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  Chapter One


  


  The pain was mind shattering. It felt as if his entire body was on fire from the silver blade that had sliced into him over and over again. They knew what he was and had come prepared to inflict pain and death in the most excruciating way they could.


  Joseph Shoewater had no idea how much time had passed since he had been captured, but he was well aware of the slices they had made up and down his body. Weak from blood loss and pain, he could only endure and pray for it to end soon. He didn’t expect to be rescued since he wasn’t supposed to have been there in the first place. They had all known when they accepted the appointments to the special team that they would work off the record in their new positions.


  Even though he knew struggling was useless, he couldn’t help but pull against the chains that held him captive as they got busy over his body once more. White-hot fire tore into his flesh and…


  Joseph came awake with the taste of fear and anger bitter in his mouth. The dream seemed so real. He could almost smell his blood there in the room with him. The pounding of his heart matched the pounding in his head from the reoccurring nightmare he couldn’t seem to escape. It had been nearly ten years since he’d come back from that mission a changed man. Now he spent most of his time as his beast, living day to day as far away from humans as possible. Or he had been until his brothers had called him home.


  There was no way he would get back to sleep again now. He climbed out of bed and stretched the kinks out of his muscles before deciding to take a quick shower. His brothers would be up soon anyway, and they could get whatever was going on out in the open so he could leave. When Levi, his oldest brother, located him and called him back home, Joseph thought about what was wrong for them to have wanted him back. They had gotten in late the night before, and it was decided that they would talk the next day after everyone had gotten a good night’s sleep. Right. Like that was going to happen.


  The pulsing spray of the shower did little to relax him, but it did wash away some of the months of living in the wilds of Montana. As soon as he was finished washing, Joseph shut off the water and stepped out of the shower to dry off. He didn’t bother wiping off the mirror so he could see. He’d shaved in the shower and already knew what he looked like without the benefit of glass to reflect the features of his ruined body back at him.


  No matter what scenario he came up with for why they needed him home, nothing seemed important enough. As shifters, they didn’t get sick and they healed most injuries without much difficulty. Nothing short of silver to the heart or decapitation could kill them. God knows he had proven that to be true.


  His family was descended from a long line of wolf shifters. They were blessed to live close to two hundred years of age. His parents and his seven brothers lived on Shoewater land outside the town of Wolf’s Pass, Montana. Until recently, everyone had lived in the family home where he now stood, but two years ago, his parents had built a house a couple of miles down the road and moved out. They said it was time for them to retire and leave running the ranch to them.


  The door to the bathroom opened and Jessup walked in. His twin’s initial smile slid south when Joseph scowled back at him.


  “Morning. Did you sleep?” Jessup didn’t back away when Joseph stepped toward the door.


  “Sure. I’m going to start coffee.” Joseph pushed past his twin and stepped out of the bathroom.


  He stopped midstride when a strange scent caught his attention. Mate. And it was coming from his brother. He growled deep in his chest and turned back toward the bathroom. Jessup stared at him. A cautious expression filled his brother’s face. Joseph stared back at him for several long seconds, his jaw tightening. Drawing on all his strength, Joseph turned around and walked back to his room to drag on jeans and a shirt.


  The entire time it took him to dress his mind screamed, mate, mate! Now he knew why he had been called back. Jessup had found his mate. They wanted to know if she was Joseph’s mate as well. It didn’t matter. He wouldn’t subject a mate to his volatile existence. There was a reason he stayed away from everyone. He wasn’t safe to be around. They had broken something inside of him back all those years ago and nothing could make it right again.


  By the time Jessup made it to the kitchen, Joseph had the coffee made and was drinking his while staring out the French doors. They led out onto a patio and offered a view of the glorious mountains where he lived.


  “Coffee’s good.” His brother leaned back against the counter, watching him as he sipped the black liquid.


  Joseph grunted and turned back around to stare outside again.


  “Do you need any supplies while you’re in town?”


  “I’ll get them before I leave.”


  “I knew I smelled coffee.” Levi walked into the room.


  Joseph didn’t bother turning around. He could see his two brothers in the reflection of the glass. Levi, at just over six feet, was the shortest of his brothers, but he was the Alpha of the family. It didn’t matter that all of them had been born as alphas in the pack, his brother was the lead wolf and in line to rule when their fathers stepped down.


  He and Jessup were third in age but the tallest of the brothers. At six foot five only a handful of others in town could claim that height. It served them well when they had been growing up. Being the tallest around gave them advantages the others didn’t have. Now all of that seemed so petty and juvenile. Height and weight didn’t make a man or a wolf. It only added a slight advantage. Skill and experience were the true measures of a man.


  He and his brother shared the same dark eye color as well as their long black hair. Where his was past his shoulders, his twin kept his shoulder length. Since he spent so much time in his wolf form, Joseph didn’t see much reason to worry about his hair or appearance.


  Aaron walked in and stood next to Levi. He was between Levi and them in age. He and Levi constantly argued good naturedly between them, but were close. When Levi took over as Alpha, Aaron would be his Beta. He and the rest of his brothers were the enforcers of the pack.


  His two youngest brothers burst into the kitchen next. Kindle and Galen were barely eleven months apart in age. Kindle headed straight for the fridge and Galen began pulling out skillets to start breakfast. Joseph continued observing through the reflection of the window and wondered how long it would be before Levi got down to business. He wanted to get to town as early as possible to load up on supplies. He didn’t see any reason to waste a trip when he could refill his larder again.


  “Joseph. Did you hear me?” Levi asked.


  Joseph sighed and turned around to face the others. Everyone was there now except his parents. He had a feeling they weren’t going to get involved unless things went bad. And they could go bad.


  “No, sorry. What did you say?”


  “I asked if you wanted more coffee.”


  “Sure.” He walked over and let his brother refill his cup.


  Lee and Evan didn’t say anything when he carried his cup over to the table and took a seat across from them. They kept to themselves most of the time and seemed closer to each other than he and his twin were. There were times that he envied that about them. He missed the connection he and Jessup had once shared. Where once they knew each other’s thoughts and feelings as if they were their own, now he only got bits and pieces that only left him aching for the way things had once been. Something else they had broken when he’d been captured.


  Kindle and Galen passed plates filled with meat, eggs, and toast to everyone then joined them at the table. When Jessup sat next to him and Levi took the chair at the head of the table, Joseph felt the only measure of peace he ever felt anymore. Being this close to his family felt good, but it wouldn’t last. It never did.


  He listened as everyone talked about everything except for the reason they had brought him back. Updates on the ranch and gossip from the pack as well as tales from town filled the spaces while they ate their fill. Slowly the tension in the room built, smothering him in the process. His wolf whined inside of him. It didn’t understand the man’s anxiety at being among pack or his resistance to finding his mate. Now that he had a whiff of her, his wolf expected him to find her and take her.


  Lee and Evan cleared the table but returned before starting the dishes. Evidently it was time. Joseph sighed with relief. He would be on his way to town soon.


  “Jessup found his mate.” Levi looked down at him from his position at the head of the table.


  “Congratulations, brother. Have you claimed her yet?” Joseph asked.


  “No. I needed to know if she was your mate as well.”


  “Doesn’t matter if she is. I’m not fit for mating. Claim her and take good care of her.” Joseph started to get up.


  “Sit down, Joseph.” Levi stood up and crossed his arms against his chest.


  Joseph settled back in his chair. He looked into his oldest brother’s eyes and waited.


  “If you are also her mate, not claiming her could be dangerous for her. You’ve got to meet her and be sure. You don’t want to doom her to a life of feeling half-fulfilled. If you are her mate and you don’t claim her, she could very well become ill or be unable to conceive.”


  “That’s a fucking old wives’ tale. How many women never meet their mates and continue on despite that?”


  “Look at Sarah, brother,” Jessup finally spoke up. “Her mate died before they joined and she’s all but crazy from it. I don’t want Nessa to go through that.”


  Joseph looked in Jessup’s eyes. Worry and anger warred inside of his twin. Joseph couldn’t help but wonder which would win and what that meant for their fragile relationship. He knew Jessup hadn’t forgiven him for joining the Marines all those years ago. It had caused a rift between them and it looked like now it was going to endanger his brother’s mate as well.


  “Fuck! What in the hell do you want me to do? I’m not stable enough to care for a mate. What do you expect me to do?”


  “The only thing you can do. If she’s your mate, you help your brother claim her and then you leave them alone,” Levi said.


  


  * * * *


  


  Nessa Clemmons climbed out of her ragged Honda Civic and sighed. She was in for a long night ahead of her. The truck stop outside of Wolf’s Pass looked busy. She worked as a waitress in the diner side of the truck stop. It was supposed to be her night off, but one of the other waitresses had called in sick. As much as she needed the extra hours, she was tired and needed the sleep even more. Her back still ached from the beating she’d taken from her stepbrother several days before. It had made it nearly impossible to get a good day’s sleep.


  Pasting on a smile, she entered the employee’s entrance and grabbed her apron before clocking in to start the shift. Buster, the cook, noticed her and stopped her before she made it into the front.


  “Thanks, Nessa. I really appreciate it. Carol Ann has the flu bug and was throwing her toenails up.”


  “No problem. I need the extra hours. I better get out there and help Sandy. She looks overwhelmed.”


  He nodded and she pushed through the door to get started. Most of the patrons of the truck stop were actually truckers, but there were a few locals and what looked like a table of bikers in the back corner. Sandy caught sight of her and the relief that washed over her face made her smile. Besides, her stepbrother, Derrick, would probably show up at home drunk again, and she wouldn’t be able to escape another beating if he didn’t like what she fixed him to eat. Not that he actually needed a reason to beat her. He pretty much did what he wanted to regardless.


  Her mind drifted to Jessup, the man she’d met several weeks before when he’d come in after a long trip into Billings on business. He had stopped for coffee to help him make it the rest of the way home, and she had waited on him. They had hit it off right away, and she had agreed to go out with him on her next day off. It had been a magical night for her. Jessup had been a perfect gentleman, though he had kissed her. She wasn’t a virgin by any means, but she hadn’t been with many men. It had been obvious from the beginning that he was honorable and kind. She could still remember his scent. It was like a mountain forest full of pine trees.


  They’d spent several days just hanging out when she wasn’t at work. They’d gone to the movies once and had a picnic another time. She knew it was too soon, but something about him called to her. She felt as if she’d known him all her life already. She knew she was falling for him, and though it was fast, it felt like she already loved him.


  Shaking her head, Nessa concentrated on work. She didn’t want to think about the beating she’d received for getting home late the other night. No, she only wanted to think about Jessup and how much she liked him. He’d called her several times to talk, and they planned to see each other that weekend. Hopefully Carol Ann would be okay by tomorrow night. She didn’t want to miss out on being with him.


  Thankfully they remained busy all night and the shift passed quickly. By six the next morning, she was exhausted and ready for bed. She hung around the diner and had a light breakfast and coffee before going home in hopes that her stepbrother would already be up and gone to work. He worked a half a day on Saturdays and usually didn’t bother coming home after work before going out that night.


  Finally she couldn’t stand it another minute. She needed to get some sleep. The trip back to the trailer didn’t take long at all. When she pulled up her heart sank. Derrick was still there. Either he hadn’t managed to get up on time or he wasn’t going in at all. Nessa steeled herself for the confrontation she was sure would happen when she walked through the door.


  “Where in the fuck have you been?” Derrick’s shrill voice grated on her nerves.


  “I left a note. I took an extra shift. They called me in.” She eased through the door and started walking toward her bedroom.


  “I saw your damn note, but you get off at six and it’s almost eight now.”


  “I stayed to eat. I get a discount when I eat there. It’s cheaper to do that.”


  “Don’t give me that bullshit. You should have been here and gotten me up for my shift. I’m late now.”


  She kept walking in hopes he would storm out so he wouldn’t be any later. Instead, she found herself on the floor when he’d hit her in the back with his fist. She curled up, trying to protect her head, knowing what was coming.


  Chapter Two


  


  Jessup watched his brother out of the corner of his eye as they drove toward Nessa’s trailer. He knew it was asking a lot of Joseph to do this, but he couldn’t stand being without his mate much longer, and he wasn’t going to chance that Nessa wasn’t both of theirs. Once he claimed her, she would know that a piece of the mating was missing if Joseph was also supposed to be her mate.


  Being twins had always been great growing up. They had been close, sharing everything, including women, until Joseph had gone into the special ops unit made up of nothing but shifters. Then their connection had been all but severed so that he wouldn’t know where they were or if something happened to his brother. Despite the training they’d had to keep the link closed, he’d known when his brother had been captured and was being tortured.


  “Stop it.” Joseph’s deep, raspy voice broke into his thoughts. “You’re thinking about it. Stop it.”


  “Sorry.” He sighed and turned down the dirt road that led to the trailer park where Nessa lived.


  “She lives in this dump?” Joseph’s outrage was almost palpable.


  “Yeah. She lives with her stepbrother.”


  “You should have already claimed her, gotten her out of this place.”


  Jessup heard the barely contained growl in his brother’s voice. He was right though. He should have moved her out of this mess as soon as he sensed that she was his mate. But he knew she wouldn’t have come with him unless he had marked her and explained that they were mates. He couldn’t do that until he was sure about his brother.


  He pulled up in front of the trailer and cut the engine of the truck. He could feel Joseph’s wolf pacing. It stirred up his own wolf.


  “You need to calm down, brother. Don’t scare her.”


  “I didn’t want to do this in the first place.”


  “I know, but it has to be done. She might be your mate, too. I don’t want her to suffer.”


  “Let’s just get this the hell over.” Joseph opened his door and climbed out of the truck before slamming it behind him.


  Jessup shook his head and prayed for patience in dealing with his brother. He got out of the truck and led the way to the door. When he knocked, no one answered at first. He knocked again and finally he heard the creak of flooring as someone walked toward the door. When it opened only a little ways, he smiled at his mate.


  “Hey, honey. I came to pick you up for our date. I brought one of my brothers for you to meet, too.”


  “Hey, Jessup.” She opened the door a little more but only enough that he could see her pale oval face and a hint of her gorgeous honey-colored hair. “I didn’t have a way to call you to tell you that I couldn’t go tonight. I’m sorry.”


  “What’s wrong, Ness?” He could smell her distress, and her voice was hoarse.


  “I–I’ve been sick. I think I caught the flu from Carol Ann at work. I’m sorry.” She started to close the door when Joseph put his foot in the door.


  “Joseph?” Jessup put his hand on his brother’s shoulder. “What are you doing?”


  “Don’t you smell it? She’s in pain.” He looked at Jessup.


  “Nessa? Are you hurting, honey? What’s going on?” He looked at her, but she dropped her eyes.


  “I’m okay. I just don’t feel well. I’ve been throwing up. My stomach hurts.”


  “You’re lying. You don’t lie to your mate.” Joseph pushed on the door until she had to step back.


  Jessup could smell the lie as well. He didn’t stop his brother from pushing his way inside the ratty trailer. Instead he followed him. Joseph continued walking into the room as Nessa backed up with her hands in front of her.


  “Easy, Nessa. Joseph isn’t going to hurt you. Are you, Joe?” He watched how his brother’s nostrils were flaring as he drew in her scent.


  He knew the instant his twin’s wolf accepted her as his mate. Happiness warred with fear over the fact that she was Joseph’s mate as well. He hadn’t wanted to claim a mate without his brother by his side, but he also knew how delicate the situation was going to be. He had no intentions of letting Joseph help him claim her then walk away. There had to be a way to work it out between the three of them.


  “Jessup? Why is he looking at me like that? What does he mean by mate?” Nessa had backed all the way up against the far wall, and his brother was only an arm’s length away.


  “Honey, we need to talk. First, why don’t you tell me what’s really wrong?”


  “N–nothing. I told you. I’ve been sick.”


  Joseph was on her before Jessup could get between them. His brother had her caged in with his hands on the wall on either side of her even though his body wasn’t touching her. Long, wavy hair that nearly reached her waist looked limp and tangled. He’d never seen it like that before. Neither had he seen her sky-blue eyes, normally light and sparkling, look so dull and lifeless.


  “She’s lying. I smell blood on her and it’s not moon blood.”


  “How can you smell blood? What’s moon blood?” she asked, her eyes jumping back and forth between them.


  “Where are you bleeding, Nessa?” Jessup sniffed closer and smelled the faintest of traces of blood. His brother was damn good.


  “I cut myself shaving.”


  “Another lie.” Joseph leaned in and sniffed of her neck.


  “Please, you’re scaring me. What’s going on?” Her whimper jerked Jessup into action.


  He pulled at his brother. “Let her go, Joe. You need to back off so we can find out what’s going on.”


  His brother slowly backed away, and Nessa slid down the wall with a pained expression on her face. Now he could really smell her pain. He stopped her with a hand on her arm and she winced. Jessup looked down at where he held her and slowly pulled the sleeve of the shirt up to reveal bruising. His wolf growled, scratching to get out to see about his mate.


  “Honey, what happened? Where else are you hurt?”


  “Please, Jessup. You need to go. I can’t see you anymore.” She tried to pull away, but he held to her wrist where there was no visible bruising.


  “Check her back, brother. She’s been bleeding somewhere.” Joseph sounded worse than before.


  Jessup spared a glance toward his brother and winced. Joe’s eyes were already nearly full black, and he could tell from how he talked that his teeth had lengthened. He gently pulled their mate over toward a chair and eased her into it. She winced but didn’t say anything. When he started to lift her shirt she tried to pull away.


  “No. Don’t do this. Please, Jessup. Just go.”


  “Not until I see what’s wrong with you.”


  “There’s nothing you can do.” Her voice was almost a whisper.


  He ignored her and slowly pulled up her shirt. She wasn’t wearing a bra because he doubted she could stand anything to touch her that close. He growled, but it was nothing compared to the howl that erupted from his twin. Nessa nearly crawled up his body with fear.


  “Joseph! Stop it. You’re terrifying her!” He struggled to hold her without touching her back.


