man Darren get to you. He’s happy for our kings. We all are. They’ve been alone since...” She didn’t say Clary’s name, but she didn’t have to. “Anyhow. I just wanted to officially welcome you to the group. I don’t expect anyone will curtsy and bow. This isn’t a court after all, but we will respect that you are our queen.”
 
   “Fair enough,” Maddie said, leaning against the larger woman. “Can I ask you a favor?”
 
   “Sure,” Marlena said. Her toothy grin contrasted against her dark beard.
 
   Maddie nodded. “I’d like to help out, but I’m afraid if I jump in, I’ll just get in someone’s way. What can I do, so that I don’t feel so much like an outsider looking in?”
 
   The older woman tapped her chin. “I have just the task.”
 
    
 
   ADAM felt light and a little dazed. Between Maddie and Cage, the burden he’d carried around since he was a small child living with a lunatic father, the responsibility he’d always felt for everyone around him, seemed to ease. He still felt responsible, but he no longer felt alone in the task. Even when he’d pair bonded with Cage, he’d never fully trusted him to be a leader to their pride.
 
   He’d wanted to trust him, but the younger lion had carried so much damage from his previous life it had made him unpredictable. But the way Cage had cared for Madeline during the mating, the way he’d stayed in control even when Adam couldn’t, was the only proof Adam needed that Cage was ready for the responsibility. He’d never been prouder to call Cage his brother, and finally, now they would share everything. Even the problems that came with being in charge.
 
   Madeline had already proved she could be swift and decisive. He smiled, remembering what it had been like when she’d climaxed around him. He’d never felt so much raw power and emotion from a lover. None before compared to Madeline—not in the same way. She’d conquered him, body and soul. And when she touched her stomach, he prayed they’d mated true. The thought brought another smile to his lips.
 
   Marlena was talking to her now, and a warm surge of affection toward the elder lioness had him purring again. He stopped the moment he noticed he was vibrating and stole a glance at Cage. His brother laughed. He rolled his eyes, shaking his head. He guessed, now that Madeline was a part of their lives, he’d have to get used to unexpected bouts of happiness. Like now. Madeline wrapped her arms around him from behind.
 
   He patted her hands, turned his upper body, and peered down at her. “Yes?”
 
   She grinned. “Marlena’s given me a job. I’m going to fold clothes in the laundry tent and pack them up. Not the glamorous life of a queen, but it will make me happy.”
 
   “I can go with you,” Cage said.
 
   “Don’t be silly,” Madeline told him. “You all have your work, and I want a job too.”
 
   Cage came up behind her and stroked the side of her face. “You could always be our sex slave,” he said teasingly.
 
   Adam laughed and rotated in her arms. He caressed her other cheek. “That really sounds like an excellent job for you.”
 
   Maddie smacked them both. “You’re getting me sweaty, and not in a good way,” she protested. “Besides, if there are any sex slaves around her, it will be the two of you. Now, you get to getting with your business, and I’ll go get on with mine.” She wiggled her way out from between them.
 
   She smacked him on the ass. Hard. Adam snorted at her audacity. Cage hooted when she did the same to him, which startled several of their pride members who’d never seen him this happy. Their wide-eyed stares nearly doubled Adam over with joy.
 
    
 
   THE laundry tent was warm. Not a lot of cross breeze with only the front open, so Maddie untied the backside and rolled it up. She fastened the gray canvas flap to a pole with the loose bindings. A gust of wind sang across her hot skin. It was an unseasonably warm day, and the breeze was a blessed relief. She closed her eyes for a moment to enjoy the cooling sensation.
 
   Piles of clothes were stacked on wooden folding tables. Marlena had brought them in from the line they’d strung up in the back. Maddie could see the thick, white cable through the opening, clothespins dangling and dancing on the tight cord. She inhaled the fresh fragrance of the washed costumes, towels, and other garments, amazed at how vivid the clean smell of Oxydol lit up her senses. It reminded her of home. She smiled, remembering how her mother couldn’t wait to open the laundry detergent box to get at her new glass dish. She’d been particularly keen on completing a green set when Maddie had left. Had she managed to find the missing pieces? Or was the missing glassware just another disappointment in a long list of disappointments Lucille Granger would have to live with?
 
   Not Maddie though. Disappointment would not be a part of her life. Not anymore. Not with Adam and Cage by her side. For the first time, she had the world on a string as Sinatra said. And she’d be damned if she’d let anyone mess with her rainbow.
 
   A black leotard crowned the top of the pile. Maddie picked it up and held it to her nose. She could just catch Adam’s scent, an earthy pleasant musk, just under the soap smell. Wow. Quick healing wasn’t the only ability she’d gained in their mating. It seemed she’d also developed a keen nose and was now able to identify subtle odors. What else had change? They’d already told her she’d live longer, stay younger longer... Did there need to be more?
 
   A happy sigh turned into humming as she folded clothes and packed them away in labeled boxes. She giggled a few times when she caught scent-filled glimpses of some of the other performers. Luckily, nothing too intimate or compromising. Instead, she experienced their acts from their perspectives. A gift of freedom to move her body in ways she’d never imagined. Even Alice’s tightrope act. God! Laundry had never been so exhilarating! Maddie decided she would ask Cage and Adam to teach her how to do some of the routines she’d enacted second hand. She’d probably never be good enough to join the other performers, but man, it would be a total gas to try.
 
   When she’d almost finished with the costumes, she saw a shiny emerald dress. She leaned over and picked it up, running her fingers over the slick polyester. A sudden sickness took hold as the tables, the boxes, and the day-lit tent faded into darkness.
 
    
 
   THE music ends, but he has caught my eye, and I can’t stop swaying. I want to please him, to make him love me. I think he does, but how can I be certain? It is impossible with a man like him. He keeps his counsel close and his emotions closer. He wants to let me in. I can see it. More than anyone in the world, I know he wants to let me in. All anyone sees is his cruelty, but with me he is tender. Gentle. His patience has nearly undone me, and tonight, I will be his. And he, in turn, will be mine. My king.
 
   He walks across the room to me. His hand is large, nearly twice the size of mine, and I tremble as I reach for him. He has kept our love a secret, but soon the pride will know. They will know I am truly meant for him. Born for him.
 
   “You’re beautiful, Adelaide. My Adelaide,” he says as he scoops me into his arms. “Do you claim me?”
 
   “Yes,” I tell him. “Yes.”
 
   In that second, his expression changes. I see brutality in his eyes, but in the next moment it is gone. An apparition. Something I imagined. He slips my dress over my head, and the night air chills my naked skin.
 
   He will never hit me, because I will give him all of me. I will hold nothing back from him.
 
   I watch as the large muscles in his arms flex as he unbuttons his shirt and lets it fall to the floor.
 
   He will never call me horrible names, because I will never do anything to deserve them.
 
   “My mate,” he says, crawling on top of me, his weight almost suffocating.
 
   He will never...
 
    
 
   MADDIE came out of the vision gasping for breath. She could still feel the heaviness of the man pressing into her flesh. The scene with Adelaide and her mate had been erotic and terrifying all at the same time. She could feel Adelaide’s need, but there had been an underlying fear that hadn’t been conditioned out of the young girl.
 
   Maddie pressed her hands to her mouth to suppress the urge to scream with horror. The man. Her mate. Oh, God. It was too awful for Maddie to even think about it. Some things were better left buried, and this memory fell in that category. But how would she tell Adam and Cage? Should she? After all, Adelaide was gone now and most likely not coming back. Revealing her secret would only hurt the men she loved. No. They needed to know, and she wouldn’t start their life together by keeping secrets. This knowledge would be a hard truth to overcome, but together, they could get through anything.
 
   She leaned back on the table, praying the work would take some of her care, wishing she was still seeing trapeze and high-wire acts instead of... She shuddered and pushed the memory back again.
 
   A sharp point pressed into her throat as a strong arm gripped her from behind.
 
   Maddie tried to yell, but a hand clamped her mouth. Then she heard Adelaide’s quiet snarl.
 
   “Here’s what’s going to happen,” she said. “You’re coming with me quietly, or you’re coming along unconscious. If I have to carry you out, I will. You scream, though, or try to fight me, I’m going to slit your throat, and no matter what my brother has told you, you won’t come back from dead.” She waited a moment for her words to sink in then moved her hand from Maddie’s mouth.
 
   “Why are you doing this?”
 
   “I’m going to trade you for Zaria.”
 
   She yanked Maddie’s hands behind her back and tied her wrists with some kind of rope. After, Adelaide shoved a rag into her mouth and secured it with a handkerchief she knotted behind her head. “I really don’t want to hurt you again, Maddie.” She tightened her bindings. “But I will.”
 
    
 
   CAGE finished strapping down the final crate on the back of the second trailer. They’d broken down all the structures and soon they’d have everything loaded up. He had a lightness in his body, a transformation he didn’t recognize, and he would give anything not to lose it. Maddie had done that for him. He glanced at Adam hoisting poles on to the third trailer. For them. She been in their world less than ten days, but until the first time she’d walked into the big top, they’d never really lived.
 
   He looked around, hoping to catch a glimpse of Maddie coming back from the laundry. Their mating had been a beast all its own, and Cage hadn’t realized how hard it would be to not have her next to him, to be touching her all the time. He lightly rubbed his fingertips together and recalled with perfect clarity the silkiness of her skin. Heat grew in his belly as he thought about holding her, being inside her. He had never believed in miracles, not the fairytale kind, but Maddie’s love had fixed the unfixable.
 
   The pair bonding between Adam and him had saved his life. The link had leashed his angrier impulses, keeping his tenuous control in check. But the impulses were always there. Sometimes the fight was day to day, and sometimes minute to minute, but the truth was, his rage never went away. The abuse he survived made it impossible to be truly happy. Or so he’d thought.
 
   “Heads up,” Adam said, and Cage easily caught a bundle of rope flying toward him. He tucked it under a tarp. His brother smiled. “We’re about done here. Let’s go get our girl,” he said.
 
   Cage shook his head, not bothering to fight the grin on his face. “It’s like you’re psychic.”
 
   Adam laughed as they turned in unison toward the laundry. “It doesn’t take a psychic to know you hate being away from her as much as I do.”
 
   “I feel so strange, brother.” Cage wasn’t good with words, but with Adam he didn’t have to be.
 
   Adam gripped his shoulder. “We have been made and unmade and made again. We were caterpillars before, and we’ll both feel strange until we get used to our new wings.”
 
   Cage gave him a sharp look, unable to keep the incredulity out of his expression. “We’re butterflies now?” He snorted at the comparison.
 
   Adam shrugged. “You’re more like a moth, I think. Unable to fly a straight line and leaving a mess in your wake.”
 
   Cage lunged sideways and got his brother in a headlock. He knuckled the top of his head. “A moth, huh?”
 
   Adam lifted him from the ground, and Cage twisted until he was behind him. Each move either of them made was easily countered by the other, and they laughed as they played like two carefree boys on their way home.
 
   They neared the laundry tent, and Cage stumbled when Adam abruptly halted. A waft of air carried an all too familiar scent. Adelaide.
 
   Adam’s hand on his chest stopped him from charging forward.
 
   “Wait,” he said, the word barely a whispered hiss.
 
   “I know you’re both out there,” Adelaide said, and though they couldn’t see her, Cage could hear the fear in her voice. “You might as well come in. As a matter of fact, I insist. So does Maddie.”
 
   Adam’s jaw flexed, and Cage felt his muscles bunching with tension. A rising terror tore at him from the inside, and his lion tried to claw its way to the surface. He clenched his fingers, tightly curling them into fists. He had to keep it together, if not for his own sake, then for Maddie’s. In the past, he’d always let his animal take over when he was scared or angry, but this time it wasn’t about his own survival. He tamped the beast back, feeling its snarl of discontent.
 
   Together, he and Adam rounded the entrance to the laundry. Adelaide stood with Maddie in front of her. Maddie’s eyes were wide as Adelaide held a knife to her neck. She’d gagged Maddie, and to their mate’s credit, Maddie hadn’t even made a whimper. Cage had worked so carefully to maintain his control that a deep growling roar from Adam startled him.
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   “LET her go,” Adam said. He took a menacing step forward, feeling no satisfaction when Adelaide winced. He could smell her fear, a heavy and sour scent. Even so, she didn’t release Madeline.
 