  The bruising ranged from fresh, dark black patches the size of his fist to older, faded oranges. He settled her on his lap as he sat down, nuzzling his face into her neck and breathing in her scent to try and calm his wolf before she saw his eyes. He could tell they had changed by the grayed world around him.


  “Who did this to you, Nessa?”


  “He’ll kill you. Please. You have to leave.”


  “Answer him. Who hurt you?” Joseph had walked around until he was standing in front of her.


  Jessup started to tell him to back off, but his brother surprised him by kneeling and gently brushing the hair from her face. There was pain in his twin’s eyes.


  “Was it your stepbrother?” he asked.


  “He’s all I have. If he kicks me out, I don’t have anything.”


  “Where are your things?” Joseph stood up.


  “Why?” She looked up at him.


  “Because you will not stay here another night. You’re coming home with us.”


  “I can’t stay with you. He’ll find me, and he’ll hurt you. He’s dangerous.” She turned entreating eyes toward Jessup.


  “My brother’s right. You’re not staying here. You belong to us now. We’ll take care of you.”


  Joseph turned and walked away. He disappeared down the hall. Jessup knew he was locating her room by her scent. He had no doubt his brother would gather up her things for her.


  “What is he doing?”


  “He’s gone to pack your clothes. You’re moving in with us. There is no way you are staying here with that bastard.” Jessup had to grit his teeth to keep from promising to kill him.


  “Let me up. I have to pack my own things. He won’t know what to bring.”


  Jessup smiled and helped her ease off his lap. Then he followed her down the dark hallway to a tiny room in the back of the trailer. He found his brother standing in the doorway, just staring.


  “Joseph?” He moved him over so that Nessa could squeeze by him.


  When he looked into the room he knew why he had just stood there. There wasn’t room for more than one or maybe two people in the room. There was a twin mattress on the floor that took up almost all of the tiny room. Her clothes were folded up in a plastic box sitting next to two other smaller plastic boxes.


  He watched as she added a few things to the boxes then closed them and started to pick one of them up. Joseph stopped her from lifting it.


  “We’ll get these. You grab a pillow for your back.” He picked up the larger of the two boxes.


  Jessup waited for her to grab a pillow then ease out of the room and back down the hall. Joseph followed behind her while Jessup stacked the two smaller boxes to carry out. Nothing had prepared him for this today. He’d had no idea she was being abused. He felt like a failure for not picking up on it before. If he had, he would have been able to save her the latest beating she had taken. Shame was a bitter taste in his mouth.


  “Jessup. Stop it. I can feel you. It’s not your fault.” His brother’s voice was meant to soothe, but it only angered him.


  “I should have known.”


  They loaded her boxes in the back seat of the truck. When she tried to climb up beside them, his brother’s hand stopped her.


  “You’re riding up front with us.”


  “There isn’t room.”


  Joseph visibly swallowed before answering her.


  “There’s room. Jessup, help her up. I’ll drive.”


  Jessup took the pillow from her and placed it in the middle of the bench seat before lifting Nessa at the waist in hopes he wouldn’t hurt her. She didn’t say a word. He made sure she was settled with her back against the thin pillow and her seat belt on before he sat next to her. His twin started the truck and they backed out of the drive. Nothing was said during the nearly thirty-minute drive back to their ranch. He kept a loose grip of Nessa’s hand to settle his wolf and to reassure her that everything would be okay.


  As soon as they pulled up outside the house, Joseph cut the engine and jumped out of the truck. He opened the back and grabbed the largest container once again. Jessup helped Nessa out of the seat belt and then down from the truck. By now, Aaron had made it outside and was watching them with a curious expression on his face.


  “Is there more?” he finally asked.


  “Two more in the back,” Joseph said as he walked inside.


  Aaron just nodded and walked over to the truck. He stopped and smiled at Nessa.


  “Nessa, this is one of my brothers, Aaron. Aaron. This is Nessa.”


  “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”


  “Thank you.” Nessa lowered her eyes and then turned to look up at Jessup.


  Jessup smiled down at her then shook his head at Aaron to let him know she still didn’t know anything. To his credit, his brother didn’t push it. They all ended up in the kitchen a few seconds later.


  “We need to check Nessa over, Jessup.” Joseph’s hard stare reminded him that his brother was fighting his anger over Nessa’s injuries.


  “Check her over? Why?” Aaron looked from one to the other of them.


  “Her stepbrother beat her.” Joseph walked toward the back of the house.


  “Jessup!” Nessa looked appalled that he had told Aaron.


  “Nessa, we have no secrets among us. Let’s go see what needs tending to.”


  “Do you need anything, brother?” Aaron asked.


  Jessup knew that Aaron was offering to help them hunt down her stepbrother and punish him.


  “Not yet.” He urged Nessa through the door and into the large den.


  When they made it to his room, Joseph had a large towel spread out on the bed and the first aid kit open on a chair by it. He brought in a small pan of water with steam rising from it and several cloths.


  “Come on, Nessa. Let’s get your clothes off so we can see how bad this is.” Jessup started pulling up the hem of her shirt.


  Nessa grabbed at his hands and stilled them. “What about him? He can’t stay.”


  Jessup didn’t bother looking over to where his brother stood near the bathroom door. There was no way he would ask his brother to step out. She was his mate and he had been the one to notice that she was injured. Besides, he doubted Joseph’s wolf would allow them to be separated right now.


  “Honey, we have a lot to talk about, but now isn’t the time. We need to take care of your injuries first. He isn’t going to hurt you. He’ll stay right there.”


  “Why does he have to even be in here? He’s not my boyfriend. I–I don’t even know if you are or not.” Her voice had gone quiet toward the last.


  “Nessa. You are my mate. The one I care for more than anything. We’re beyond boyfriend and girlfriend. I’ll explain it all later.” He kissed her lightly on the lips before pulling her shirt from her grip.


  The minute her shirt was off, she covered her breasts with her hands. Jessup didn’t say anything about it, choosing instead to let her have her bit of modesty while he concentrated on her warm-ups. She stood still while he lowered them, glad that she was facing Joseph so that he couldn’t see her hips and upper legs. He found the source of the smell of blood. A bandage with dried blood lay taped over where her kidney was on the left side. When he gently pulled it off, he winced. She had a two-inch cut there that looked like she’d been hit with something sharp.


  “Nessa? What made this cut on your lower back?”


  “Derrick has steel-toed boots.”


  Joseph pushed off from the wall and walked over to them. Nessa backed away from him, still trying to cover her breasts and now her pussy.


  “He kicked you?” Joseph’s low growl turned to a strangled groan when he saw the extent of the damage to her.


  “He stopped hitting me where people could see because I couldn’t work if I was all bruised up.” Nessa’s soft voice sounded defeated now.


  Jessup helped her lie down on the bed. Then he gently bathed her with the warm water. He could smell the healing salts his brother had added to it. They’d used them on his twin when he had come back from overseas all those years ago. He never would have believed he would be using them on his mate.


  The salts had been passed down from generation to generation and helped to speed up the healing, taking away much of the pain in the process. He wasn’t sure how well they would work on a human, but prayed they would ease her suffering.


  Once he had finished cleaning her, Jessup smoothed salve on the cuts and the newest of the bruises before applying a bandage to the place near her kidney. Then he carefully lifted her while his twin pulled back the covers so he could settle her in bed.


  “Nessa, are you bleeding when you pee?”


  She blushed and turned away from him. “Yeah, some, but it will go away. It always does.”


  They left her to rest and gathered in the kitchen. Aaron had evidently called everyone in. Levi looked at them when they both grabbed a beer from the fridge.


  “Is she okay?”


  “She’ll heal.” Jessup swallowed down the ice-cold liquid.


  Unable to fully control his anger, the aluminum can in his hand began to dent. He gritted his teeth and concentrated on calming his wolf.


  “Is she your mate, too, Joseph?” Levi asked.


  Joseph stared out the window and nodded. “God help her, she is.”


  Chapter Three


  


  The loud murmur of voices slowly penetrated her sleep until she opened her eyes, momentarily unsure of where she was. The soft bed and warm sheets were foreign to her. Panic began to seep into her mind. Then everything came back to her as the voices began to grow louder. Nessa rolled over and began to push the covers off of her. It registered that she was naked as the cooler air in the room met her bare skin. Hearing her name, she grabbed her clothes and pulled them on as carefully as she could.


  She followed the sound of the voices and managed to find her way back into the kitchen where the room was overrun with huge men. Testosterone fairly hung in clouds floating in the air. She listened to see what they were talking about.


  “He has no excuse for beating her. He must be disciplined for this. Females are to be cherished and treated with respect,” Jessup insisted.


  “Forget discipline. He does not deserve to breathe the same air that she does. He must be put down.” Joseph’s deep voice was soft, but full of anger.


  “You would draw attention to us by killing this poor excuse of a human?” A man with chocolate-colored eyes and dark, shoulder-length hair who was shorter than the others spoke next.


  Everyone began talking at once. Nessa knew they were talking about her and Derrick. She stepped into the room, appalled that they would think to do anything without her present.


  “Stop it!”


  The room grew quiet. Eight pairs of eyes turned to her. Immediately both Jessup and Joseph converged on her, stepping between her and everyone else. She frowned, looking up at the two men. When her eyes met Joseph’s, she swallowed at the darkness that seemed to almost boil there. She wasn’t going to let him scare her. They weren’t going to make decisions about her or Derrick without her present.


  They let her push between them but didn’t allow her to step ahead of them. She felt both of their hands on her shoulders.


  “No one does anything that involves me without my say-so. I don’t even know any of you. What makes you think you have the right to decide things about my life like this?”


  “Honey, you are a part of our family now. Anyone in this room would do everything in their power to assure that you are not harmed ever again.” Jessup smoothed a lock of her hair from her cheek.


  “How can I be a part of your family? I’ve only known you a few weeks and this is the first time I’ve even met the rest of your family.”


  “I’ll introduce you to everyone now, Nessa.” Jessup began going around the room to indicate each of his brother’s names.


  By the time he was finished, she was even more confused than before. Though they each had something different about them, there were too many of them to keep straight right off the bat.


  “I can’t imagine having so many siblings. I imagine you never get lonely.”


  Kindle, one of the youngest of the brothers, chuckled. “The challenge is having any time to yourself around here.”


  Nessa could imagine that would be true, but she would have loved to have more siblings, just no more like Derrick. All of the Shoewater men were tall, dark, and handsome with intriguing features and compelling stares. She felt as if they could all see inside to all of her secrets. It was unnerving to say the least.


  “Honey, you are a part of this family now. We will talk more about that in private, later.” Jessup smiled down at her.


  “Promise me you won’t go see my stepbrother.”


  “Why would you defend this worthless excuse of a human when he beats you?” Joseph asked.


  “I don’t want anyone to confront Derrick. He’s dangerous. I’m scared someone will get hurt because of me. I couldn’t handle knowing that.”


  “He couldn’t hurt one of us if he tried.” Joseph’s upper lip curled.


  Nessa didn’t want to take the chance. They didn’t know what her stepbrother was capable of. She was. He owned several guns and knives. She had no doubt that he would use them if he was cornered.


  “Please don’t, Jessup, Joseph. I beg you not to.”


  Jessup looked over to his brother and nothing was said for several long seconds before he looked back down at her.


  “Okay, Nessa. We will not go looking for him.”


  She sighed with relief. She felt as if she could trust him since he had kept all of his promises to her so far. She could tell that his twin brother was not happy about the situation, but she felt certain he would abide by his brother’s promise. There was something about Joseph that pulled at her. She could tell by the many scars on his body that he’d been hurt somehow. There was a deep sadness about him that made her ache for him. Yet there was also a wildness about him that frightened her to some extent. It was almost like he had a wild animal living inside of him that she had caught brief glimpses of in his eyes. She shivered when he turned his attention back to her.


  Looking away, Nessa focused on what Aaron was saying about security. They all seemed so solemn and on edge as if they were in the army or something. She just listened as they talked about taking turns pulling watch around the house. Finally Levi, the oldest, said it was time to finish making dinner.


  “Come, Nessa. You should rest until my brothers have the meal ready.” Jessup took her hand and led her back to the bedroom with Joseph following close behind them.


  She let him help her back on the bed without saying anything. She was tired, but didn’t think she would be able to fall back asleep. There was too much to think about. Why did Jessup insist she was now part of their family and what about all of the questions they still hadn’t answered, like what did he mean by mate and why was his twin going everywhere they went? How had Joseph known she was in pain and that she had been hurt? Everything swirled around in her mind as she closed her eyes. She would demand some answers to her questions later. They couldn’t keep her in the dark for long.


  


  * * * *


  


  Joseph backed out of the room as his twin carefully closed the door behind them. He wanted nothing more than to curl up beside her, but knew that wasn’t going to happen. He needed to keep his distance as much as possible. He would help Jessup claim her and then return to his home. Joseph would be able to care for her without him.


  His wolf growled inside at the idea of leaving without their mate. He would have a fight on his hands where the beast was concerned. The wolf lived purely on instinct, something he’d been doing as well lately. It didn’t understand how leaving his mate behind could be what was best for her. He was what was best for her.


  “She needs more rest. We can wake her in an hour when dinner is ready.” Jessup led the way into the large living area where they joined Levi and Aaron.


  “She is sleeping?” Aaron asked.


  “Yes. She has questions that we will need to answer tonight. I want her to eat first. She’s skin and bones. I doubt she’s had many decent meals outside of the diner at the truck stop where she works.” Jessup lowered himself to one of the chairs.


  Joseph glared at his brother before taking a seat on the hearth closest to the French doors that led to the deck out back. Why had his brother allowed her to continue working like that? She obviously needed care. Surely Jessup wasn’t so far gone into the mating that he hadn’t noticed.


  “She isn’t going back. You should never have waited to claim her.”


  “I didn’t know she was being abused, Joseph. I couldn’t very well tell her to quit work without bringing her home with me. She never would have agreed before. I’m surprised she did this time.” Jessup pushed his hair from his face as he leaned forward in the chair. “What would you have done if you’d been here, brother?”


  Joseph growled, fighting the need to attack his twin for leaving their mate in such a deplorable situation. It didn’t matter that Jessup was right and she probably wouldn’t have gone easily. He should have taken her.


  “I wouldn’t have allowed her to stay in that rat-infested trailer one more night. That’s for damn sure!”


  Levi stood up and stepped between the two of them when he and his brother jumped to their feet.


  “Stop this now! You’re going to wake her up again, and she obviously needs her rest.”


  “The issue now is to decide what to do about her stepbrother. He will be looking for her eventually.” Aaron tapped his finger against the arm of the chair.


  “I promised we wouldn’t go after him, but I didn’t say we wouldn’t take care of him if he showed up here,” Jessup pointed out with a grim smile. “I plan to make sure he knows where she is so we can take care of that problem.”


  “Not until we have everything set up and not until the mating is complete,” Levi said. “All we need is for her stepbrother to claim we kidnapped her and drag the local authorities into this. If she’s already mated then they can’t interfere.”


  “Levi’s right,” Aaron agreed. “If they do become involved, the law is on your side once you’ve mated. It was one of the rules negotiated with the government when it was discovered that shifters existed.”


  “I don’t want to rush her into this. Not all humans are aware of us. Most choose to ignore the fact that we are real. I don’t know if she is aware of us or not. We’ve not gotten around to talking about it yet.” Jessup looked over at him. “I was waiting for Joseph to broach the subject.”


  “I don’t think you have the luxury of waiting, Jess. She is in danger and we have to be able to protect her.” Aaron shook his head.


  “She’s got to be told, Jessup. Aaron is right. Waiting around isn’t an option. It won’t make it any easier on her, either.” Joseph fought back the need to go to her and claim her right then. She at least needed some rest and a decent meal first.


  “Fine. We’ll talk to her about all of it tonight, but I refuse to push her into a mating tonight.” Jessup leaned forward with his elbows on his knees.


  Joseph could feel bits and pieces of the anxiety from his brother. The claiming of a human was never an easy situation. Normally, they mated another shifter. Some males would refuse to claim a human female because of the dangers and problems associated with it, choosing instead to remain unmated or pairing up with another shifter female who had lost her mate. He had never had any intentions of claiming a mate, shifter or human. He wasn’t mate material anymore. He had nothing of worth to contribute to such a relationship.


  “Don’t wait too long, Jessup. It won’t make things any different in the long run. She will either accept you or she won’t.” Levi stared at both of them for a long second as if wanting to say something more then left the room.


  “Levi is right, brothers. The longer you wait, the harder it will be on all of you. I can feel the distress pouring off both of you already.” Aaron stood up and stretched. “I’m going to check with the guards. I’ll be back in time to eat.”


  Joseph watched his brother stride out of the room. Aaron and Levi were both right. They didn’t need to put it off any longer than was absolutely necessary. He could agree with his brother that tonight wasn’t the night—but soon. His wolf paced inside of him, anxious to touch his mate. He didn’t know how he was going to be able to deal with leaving them behind once it was done. Likely it would mean never returning. He would need to find another place to obtain his supplies.


  “You can forget it, Joe. I’m not letting you leave us once this is done. She will need you as much as she needs me.” Jessup had moved to stand over him where he sat.


  Joseph stood up despite the fact it placed him chest to chest with his twin. They glared into each other’s eyes for several seconds until he finally had enough and pushed past Jessup to head outside. When he opened the French doors, he heard his brother curse and stomp out of the room. Without a backward glance, he stepped out onto the deck and stripped. He needed free of the confines of clothes and humanity. Running as his wolf seemed to be the only time he felt any peace anymore.


  Just the thought of Nessa sleeping in the house behind him would probably make it impossible for him to find that peace now though. Her long, honey-gold hair and striking blue eyes had a foothold in his subconscious. She was far too thin for her five foot three inches for his comfort. She had a hint of curves that would be luscious once she gained some weight. She didn’t look to be much older than twenty-two or so to him. At thirty-two, ten years seemed like a big difference for a human. He shook his head and stared out toward the tree line. Run. He needed to run.


  As he jumped off the porch, heading for the trees at the back of their property, one thought was foremost in his mind—mine.


  Chapter Four


  


  Nessa slowly woke up to someone calling her name. She opened her eyes to find both Jessup and his twin staring down at her. They would have been identical if it were not for the difference in hair length and Joseph’s scars. She hurt for him, knowing that something horrible had to have caused them. She was sure there were more than what she could see and wondered how he’d gotten them.


  “Dinner is ready. You need to eat, sweetness.” Jessup held out his hand to her.


  “We need to talk, Jess. I don’t understand what is going on.” She let him help her off the bed.


  “We will. After you’ve eaten though. You are too thin, precious.”


  She looked down at herself in the T-shirt and jeans she’d put on. Sure, they were a little large, but she tended to gain and lose weight depending on work. She sighed. Well, it depended on how her stepbrother was doing. If he was in a good mood, she was able to keep the weight on. When he was in a bad mood, she hurt too much to eat regularly.


  “I’m sorry I’m not up to your standards.” She dropped his hand and started to walk toward the door.


  “Nessa. I didn’t mean it that way,” Jessup said.


  Joseph stepped in front of her, blocking her from the door. She stopped but didn’t look up at him. She could feel the tears in her eyes and she didn’t want him to see them.


  “Fuck, Jessup. She can’t even look at me. How do you expect for this to work?” Joseph turned and walked out the door without another word.


  Nessa immediately felt sick that he believed she wouldn’t look at him because of his scars. She would never have treated him that way on purpose. Then his words registered. What did he mean? What did “expect this to work” mean? She turned back to Jessup with a frown.


  “What is going on?” she asked.


  “After dinner, Ness. Let’s just go eat and we’ll talk afterwards.” He gently guided her through the door and down the hall to the kitchen where the monstrous table already held six other men.


  “Where is Aaron?” Jessup asked as he seated her next to Joseph.


  “He’s on his way in. He was taking care of some things,” one of the men said.


  Nessa just couldn’t remember everyone’s name. She hadn’t been around them enough to put their name to their faces. She kept her head lowered as the men talked while they waited on the missing brother, Aaron. There were way too many big men in the room for her comfort. She could feel the energy rolling off of them as if it were a live thing.


  “Here he is,” Jessup said.


  Nessa looked up as Aaron walked in and immediately headed to the sink. He quickly washed his hands and took his seat to the right of the head of the table where she guessed the oldest sat. As soon as Aaron was seated, they began passing platters and bowls around the table. When she started to take the bowl from Jessup, he merely shook his head and added a helping to her plate before passing it over her head to Joseph. He continued to do that until her plate was full. There was no way she could possibly eat that much food.


  Scowling, she added this to the list of things they needed to talk about. She didn’t want anyone making her food choices for her. She knew what she did and didn’t like. As they all ate, she listened to the conversations, trying to make sense of them. Mostly they discussed ranch subjects, but occasionally an odd word would catch her attention, like mate and cubs.


  Jessup seemed determined to include her in their conversation and explained that they all had various responsibilities around the ranch. Levi was the oldest and handled the business end of everything with Aaron’s help.


  “I handle the security part of the ranch, making sure everyone has their jobs for the week and handling the computer security as well. Lee and Even work mostly around the house and barns. They’re both really good with animals.”


  “What you do, Joseph?” she asked.


  Jessup and Joseph exchanged glances. Joseph looked away and picked up his glass without answering her.


  “He handles security in the back parts of our land. Until recently he spent most of his time patrolling that area for us.” Jessup went on to explain that while everyone helped out around the house, Kindle and Galen handled the schedules for cooking, cleaning, and ordering supplies.


  Nessa didn’t think she would ever be able to keep them all straight, let alone what they did. She felt much like Alice down the rabbit hole only without the drugs to give her a different perspective on things.


  She slowly began to figure out that Kindle and Galen had a devilish sense of humor. She caught herself smiling at their antics at times.


  “Nessa, if there is anything you need, be sure and let one of us know. We want you to be comfortable here. It’s your home now, too,” Aaron said.


  “Thank you. I’m not sure about all of this yet. Too much has happened.”


  “You’re safe here, Nessa. None of us will let anything happen to you.” Evan smiled from across the table at her. At least she thought it was Evan.


  As soon as she was finished, she started to stand up and carry her plate to the garbage. Joseph caught her wrist and shook his head.


  “You haven’t eaten enough to help you heal. You need to eat more.”


  “I’m full. I can’t possibly eat this much.”


  “Sweetness, try to eat a little more. Joseph is right. You need it to heal.” Jessup tucked a strand of hair behind her ear.


  She sighed and took another few bites of the delicious roast. She couldn’t believe she was doing it. Something about the two men was almost compelling. She put down her fork and looked over at Jessup with a lifted eyebrow.


  He smiled at her. “That’s good. We’ll raid the kitchen later for a snack before bed.”


  She started to rise again, but Joseph took her plate from her and carried it over to the garbage where he emptied it and sat it next to the sink. When he returned to his chair, she gave him a puzzled expression. Why had he taken her plate when he hadn’t been finished yet?


  “There is no need for you to get up and down when there are plenty of men here to help you. You’re in pain, Nessa. I can feel it.” Joseph returned to eating without look at her again.


  Once everyone had finished, Lee and Evan took over clearing the table and doing the dishes. When she’d offered, she’d been informed that it was their jobs to clean up after dinner.


  “We all take turns cooking, cleaning, and such,” Jessup had said.


  She had struggled to learn everyone’s name as they had talked and joked around the table. With dinner finished, they all seemed to be heading toward the living area of the house. Jessup took her hand and led her over to a couch where he helped her get comfortable with a pillow to her back. Looking up, she realized that Joseph was nowhere to be found.


  “Where did Joseph go?” she asked.


  “He’s just checking on some things. He’ll be back.” Jessup checked her pillow for the second time.


  “Nessa, do you know how to ride?” Galen asked her.


  “Um, I’ve never ridden before,” she said.


  “That’s not a problem. Jessup and Joseph will teach you,” Kindle said with an easy smile.


  “I don’t know. I’m not sure that’s such a good idea. I’m afraid of heights.”


  “Don’t worry, precious. We won’t let anything happen to you.” Jessup lifted her hand to his lips placing a kiss in the palm.


  She couldn’t control the shiver that raced down her spine at the soft touch of his mouth on her skin. Had he actually licked her with his tongue?


  “We have some very gentle mounts here, Nessa. You have nothing to fear. Most of the, um, children around here learn on our horses,” Aaron assured her.


  Jessup’s brothers talked to her about life there on Shoewater land for the next twenty minutes. Joseph and Jessup’s brothers really seemed to want her to feel comfortable there. Just as she had begun to relax, Joseph walked back in the room. Just like that, her awareness of both him and Jessup shot up so that she had to fight to take a normal breath.


  Jessup nodded at his brother before standing up. When he tugged gently on her hand, she frowned up at him.


  He said their goodnights to his brothers then steered her down the hall toward the rooms she’d napped in earlier.


  “I thought we were going to talk,” she said.


  “We are, but this is personal between the three of us right now.” Jessup closed the door behind them.


  Nessa felt her eyes widen at that. “The three of us? What has Joseph got to do with you and me, Jess? I don’t understand.”


  “Sit down, precious, and I’ll explain.” Jessup indicated the comfortable-looking chair near the closet.


  She lowered herself to the chair, careful not to jar her low back, then sat back and waited for him to begin. Joseph leaned against the closet door while Jessup settled at the foot of the bed. He looked over at his twin before saying anything. She wanted to yell at him to get on with it already, but held her tongue. She had a feeling that whatever he was going to say was going to change everything. For a second, she wanted to tell him to stop and just take her back to the trailer then she thought about how angry her stepbrother was going to be that she hadn’t been home when he had gotten home from work.


  “Just spit it out, Jess. You’re scaring me.”


  “I need you to promise to not say anything until I finish and have an open mind, Ness. Can you do that for me?” he asked.


  She felt her stomach drop. This didn’t sound good at all. She nodded her head slowly.


  “No. I need you to answer me out loud.”


  “Okay. I’ll listen to you and keep an open mind.” She prayed she didn’t need to run after whatever he told her because she was sore enough she knew she wouldn’t have a chance of escaping if it came down to it.


  “Have you ever heard of shifters, Nessa?”


  “You mean like werewolves and such? Well, yeah. I read a lot of paranormal books when I have time.” She wasn’t sure where this was going.


  Jessup and Joseph exchanged glances. Neither of them appeared happy with her answer.


  “So you have only heard the term in relation to books?” Jessup asked.


  “Well, in books and movies. Why are you talking about this?”


  “Nessa, shifters are real. They exist.”


  She stared at him then turned to look fully at Joseph. He hadn’t moved from his casual stance against the closet. What were the chances she would end up falling for someone crazier than her stepbrother? She started to stand up in preparation to run, but Joseph stepped closer to her.


  “You promised him you would listen first,” was all he said.


  She let go of the arms of the chair and tried to relax her hands back in her lap. She couldn’t stop her heart from stuttering as it raced away without her.


  “Easy, Ness. Calm down. I can hear your heart beating too fast. I’m not going to hurt you.” Jessup’s eyes seemed more worried than crazed.


  She tried to relax, but it wasn’t happening. She tried to focus on her hands and not look at either of the two men standing too close to her. Finally, Joseph returned to the closet where he once again leaned as if nothing was wrong.


  “Shifters have always been around. We kept it a secret because when anyone found out about us, they hunted us like wild animals. We’re not wild animals. We’re people just like humans.”


  She couldn’t stop her head from jerking up to stare at him. He was including himself in that group. He was telling her that he was a shifter. She stared at him but couldn’t move. She felt as if her body had frozen in place. Fear poured through her bloodstream like ice water. What was she afraid of, that they were shifters or that they were crazy and believed that they were?


  I’ve got to get out of here. Dear God, he’ll kill me!


  “Nessa, don’t do it. Don’t try and run from us. You’re already in pain, precious. I don’t want you to hurt even more. Let us show you.” Jessup moved closer to her.


  She couldn’t stop her reaction to pull her legs up in the chair and sink back as far as she could get. It was instinctive. Nessa tried to make herself as small as possible.


  “You’re scaring her worse, Jessup. Watch her while I shift. Don’t let her hurt herself trying to get away.” Joseph pushed away from the closet door and stood in front of her several yards away.


  She watched as he began to pull his clothes off. She’d been right. The scars were all over his body. Horror at what he had to have suffered temporarily distracted her from the fact that a strange man was stripping in front of her. When he stepped out of his jeans and wasn’t wearing any underwear, it finally registered that he was naked with her supposed boyfriend standing next to where she sat. She started to drop her head so she couldn’t see him.


  “No. Look at him, Nessa. Watch him.” He rested his hand on top of her head, his voice compelling.


  Even as she watched, Joseph crouched in front of her. She didn’t hear bones crunching or snapping, but she felt a strange electric-like tingle along her skin as well as a growing heat as the man before her slowly turned into a wolf. She blinked her eyes several times, but the huge fur-covered animal didn’t disappear. Neither did Joseph reappear.


  “Joseph, let her touch you.” Jessup took Nessa’s hand and gently pulled it toward the massive beast in front of her.


  “J–Jessup?”


  “Easy, sweetness. He won’t hurt you. He’s still Joseph, my brother.”


  The wolf stood a good four and a half feet tall on all fours with dark-brown fur that appeared thick and luxurious. His eyes were dark and almost glowed when he looked at her. As he moved closer, she felt her entire body begin to shake. He could tear out her throat before she could open her mouth to scream.


  The wolf that was Joseph inched closer and lowered his head so that Jessup could easily lay her hand on his head. She’d been right, it was soft and silky. She buried her hand in the thick fur before she realized what she was doing and froze. The wolf didn’t move. Slowly she released the fur she’d gripped and pulled her hand back.


  “See. He won’t hurt you. We would never hurt you, Nessa.” Jessup stroked her hair with his other hand.


  The wolf stepped closer and nuzzled her thigh. She didn’t know what to do. He seemed to want something, but she didn’t know what. Nessa looked up at Jessup for guidance. She didn’t want to do something to make the animal mad.


  “He wants to sniff and lick you. Hold out your hand to him. Don’t be afraid. He won’t hurt you.”


  She slowly extended her hand once more but didn’t touch him. Instead, she waited, being as still as she could manage with fear coursing through her veins. The wolf lifted his muzzle and licked the back of her hand. His tongue wasn’t exactly raspy, but it wasn’t smooth either. He licked her wrist next then opened his mouth and closed over it without actually biting her.


  “See. He won’t hurt you.” Jessup stroked her arm as he spoke.


  “D–does he understand us?” she finally asked.


  “Of course. He is still Joseph even when he is in his wolf form. He understands and reasons and feels just like when he is in his human form. The only difference between us and you is that we have two forms, Ness.” Jessup kissed the top of her head.


  Joseph let go of her wrist and backed away. Then he slowly returned to the man she knew. His long, muscular body, though covered in scars, was no less beautiful. He was built like a runner more than a body builder, with a narrow waist and strong arms and legs. His wide chest had a smattering of hair that stretched between his nipples to trail down to where his huge cock stood out from the nest of black curls at his groin. Nessa immediately dropped her eyes when she realized she was staring at him with her mouth open.


  “Brother, she is embarrassed at looking at your impressive dick,” Jessup said with a chuckle.


  “More like she is disgusted at the picture I make.” Jessup jerked on his jeans then grabbing his shirt, socks, and boots, started to leave.


  “Don’t go.” Nessa wasn’t sure where her courage came from, but she couldn’t let him leave thinking she couldn’t look at him.


  “We haven’t talked to her yet, Joe.”


  Nessa had figured Joseph’s part in the situation to be the one to help show her their wolf so Jessup could keep her calm. She didn’t understand why he needed to be there while they talked. She merely wanted to be sure he knew that she didn’t see him as deformed or ugly.


  “You talk to her. I’m scaring her.” He started to leave again.


  “No, you’re not. I’m not scared of you.”


  He slowly turned around and stared at her. “Well, you should be. I’m not fit to be around most days, and on those that I’m not as bad, I’m still a bastard.”


  “Fuck, Joseph! Stop it. We’re in this together, the three of us. Stop trying to sabotage us before we’ve even started.”


  “Jess, I told you I’d help you claim her, but I’m leaving after that. I’m not good for her. I’d only hurt her in the end.”


  Jessup growled deep in his chest above her. She couldn’t help but sink back into the chair again. Were they going to fight right there in the bedroom?


  “Don’t growl at me, brother. You know it’s the right thing to do.” Joseph’s knuckles were white as he gripped his boots.


  “I need you, Joe. Promise me you won’t go anywhere until she’s safe at least,” Jessup demanded.


  Joseph stared at her then looked back at his brother and nodded. “I’ll help keep her safe. I’ll always come if you need me to keep her safe.”


  “Stay and help me talk to her now.” Jessup didn’t look thrilled with his brother’s promise, but he seemed to accept it.


  “Why do you need his help to talk about us? I don’t understand any of this, Jessup. First I find out that not only do werewolves exist but that you’re one and now you’re talking like Joseph needs to be here for us to talk about us, if there even is an us.” She licked her lips and stared between the two brothers.


  “Nessa, you’re my mate,” Jessup said. He drew in a deep breath and let it out. “And you’re Joseph’s mate as well. You belong to both of us, sweetness.”


  Chapter Five


  


  Jessup saw the instant it registered with Nessa what he’d said. Her eyes widened and she drew in a quick shallow breath before launching herself out of the chair and across the room. He let her go since she wasn’t heading toward the door. His brother had that avenue of escape blocked.


  “You can’t be serious.” She crossed her arms tightly across her chest as if she were trying to hold herself together.


  “Nessa…”


  “Stop! Don’t say anything else. I—I get that both of you are werewolves.”


  “Shifters,” Jessup said, interrupting her.


  “Whatever the hell you are, but what I don’t understand is why you think I belong to you, much less both of you. Jessup, we’ve only been out a few times. We don’t know anything about each other.”


  Nessa shifted from one foot to the other as she spoke. He knew she was barely holding it together by the scent of fear and the frantic beating of her heart. It pounded, worrying him that she would make herself sick if she didn’t calm down. He hated the acrid taste of her anxiety on his tongue.


  Looking over to his brother, it surprised him to see that Joseph was obviously fighting the same things he was. They wanted to go to her and take away all of her distress, calm her fears. Unfortunately, they were the greatest part of her anxiety at the moment.


  “Nessa, you need to calm down, sweetness. You’re going to make yourself sick like this. Let’s talk about it. I shouldn’t have just blurted that out without telling you more about us, about our wolves.” He eased closer to her, praying that she wouldn’t panic again and try to run.


  “I—I need to leave. I can’t stay here,” she said, looking around the room as if willing a hole to open up and swallow her.


  “You can’t leave, Nessa. I won’t let you go back to where your stepbrother can beat you to death.” Joseph stepped away from the doorway he’d been blocking.


  Jessup wanted to tell him to back off, but worried that it would only stir him up more. He prayed that Nessa wouldn’t challenge him. He had no idea what his twin would do. Since his return to the ranch, he didn’t seem to have total control over his temper anymore. While he didn’t think Joseph would actually hurt her, he couldn’t predict how he would react to her challenging him.


  “Please. I don’t understand what you want from me. How can you both want me when neither of you really know me? I’m not going to allow you to fight over me either. This is ridiculous.” She rubbed her hands up and down her hips on the fleece material of her warm-ups.


  “We went about this all wrong, Nessa. Let us explain everything to you. No one is going to hurt you.” He took another step toward her. “Will you come sit down again and we’ll do the same? We just want to talk.”


  She shifted her eyes from him to Joseph and back again. He could almost hear her mind racing as she tried to decide if she could trust them not to attack her. The distrust evident in her body language ate at him. His wolf paced with the need to calm his mate. His movements had placed his animal just beneath his skin, making him antsy with the need to shift. It took all his control to keep the wolf under control.