   “Bring me Zar and Madeline’s car. When we are outside of town, and I’m certain no one has followed, I will release her.”
 
   “No,” Cage said. He shook his head. “You already tried to kill Maddie once. There’s no way I’m letting you leave with her.”
 
   “Then it ends here,” Adelaide said.
 
   The sharp tang of blood, a pungent odor, drew Adam’s attention. A line of dark, red oozed down the side of Madeline’s neck. In his life, he’d never hated anyone as much as he hated his own sister in that moment. “Don’t hurt her.”
 
   “You don’t get to tell me what to do, Adam.” Adelaide’s hand, the one holding the knife, trembled. If Adam didn’t calm down—calm his sister down—she was going to do real damage to his mate.
 
   In all of this, Madeline held perfectly still. She looked scared, but not panicked. Once again, she was in danger because Adam failed to protect her. Why had he believed Adelaide would go on the run without Zaria? It had been some pie in the sky twisted hope that if she disappeared so would the problem of punishing her. Now she was forcing his hand.
 
   To emphasize her position of power, Adelaide yanked Madeline’s head back. “Don’t make me ask again, Adam. I’m telling you I won’t hurt your mate. All I want is Zaria. But if you turn this into a standoff, Madeline will be the first to die.”
 
   Adam held his hand out. “Okay. Okay. Just take the gag out of her mouth. I just want to hear from Madeline.”
 
   Cage had been quiet, moving almost imperceptivity closer to Adelaide while she was distracted by Adam.
 
   “Don’t come any closer, Cage,” Adelaide said without even glancing in his direction.
 
   Damn it! Fresh fury shot through him. She’d paralyzed them both with her threats, and her ability to make good on them. “Why, Adelaide? Why do this? Madeline isn’t a threat to you. You would have always had a place with me. I don’t understand. Help me to understand.”
 
   “I won’t talk to you about this, Adam. I won’t.”
 
   “I rescued you, Adelaide.” He held out his hands, hoping that somehow she would come to her senses. “I saved you.”
 
   The blonde lioness snorted her derision. “You saved me? YOU saved me?” Her grip on Maddie tightened. “You ruined me, Adam. You took everything away from me. My home, my pride, and my mate. I was a queen, brother. And you took it all away with one misguided power play.”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   Adelaide’s eyes widened, wild and angry. “I. Was. Queen,” she said.
 
   The blood drained from Adam’s face, leaving him cold. “You can’t mean...”
 
   “Zaria would have been queen, too. She still could have been if you hadn’t fallen for another human.” She almost spat the words. “She could have been your queen.”
 
   “She’s my niece. She’s kin. It would have been impossible...”
 
   “What’s blood between mates?” Tears streaked Adelaide’s face.
 
   A dawning awoke in Adam, and an awareness he’d never suspected. Pity took hold of him for his sister. He’d always felt he’d failed her, but now he knew the entirety of his failure. His father had damaged Adelaide in unspeakable ways. He’d claimed her, making a revolting spectacle of their kind’s true mating. Perverting it to suit his gruesome desires. Zaria had been the result. Adam’s gut churned. He glanced at Cage, and he could see his co-ruler was having the same cavalcade of thoughts going through his mind.
 
   “You were a child, Adelaide.”
 
   “He was there for me when you weren’t. You left me behind, Adam. You left me to my fate. He was my fate. He made me a woman.”
 
   “He manipulated you. He made you his victim.”
 
   “He made me his queen.”
 
   He stared at Adelaide, unable to recognize her anymore. Had he ever really known her? Maybe when she was seven, but certainly not now. The past decade had been an elaborate charade. “Did you really think I’d take Zar as my mate?”
 
   “You are your father’s son,” she said.
 
   The sick feeling punched through Adam again.
 
   “You are not your father, brother,” Cage said, breaking his silent vigil. “You’re nothing like him.”
 
   Adam had slaughtered his father to get to Adelaide. He’d also killed others in the pride. He’d been swift, brutal. Could he really boast that he was much different? Yes, he thought. In this way, they were very different. His father was an abusive bastard who’d exiled his only son, killed his first two mates, and stole his own daughter’s life. Adam could be cold, maybe even ruthless, but always in defense of the people he loved. Adelaide had been one of those people.
 
   “Go get Zaria now,” she said, punctuating her words by raising the knife to the soft part under Madeline’s chin. “Or I swear you’ll find out what it’s like to lose a mate.”
 
    
 
   MADDIE watched the exchange between brother and sister, aching for Adam as he found out about Adelaide, his father, and Zaria.
 
   “I’ll go,” Adam said. “Just don’t do anything to hurt, Madeline.”
 
   “Both of you go,” Adelaide said. “Cage can get the car, and you can bring my daughter to me.”
 
   “No,” Cage said. “I won’t leave Maddie alone with you.”
 
   “You will if you value her life.”
 
   Maddie tried not to cry out against the gag when the point pierced her again. Instead, she put all of her effort into meeting Cage’s gaze. She blinked and gave a slight nod to him. She wanted him to go, to do what Adelaide asked. The blonde had been less guarded when the two brothers hadn’t been around. Once she’d tied Maddie’s hands and put in the gag, she’d been hands-off until they’d arrived.
 
   Cage narrowed his eyes then nodded.
 
   Adam nodded as well.
 
   “I swear to God, Adelaide, if you hurt her, we will make you pay in ways you haven’t even dreamed of,” Cage said.
 
   His threat had Adelaide snarling. “Get my daughter. Now.”
 
   Adam and Cage both looked at Maddie, and she saw the reassurance in their gazes. She knew they would do everything possible to save her.
 
   But she knew Adelaide could not be saved.
 
   The ache of her mates’ departure rivaled the ache of sympathy she harbored for Adelaide. Maddie had seen the claiming between father and daughter in her vision, but still, hearing it confirmed with Adelaide’s own sick words was almost more than she could take. She wanted to hate Adelaide, but instead, she felt sorry for her. She’d seen the young girl of fourteen being led away from her dead mother, so Maddie had recognized Adelaide’s father during the mating ritual vision. The man had beaten his mate to death, and he’d made his daughter her replacement.
 