  “I promise we won’t hurt you or force you into anything you don’t agree to, Nessa, and nothing will happen tonight at all. You’re still healing and we want you to feel safe and be happy.”


  “We. You keep saying we. I can’t be with both of you. That’s ridiculous, Jessup. Are you really suggesting that both of you…” she stopped as if she couldn’t even put it into words.


  “Sit down and let’s talk.” He held out his hand to her, praying she would accept it.


  After staring at his hand for a long second, she looked up at him and sighed. Taking it, she let him pull her back over to the chair once again. He could feel the resistance building inside of her. They had to convince Nessa to give them a chance now, before she had time to convince herself that a relationship with them was impossible. He glanced over at Joseph, worried that his brother would bail on him without genuinely trying.


  As soon as she had settled in the chair once again, Jessup stuck his hands in the pocket of his jeans to keep from touching her. She would feel pressured and perhaps even threatened if he let himself continue to caress and stroke her as he craved to.


  “Do you know anything about wolves in their natural environment?” he finally asked.


  “Um, some. I know that they are pack animals and are protective of their territory.”


  “That’s right,” he said. “They are social animals and need their kind around them. Something that is unique about them is that they mate for life.”


  Her cheeks reddened slightly, but she didn’t say anything in response. His attention was snagged by his brother’s low growl. Thanks goodness it was low enough that Nessa hadn’t heard it. He glared at Joseph, willing him to be quiet before he scared their mate even more than she already was.


  “Wolf shifters are a lot like the wild wolves. We are territorial, social, and fiercely loyal.”


  “And we mate for life,” Joseph said before he could add it in a slightly less in your face method.


  “What that means is that there is no divorce in our world. Not because we don’t allow it, but because mates are connected on a level that is both mystical and intimate. The very idea of not being with your mate is distressing.” Jessup prayed he was getting through to her.


  “Why do you think we are mates? I don’t understand what makes us mates, and why are you including Joseph? I don’t even know him.” Her eyes had the sheen of tears in them.


  “It’s difficult to explain. Tell me something, Nessa. Did you miss me when we were apart? Did you feel as if something was missing?” he asked.


  She didn’t answer him. Instead, she looked down at her hands. He knew she was trying to deny it to herself even as she recognized that what he had said was true.


  “That doesn’t mean we are destined to be soul mates or anything.”


  “Actually,” he said with a small smile, “it does. You aren’t a shifter, so the feeling is strange to you. The more we are around each other, the closer you will feel to us. The bond will grow even stronger once we’ve been intimate.”


  “So if I leave right now, it will just go away.” Her eyes seemed to be searching his.


  “No. It won’t go away, baby. You’re a part of us now no matter what. We’ve taken your scent into our bodies. Wanting to be near you—to fuck you—will never go away or weaken.” Joseph leaned in closer to her and sniffed near her neck.


  Jessup wanted to beat his brother to a pulp. He wasn’t helping matters by being so blunt. She didn’t deserve to be subjected to his pissy attitude. Neither was she ready for all of the mating details. They had to go slowly with her or risk losing her forever.


  She surprised him when she stood up and shoved at Joseph with both hands. Flashing eyes should have warned both of them that she was about to blow up. Instead, he tried to placate her while his brother pushed back by getting in her space.


  “Don’t get in my face and try to tell me that I’m the reason you’re horny! I don’t know you. I don’t care if you are Jessup’s twin brother. You’re no one to me.”


  Fuck!


  Jessup started to push between Nessa and his brother, certain that Joseph was going to lose it with her. He’d never known his brother to raise his hand to a woman, but he honestly didn’t know what his brother was capable of these days.


  Joseph managed to shove him aside and had Nessa against the wall behind the chair before Jessup could stop him. He wasn’t touching her anywhere at the moment, but had her caged in with his hands planted on either side of her head and his body a hair’s breadth from hers. If Jessup hadn’t been so pissed off and worried, he would have found the sight erotic as hell, their woman dominated by his twin with wild eyes and swollen lips.


  “Joseph?” He couldn’t help the question in his voice as he eased closer to the two of them.


  “You wanted me to be a part of this, Jessup, so back the fuck off!” He leaned closer to Nessa and rubbed his face against her hair.


  “You aren’t helping…”


  “She has a right to know all of us, brother. Not just the soft underbelly you want to court her with. She deserves the full truth after what she’s been through already.” He nuzzled his cheek against hers. “Don’t you, baby.”


  “Nessa. Just relax. He won’t hurt you.” Jessup’s dick felt as if it was on fire at the sight of his brother rubbing—marking—their woman.


  He watched as she seemed to fight against herself as Joseph licked a long line along the side of her neck. The rise and fall of her luscious breasts grew faster, more pronounced, even as her eyes darkened. She couldn’t deny that she felt something for either of them now. The scent of her arousal called to him. Jessup had to fight the instinctive need to claim her right then and there. As much as he wanted her bound to them, she wasn’t ready yet. Not for both of them, but it wouldn’t be long. There was no way his wolf, much less his brother’s, would wait much longer.


  


  * * * *


  


  Heat raced along her body, burning her skin, sizzling through her blood. She didn’t understand what was going on. Nothing and no one had ever affected her this way before. She felt as if her skin was going to crawl off her body. And that scent. Nessa wanted to rub herself in it. Where was it coming from? The earthy smell of the woods on a warm spring day seemed to permeate the air around her.


  “W–what are you doing to me? I can’t think.” She couldn’t bring herself to move away from him.


  “Showing you what it feels like to want you, need you like the air that I breathe. Can you feel it? My cock is so hard right now that I could drill a fucking hole in the wall. You smell like chocolate mint to me. I want to feast on your juices and lick every single inch of you.”


  She nearly gasped when he ran his tongue up one side of her neck along her jugular then all along the edge of her jaw. The wet trail he left cooled, and chill bumps erupted all over her body. Her eyes closed in the wake of his sensual touch. How was she ever going to resist what they were suggesting? She couldn’t give in. Could she?


  “Let her go now, brother. You’ve made your point.” Jessup stood on the other side of them, not touching but close enough she could smell him.


  Where Joseph’s scent was earthy and raw to her, Jessup smelled of a meadow on a warm summer day. They were unique and yet part of the same whole in their personalities. Jessup made her feel comfortable and content while Joseph stirred her up in ways she’d never imagined in a thousand fantasies.


  Joseph leaned closer and nuzzled along her throat and jaw before slowly stepping back and dropping his hands from beside her head. He didn’t go far though. The door out of the bedroom was still blocked.


  “Nessa. There isn’t anything we wouldn’t do for you,” Jessup started saying.


  “Except leave me alone.” She managed to get out around the hard lump in her throat.


  “You’re everything to us. We want to make you happy and keep you safe. Knowing that you are in danger right now is pushing hard at our wolves. We won’t tolerate any threat to you.”


  “To your mate, you mean.” She didn’t understand being their mate.


  “You are our mate, Nessa. There is no doubt of that.” Joseph’s voice rumbled along her nerve endings.


  She stared at Jessup then Joseph. Both of them had the same determined expressions on their faces, but on Joseph, it was almost painful to look at. His held a desperation that called to her, while Jessup’s appeared less intense. How could she trust that these two men wouldn’t hurt her just like her stepbrother and his friends? What made them any different?


  They are werewolves, Nessa. Wouldn’t that make them more likely to hurt me when they get angry?


  Joseph hadn’t hurt her earlier though. Could she believe that given another reason when his brother wasn’t around that he wouldn’t hurt her? Nessa just didn’t know what to think. Everything swirled around in her head, mixing with her already innate distrust of men. Where did that leave her now?


  “I—I need to think. I can’t think with you so close,” she finally said.


  “You need rest, sweetness. Let’s go to bed and we can talk more in the morning.” Jessup walked over to the bed and pulled back the covers.


  “That’s a good idea. I’m going to get ready for bed. Goodnight, guys.” She slipped away from Joseph, still very aware of his intense gaze that followed her.


  Gathering up her things, she escaped into the bathroom, praying they would leave while she was in there. All of what had happened in the last few days poured over her as she went about preparing to go to bed. What was her stepbrother thinking now? He’d kill her for sure when she returned to the trailer. Jessup and Joseph hadn’t done her any favors by bringing her to their house. It would just be worse when she finally went back. She couldn’t stay here. Could she?


  When she opened the door and walked back into the bedroom, she stopped, dropping her bag to the floor in shock. Instead of leaving while she’d been in the bathroom, Jessup had climbed into bed minus his clothes while his brother stood next to the door leading out of the room in just jeans.


  She looked from him over to Jessup and opened her mouth to tell them to get out, but she couldn’t make a sound. What were they thinking? That she would happily jump into bed with them? Anger soon replaced shock and she planted her hands on her hips.


  “Get out of here. I’m not sleeping with either of you.”


  Jessup didn’t say anything, but Joseph took a step closer to her. She took a step back. When he stepped even closer, she lifted her chin and refused to back down again. He didn’t scare her—much.


  “We aren’t going to rape you, baby. We don’t like bedding unwilling women. All we want to do is sleep and keep you safe between us. No one can get to you through us. You are hurt and need to rest. Let us care for you, Nessa.” The words that flowed out of Joseph’s mouth should have come from his twin’s because they didn’t sound right coming out of the very territorial male standing in front of her.


  “I won’t be able to lying between the two of you. You’re shifters and you’re huge and I’m certain that from what I can tell already, I’ll get too hot to sleep.”


  As soon as the words were out of her mouth, she knew she’d said it the wrong way. When both men roared with laughter, she cringed in embarrassment. Damn her overactive mouth!


  “Easy, little Nessa. We know you didn’t mean it as it came out, but you have to admit that it was funny as hell,” Joseph’s voice no longer held the growly threat from earlier.


  “I’m glad I could amuse you. Now get out.” She wasn’t going to forget her original demand.


  “Sorry, precious. We’re staying. You are our mate. We couldn’t sleep anywhere but with you and especially when you’re in danger. Now climb on into bed so we can all get some sleep.” Jessup patted the bed next to him.


  She shook her head and frowned. They weren’t cooperating one bit. Just as she had decided to go back to the bathroom and make a bed in the tub, Joseph moved so fast she barely registered it and picked her up in his arms. Her startled squeal turned into a moan when he captured her mouth with his.


  Heat filled her body as his teeth nipped at her lower lip. He easily gained entry inside as she gasped at the slight sting that he quickly soothed with his hot, wet tongue. Goosebumps erupted all along arms that wrapped around his neck as if desperate to touch him. She felt as if she had no control of her body as he explored the inside of her mouth with determination.


  Each stroke of his tongue across hers amped up the budding arousal that she never thought she would feel for any man, much less one as wild and untamed as this one. But then he wasn’t just a man, was he? She shivered.


  “I could lose myself in your mouth, Ness. I love that minty taste, that spicy bite that tightens my balls and makes me want to howl.” Joseph spoke near her ear, barely making enough of a sound for her to understand the words he spoke.


  The next thing she knew, Joseph had settled her in the middle of the bed with Jessup curling around her. Then Joseph pulled off his jeans and Nessa realized that he wasn’t wearing anything under them. And neither had his twin.


  Chapter Six


  


  Joseph watched his mate’s face as he stood up straight after stepping out of his jeans. He was nail-pounding hard, his dick standing out from his body as if reaching for her. Perhaps it was. He wanted her more than he wanted anything right then. He hadn’t expected to actually feel this way after not feeling much of anything but blinding rage for so long. When he’d told Jessup he would help him claim her and leave, he’d been a fool. There was no way he could leave her to his brother.


  He let Nessa look at him and almost laughed when she realized that his twin, who had curled around her, was just as naked as he was. Her eyes flew wide, her pupils dilating with alarm. Her mouth opened in a small silent oh that had his cock jumping at the erotic sight.


  Then she seemed to focus on him again and slowly took him in. All of him. He once again remembered that he was covered in scars from his time in captivity. Self-loathing inched its way back inside of him. How could he expect her to be attracted to him with his monstrous appearance? He started to bend down to pick up his jeans and leave her with his brother.


  “What happened, Joseph? Who hurt you like that?” she asked.


  He saw no pity in her eyes, only sorrow. She didn’t appear the least bit repulsed by the sight of him. Still, he hesitated to say anything. Thoughts of those endless days of pain and hopelessness filled him, overwhelming him for a second. The bedroom dimmed around him as he slipped back into that nightmare that had been his reality.


  “Tell her, Joseph. You said we had to be honest with her. She deserves to know what happened to you.” Jessup’s voice jerked him back, leaving a bitter taste in his mouth.


  “I was held captive in Afghanistan for over a month. I was part of a special unit made up of other shifters. There were three of us who’d been captured when we got cut off from our unit while scouting for our target. They knew we were coming. They knew what we were. We’d been set up.” He looked over her head to stare into his twin’s eyes.


  He’d never said anything to his family about being set up. He wasn’t sure why he was telling Nessa and Jessup that now. For some reason, it seemed important that Nessa know how he’d felt betrayal from someone he thought he could trust as well. She would understand how that felt. Her stepbrother should have loved and protected her instead of abusing and using her.


  “How did you get away?” she asked, looking up from where his brother had her wrapped in his arms.


  “They thought I was unconscious after”—he hesitated to say “they tortured me”—“one of their interrogation sessions and left me there while they took a break. I managed to get up and release the other two men who were still alive with me. We escaped.” He kept his eyes on her face as she listened to him.


  The fact that she didn’t wince or cringe only nodded relaxed him for some reason. He abandoned his clothes and climbed into the bed with them. He needed to touch her, hold her. She calmed him, took away some of the persistent rage that dogged his steps like the plague. If being near her was what it took to escape some of that relentless, all-consuming rage, Joseph wouldn’t push her away. In fact, she was fast becoming vital to his emotional and mental well-being.


  As he pulled the covers over him, Joseph reached for her. His brother relaxed his hold on her and let him pull her into his arms so that she ended up draped over his chest with her head resting on his shoulder. Jessup wrapped an arm over her back above her wounds, burying his nose in her hair as he once again got comfortable.


  “I’m tired. I’m not giving in to your crazy idea that we can all three be together,” Nessa said in a sleep-infused voice.


  “We’ll talk about it tomorrow when everyone is rested,” his brother assured her.


  Joseph looked over her head at his brother. Jessup’s expression was still just as serious as it had been earlier. He had no intentions of letting her go either. Now, his twin would realize by looking into Joseph’s eyes that he wasn’t going to be stepping back once it was finished either. By the slight upward tilt of Jessup’s mouth, Joseph knew that his brother had never planned for him to abandon them and return to his home in the wilds of Montana either.


  “We belong together, brother. When things get too intense here, we’ll all go to your retreat and chill for as long as it takes.” Jessup’s quiet voice whispered across their mate’s hair as he spoke.


  Joseph merely nodded at him as he thought about how much work needed to be done to accommodate a mate. She would not be shifting and living as her wolf as he had done much of the time. Nessa would need comfortable surroundings. Suddenly, his escape from life wasn’t as perfect as it had seemed once before. He was a little ashamed of the way he’d lived when faced with how Nessa had been forced to live. He didn’t want her to witness his decent into madness.


  “Put it away, brother. Sleep. We can worry about everything tomorrow. She’s in our arms and in our bed tonight. That’s all that matters at the moment,” Jessup said.


  “And if tomorrow brings even more problems?” Joseph asked.


  “We let our family help us solve them like always. Pack protects pack, Joe. You tried to break that law when you wouldn’t let us help you all these years. That comes to an end now. We have a mate to care for, and she will always come first.”


  Joseph agreed, though he wasn’t sure how he would manage to avoid spilling his shit all over everyone at times. Sometimes the building rage demanded an outlet and he had to give it one or risk losing himself totally. He thought about how Nessa helped calm that massive, boiling pot of madness and wondered if her calming presence would be enough to keep it under control. If not, he wanted her far away when he erupted. He would never want her anywhere near him when he lost it. The thought of accidently hurting her turned his bowels to water and created bloody icebergs in his veins.


  Slowly he relaxed, breathing in her calming scent until his heartbeat slowed and his churning stomach settled. Tomorrow. Tomorrow he would help convince his precious mate she belonged with them. Tomorrow they would decide how to prevent her stepbrother from ever laying a hand on her again.


  


  * * * *


  


  Nessa woke to warm, firm lips caressing her shoulder where her overlarge T-shirt allowed some of the skin from her neck and shoulder to peek from beneath the material at the neckline. She wasn’t sure if she were relieved that they hadn’t stripped her during the night or not. Something inside of her had shifted, leaving her wondering if just maybe she would now be fighting herself even more than the men.


  Someone’s hand slipped beneath her shirt and cupped her waist. She had no idea who was doing what to her, but suspected it was Jessup’s mouth and Joseph’s hand. She needed to move and put a stop to their teasing touches before they grew bolder.


  When she tried to pull away from them, Jessup refused to budge where his chest lay almost plastered to her upper back and Joseph tightened his grip at her waist.


  “Um, guys? I need up.”


  Instead of complying, they seemed even more intent on teasing her now that they were sure she was awake. She squirmed as Joseph ran his hand around her waist to rest against her softly rounded belly where he brushed the callused pads of his fingers back and forth across her skin.


  Jessup nipped her shoulder with his teeth then slid his tongue over it before finding a new spot to torment. She wanted to sigh at the wonderful, decadent feeling of their hands on her. She thought that if she were a cat, she’d be purring, but another urge hit her, stronger this time.


  “I’ve got to get up. Now! I need the bathroom.” She wiggled between them again.


  Jessup groaned at her shoulder where he had his mouth covering a large portion of her skin there. Teeth rasped but he pulled back.


  “Let her up, Joseph.”


  “If we do, she’ll never allow us this close again.”


  She heard the disappointed sigh in Joseph’s voice. It wasn’t something she would have expected. He was so stoic and confident.


  “Would you rather she pee all over you?” Jessup asked with a chuckle.


  The other man didn’t answer right away, but finally, he eased off the tight hold he had on her, allowing her to slip out of the bed.


  “Maybe that wouldn’t be so bad if it weren’t for the damn bed.” His almost whispered words had heat rushing to her face.


  Nessa hurried off the bed as she all but ran for the bathroom. After finishing up by washing her hands and brushing her teeth, she eased out and grabbed her bag that held what she needed to take a shower and dress. After locking the door behind her, she turned on the shower and adjusted the water. Seconds later, she stepped into the giant shower and allowed the water to soothe some of the tenseness from her muscles.


  She quickly soaped up and rinsed off before pouring a small amount of shampoo into her hair and lathering it up. As she massaged the liquid into her hair, a set of hands held her by the waist as another set took over washing her hair. She gasped but couldn’t open her eyes for fear of the shampoo getting in them.


  “What are you doing in here? I locked the door!”


  “We were picking locks on doors almost as soon as we learned to walk,” Joseph’s rough voice sounded much like a growl.


  “She’s so damn beautiful, brother. I could look at her all day.” Jessup’s voice held a hint of wistfulness in it.


  Both men had deep voices, but she’d already figured out that when Jessup became aroused, his grew softer and less growly, though no less intense. Joseph’s voice got deeper and thicker with a growl to it. It sounded a lot like when he was angry, she realized and wondered at the connection there. Again she wondered if she should fear the darker twin but dismissed it almost as quickly. She believed him when he said he would never hurt her.


  “This isn’t right, guys. I can’t get involved with both of you. Besides, my stepbrother is going to kill me if I don’t go home soon.”


  She immediately felt Joseph stiffen behind her, his hands still in the sudsy mess of her hair.


  “You’re not going anywhere, mate. You’re especially not going back to that bastard who abused you. Why would you even want to?” he asked.


  “He’s my stepbrother. I don’t have anyone but him.” She knew it sounded lame, but they would never understand.


  They had a handful of brothers and parents to rely on. She only had Derrick, poor excuse of a sibling as he was. What would happen to her when they grew tired of the fact that she couldn’t do anything right? She was a terrible cook and was tired all the time. She could never keep the trailer they had clean despite working on it anytime she wasn’t at the diner. It seemed like she could never get enough rest.


  “How did you end up with him?” Jessup asked.


  Joseph rinsed the shampoo from her hair, squeezing the excess water from it before letting her rinse her eyes. She looked up at Jessup as soon as she could open her eyes again.


  “My father died when I was about eight. My mom remarried Derrick’s father a year later and things weren’t too bad. Derrick never really liked me, but he left me alone for the most part. He didn’t like it that his father liked me.” Nessa sighed and thought about how her stepfather had given her gifts all the time, even when it hadn’t been a special occasion.


  She realized now that Derrick hadn’t missed any of that and had built up a serious resentment of her over the years. At the time, she hadn’t realized it though. Like any young girl, she looked up to her big stepbrother despite him not being a blood relative and wanted to tag along with him all the time.


  “The older I got, the more he disliked me. Then our parents were killed in a boating accident and he had custody over me, being nineteen to my sixteen. He did and said all the right things to assure that everyone supported him being my guardian. I was too upset over losing my parents and still a little naive as to how Derrick actually felt about me to protest.”


  “When did he begin hitting you, precious?” Jessup asked as he and Joseph toweled her dry.


  She grimaced. “The day the will was read. They didn’t have much. The insurance policy assured that all the bills were paid, but it didn’t leave much for us to live off of for long without working to supplement it. Derrick’s father left me half of everything that was left over and that pissed him off to no end.” Nessa grimaced at the memory.


  “When we got home from the lawyer’s office, he just exploded. He slapped me so hard I fell. Then he tore out of the house and I didn’t see him until the next day. I was so scared that I hid in my room until time to go to school on Monday, then I did everything I could to avoid him. Since he was my guardian, he had control of my part of the money, so he didn’t hit me much until it ran out. Then he took everything out on me.”


  She could still remember when he’d had to actually find a job to make ends meet. She’d been working after school all along to have spending money for food at lunch and to buy school supplies. Derrick wasn’t going to give her one cent he didn’t have to. Strangely enough, it was her part of the inheritance that went toward paying their bills.


  “Why did you stay with him once you were old enough to leave, Nessa?” Jessup asked.


  She sighed. They couldn’t understand being totally alone. How could they? There were eight of them plus their parents. She’d had no one. Not even friends. Derrick had been sure she didn’t have friends by scaring them off.


  “I didn’t have anywhere to go and no money to move out. He made sure I never had more than a few dollars at any given time. I tried to hide money from him, but he always found it.”


  “He kept you isolated from people so you didn’t have friends, didn’t he?” Joseph said in a soft voice.


  “Without friends, I was totally dependent on him for everything. I was supposed to feel grateful that he took care of me and didn’t put me out to starve on the streets.”


  “Why are you living in that trailer if your parent’s house was paid for?” Jessup guided her over to the bed where she sat down, the towel still wrapped around her.


  “Derrick has a gambling habit. We couldn’t pay the taxes on it the second year, and then he borrowed against it to pay back someone he owed, and we lost the house when we couldn’t make the loan payments.”


  “All of that is behind you now, baby. You’re family, and you’re pack.” Joseph sat next to her on the bed.


  She looked over at him and somehow knew that he had separated himself from his family and his pack until now. She would be the reason he returned. Knowing that her presence in their lives had such a major impact on them scared her. Nessa had never been important to anyone before. For a short while, she was the reason Derrick had access to more money, and now she was a meal ticket because she worked to put food on their table, but she’d never actually had worth outside of money before. It was for that reason that she didn’t tell them that her stepbrother used her for another reason as well. She didn’t want to think about that.


  “He won’t give up. I’m scared someone will get hurt, Joseph. I don’t want to be the reason one of you is hurt, or worse.” She shook her head and pushed to her feet.


  Jessup clasped her wrist when she walked over to retrieve clothes from her bag. He let his hand slide down to clasp hers. When she looked up, he smiled at her.


  “Don’t worry about us, sweetness. We are very hard to hurt and even harder to kill.”


  “Look at me, baby. I’m living proof that we don’t die easily. You have nothing to worry about.” Joseph stood up and stalked over to the dresser where he pulled out something to wear.


  Jessup squeezed her hand once more before letting it go to reach for clothes as well. She couldn’t look away as they dressed in front of her. She should have turned away from their nakedness, but couldn’t make herself give up the sight of their amazing masculine bodies. Their muscles were defined, their bodies sculpted to perfection. She learned something else about them that she would have been better off not to have known. They didn’t just occasionally not wear underwear beneath their skintight jeans, they didn’t even own underwear in the first place.


  Chapter Seven


  


  “With both of us to protect her, she’ll be fine, Joseph.” Jessup wanted to laugh at how protective his twin had already gotten of their mate.


  When he’d suggested that she unpack her things and put them away in the dresser where they’d cleared space for her, he’d cringed at not only how little she owned but also the shape they were in. She needed new clothes. He wanted to provide for his mate and make sure she was dressed in only the best and most comfortable apparel they could find. Wolf’s Pass only had the truck stop and a general store. They would have to drive to Cascade to find anything outside of blue jeans and T-shirts. Maybe they should schedule a trip to Helena. He doubted even Cascade had the sort of things he wanted to see her wearing. Maybe they should go to Marquand, Montana instead. It at least had a school.


  “Are you fucking listening to me?” Joseph asked in an exasperated voice.


  “No. Sorry. We should take her to Marquand instead. Cascade won’t have anything nice to wear.”


  “I’ve got to go to the diner and let them know I can’t work for a few days. My boss will fire me if I just don’t show up.” Nessa interrupted them when she spoke up.


  Lee and Evan were still in the kitchen cleaning up after breakfast. They looked over at Joseph like he did to see his reaction to her planning to go back to work in the future. They weren’t disappointed. He growled as his facial muscles tensed. Jessup winced when Nessa continued talking as if there wasn’t a big bad wolf hovering above her ready to strike.


  “And I don’t need any new clothes. Mine are fine. I don’t need much. All I do is work at the diner.” She stopped talking when she noticed that no one was moving around her. “What?”


  Joseph placed his hands on her shoulders and gently turned her to face him. Jessup watched in case he needed to intervene, but his twin didn’t raise his voice or threaten her in any way. He just told her how things were going to be.


  “We will take you to talk to your boss on the way, Nessa. You need to give your notice since you won’t be returning to work at all.” When she would have interrupted, he placed a finger over her mouth and shook his head. “Let me finish.”


  She glared at him but nodded when he waited with raised eyebrows. Jessup knew there would be an explosion once Joseph had finished lecturing her.


  “You are our mate, and our mate doesn’t need to work. As for clothes, I wouldn’t call what you are wearing suitable for anything other than cleaning a sewer. They are threadbare and ugly. We’ll buy you things that will be soft against your skin and complement your beauty. You didn’t even have a decent winter coat in that pile of scraps you brought with you.”


  Jessup watched her face redden with both embarrassment and anger. His brother was digging a massive grave that just might be large enough for his arrogance as well as his soon-to-be dead body. He had no doubt that Nessa would tear him apart given half a chance.


  He wasn’t disappointed when she went up on her toes to get in Joseph’s face and hissed through clenched teeth at him. Jessup thought she would have made a cute kitten. Right now she looked pissed enough to be a wild cat.


  “First of all, you don’t tell me what I can and can’t do. If I want to work at the diner, I darn well will. Second of all, my clothes are my business. I’m sorry they don’t meet with your lofty approval, but not all of us are able to pick and choose our wardrobes.” She stuck her finger in his chest as she made each point. “Thirdly of all, I haven’t agreed to be your mate!”


  Jessup winced at that last statement as Lee and Evan snickered behind them. Joseph wouldn’t accept that from her, Jessup was sure. As he watched, his twin took the finger poking his chest and brought it to his lips where he kissed it before lightly grasping her upper arms and backing her against the wall. Her eyes grew wide, but she didn’t look scared, only surprised.


  “Because you’re my mate, I’ll let you get away with poking your finger at me—this time, but make a habit of it and I’ll redden that sexy ass of yours. I won’t allow you to deny being our mate though.”


  Jessup smiled when his brother took her mouth in a demanding kiss. Even from where he stood a few feet away, it was obvious that she quickly lost the battle to resist Joseph. She responded almost instantly by wrapping her arms around his waist and pressing closer to him. Jessup wanted to be at her back, drawing on her scent and feeling her ass nestle his cock, but he wasn’t interfering this time. He’d let Joseph exert his dominance over their mate for now.


  While they didn’t want to smother her individuality, they did want to curb some of her independence to the point that she would look to them to protect her and give her what she needed. He frowned. She would no doubt resist the idea of being a kept woman. They would have to work on that.


  His brother slowly pulled away from Nessa’s mouth, obviously fully aroused by how dark his eyes had gone and the way he was pressing his body against their mate. Jessup waited for him to regain control over his libido before saying anything.


  “So, are we ready to head to town?” he asked, tongue in cheek.


  Evan chuckled while Lee punched his brother for laughing. Nessa glared at them even as she slid out of Joseph’s embrace. The two dumb asses had the grace to blush at her obvious disapproval before they excused themselves and disappeared from the kitchen.


  “I’m ready. Let’s go.” Joseph turned and headed for the back door.


  Jessup smiled at the way Nessa followed his brother with her eyes. She might say she wasn’t their mate, but she looked at Joseph like she could eat him alive. Evidently being attracted to them was settling in with her because she didn’t try to hide it when she noticed that he had seen her ogling his twin’s ass.


  “Don’t say one damn word, Jess. I’m still debating whether to believe the two of you or not.” She swept from the room, following Joseph with purposeful strides.


  Jessup couldn’t wait to see what the next few hours would bring. Shopping with her would be an exercise in resistance and patience he was sure. She was going to fight them all the way before they managed to win her surrender. It would make it that much sweeter though.


  When he climbed in the truck on the passenger side, they were already engaged in another argument. She hadn’t accepted their decision that she would quit work instead of calling off for a few days to heal. On this, he wouldn’t stand back and watch. He wasn’t letting her work another day or night at that place. She was their mate for fuck’s sake.


  “You might as well sit still and plan your resignation speech, Nessa. You aren’t working there another shift. End of discussion,” he said when his brother didn’t say anything.


  Her head swiveled toward him. The fire in her eyes was enough to make a grown man shake in his boots. It was a good thing they were more than men. His wolf saw it as a challenge instead of a threat. It didn’t back down on challenges for any reason. No doubt Joseph was busy fighting his instincts while he drove. Jessup had to give it to him. He was managing better than he thought he would have.


  “You can’t tell me what to do, Jess. Neither can your brother. I don’t have an endless source of income available to me. I have to work to make a living.”


  “You don’t have to work at all, baby.” Joseph turned an almost evil grin her way.


  Jessup wanted to tell him not to say it, but he was too late.


  “We will provide you with anything you need. We will pay for your clothes and your meals as well as any toys you want to play with.”


  Her gasp sounded loud in the truck’s cab. Jessup couldn’t stop the grin that spread across his face at the thought of her using a toy on herself that they had bought for her. She would put on a show for them before they made love to her. He could see in his head how she’d look spread out on the bed, her hand between her legs with a vibrator aimed for her clit. Would she tease herself like they would or would she get down to business?


  “I’ve never used toys,” she said in a breathy voice.


  “Now that’s a shame, baby. One we’ll have to take care of because you and toys just work for me.” Joseph turned to him. “What do you think, Jess?”


  “I think we need to do a little online shopping when we get back from town,” he said.


  Glancing at their mate, Jessup could tell the idea of playing with sex toys was turning their little mate on. He couldn’t wait to watch her run a little vibe around her clit. His already swollen cock pressed painfully against his zipper. Shopping with a boner wasn’t going to be easy. But then spending any amount of time with their Nessa without some type of relief was a lesson in madness. One he would gladly suffer as long as the promise of her surrender was the prize.


  


  * * * *


  


  Nessa couldn’t get the image of them torturing her with a vibrator as she begged them to let her come out of her head. The idea of a dazzling pink dildo, too large for her to possibly take inside her body sent thrills through her bloodstream. What was wrong with her that she would even think those decadent thoughts with so much of her life up in the air? She could even now feel the heat travel up her neck into her face. They would know what she was thinking about if her face was as red as it felt.


  Even more distressing was the fact that her panties were wet with her juices. She was actually aroused to the point that her pussy nearly vibrated with need. It was all their fault for stimulating her with all that talk about toys.


  When they pulled into the parking lot of the truck stop, Nessa stiffened. Was she really going to follow their directions and quit? She didn’t know them. How could she jump out of one mess she was at least familiar with into one she knew nothing about? She would tell her boss she just needed some time to recover.


  “Let’s go, precious. I’ll walk you inside.” Jessup helped her down from the cab of the truck.


  She was thankful that Joseph wasn’t going inside with them. She was sure he would have insisted that he accompany her back to the back to talk to her boss. As it was, Jessup only waited for her at the counter while she slipped in back to find Mr. Craigly.


  “Nessa, are you okay, honey?” he asked when she knocked on the office door.


  “Um, I’ll be fine. I wanted to talk to you about being off, Mr. Craigly.”


  “Nessa, hon, you need to find somewhere safe to live. That brother of yours was here looking for you early this morning. As angry as he was, I honestly think he might have tried to kill you if you’d been here. As it was I had a hard time getting him to leave. I almost called the sheriff on him.” Mr. Craigly appeared genuinely worried about her, but she figured he was just as worried that Derrick would cause trouble.


  She realized that she would have to quit after all. Derrick wouldn’t leave her alone, and if he caused too much trouble, she’d lose her job anyway. It was there in her boss’s eyes.


  “Actually, that was why I came in. I found somewhere to live and won’t be able to work anymore since I don’t have transportation to drive in anymore. I’m really sorry about not giving you any notice. I honestly would if I could.” She winced at how pathetic that sounded.


  “I understand, Nessa. You’ve been a good employee and a hard worker. Don’t think I didn’t notice the number of times you came in to work and were obviously in pain. I’m just glad you’re getting out of that situation. Your brother is dangerous,” he said, shaking his head.


  Nessa accepted an envelope with her last paycheck and thanked him for understanding. She walked back out front to find Jessup in the same spot she’d left him. He relaxed as soon as he caught sight of her as if he’d been afraid she’d disappear through another door and not come back.


  “Ready to go?” he asked with a smile.


  She nodded her head and let him lead her back outside. Joseph started the truck as soon as he saw them heading in his direction. Once his brother had her settled and buckled in, he pulled out of the parking lot and drove through what there was of the small almost town of Wolf’s Pass toward Cascade. She’d have been fine with stopping at the general store for what little she needed, but Joseph was driving and she had been instructed that what she wanted didn’t matter, more or less.


  As they headed for the slightly larger town, Nessa wondered if she should tell them what Mr. Craigly had told her about Derrick. She was just mad enough not to, but somehow it seemed petty and childish when they were risking their lives for her, not to mention that she was scared.


  “Um, my boss said Derrick had been by this morning looking for me. Evidently he was pretty upset that I hadn’t been home.” Nessa kept her gaze on her hands.


  “What did your boss say about it?” Jessup asked, covering her hands with one of his massive ones.


  “That he was glad I hadn’t been there. He said he was worried about me. I told him that I had a safe place and couldn’t work anymore.” She risked a glance up at Jessup.


  He smiled down at her and squeezed her hands. “Good. We’ll keep you safe, sweetness. Give us a chance.”


  She nodded then looked over at Joseph to find his mouth tight and his hands tightly gripping the steering wheel. She could tell he was trying to keep from saying anything that would upset her just by the set of his jaw. She quickly looked away and focused on the scenery straight ahead of her. They would be in Cascade soon.