   Her neck stung where the tip of the blade bit in, but to Maddie’s surprise, she didn’t feel jumpy. A little scared, yes, but when Cage and Adam walked in, a sense of calm had poured through her. Their presence gave her strength and courage. Besides, she’d worried that if she freaked out, Adelaide would do something stupid—even more stupid than hold her hostage—and all hell would break loose. She swallowed hard. The gag in her mouth absorbed her saliva and made her throat dry. She’d carefully worked the ropes binding her hands, and she could feel them loosening some, but she’d never free herself with Adelaide’s arm wrapped around her chest. Her palms burned with the effort of slow tugging and twisting. She bunched the loose shift of Adelaide’s dress in her hands. The cool cotton fabric gave her something to concentrate on rather than the blade against her skin.
 
   A tingle began to build, and she cursed inwardly as a new vision took hold at the worst possible moment, and the day faded into night.
 
    
 
   I DON’T have Cage and Adam’s night vision. While my abilities give me the gift of sight, it doesn’t extend to actual eyesight. The note from Adelaide said to come on my own. She has asked me to meet her at a quiet place away from the trailers where we won’t be overheard. She says it is a matter of life or death. I am uncertain if Adelaide is really in trouble, but the vision, the one where she tells Zaria she will be queen, has disturbed me enough to agree to meet with her. Shifters have excellent hearing, and I don’t want our conversation broadcast, so, I agree, but I am apprehensive.
 
   Marlena and Darren’s shouts cut through the stillness of the evening when I pass by their trailer. Warmth creeps into my cheeks in a slow flush. They aren’t fighting. When I get to the parking lot, Adelaide is waiting for me at the edge. She beckons me closer.
 
   “Thank you for coming,” she says.
 
   I want to talk to her about Zaria, but first, I need to find out what has frightened her. “Tell me what’s wrong. Has someone threatened you?”
 
   “Not yet,” Adelaide says. She wrings her hands, her anxiety palpable.
 
   “I want to help you, but I can’t if you won’t share your worry.”
 
   “I’m scared.”
 
   “Why, Adelaide?” While I’m not empathic, I can tell her fear is genuine. “Why are you so afraid?”
 
   “I’m afraid what Adam will do if you tell him what you’ve seen.”
 
   Now, I am confused. “What do you think Adam will do? He’d never hurt you, Adelaide. You’re his sister. He loves you very much.” I can see she is carrying a weight, a burden she can barely manage. “You should tell Adam yourself.” Adam will know how to take care of her.
 
   “No,” she says. She grabs my arms and shakes me hard enough to rattle my teeth. “No. Adam can never know. Never. He wouldn’t understand!”
 
   “You’re hurting me.” I try to pull away, but Adelaide is strong. Shifter strong. “Let go of me.”
 
   “Please, Clary. You have to promise me. Promise me you won’t tell Adam about Zaria.”
 
   The rise in her panic is causing her to speak faster, and she continues to shake me to make her point.
 
   “If he knew he’d kill me. Maybe kill Zar. You can’t want that, Clary. You can’t.”
 
   “Adam would never hurt you or Zaria,” I say. I throw all my weight sideways to get out of her grip, and it works. My body pitches to the right, and I stumble over a large rock that sends me tumbling into a ditch. In the darkness, I hadn’t known it was there, but lying at the bottom, I can see Adelaide’s silhouette against the night sky.
 
   “Help me,” I tell her. My head hurts, and I can’t sit up. Rocks and gravel bite into my skin. I feel sick to my stomach. “Help me,” I say again. A numbness creeps in, and my head hurts less.
 
   Adelaide jumps down to me and kneels. “Clary?”
 
   “Help me, Adelaide.”
 
   It is getting darker. The vision in my right eye has nearly gone black.
 
   “I didn’t plan to hurt you, Clary.” She makes no move to leave. “I’ll stay with you. I’ll stay with you like I stayed with Mamma. I won’t let you die alone.”
 
   I feel her take my hand and give it a gentle squeeze. My last thoughts, as her other hand closes over my mouth and nose are of my men, my loves... my lion kings. At last I understand. In one last effort, I reach out with my mind and latch on to the girl who I’d connected with earlier in the day. The one I’d watched make love to Cage and Adam, the one I’d seen carry their children, and grow old with them. It had been a vision like no other. Both real and dreamlike as it skipped through time. She is their true mate. But what had been her name again? Ah...yes, I think, as the world disappears… Madeline.
 
    
 
   MADDIE came out of the vision. Adelaide had placed her on one of the tables and had taken the gag off her. She pinned Maddie’s shoulders, making the strain on her arms and wrists almost unbearable.
 
   She couldn’t hold back the tears as Clary’s death flooded her thoughts. “You’re hurting me,” she told Adelaide.
 
   “Thank God,” was her unexpected response. She let go of Maddie. “You’re my only leverage. I need you to keep it together.”
 
   “You didn’t have to kill her.”
 
   Adelaide froze in place. “What are you talking about?”
 
   The heat of grief stole Maddie’s breath for a moment. She regained her composure. “Clary didn’t know about you and your father. She didn’t know about Zaria. You killed her for nothing. Her death was for nothing.” But it hadn’t been for nothing. Without her death, Maddie wouldn’t have found her way to Cage and Adam. Clary’s last act had been to reach out to her. To draw her to the lion kings. Her last act had been one filled with love and compassion. She might not have been their true mate, but Clary Sage had loved them unselfishly.
 
   She turned her head away from Adelaide, unable to meet the blonde’s desolate stare, and saw the knife on the table above her shoulder.
 
   “You’re lying.” Adelaide’s hand closed over her throat, but her grip wasn’t hard enough to choke—more a warning. “You don’t know. You can’t know.”
 
   God, Maddie realized, she’d revealed too much. Adelaide would have no reason to keep her alive now that Maddie knew all her secrets. Carefully, she worked the rope around her wrists now pinned between her back and the hard table top. She ignored the pain and concentrated on distraction. “I know it wasn’t your fault,” she said, back peddling on her earlier accusation. “Clary fell into the ditch by accident. You didn’t mean—”
 
   “Shut up,” Adelaide hissed. “Just shut up. I need to think.” She let go of Maddie and started pacing.
 