  The small town was actually only a step up from Wolf’s Pass in size but did have a few more stores according to people she’d talked to at the truck stop. She’d never actually been there before. Before they’d ended up living in the trailer in Wolf’s Pass, they’d lived in Billings. Once they landed in the tiny community living in the rundown trailer, she’d never been allowed to go anywhere else. Derrick had liked keeping her under his thumb so he could control everything she did.


  Once she’d turned eighteen and he’d gone through all of her inheritance, she’d mistakenly thought he would leave her alone and she could escape his abuse and neglect. Instead, he’d gotten more restrictive and found another use for her. One she didn’t like to think about and didn’t want anyone to know about either. She doubted Joseph or Jessup would still want her for their mate if they knew the entire truth. Nessa cringed at the thought of them finding out.


  “Park as close to that dress shop as you can get, Joe. I don’t want her out in the open any more than we can help.” Jessup pointed toward a storefront.


  Nessa focused on the small town around her as Joseph slowed the truck to turn into a parking spot in front of a line of stores. There were at least five stores to choose from that she could see. None of the names were visible from where she sat, but the windows held hints of what they sold. The dress shop Jessup had pointed out did indeed have several mannequins in the window wearing pretty dresses. They looked too sophisticated to her. She wasn’t used to anything fancy. She sighed, at least not in the last seven or eight years.


  “Stay with one of us at all times, babe. Since neither one of us knows what your brother looks like, we don’t trust anyone near you,” Joseph said as he unfastened his seat belt.


  Jessup had hers off and had climbed out of the cab already. Now he held his hand out to help her down as well. The second her feet touched the ground, both men guided her toward the dress shop.


  “I’m not sure they are going to have anything for me here.” She really didn’t want to go in that store.


  “We’ll check and see. If not, we’ll move on to the next store.” Jessup held her hand in his as Joseph kept one hand at the small of her back.


  As soon as they stepped into the store, cool air greeted them as well as an older woman of about fifty dressed in a neat navy-blue linen pantsuit. Nessa couldn’t help but admire how nice she looked. Expecting the woman to look down her nose at her in her tattered jeans and T-shirt, she was surprised when instead she smiled and asked how she could help them.


  “Hello, Grace. We’re looking for some things for our mate, Nessa,” Jessup told the woman.


  Nessa gaped at the two men. They knew the woman and evidently she knew they were wolves since they’d called her their mate. Did that mean she was a wolf, too?


  “Congratulations! What wonderful news! You haven’t announced it yet though, have you? I know I hadn’t heard if you have,” she said, clasping her hands together in front of her.


  “Thank you. No, we haven’t announced it yet. We are waiting to clear up some things first before introducing her to the pack. I hope you will help us keep this quiet for now,” Jessup said.


  Grace eyed Joseph quickly before lowering her eyes. “Of course. I would never speak out of turn. You said our?”


  “Yes, he did.” Joseph almost growled out the reply.


  “Then you are returning to your family? I know they have missed you.” Grace didn’t look at him as she spoke.


  Nessa wanted to snap at the woman not to treat him differently because of his scars, but she didn’t really have a right to say anything and didn’t know the older woman well enough to chide her over it.


  “We don’t have much time, Grace. Maybe you could show us what you have in her size.” Jessup obviously knew his brother well enough to know that the situation was deteriorating.


  “Of course. Right this way.” She led them deeper into the store where she finally turned her attention to Nessa. “Hmm, you are a tiny thing. I’d say a size ten.”


  “See. You need fattening up. That’s entirely too thin,” Joseph said with a frown.


  When she would have said something to the effect that she wasn’t trying to please him, Grace stepped in and whisked her away to a dressing room.


  “Don’t bother saying anything to him about it, child. You’ll not get anywhere with him. Your best course of action is to nod silently and proceed to do as you wish. Take my word for it. They are very opinionated wolves. As the ruling family, they have a right to be.”


  Nessa frowned. “Ruling family? I don’t understand.”


  Grace’s mouth fell open, but she quickly closed it. “They haven’t really told you much, have they?”


  “No. I don’t know them that well. I’m not real sure about this mate business.”


  Nessa watched as Grace busied herself unfastening a dress while seeming to decide what she was going to say. Finally, when she thought the older woman wasn’t going to say anything more on the subject, she turned with the dress in her hand and indicated that Nessa should undress.


  “They will have to be the ones to talk to you about everything. You’re not a shifter, so I can’t really say more to you when you haven’t been introduced to the pack as a new member by mating. I will say that if they are claiming you as their mate, then you are. It’s not something a wolf can ignore or anything. They don’t pick out their mates based on what they look like. Mates are mystical and once they are located, it is set in stone. Either you accept them or you don’t, but they have no choice. You’re it for them.”


  With that, Grace clammed up and helped her finish pulling on the dress. Once it was secured, she urged Nessa to walk out of the dressing room to let the men see the dress on her. She had to admit, the pretty yellow dress fit her perfectly. It was a little more feminine than she was accustomed to, but she couldn’t help but fall in love with how it felt on her body.


  “Perfect,” Jessup said with a broad smile. “I knew Grace would be able to help.”


  Nessa allowed the woman to parade her in front of the men in dress after dress before moving on to pantsuits. All the while, she pondered what it meant that Jessup and Joseph didn’t have a choice in who their mate was. What did that say about how they really felt about her? If they were stuck with her, did they really like her at all?


  By the time they’d finished, to her dismay, they’d bought her several of the pretty dresses and four other outfits.


  “You’ll want to go down to Allison’s shop for intimates. I don’t carry them since she does.” Grace handed the last package to Joseph as she spoke.


  “Thank you for all of your help, Grace,” Jessup said.


  “And for keeping our announcement quiet for now,” Joseph added.


  “I look forward to the ceremony.” Grace waved them out as they left.


  “What did she mean by intimates?” Nessa asked after they had stowed their purchases in the truck and started down the sidewalk.


  “Hot, sexy underwear, babe. All for you.” Joseph popped her lightly on the ass before returning his hand to her shoulder.


  “Hell no!”


  Chapter Eight


  


  Allison’s shop was simply called Intimates. The woman who met them as they walked in the door didn’t quite go with the classy style of the shop. Her long, layered purple hair seemed odd enough without the glittering nose stud and tongue ball. She had multiple piercings in both ears, and since her top didn’t cover her entire abdomen, the belly ring was pretty noticeable as well. Needless to say, Nessa had to look again to see what color her eyes were since all the jewelry drew her attention. They were hazel with swirls of green and brown.


  Nessa hadn’t wanted to go in the store, but both Jessup and Joseph insisted and walked her between them down the sidewalk. Now she listened as the oddly decorated woman confirmed that she was Allison and it was indeed her shop.


  “Are you looking for sexy, sensual, or kinky?” Allison asked.


  “Sexy and sensual,” Joseph said before she could say anything.


  “Follow me and I’ll show you what we have.”


  They followed her to the back of the store where she indicated several racks and shelves of panties and bras in every imaginable color. She could feel the heat suffuse her neck and face as the unusual woman pointed out various sets to them.


  “The greens and blues will look great on her,” Jessup said.


  “Let’s look at some deep reds, too.” Joseph fingered some of the silky looking material.


  “Don’t I get any say in my own underwear?” She couldn’t help the sarcasm apparent in her voice.


  “Of course you do, precious. What colors do you like?” Jessup asked, running his hand up and down her back.


  “Plain white is all I need.”


  Joseph actually growled. She took a step back. It wasn’t that she was scared of him. For some reason, she wasn’t, but she didn’t trust that he wouldn’t make good on his many promises to spank her.


  “White does nothing for your pale skin and beautiful eyes, Nessa. Let us pick out your things, okay?” Jessup kissed the top of her head.


  She looked up at him and caught him sending his twin an obvious reprimanding look. She ducked her head and watched as Allison pulled out several sets in the colors the men had told her and laid them in a fan arrangement on an empty table that was probably for that very reason. She’d also added in a separate grouping a couple of black sets in different styles. Nessa couldn’t help but admire all of the lovely undergarments, but she really had no use for anything that fancy. They were made for sexy, beautiful women, not women like her.


  The two men looked at the display and talked between them. Allison had disappeared, leaving her standing alone behind the men. She felt completely out of place in the classy-looking store despite the owner’s odd body art. She was sure she’d seen a hint of a tattoo peeking out from the bottom of her blouse on her back and the glimpse of another one at the waistband of her pants under her belly piercing.


  “Nessa. Come here, babe. What do you think of what we’ve picked out?” Joseph’s voice startled her.


  She slowly eased forward and stood between the two men to see what they’d chosen. When Jessup’s hand settled at the back of her shoulder, she began to relax. Then she noted the ones Joseph was pointing out and shivered. They’d picked out over a dozen bra-and-panty sets in shades of dark red, navy blue, greens, and black.


  “There’s too many, guys. I don’t need more than four sets. I rinse them out every night.”


  She felt Joseph stiffen next to her. She’d upset him for some reason. She looked up into his face.


  “You will not be rinsing them out nightly anymore. You are our mate. You will have what you need, what you desire.” His voice though low, held plenty of strength.


  “I’m not used to all of this. Why would I need more than a few anyway?” she asked.


  Jessup chuckled and leaned down to whisper in her ear. “Because we plan to make you wet for us on a regular basis and you’ll have to change your panties often.”


  “Because I may decide to tear them off of you when I want to taste some of that delicious cream or make you come.” Joseph’s hot breath as he whispered into her other ear sent chills down her spine.


  She didn’t say another word or look up at them as Allison returned with her arms full of more silk and satin. She nodded at their choices before removing them and clearing off the table to spread out the amazing negligées and gowns she had brought back with her. Again, she’d chosen them in the colors the men had given her.


  “These are the styles I thought would complement her body type the most. She has a very sensual figure,” Allison said.


  “What do you think, Nessa? Do you like any of these?” Jessup asked.


  Joseph leaned down so that only she could hear. “Although you won’t need them very often or for long.”


  She hissed in a breath at the intended meaning behind his words. She couldn’t stop the images of him removing them from her body before ripping her underwear off. She quickly pushed the images away and fought to remain calm and quiet. She didn’t need him to know how much he affected her, though maybe he already knew.


  “They are all pretty. I—I don’t know. Maybe the longer ones.”


  Joseph chuckled beside her. “We expected that. Didn’t we, brother?”


  “She’s obviously modest.” Jessup held up one of the longer emerald-green gowns in front of her and smiled. “I can see you in this, Nessa.”


  Nessa smiled. She couldn’t help but respond to Jessup’s comment. She had known him longer than Joseph and had begun to relax and enjoy being with him. It would take time with Joseph. It hit her then that she had accepted that she was to be both of their mate. When had she decided to accept their claim?


  She didn’t have time to think more about it as they were having Allison ring up everything and package it up for them to leave. She cringed once again at the amount of money they were spending. They’d obviously chosen some of the shorter negligées as well as the longer gowns since the woman was adding them to the packages. Images of her dressed in the dark red had her heart beating fast drumbeats in her chest. It led to thoughts of the men standing on either side of her running their hands all over her body beneath the silk material. Nessa was sure her nipples were poking at her plain white utilitarian bra even as they guided her back outside toward the truck.


  “Let’s go to the Burger Barn for something to eat before we head back home,” Jessup suggested.


  Nessa was relieved that they didn’t plan to shop any more. The entire ordeal, though easier than she’d anticipated, left her shaky inside. She didn’t feel comfortable with the expensive outfits they’d bought her. She’d never owned anything like what they’d bought other than when she’d been a child.


  They pulled into the gravel parking lot for the Burger Barn, and Jessup helped her out of the truck. The brothers escorted her inside the diner-type restaurant and over to a table in the back. Once they’d sat down, the waitress appeared to take their order. There were several other groups already eating with a few more waiting for their food. As she looked around, she didn’t recognize anyone she knew. That went a long way to settling her stomach. All she needed was for one of her brother’s friends or acquaintances to recognize her.


  They ordered burgers and fries along with their drinks. The men chose beer, but Nessa stuck with Diet Coke. She didn’t need alcohol to muddle her mind. Nothing between her and the brothers was settled yet as far as she was concerned. Maybe she had made up her mind to accept them, but they still needed to talk.


  Both men fussed at her until she’d eaten half of her burger and fries. She felt stuffed and feared she would fall asleep on the ride back. Jessup walked out ahead of her then held the door for her to step through with Joseph behind her. She headed directly toward the truck with Jessup next to her. She could feel the warmth of his hand against her waist.


  “Where the fuck have you been?” Derrick stepped in front of her, his face screwed into a dangerous scowl.


  “D—Derrick...” She couldn’t finish the sentence because he grabbed her by the throat.


  Before her brother squeezed too tightly, Joseph had him by the throat with his feet no longer touching the ground. Nessa gasped for breath as her brother released his hold on her to grab and claw at Joseph’s grip on his throat. She could read the panic in his eyes as Jessup pulled her away from the two men into his arms.


  “Are you okay, Nessa? Let me see your throat.” He studied her before crushing her against his chest.


  “Jessup. Don’t let him kill Derrick. He’s my brother.”


  “Shh, precious. He won’t kill him,” Jessup assured her.


  “Joe, put him down. We need to have a talk with him.” Jessup turned and walked her to the truck where he unlocked the door and helped her up into the cab. “Lock the door, Nessa. We’ll be back in a few minutes.”


  “But, Jessup…” she began.


  “Don’t worry, sweetness. We’re just going to explain that he has no control over you anymore.”


  She watched him walk back to where Joseph continued to hold a limp Derrick by the throat though he no longer had him off the ground. She almost felt sorry for her brother, but years of abuse at his and his various associates’ hands quickly wiped that thought from her mind. He deserved to suffer as far as she was concerned. He’d done more than live off of her inheritance and earnings. He’d beat her and used her to pay off his gambling debts on more than one occasion.


  Flashes of some of those terrible memories threatened to break through the protective wall she’d built between them. She didn’t want to remember the rapes. They were over. She’d never have to fear them again with Jessup and Joseph protecting her. Since she’d already accepted that they would both be her mates, relief that she would be escaping Derrick’s clutches threatened to overwhelm her. She focused on what was going on across the parking lot. The men were crowding her brother against his truck so she couldn’t really tell what was happening. She couldn’t hear them either.


  After what seemed like an hour, Jessup and Joseph stepped back from Derrick and watched as he scrambled into his truck and backed haphazardly out of the parking lot before squealing off down the road.


  When they turned in her direction, she could see the rage slowly dissolve as they stalked closer to where she sat in their truck. Their anger was replaced by lust and determination. A sharp shiver raced over her body as chill bumps erupted on her arms. Their intense expressions didn’t scare her so much as excite her. She couldn’t understand her body’s reaction to what should look like a threat to her.


  Right now, her panties were wet as her pussy prepared for their cocks. Her nipples beaded in hard, tight buds, aching for their touch, their mouths. The sound of the locks clicking to allow them to open the doors startled her. She jerked and jumped back from the passenger door as Jessup reached it and opened it before climbing inside to sit next to her. Joseph jerked open the driver’s door and climbed up as well.


  She wasn’t prepared for Joseph’s attack and yelped when he pulled her into his arms and buried his nose at her neck before claiming her mouth in a punishing kiss that left no doubt to what he really wanted to do to her. His tongue thrust in and out of her mouth before he sucked hard on hers. When he finally released her, Jessup turned her toward him.


  Jess didn’t kiss her or pull her tightly against him. Instead, he smiled at her and kissed her forehead before fastening her seat belt for her.


  “You don’t have to worry about that asshole again, sweetness. We’ll protect you, always.” Jessup kissed her lightly on her swollen lips.


  She slowly relaxed against the seat as Joseph pulled out of the lot at a normal speed. He seemed to be in control, but one look at how tight his hands gripped the wheel then up at the lines of strain on his face proved he wasn’t. What had they said to Derrick, and more importantly, what had Derrick told them?


  Chapter Nine


  


  Joseph parked the truck in front of the house next to Kindle’s truck. While he was still angry, he’d managed to calm down some on the drive back home. His wolf had wanted to kill Derrick for hurting Nessa. Hell, even the man in him had wanted to eliminate the threat to his mate. Jessup was right though. Killing him would only bring trouble down on their pack. They’d managed to live peaceably with humans for decades. Derrick’s death would threaten that.


  As he climbed out of the cab, the door to the house opened and Levi stepped out. He appeared relaxed, but Joseph knew looks, where the eldest was concerned, could be deceiving. He walked around to the front of the truck and waited for Jessup and Nessa.


  “Do you need help with unloading?” Levi asked, stepping off the porch.


  “I’ll take some help,” Jessup said with a smile. “Joseph, why don’t you take Nessa inside? She’s about to fall asleep on her feet. I think she could use a nap.”


  Joseph nodded and dropped his hand to the small of her back to lead her up the porch steps and into the house. He had to shorten his steps to accommodate her much shorter stride and realized once again just how tiny their mate was. Though she didn’t say anything about Jessup sending her to take a nap, Joseph was sure she was seething inside. He could almost feel the anger seeping from her skin. It made him smile as much as he ever smiled. The fact that their little mate had spirit and a temper made her that much more suitable for them.


  When they reached the room where she’d been sleeping, Joseph closed the door behind them. Nessa jumped, confirming his thoughts that she was still upset from earlier despite being mad at Jessup for essentially sending her to bed.


  “Everything is okay now, Nessa. Let’s get you comfortable.” He stepped closer to her.


  He was surprised when she didn’t back away from him. It made him feel less like a freak of nature with all of his scars. He softened his normally scowling expression and pulled her gently into his arms. She didn’t immediately relax against him, but after a few seconds, he felt her muscles slowly let go until she felt like putty in his arms. He rubbed up and down her back, careful of her nearly faded bruised places. Then he pulled back and tipped her chin up using one finger so she could meet his gaze.


  “I’m going to undress you, Nessa. Then I’m going to settle you down to rest. Okay?”


  Joseph watched the quick passage of her feelings across her expressive face. Fear, determination, until finally, acceptance all battled while he watched. Finally, she nodded and lifted her arms so that he could pull her T-shirt over her head. Once he had her down to her underwear, he helped her into bed and covered her with the sheet.


  “I know you don’t want to take a nap, babe, but you’re still recovering. You need your rest. We won’t leave you in the house by yourself. We’ll either be in the kitchen or the living room if you need us.” He leaned over and kissed her lightly on the cheek before running one finger down the side of her face.


  “What did you say to Derrick?” she asked before he turned away.


  “That I’d tear him into tiny pieces if he ever touched you again.” He didn’t hesitate to tell her the truth.


  “What did he tell you?”


  “Nothing of any value, babe. Get some rest. We’ll come get you in a couple of hours.” He turned away and opened the door before she could see the anger that started to seep through his control.


  Once he’d closed the door softly behind him, Joseph leaned against it and fought to regain control. He wanted to go back and rip her brother apart, but it wasn’t an option—yet.


  “Is she okay?” Jessup frowned as he walked toward him.


  “Yeah. She’s fine. Is everything in our room?” Joseph asked.


  “We need to talk. We can put it away while we talk.” Jessup led the way to the back where their new suite was located downstairs.


  Now that they were mated, they had taken over one of the bottom suites. There were a total of three suites on the bottom level of the house with the main suite being on the first floor along with five other guest rooms. There were four separate suites on the second floor. The house was huge because it was designed to house the ruling family with their enforcers. When their parents had built their own place several years before in preparation of retirement as the current ruling family, their children began slowly taking over the running of the pack. They knew their father planned to step down as ruling Alpha soon to retire with his Beta, their other father, and their mother.


  While secluded, their parents’ house was still within the safe area of the compound where a good number of pack members chose to live. Though some lived outside the enclosed area, they continued to participate in pack functions. There had never been a great need for them to seek safety inside the compound so they felt safe where they lived. Levi was of a mind that their days of unchallenged safety might be coming to an end. Joseph was in agreement with him, but many still didn’t agree.


  He followed his twin down the stairs to the door to their suite. Inside was a self-enclosed condo-like home complete with a spacious kitchen, living area, and four bedrooms with three baths. The master suite was on one side of the kitchen with the three other bedrooms located on the other side. It gave them some measure of privacy once the children came along.


  Joseph felt his cock harden even more at the thought of their mate heavy with their pups. He didn’t know how much longer he could hold off from claiming her. Her scent called to him, keeping his dick semihard all the time now. It was damn uncomfortable walking with it like that all day.


  When they’d started unpacking the bags and putting away their purchases for Nessa, Jessup began talking.


  “What do you think Derrick meant when he said he needed her to cover his bets?”


  “I don’t think we want to know. I only barely managed to keep from killing the fucker as it is.” He carefully folded and put away the pair of satin panties he picked up from the bag.


  “He pretty much admitted that he used her as his cook and housekeeper. The bastard didn’t care one bit about her other than how it was going to inconvenience him.” Jessup carried one of the dresses to one of the walk-in closets and added it to the others they’d already hung up.


  “Well, she doesn’t have to worry about him anymore. He won’t bother her again. I think we made a believer out of him.” Joseph folded up the empty bags and stuffed them into the trash can before pulling one of the baskets of his clothes over toward one of the chest of drawers to put his things away next.


  “I take it by the fact that you’re moving your things in here that you’re planning to stay.” Jessup didn’t stop what he was doing.


  Joseph sighed and turned to his brother. “I can’t not claim her or she’ll always feel incomplete. If I claim her, she’s mine just as much as she’s yours. I don’t think my wolf will allow me to completely turn my back on her, Jessup. If you can’t accept me here most of the time, we’re going to have a problem.”


  Jessup stopped what he was doing and stood up straight. Frowning, he stalked toward Joseph. When he reached him, his twin stopped putting away his things. Glaring at him, Jessup popped him in the shoulder.


  “Of course I’m fine with you staying. Not part of the time, but all of the time. I don’t want you going back to that shack you call a home at all.” He popped him again before strolling back to what he was doing.


  “Jessup, you know I’m not normal. There are going to be times that I need to get away so that I can remain in control. I, hell, we can’t afford to risk that I might lose it with her in the middle of it. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I hurt her in any way.”


  “You won’t hurt her, Joe. You’d never harm a female or a child. I know this all the way into my soul,” Jessup said.


  “You can’t be sure of that, Jess. You don’t know me now. I’m not the same man or wolf I was before I left. There’s a darkness inside of me that craves violence in a way that isn’t even natural for our wolves. I can’t risk it around Nessa.” He ran his hands over his face. “Fuck, Jessup! She’s like a little china doll. I could hurt her without meaning to if I lose control. I can’t risk that. You should never let me around her when you’re not there.”


  “That’s crazy, Joe. Stop thinking like that. You’re not going to hurt her.”


  “Promise me you won’t let me. Promise me you’ll stop me no matter what it takes if I lose control.” Joseph stared hard at his brother, willing the other man to understand the fear that lived inside of him every second of every day that he’d one day lose control and hurt someone he loved.


  


  * * * *


  


  Jessup couldn’t believe what his brother was saying, what he was asking him to do. He didn’t believe for one minute that his twin could possibly harm their mate. Yes, he had changed since returning from overseas, but there was no way he would lose control of his wolf like that. Still, he could feel the fear in his twin that he would do just that.


  “If it makes you feel better, I promise to make sure you never hurt Nessa, Joe. I will protect her with my life just as I know you will do the same.”


  His brother relaxed, a breath of air leaving his lungs in a soft whoosh before he turned and continued putting away his things. Jessup carried one of his baskets over to do the same. They worked in silence for a few minutes until Joseph finished and stacked the empty baskets before sitting on the edge of the bed.


  “We need to make a trip out to your place and bring your things back. You don’t have enough here to live on,” Jessup said.


  “I’ll go and bring back most of it in a few days. I have enough for now. I’ll keep my place for when I need to get away.”


  Jessup wanted to kick something. Joe was so fucking stubborn. The place he lived in wasn’t fit for a wolf, much less Joe. He’d told them over and over that it suited his wolf just fine. Jessup was sure he spent most of his time in his wolf form, and that wasn’t good for him to do. The longer someone spent in their shifted state, the harder it was to acclimate to being human again. It was why one of them periodically went out to check on him when he moved out there.


  “Things are going to change, Joe, now that we have our mate. You’ll see. Once we’ve mated her, your wolf will settle and you’ll start to live again.” Jessup finished putting away his things and added his baskets to the stack Joseph had built.


  He grabbed them and headed toward the front with them. He knew Joseph was following him though he didn’t say anything. His wolf’s hearing was sharp enough to pick up even his brother’s soft footsteps as they crossed the floor to the front door leading to the stairs.


  “Let’s go wake up our mate. It’s nearly time for dinner,” he said when they’d started up the stairs.


  


  * * * *


  


  Nessa tried to help Lee and Even clean up after dinner, but they wouldn’t let her. When she turned away, disgusted with them, it was to find Jessup’s smug expression as he watched with his arms crossed over his broad chest. Joseph stood by the French doors with his back to them. She could tell by the tense set of his shoulders that something was bothering him more than usual. She couldn’t help but believe it was whatever her brother had said to him.


  Jessup took her hand and led her out of the room and into the living area where he pulled her onto his lap when he sat on the couch. His arms encased her in a loose hug as he buried his face against her neck.


  “What are you doing?” she asked.


  “Inhaling your beauty, sweetness. It completes me.”


  She honestly didn’t know what to say to that. Before she could answer, Levi, Aaron, and Galen walked in. They grabbed seats with Aaron snagging the remote on his way past the TV. For the next ten minutes, they argued over what to watch, switching back and forth between stations until finally Levi growled when Aaron turned past the show he wanted. One growl was all it took for them to settle down and leave the TV alone. She shivered at how the sound had made her skin itch. She was surprised it hadn’t frightened her, but she wasn’t scared.


  “Are you cold, sweetness?” Jessup asked.


  “No. I’m fine. What is wrong with Joseph? He’s always so, I don’t know, tense, but now he’s upset over something. What did my brother say?”


  Jessup hugged her tighter before whispering in her ear, “We’ll talk about it later. Joseph is—edgy.”


  He hadn’t revealed anything she hadn’t already figured out for herself. To say that Joseph was edgy was an understatement as far as she was concerned. Her big scarred wolf was an enigma she was going to have to figure out if she was truly embracing their way of life. A way of life she still knew little about.


  Nearly an hour later, Joseph appeared next to them on the couch. She hadn’t even noticed him enter the room, much less heard him when he sat down. He pulled her from his brother’s arms to his lap where he nuzzled her neck much as Jessup had done. Only with Joseph, it was more like a wild animal scenting its prey. Another round of shivers traveled over her skin. He didn’t ask if she was cold. Joseph merely stood up and carried her out of the room in a direction she’d never been before.


  Nessa turned her head to look over his shoulder and was relieved to see Jessup following them. He gave her a reassuring wink that did little to calm her now racing heart. They descended a set of stairs that ended in a small alcove with three doors. Joseph crossed to the door on the far left and pressed in a series of numbers on a pad before opening the door. Though there was light from somewhere in another room, it wasn’t enough to allow her to see anything as they walked through other doorways into a massive bedroom where a single lamp burned.


  She couldn’t help her gasp at the size of the massive bed in the center of the room. She’d never seen one that large before. A deep-maroon-and-gold comforter lay turned down at the foot of the bed, revealing brilliant gold sheets that looked softer than anything she’d ever felt before. Two enormous chests of drawers were located on one side of the bed and an equally impressive dresser on the other side. Nessa had never seen such beautifully made furniture before. Even when her mom and stepdad had been alive, they’d never had anything this elaborate before.


  Joseph walked across the hardwood floor toward the bed and carefully eased her down until she was able to stand next to it. He kept a steadying hand on her arms as she regained her balance. Then he released her and stepped back next to his brother. Both men stared at her as if she were the most amazing thing in the world to them. She didn’t know what to think about their intense scrutiny.


  “We need to talk about what being our mate means, Nessa.” Jessup eased down on the bed to one side of her.


  “I agree. I don’t understand any of this. I didn’t even know that werewolves—um—shifters existed before now.” She almost squealed when Joseph lifted her with his hands at her waist and settled her on the bed before stretching out next to her.


  “That’s why we need to talk.” Jessup lay down on his side and pulled her down between him and his brother.


  “When wolves mate, Nessa, it’s for life. There are no divorces in our world. Many of our kind mate in groups. Usually two or three males to a female. It is nature’s way of assuring that our females are protected and cared for. While one mate is out hunting, the other is there to protect her and any cubs.” Jessup stroked a calloused finger down her arm as he spoke.


  “Cubs? A–Are you saying I’ll have puppies?” she all but squealed, trying to sit up.


  Joseph growled and held her still with one hand pressed lightly against her upper chest. For a brief second, Nessa worried she might suffocate if she didn’t sit up, but he relaxed his hand on her chest.


  “No, silly. We call them our cubs, but they are born just like you were born.” Jessup kissed her lightly on the forehead, easing some of her anxiety.


  “So, there are other, um, families around with more than one man in the relationship? Don’t they get jealous of each other?”


  “No. There is no jealousy. All we want is to see our mate happy and healthy. As long as the other males are helping to keep her happy, we are content.” Joseph spoke up for the first time.


  She turned to look at him now. His eyes continued to pierce her in their intensity. She couldn’t shake the feeling that he was fighting himself to keep from scaring her. She had no doubt that both men could be scary as hell, but Joseph didn’t need to turn it on like Jessup would have to. Joseph was just the opposite. He had to work at hiding that side of himself. Despite his constant scowl and easy growl, Nessa found that when she looked deep inside of herself, she wasn’t really afraid of him at all. He startled her and made her uneasy at times, but she was positive he would never hurt her.


  “As our mate, you will be taken care of and kept safe. You will be a member of the ruling family and have some responsibilities, but you will not need to hold a job. We will provide everything you need.” Joseph’s words sounded so cold to her. They lacked any passion though his body reeked of tightly leashed emotion.


  “All of this sounds nice on the outside, but how can a relationship work if we don’t love or at least care about each other? Aren’t we rushing this? I mean I’ve only known you a few weeks, Jess, and just met Joe the other day.” She felt as if her entire world had been upended, shaking the foundation of all her beliefs.


  “Precious, we knew the moment we scented you that you were to be ours. Normally, when wolves meet their mates, there are no preliminaries,” he said.


  “They know they belong together and mate, sealing their bond as soon as possible. We don’t waste valuable time on rituals or getting to know each other. We belong to each other and nothing is going to change that fact.” Joe seemed to be watching her reaction to his statement.


  Nessa wanted to protest that she wasn’t a wolf and needed time to get to know them, but the fact of the matter was, she already knew that she cared about both men on some level. It was as if her heart had already made up its mind and was only waiting for her head to catch up with it. Still, she wasn’t letting them think she was easily manipulated or they would walk all over her the rest of their lives. She looked from one serious expression to the other then stared hard at Joseph.


  “So all you have to do is fuck me and you’re bound to me?”


  Chapter Ten


  


  Joseph narrowed his eyes at Nessa’s blunt statement. He wasn’t fooled. She tried to act as if she understood and wasn’t uneasy about the situation she had found herself in. No doubt it didn’t feel that much different than the one she’d been in with her brother at this point. She didn’t have a lot of say over her life right now and that had to bother her. Most human women were used to a certain amount of freedom. The fact that Nessa had not had that in several years didn’t mean she didn’t yearn for it.


  “If you want to put it that way, then yeah. Once we fuck you, you’re ours as much as we are yours. Do you want to know what we’re going to do to assure that we are well and truly mated?” he asked.


  “Joe…”


  “We’re both going to take you at the same time. I’ll be in your hot ass and Jess will take that sweet pussy. We’ll bury ourselves inside of your body over and over again. Then, when we’re ready to fill you full of our seed, we’ll each bite you between your neck and shoulder on each side of you. I can almost taste the fiery tang of your blood in my mouth already.”


  “That’s enough, Joe!” Jessup actually growled at him.


  He could feel Nessa’s fine tremors where her body touched his. His dick pressed painfully against the unforgiving zipper of his jeans, throbbing in time with his heartbeat.


  “She deserves to know what we are going to do to her, Jess. She needs to understand what it means to be our mate—my mate. I’m not an easy man or wolf to deal with. You know that, Jess. We are part animals and me more than most.” He needed to claim Nessa and soon.


  If they waited much longer, he wasn’t sure he could hold back the demon inside of him that wanted out. Jess was taking too long. No amount of sugarcoating it would make things any easier on her. It would only make her not trust them to tell her the truth in the long run. They needed her trust in order to keep her safe. He wasn’t about to compromise that at this point.


  “You’re scaring her unnecessarily, Joe.” His brother frowned.


  “It’s okay, Jess. Joe’s right. I need to know what to expect. If we are going to live together, I need to know what my life is going to be like. Don’t treat me like something breakable. I’m not some simpering idiot who can’t handle the truth. You have no idea what I can handle or what I have handled in the past. Treat me like an equal. I won’t trade one prison for another one.”


  Joseph wanted to smile at her bravery, but instead he pushed off the bed to undress instead.


  “Enough! It’s time.” He grasped the collar of his T-shirt behind his head and pulled it off before tackling his boots.


  Jessup seemed to search Nessa’s face for assurance that she was okay with everything before he, too, stood up and began to strip. Their little mate didn’t join in. Instead, she went up on her elbows and watched them strip as if they were putting on a show just for her. When she bit her lower lip, Joe felt his balls tighten.


  He shucked his jeans in record time. Since most shifters didn’t wear underwear, his cock sprang free, standing out from his body, hard and heavy. He felt her eyes rest there. When he looked up it was to catch the tip of her tongue running lightly over her lower lip. His dick jerked painfully at the erotic sight as he imagined her hot, wet mouth wrapped around him. A drop of pre-cum leaked from the slit at the top. He wanted to watch her tempting tongue swipe it away. He could almost see her face as she tasted him for the first time.


  Jess had finished undressing as well, and their little mate’s eyes traveled up and down both of their bodies with obvious lust. Joseph couldn’t wait to taste her nectar that even now he could smell easing from her pussy. By the flaring of his brother’s nostrils, Jess could smell her as well.


  He couldn’t stand it any longer. Joe bent down and removed her shoes as his twin unfastened her pants. They each took a leg and pulled the material down, letting it pool on the floor. Before he even knew what he was doing, Joseph buried his nose between her legs, inhaling her feminine scent through the crotch of her panties. Her sudden gasp and his brother’s chuckle didn’t faze him in the least. The feel of his teeth elongating drew a growl from him. Without saying a word, he ripped her underwear so that he could jerk it from her body and reach what he’d longed for.


  “I’ll handle her top by myself, brother. I can tell you’re a little busy at the moment.” Jessup’s amused voice was lost on him.


  All Joe could think about was finding the source of the delicious scent that had his balls aching and his cock twitching. The smell of her arousal had loosened the wolf to the point that he had to give it something or he’d lose complete control. Right now, her juicy pussy called to him in both forms.


  The first taste of her when he drew his tongue along her wet slit had his toes curling in ecstasy. Licking her essence from his lips, Joe lost himself in her taste and smell. He attacked her with his mouth, cleaning her thighs where evidence of her arousal glistened on her skin and following it to the source where he made himself comfortable as he dined on her pleasure. Had he not felt her thighs tighten around his shoulders, Joseph might have missed her first orgasm. His brother must be kissing her because the only sound she made was a muffled moan.


  “W–why is he growling?” Nessa’s voice shook, pulling Joe back to himself.


  He realized his growls hadn’t been low keyed at all, but loud and wild sounding. No doubt she was scared that he would take a bite out of her down there by the sound of them. He cursed, and after taking one last swipe of her juices, Joe lifted his head and kissed the inside of each of her thighs.