   Maddie wiggled her fingers and her wrists with more vigor every time Adelaide looked away from her. She could almost pull out her right hand. She just needed a little more time to stretch the opening. She had to keep Adelaide distracted.
 
   “Clary didn’t hate you. She didn’t blame you in the end. She was just confused. She thought of you like her own sister.” Maddie would say whatever she thought Adelaide needed to hear. Because of her vision of Clary, she knew she was supposed to have a long and happy life with her kings. She would have their babies, and the idea of giving them children, focused her strength. When her right hand came free, she inwardly rejoiced.
 
   The element of surprise was her only advantage.
 
    
 
   CAGE and Adam moved far enough from the tent to keep Adelaide from detecting them. Neither of them had any intention of meeting her demands. Cage’s rage simmered with no productive outlet. He wished he could rip someone apart, starting with Adam’s sister.
 
   There was no fucking way in hell he or Adam would let Adelaide leave with Maddie or Zaria. The woman had lost her damned mind, and Cage didn’t trust her for a second. He would spare Zaria the pain of her mother’s betrayal if he could. Learning the truth had been awful and horrifying, but Zaria was an innocent regardless of her origins.
 
   “What now, brother?”
 
   Adam shoulder’s bunched with tension. “I want to fucking cut her heart out.” In the next moment, he sagged. “Why didn’t I see it before? How could I be so blind?”
 
   “I didn’t see it either.”
 
   “I’m the leader of this pride,” Adam said, in a way that made Cage flinch. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean...”
 
   Cage shook his head. “No. Don’t apologize. I’ve been broken for a long time, and you’ve had to shoulder most of the burden. Those days are over, brother. I am with you now. One-hundred-percent. But still, what’s happened with Adelaide, it isn’t your fault. No more than the sun setting in the west is your fault. You can lead, but you can’t control. Besides, we don’t have time for recriminations. We need to rescue our girl.”
 
   Adam nodded, his expression forlorn. “You’re right. Absolutely.” He reached out and grasped Cage’s arm. “Thank you, brother,” he said. “You’re the only thing keeping me from losing it right now. Thank you for being strong enough for the both of us.”
 
   They both froze when they heard voices coming from the tent. Adelaide must have taken off Maddie’s gag, and they were having a heated conversation. Cage wished there was some grass nearby he could rub on his skin to mask his scent, just enough camouflage to get him closer without being detected.
 
   “We have to get in there. I don’t know why she’s taken the gag off Maddie, but it won’t be for a good reason.” Cage fell to his knees and began to rub his hands on the dusty ground. He smeared the dry dirt over his skin. Adam immediately dropped down next to him and did the same.
 
   When they’d covered every surface they could reach, Cage and Adam looked each other over.
 
   “Good enough,” Adam said. “I think it will mask us, at least until we’re on her. I’ll approach to the back. You go in from the front. Let’s stay out of sight though until one of us has a chance to take her down when she’s not in reach of Madeline.”
 
   Cage nodded his approval. “It’s a plan.” He prayed it would work.
 
    
 
   ADELAIDE paced, wringing her hands, much like she had in the vision with Clary. Madeline bided her time, waiting for an opening to escape. She didn’t think she could out run Adelaide, after all, the woman was a lion shifter, but it wouldn’t stop her from trying. She couldn’t let Zaria go with her mother. Adelaide’s dreams for Zaria would destroy the little girl, and while Maddie didn’t want to die, she’d fight to keep Zaria from having to live that pain.
 
   The knife next to her head was a tempting grab, but she hated the idea of using it. She didn’t want to hurt Adelaide, but she wouldn’t let the woman hurt anyone else, especially her mates. She knew there was no way Cage and Adam were going to get her car or Zaria. They would come for her.
 
   A renewed determination set in, and Maddie decided to take the knife. She waited until Adelaide walked to the end of the table farthest from her head.
 
   “What is taking them so long,?” Adelaide’s frustration was apparent as she stared at the front of the tent.
 
   Maddie made her move. She rolled to one side to free her hand from behind her back, and preternaturally fast, she snatched the knife. The speed with which she moved startled her, causing her to slow for a moment. She was armed now, but Adelaide was already shifting, growing larger and more terrifying. Maddie jumped to her feet and held the blade out. She didn’t stand a chance against this lioness. Adelaide would tear her apart, but she couldn’t run away from the challenge.
 
   Inside Maddie, recklessness took over, a wildness born in desperation and determination.
 
   Adelaide stalked closer. A fine golden fur, satiny in its sheen, covered her skin. When she spoke, her voice was rough and gravelly. “This will not end well for you.”
 
   Maddie flexed her arms. She swallowed hard as she found herself staring at Adelaide’s thick, sharp claws. Claws that could easily tear her to shreds. The mating may have enhanced Maddie, but she was still human—not a shifter.
 
   Just then, Adam roared in from the backside of the tent, and Cage came in the front a split second after. Adelaide was startled, but her attention immediately went back to Maddie.
 
   “I will kill you,” she screamed, her body twisting as she lunged toward the top of the table. Fur broke through her skin as her nails turned to sharp claws. When she made her grab, Maddie dropped to her knees and thrust the knife under Adelaide’s ribs and shoved upward, praying she pierced the lioness’s heart. Adelaide screamed, the sound hauntingly animalistic. Maddie ignored the slashes across her arms as she held the blade in place with both hands until Adelaide slumped over.
 
   Cage and Adam were there in the next second, dragging Adelaide back from Maddie. It took a moment for them to realize that Adelaide wasn’t fighting them. The fur receded from her skin, and her chest was covered in blood. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I...”
 
   Before she could say another word, Cage snapped her neck.
 
   It was a merciful death.
 
   Adam shuddered as Cage took the only action they could—one that would protect not only Zaria, but also the pride.
 
   Maddie stared down at her shaking hands. She held the knife so tight it danced like it had a life of its own. She’d reacted quickly, without forethought. “I didn’t mean...” She dropped the blade. “I didn’t want...” She had such a rush of strength when Adelaide came at her, and her survival instinct had kept her focused on taking her down.
 
   Adam and Cage were now beside Maddie, their hands roaming her body checking for deeper wounds.
 
   “Thank God,” Adam said in a ragged whisper. “Oh, thank God you’re safe.”
 
   “Love you, Maddie,” Cage muttered. They were practically smothering her, but it kept Adelaide’s body out of her eyesight.
 
   How would they explain this to the pride? To Zaria? The truth would do more harm than good. She took a deep breath. “I’m sorry, Adam. She was your sister, and I know it hurts.”
 
   “Not as much as losing you,” he said, smoothing her hair. “Never as much.”
 
   She stared into his handsome, yet dirty, face and gazed into his midnight eyes. “You know this isn’t your fault, right?” She felt he needed to hear the words so they would be real to him. She turned to Cage next. “We are the lucky ones. We’re together now, and that’s all that matters.”
 
   Carl raced in, the dwarf halting abruptly as he took in the scene. Maddie imagined it must have looked pretty bad. She was bloody with maul marks on her arms. Adelaide dead. “Jesus,” he said. “I heard the scream.” He took in a deep breath. “We gotta get rid of her.”
 
   “Adam, we’ll have to tell Zaria that her mother’s dead,” said Maddie.
 
   “Yes,” said Adam, “but she will never know the truth. We will raise her in the pride, and hope that our love and guidance will be enough to overcome her grief.”
 
   Cage and Adam wrapped Adelaide’s body in a tarp. With Carl’s help, they cleaned what they could of the blood while Maddie retrieved the station wagon. They took Adelaide down a gravel road with dense woods on both sides. When they were far enough out, they dug a hole, poured gasoline over her body, burned her, and buried what was left. Fire was the only way to guarantee coyotes wouldn’t dig her back up. There was no ceremony, no kind words or prayers, though Maddie said a prayer for Zaria. They washed up in a gas station bathroom, and headed back to finish the final packing of the carnival.
 
   Carl had finished taking care of the blood and mess in the laundry tent, and was waiting when they pulled back into the parking lot. He narrowed his gaze at the three of them. “You okay?”
 
   “Nope,” Cage said.
 
   Maddie and Adam shook their heads. It would take a while for them to get over the necessity of Adelaide’s death and the revelations of the day.
 
   Carl nodded. “We’re ready to go when you guys are.”
 
   “We’re ready,” Maddie said. “So ready.”
 
   A crooked smile played on Carl’s lips. He walked over to Maddie and bowed. So much for Marlena’s prediction about no curtsies or bows. He tilted his head up to meet her gaze. “As you say, my queen.”
 
   She blushed as a spark of pleasure embarrassed her. “I don’t know what to say.”
 
   “You have but to command,” the dwarf said.
 
   “Get us lined up, Carl,” Adam said.
 
   Carl turned on his heal and headed toward the lead truck and trailer.
 
   Maddie looked up at Adam. He wore the oddest expression on his face. “I shouldn’t be happy.”
 
   Adam stroked her cheek. “But you are.”
 
   “Yes, I am.”
 
   He smiled. “We have each other. That’s what matters.” His gaze took in both Maddie and Cage.
 
   Cage dipped his head and kissed her. “My queen.”
 
   Adam kissed her next, and she smiled. “My queen,” he echoed.
 
   The warmth of their love washed away the blood and the betrayal. They were strong together, and nothing could tear them apart. Not anymore.
 
   “My kings,” she said. She looped her arms in theirs, and together they moved forward.
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   TWO years later... Maddie sat on a crate inside the big top and laughed as Adam lifted Christopher over his head. The toddler’s russet-colored eyes sparkled as he held a full handstand. Eight months and four days after their mating, their beautiful son had arrived. The pregnancy had been difficult, but Alana’s skills as a nurse, and midwife it turned out, had made the process less scary. The boy shifted for the first time before his first birthday, a feat both Adam and Cage had been thoroughly impressed by. As far as they were concerned, Christopher was a genius, and Maddie couldn’t agree more.
 
   Zaria, now twelve, skipped over with Lucy, their six-month old daughter, on her hip. She had dark blue eyes and pale blond hair, and both Cage and Adam doted on her like the little princess she was born to be. Maddie smiled as the two girls danced around in a circle. They had officially adopted Zar, and she was the best big sister Christopher and Lucy could ask for.
 
   It had been almost three years since she’d seen her parents. How could she possibly explain to them about her life with the carnival, or how she’d chosen two men to take as husbands? She never regretted, not for a minute, her life with her kings. Still, she sent letters occasionally to her mom. Now that she was a mom, it wasn’t fair to make her own mother worry whether her only daughter was dead or alive. She wished she could tell her mom about the babies, and how her daughter was named for her. Maybe someday.
 
   Christopher jumped excitedly, flipping in the air, an amazing feat of agility in one so young, and Maddie burst with pride at the expression of approval on Adam’s face.
 
   She felt Cage behind her. He wrapped his arms around waist, now thick and round with their third child. “How are you feeling today, love?”
 
   Exhausted. Tired. Gassy. She smiled. “Happy. As always.”
 
   “You are beautiful,” he said.
 
   Her body warmed, her lower parts clenching, as he stroked the side of her belly. The side look Adam gave her, the half-grin and quick wink, had her immediately wishing they were alone. She’d made a mental note to ask Marlena if she was free to babysit.
 
   Cage kissed the side of her neck. “I better get in some practice, or Christopher will be replacing me in the act.”
 
   Maddie laughed again. Adam set down their son, and the boy leaped onto her lap. With enrapt attention, Maddie watched as Cage and Adam moved as one, their bodies in perfect unison. It always impressed her, even more than their strength, which seemed boundless. How had she gotten so lucky? They were responsible men, attentive fathers, and wonderful lovers.
 
   Again, her body reacted. They were, and would always be, her lion kings.
 
   The End
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   Introducing 
 
    
 
   Midnight Shift
 
    
 
   Benie Dilian hunts supernatural bad guys. Her ability to shift like a chameleon, to hide in plain sight, as well as her enhanced senses, makes her the ultimate killing machine. The only person in her life that she remotely trusts is her genius best friend—Ian Arent.
 
   After a dangerous supernatural tracker attacks Ian, turning the human into a werewolf, Benie must not only find out who is behind the attack that nearly killed her best friend, but also find a way to help Ian deal with his new reality. She enlists the help of telepathic werewolf Trace Calder, a werewolf who specializes in mediation with the “other worlders.”
 
   As Benie fights her intense attraction to both men, she knows she has more to worry about than losing her heart and soul. Soon, she finds out that the attack on Ian is only the beginning of a journey fraught with danger and dark truths—and a prophecy that promises Benie a destiny she never wanted.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter One
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   His mouth tasted of smoke, not from cigarettes, though she wouldn’t have minded, but this was more woodsy, natural and earthy, reminiscent of burned hickory. At the Millstone Bar, Benoica Dilian—who preferred Benie—had spotted the gorgeous creature right away. He’d been a bold brunette and beautifully built with his long torso, wide shoulders, and sculpted muscles. He’d known all the right things to say, and she knew in bed he would have all the right moves.
 
   She’d taken him to a quiet, out of the way motel. The kind that rented by the hour. The walls were beige with a few dark stains, the curtains a large flower print with one side held closed with safety pins, and the bedspread was a hot paisley mess. Benie wrinkled her nose at the mustiness, but places like these didn’t smell like potpourri. She cast a worried glance at the decor before promptly turning off all the lights.
 
   “I like it dark,” she told her pick-up. “It’s more mysterious and sexy, don’t you think?”
 
   He took her in his arms, and when his tongue swiped across her lips, the heat of his mouth made her knees tremble. “I want to see you,” he said. “Let me turn on the lights.”
 
   “No,” she whispered. “Don’t.”
 
   “But you’re so beautiful, and I’m so beautiful. It’s a shame to waste us in the dark.”
 
   Benie grabbed the front of his jeans and squeezed. “We seem to be doing okay.”
 
   “Yes, we sure are,” he agreed.
 
   If she was right about the man, he would make his move soon. She breathed in his scent, the aroma arousing her even more. Yeah. She was right about him. “God, you smell good. What are you wearing?”
 
   “It’s all natural, darling.”
 
   “Good genes?”
 
   “You have no idea.” He kissed her neck, his hot breath causing goose bumps to rise on her skin. “More talk or more action?”
 
   She ground her hips against him. “More action. Definitely.”
 
   He didn’t need additional urging as he lifted her shirt and cupped her breasts.
 
   When his deft tongue twirled her nipple, she almost forgot her purpose. Almost. “Shit, yeah,” she told him, reaching into her back pocket. “God, that feels so good.”
 
   He lifted his head, drawing himself up the length of her body. “Tell me you want to fuck me.”
 
   “I want to fuck you.” She mentally added: up.
 
   “How bad do you want it?”
 
   She wanted him to stop talking and get to gettin'. Make his move already before she decided she didn’t care about having proof. Then it happened. The bite. All the evidence she needed. “Son of a bitch!” Damn, it hurt. Reflexively, she bashed his face with her forearm and yanked a two-inch push dagger from her back pocket. She pressed it into the side of his neck, then reached over and flipped on the bedside lamp.
 
   The blond stared dumbstruck at her. “What the fuck are you?”
 
   She looked at her arms. Her skin had shifted to beige and flowers as she blended into the background where she wasn’t clothed. It had been why she’d turned the lights off in the first place. “You don’t get to judge me, asshole. I’m not the one eating women… and not in a fucking good way.” The man was an other worlder who fed on aroused women, and she’d felt his powers of seduction firsthand. Her bits still pulsed! But off-the-charts arousal wouldn’t stop her from doing her job. “You are guilty of murdering five women in the past two months, and who knows how many countless more during your existence.”
 
   He chuckled, but then winced when she pushed the tip of the blade into his neck.
 
   “Me biting you doesn’t prove a thing, sweetheart.” He smiled a dazzling smile and put his wrists up. “Go ahead and take me in. A warden tribunal will clear me.”
 
   The wardens were a group of OWs who policed themselves, albeit badly, as evidenced by this slimy bastard. They only took action if the perpetrator’s actions threatened to expose them to the human world. Benie shook her head, not liking that he thought she was an OW lackey. “I’m not a warden.” She sunk the blade into his neck and destroyed his main artery with a quick twist. “I’m an executioner.”
 
   She jerked out the dagger.
 
   His eyes widened with surprise as his fingers clawed at the spurting wound. The black ooze of his blood and the pungent, musky scent he released as he struggled to cling to life confirmed he was Leiol—a species mythology and fiction called incubi, but was actually only a hominoid evolution that survived on human flesh. The sex pheromones they excreted made their quests for food more like fishing than hunting. They dangled the bait and reeled the humans in when they jumped on the line.
 
   Knowing he fed on humans like catfish didn’t make killing him easier, but she had little regret. If she hadn’t taken his life, he would’ve continued preying on innocents. That was something Benie couldn’t allow.
 
   As incubus’s eyes turned milky, he let out a final, shuddering breath. Benie dropped him to the floor, and his body landed with a dull thud.
 
   She walked to the wall mirror positioned above an oak-colored laminated bureau. Her skin shifted again to fit her surroundings—the floor, the walls, even the television stand. As her heartbeat slowed, her skin returned to flesh tones and freckles, her hair changed back to auburn, and the bite mark flared an angry red around the broken skin where his teeth had penetrated.
 
   Benie had allowed the guy to attack her first. It was the first rule of hunting her parents had instilled as part of her training. Make sure your target isn’t human. Her fingers trailed underneath the bruised flesh. She’d heal. She always did.
 
   Her parents had never discussed how they’d come to adopt her, but she knew they’d saved her from a fate worse than being a slayer.
 
   Benie rubbed her face then straightened her clothes. She had bigger problems to worry about. Lately, her body’s camouflage mechanism had been faulty, and she found it harder and harder to control. Which made hunting more difficult. She’d been raised to hate the other worlders, OWs, the ones mythology called supernatural or paranormal or sometimes even gods. Who were, in fact, no more than branches of the same evolutionary tree as humans. Some lived for super long periods of time, centuries even, which lent to their appearance of immortality. But as a slayer, Benie had learned a long time ago that all monsters could be killed.
 
   She dialed a number into her phone, and when the call went straight to voicemail, she said, “Clean up. Lincoln Ave and Fourth Street. Domino Motel. Room six.” She didn’t know who would come, because she never stuck around long enough to find out. Another rule her parents had taught her. Cleaners liked their anonymity as much as hunters. However, she did know that the body and all evidence of the Leiol’s death would be taken care of efficiently. No muss. No fuss.
 
   She put her cell away then took a syringe from her purse and drew a sample of blood from the dead thing at her feet. Next, she used a hook that looked like a crotchet tool to jab up through his nose and into his brain. She pulled some of his gray matter out and put it in a small plastic specimen container with a flip-top cap. If she’d had time, she’d have sliced into the head, cracked the skull open and tried to retrieve an unbroken section, but she had someplace to be. Ian would have to make do with what she could quickly salvage.
 
   Her heart fluttered, and her skin shifted for an instant as she thought about Ian Arent. Ian had a double doctorate in chemical and molecular biology with an emphasis in molecular genetics—in other words, he was a freaking genius. For the last two years, his main experiments had all centered on Benie. But the last two months, he’d centered all of his focus on figuring out why she kept glitching. He’d even made her an appointment with a shrink. She looked at her watch. The doc had said he’d see her tonight, but she had gotten a last minute tip on the incubus and hadn’t given the appointment another thought… until now. If she hurried she could make it.
 
   Benie’s new lack of control meant she could barely go out into public anymore, since any heightened emotion triggered her chameleon condition. According to Ian, the psychiatrist was a professor at the university, and he specialized in behavioral psychology.
 
   She seriously doubted he could help with her problems, but she wouldn’t break her word to Ian. Even if lately she’d felt more like his lab rat than his best friend—what with all the pokes, prods, skin samples, blood samples, and hair samples. She worried Ian might stop thinking of her as a person—maybe want her brains on a slide. While the OWs hadn’t been able to take Benie out over the years, losing Ian as a friend would end her like no other battle.
 
   She’d grown up with him in a small town down in southern Missouri. He was younger by two years, but more intelligent by a millennium. Now that her parents were dead, he was the one and only person on earth she trusted completely. It’s why she’d agreed to let him be her own personal Dr. Frankenstein. Unfortunately, Ian’s work had become an ugly necessity. He had been offered several great jobs after he got his doctorate, but he decided to take a teaching job at the local university so he could focus on research—in other words, her.
 
   Her abilities made it possible to get the upper hand on the baddies when stealth was required. Her father had called her abnormality a gift—fate intervening and evening the odds against the other worlders. She thought it was more like a curse—fate’s way of screwing her out of a normal life.
 
   Bitterly, Benie left to go be head-shrunk.
 
   ***
 
   Ian Arent, Ph.D. put his isolation-gown-covered elbows on the counter in his small lab. He’d designed the clean room soon after he had moved into the very large loft-turned-apartment he shared with Benie. Clean meaning that the room was set up for sterile work. The floor was ESD vinyl, and the walls and ceilings were made of thermoplastic sheeting. The air flow and air conditioner were filtered, and thanks to a privately funded grant, he had most of the equipment he needed for his study: a gel electrophoresis chamber, DNA analyzer, a freezer that dropped to -80 degrees, several computers, and many more “bells and whistles,” as Benie called them.
 
   He smiled at the thought of her, and then frowned. She had changed recently and not in her normal way. Ian had always been attracted to Benie, but lately the draw had become intense. There were moments when he’d had to fight the overwhelming urge to confess his growing desires. He didn’t have time for nonsense. Benie had fought a Jekyll a few weeks before, and now there were major changes in her blood cells and in her perspiration’s chemical makeup.
 
   The Jekyll, an OW who appeared to be a mild mannered, even timid, human but turned into a violent and raging monster when strong emotions were triggered, had killed three men outside a library in the Meadow district. After dealing with creature, Benie had ended up with a broken wrist and deep scratches across her back and upper arms—the Jekyll, of course, ended up dead. Ian had seen her in much worse shape after a hunt, but this time had been different, and the changes in her body chemistry supported his concern.
 
   A sharp pang of regret lanced Ian as he thought of Benie. He’d always loved her, more than he’d ever let on during their years together. She didn’t do relationships, and Ian refused to be another disposable lover. He knew Benie loved him back, even if it wasn’t in the way he wanted. He was the most important person in her world since her parents died—he knew this fact with absolute certainty—and he already risked so much with his new research.
 
   If Benie discovered his current experiment, she might never forgive him. But if he wanted to find out what was going on with her mutating genetics, the tests were the only way he could do it swiftly with any conclusive result.
 
   His study would’ve been much easier if Benie was more open-minded about the OWs. She had a lot of prejudices—some of them not unfounded—but when it came to other world stuff, she was determined to see them as evil—even if she was one herself.
 
   Not that he’d say that to her. Ever.
 
   He made that mistake once when they were young, and she didn’t talk to him for over a month. It had been pure torture being away from her, but nothing like when the authority had put her away after her parents’ suspicious death. They’d blamed Benie. She could have ended up in prison, but her lawyer had convinced her to plea mental incapacity with special circumstances. The jury took one look at the ashen training equipment that had been found in the Dilian’s basement, and didn’t need any more convincing that Benie had been tortured by them. It had landed her in a locked floor at the mental hospital for four years, until she’d turned eighteen.
 
   He wished her adoptive parents hadn’t raised her to hate and be suspicious of all other worlders. She’d grown up with humans and identified as human, but her abilities and her DNA made it impossible to deny that she was definitely something else. Every new blood sample and slide she gave him, he hoped he would finally find the one that would open Pandora’s box, or in this case, Benie’s family tree. So far, there hadn’t been even a close match—a testament to her uniqueness in this world.
 
   Ian walked to bio-fridge and pulled a vial of clear, yellow liquid out. He rolled the glass cylinder between his palms to warm the serum. Next, he drew it into a syringe. He undid the front of his jeans, pushed the back down to expose his hip, wiped the area with an alcohol wipe and injected the large muscle. He winced. The thick concoction burned when it went into his body. He withdrew the needle and sighed.
 
   No. He couldn’t see any situation where Benie would be okay with this particular human trial.
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