  “I’m sorry, baby. I didn’t mean to scare you. You taste so fucking amazing. I couldn’t control my wolf’s approval.” He struggled to keep his face as calm as possible as he stared into her eyes.


  “It tickles when you growl like that.” Her tentative smile encouraged him that she might not be as scared of him as he’d worried.


  “Let’s get you settled on Jess, Nessa. I need to prepare your ass for my cock.” He kissed her belly before backing away.


  He watched her face as she finally caught the meaning of what he was talking about. Instead of the fear or loathing he expected to see, she smiled, almost looking eager before she rolled over and he lost sight of her face. She crawled over his brother’s body, straddling him until her pussy was lined up with his twin’s swollen dick. He watched his brother’s face as she slowly sank down, engulfing his thick cock. For the first time in years, Joseph relaxed the strict control he kept over the link between he and Jess, allowing him to feel some of what his brother was feeling in that moment.


  


  * * * *


  


  Dear, God! The pleasure of Nessa’s sweet cunt as it swallowed his rock-hard cock nearly had him cross-eyed. Then he felt his brother’s pleasure as he watched, and Jess realized that their connection was once again intact. Not wanting to waste one second of the precious link, he allowed his body to take over and just feel what their mate was doing to him. He hoped it would overwhelm Joe and prevent him from closing down once again.


  Hot, wet flesh surrounded his dick, jerking him back to what she was doing to him. All kinds of curses circled in his head as she slowly ruined him for any other female, human or wolf. It was as it should be. He would have no desire for another ever again. She was it for him—for them. Her body, her heart, and her soul would be forever tangled with theirs.


  Each second that elapsed as she worked her body down the length of his shaft seemed like a lifetime. Gazing up into her face, as she took him into her body, Jess fought tears at her expression. Pure pleasure and something bordering on bliss shined there for them to see. He wished his brother could see the beauty of her face just then. He allowed the blooming love in his heart to race across the link, building his desire even as he tried to build his brother’s awareness of their mate’s perfection for them.


  “Fuck, what are you doing to me, Jess?” He heard the deep growl in Joe’s voice. “I have to be in control or I’ll hurt her.”


  “You won’t hurt her.” He was sure his brother wouldn’t harm a female or child. It was engrained in the wolf as well as the man.


  His thoughts disintegrated the moment Nessa completely took him. Her slight weight rested against his groin, her pubic hair mixing with his, light entwined with dark. He couldn’t take his eyes off it.


  “Ah, hell, sweetness. You undo me,” he whispered in an emotionally hoarse voice.


  Her raspy breathing let him know she was struggling to sit still. Then she gasped as his brother bent her over his chest with a hand to her back. Jessup looked over her shoulder into the dark, wild eyes of his twin that gleamed with some inner fire unique to him. The sheer lust and satisfaction that shined out at that moment as he looked down at their mate’s gently rounded ass worried Jess for a second before he fought it back. This was still his brother, and no matter what, he knew his brother wouldn’t hurt their mate.


  Joe looked up, meeting Jess’s gaze, and some of the feral heat slipped away. He reached back and carefully grasped Nessa’s soft ass and pulled each globe back, revealing her tender bud to his brother’s sight. He would keep her buttocks spread while Joe prepared her tiny rosebud for his penetration.


  “Nessa? Has anyone ever taken your sweet ass before?” he finally whispered in her ear.


  She lifted slightly to look at him and shook her head. “No. Will it hurt a lot?”


  The fact that she was willing to let them take her in this way believing it could be very painful tightened the hold she had on his heart. He looked over her shoulder at his brother. Joe had closed his eyes, an expression of love if he’d ever seen one evident on his twin’s face. There was no way Joe would ever allow harm to touch her either from his hands or another’s. He loved her.


  “Precious, I won’t lie to you. It may hurt some at first, but it will ease and I promise we will make it good for you. Just relax and push out. Don’t tense up or the pain will be worse.” He hoped she would be able to follow his directions.


  He didn’t want to cause her any undue discomfort if it was at all possible. With proper preparation, if she relaxed and followed his directions, the pain would be minimal if at all. Every time they took her like this, it would get better and easier for her. They only wanted to give her pleasure. Seeing her wrapped up in it would be the ultimate in satisfaction for them.


  Her body clamped down on his cock, forcing a hiss from between his lips. Joe had started touching her dark hole now. He would be lightly running his lubed up finger around and around the delicate flower. It was his job to help distract her from the eventual penetration of his fingers in her ass. Jessup kissed her cheek, never letting go of his hold on her ass.


  “Kiss me, sweetness. I need your mouth on mine.”


  She obeyed, gently applying her lips to his. He immediately took control, deepening the kiss until she grasped his head between her hands and returned it in equal abandon. Her taste was better than the sweetest of candies. He could only imagine what her pussy would taste like. Right now, her demanding kisses and the way her hot, wet cunt fitted him like a glove commanded all of his attention. Sweat broke out along his forehead as her body moved against his. There was no way he would ever last once they started fucking her together. Already his balls had tightened to the point of pain.


  He pulled from her kiss. “Joe, hurry, man. I’m fucking dying down here.”


  “Her ass is tight, Jess. I’m not going to risk hurting her. Man up, wolf!”


  His brother’s taunt was as close to joking as his brother had gotten in years. Even as he struggled to control the urge to push deeper into their mate, his relief at another chink in the wall of control his brother had built gave him the strength to hold out a little longer.


  “Fuck you, brother. You’re not balls-deep in her hot, wet cunt, either.”


  “Oh, God!” Nessa’s voice held both pleasure and pain.


  “Easy, sweetness. Relax and let Joe take care of you.”


  The look she gave him told him right quick to shut the fuck up. He couldn’t stop the grin that broke over his face. No doubt he would pay for it at some point, but seeing that quick moment of defiance told him that she wouldn’t be a weak mate for the other females in the pack to try and dominate. Then she clamped down on his dick again and stars exploded over his vision.


  Chapter Eleven


  


  Nessa couldn’t believe she was sitting astride Jess with his amazing cock deep inside of her. Nor could she believe that she was letting his twin, Joseph, finger her ass to prepare her for his equally endowed dick. What had happened to her in only a few short days? Why did she trust these two men—wolves as she’d come to find out— in such a short time period? None of it made sense, but neither did her brother using her as collateral for his bets either. Anything was better than that.


  Yet she couldn’t compare them to Derrick’s treatment of her. They’d been nothing but good to her, taking care of her injuries and treating her more like a princess than the worthless servant her brother had made her into.


  And sweet Lord, Joe’s mouth had taken her to heaven and back twice. She would endure anything that made them happy after the way they’d taken care of her. Just the promise from Jessup that they would make it good for her was enough to strengthen her resolve to endure no matter how badly it hurt.


  Joe added a second slick finger to her back hole, making her squirm at the fullness it caused. She couldn’t stop herself from squeezing her cunt muscles around Jessup’s thick cock. He cursed beneath his breath before groaning as she slowly relaxed around him. Joe slowly moved the two digits in and out of her ass, spreading them over and over as he did. The pleasure-pain kept her on edge until finally she managed to totally relax around them, letting the budding sensations expand until her body felt much like a live wire, ready for something to happen.


  “Easy, baby. I’m going to add a third finger. It might pinch. Just breathe through it. Try not to tense up.” Joe’s strangled voice assured her that he was just as affected as she was even though it wasn’t his ass being invaded.


  The pinch took her breath away, so she wondered how she was supposed to breathe through it. Then it all came rushing back at her as the pinch stretched into a slight burn. She moaned and tried to relax as he inched his fingers inside of her before pulling them almost all the way out again. Nessa was at the point of telling him to just fuck her already. Somehow she was sure that the buildup was worse than the actual event.


  Just when she thought she would scream with frustration, Joe removed all of his fingers.


  “That’s it, Ness. You’re ready, now. Remember, push back against me.” His gruff voice not far from her ear vibrated through her body, setting off flashes of heat all along the way.


  She felt another shot of lube enter her back hole right before Joe’s rock-hard cock pressed against her opening. Pressure unlike anything she’d ever felt before had her gasping for breath before she remembered to push back and breathe through it. The pressure built despite her efforts to follow Joe and Jess’s instructions, but just before she thought she would scream for them to stop, the head of Joe’s dick popped through the resistant rings. Relief at the sudden release of pressure only lasted a few brief seconds before it began to slowly build again as Joe continued to press his way inside of her.


  “Oh, God!” She hissed out as Joe cursed.


  “Fuck me. You’re tighter than I could have ever imagined. I’m not going to last, Jess.”


  “Hell! Neither am I.”


  “Do something. It’s too much.”


  Nessa wanted to jerk both of them up by their hair at that point. They needed to move. She couldn’t stand the slow buildup as Joe eased deeper inside her dark hole. She squirmed between them, earning her a soft slap on her ass.


  “Be still, Ness. I don’t want to hurt you,” Joe said.


  “Not moving is hurting me. Fuck me already. I can’t stand it.” Nessa couldn’t believe that she was telling them to fuck her as if she always talked like that. This wasn’t her.


  At Jessup’s strangled chuckle, she knew he, at least, understood her frustration. Joe cursed and pulled almost all the way out then slammed inside of her again. She yelped but met him halfway the next time he pushed back inside of her. With each glide of his dick into her tight passage, his twin pulled out of her quivering cunt then rammed back into her as Joe pulled out.


  “Oh, God, oh, God, oh, God.” The chant started under her breath but soon grew to a near scream as both men tunneled in and out of her over and over.


  Jessup managed to slip a hand between them at some point and was rubbing lightly over her clit in a circular motion. It added fuel to the fire growing in her bloodstream until suddenly it was all too much and a pleasure unlike anything she’d ever known before exploded throughout her body. Fire raced through her veins as bliss hovered at the edge of her vision, threatening to overtake her at any minute.


  She stiffened all over, tightening down around the men’s cocks and squeezing their orgasms from them in loud shouts and curses. Before the power of their mutual climaxes had begun to wane, they each sank their teeth into her shoulder at the same time and the lights went out for Nessa as pure ecstasy took away her ability to breathe. Just before she succumbed she thought she heard the howl of a wolf.


  


  * * * *


  


  When Nessa came to again, it was to find herself sitting in one of the men’s laps, submerged in a massive whirlpool tub filled with deliciously hot water. Though sore in strange places, Nessa didn’t feel all that bad. When she moved her head to look up so she could see whose cock was already poking at her, she remembered them biting her. Her shoulders hurt.


  “Easy, sweetness. They will be better by tomorrow. Already they are healing.” Jessup’s soothing voice answered that question.


  “Where’s Joseph?” she asked, wincing at how her voice cracked.


  “He took a shower and is changing the sheets for us. We made a huge mess of the bed.”


  Nessa got the feeling by the way his voice sounded that he was grinning at the knowledge while all it did was embarrass her. Something on the edge of her consciousness poked at her. She fought to remember.


  “Was that Joseph who howled?” she asked at last.


  Jessup’s deep chuckle told her all she needed to know. It was obvious that he found it amusing that his brother had let loose the animallike sound.


  “Yep. That was my always-in-complete-control brother. Thank you for bringing back my twin, Nessa. No doubt he’s going to fight it to the bitter end, but watching him go wolf without meaning to was the best thing I’ve seen in a long time.”


  “What? He turned into a wolf on me?” Fear chased bile up her throat.


  “No! I didn’t mean to scare you like that. We’d never do that, Nessa. I just meant that he’d lost some of his infernal control that he keeps his emotions leashed behind. His eyes bled to wolf and he howled because he couldn’t contain his emotions anymore.” Jessup’s fear that he’d said something that had her that upset was evident all across his face. “I promise, Nessa. We’d never do anything to harm you in any way.”


  She slowly relaxed back against him when she realized she’d sat forward to turn so that she could see his face. Almost as soon as she’d moved back into position, he, too, relaxed and slowly massaged her upper arms, staying well away from her tender shoulders. The water was beginning to cool down after a little while. When Jessup suggested it was time to get out, she agreed without protest.


  “Let’s get you dried off, sweetness. Joe should have something to snack on by now.”


  “I’m not really hungry.” She was tired though and ready to go to sleep.


  “You’re too thin, Nessa. You obviously haven’t been eating enough for some time now. We’re going to make sure you are healthy. A few bites of something won’t hurt you.” Jessup smiled despite the frown she aimed at him.


  Once they were both dry, he picked her up despite her fierce refusal to be carried and did just that, carried her into the bedroom, where true to his word, Joe had what amounted to a feast laid out on the table between the two chairs arranged as a sitting area. There was no way she could eat her share of that much food.


  “Kindle and Galen made this for us to celebrate our mating,” Joe said.


  Instantly Nessa felt heat race up her neck into her face. She hadn’t thought about the fact that the other brothers would hear what they were doing. There was no way they would have missed her scream or Joe’s howl.


  “Look, Joe. Our mate is blushing. Wonder what caused that?” Jessup asked as he sat down with her in his lap.


  “Put me down,” she demanded.


  Before she could stop him, Joe picked her up from his brother’s lap and sat down in the opposite chair with her secure in his arms. There was no use struggling. The man was made of steel and iron. When he picked up a bite of cheese and held it at her mouth, she thought about refusing but realized that was being childish and she wasn’t going to be accused of that. She took a bite of the delicious cheese and realized that she actually was a little hungry.


  For the next fifteen minutes, the men took turns feeding her bites of cheese and fruit. One would give her a morsel to eat then the other would lift a glass of wine for her to sip from. By the time she’d finally convinced them that she was full, Nessa was sure she was a bit tipsy. Her body felt light while her head felt heavy.


  “You got me drunk,” she accused.


  Jess chuckled. “That wasn’t our intentions, but it will help you to sleep.”


  Joe pulled her into his arms when Jess slid her into bed. When he didn’t join them, she frowned.


  “Where are you going?”


  “I’ll be right back. I’m just going to put away the dishes, precious.” He kissed her lightly on the nose then padded out of eyesight.


  “Are you in pain, Nessa?” Joe asked.


  “Nope. I’m good.” She knew she sounded silly. She couldn’t stop herself from wiggling her butt against Joe’s already hard cock.


  “Careful, baby. You need your rest, and I’m not strong enough to resist you tonight if you keep that up.”


  “Maybe I don’t want you to.” She couldn’t believe what was coming out of her mouth.


  Jessup chuckled not far away. “She’s going to be a handful, brother. Mark my word. She’s going to have us eating out of her hand in no time.”


  “Speak for yourself, Jess. One of us is going to have to be the voice of reason, and I expect it’s going to be me. You won’t be able to deny anything she says.”


  “Why should we deny her anything she wants?” Jessup asked as he climbed into bed beside her.


  “That’s right. Why would you deny me what I want?” she asked, pushing her lips out in what she hoped was a pout.


  Jessup burst out laughing. “What in the world is that face, precious?”


  Joe’s face even relaxed into something like a smile. “It looks like she sucked a lemon to me.”


  Nessa frowned and attempted to cross her arms, but they were tangled up in the covers, and she couldn’t make them work. Finally, she gave up and burrowed deeper into Joe’s side as Jessup curled around behind her. The last thought she had was to wonder if she would become a wolf now that they had bitten her. She’d forgotten to ask.


  


  * * * *


  


  The smell of something delicious wafted across her nose, waking Nessa from one of the best nights of sleep she’d had in a very long time. In fact, she opened her eyes and carefully moved her body around on the bed. Nothing really hurt her as far as she could tell. She slowly rolled over to the edge of the bed and sat up then eased off the edge to stand. Even her ribs felt fine. She strode across the room to the spacious bathroom she’d barely glanced at the night before. Besides the giant whirlpool tub, there was a massive walk-in shower with multiple showerheads. Her tiny bedroom in the trailer would have fit into the bathroom without a problem.


  Nessa stared at her reflection in the mirror and gasped. Almost all of the bruising from before was gone. No wonder she had slept so well. She didn’t have the aches and pains from her last beating at the hands of her stepbrother. Did this mean she was going to turn into a wolf on the full moon? She wasn’t sure how she felt about that. She needed to talk to her mates about it.


  The word mate slipped easily into her vocabulary, much to her surprise. Nessa wouldn’t have thought she would be able to wrap her mind around the knowledge that were—um—shifters existed so readily. She quickly finished in the bathroom then pulled on a pair of warm-ups before bracing herself to find out what all of this meant for her future.


  By the smell of things, at least one of her mates was cooking. It didn’t take her belly growling for her to appreciate the fact that they could cook. Right now, Nessa felt as if she could eat a cow all by herself. Was that a part of turning into a wolf?


  When she rounded the corner into the kitchen, she slid to a stop. Jessup and Joseph both wore low-riding, tight jeans without a shirt. The sight of all that tanned skin stretched taunt over hard muscles had her mouth watering and her pussy dripping. She licked her lips before she even realized what she was doing. Jessup’s chuckle jerked her thoughts back to the present and her eyes to their faces. Heat burned its way up her neck to warm her face. Busted.


  “Hungry, sweetness?” he asked.


  “Um, yeah. My stomach is growling. I don’t remember being this hungry since I was a kid.”


  “I think you might be hungry for more than just food, baby,” Joseph said with a knowing look.


  “Am I going to turn into a wolf now?” she asked, blurting it out before she could stop herself.


  Jessup’s chuckle from earlier sounded quiet compared to the belly laugh he let out now. She frowned at him, feeling like an idiot now.


  “No, Nessa. You won’t turn into a wolf from a bite. Wolves are born. They aren’t made.” Joseph’s quiet answer soothed her ruffled feathers to some extent.


  “Why do I feel different then? I mean, I’m not sore anymore and my bruising is almost completely gone.” She lifted her T-shirt to show them. “Plus, I’m ravenous, like I haven’t eaten in days.”


  The two men looked at each other with startled expressions before returning their gaze to her. She took a step back.


  “Is something wrong? Is this not supposed to have happened?” she asked.


  “Nothing is wrong, precious. It’s just that changes to a mate’s body are subtle at first. Normally it takes several weeks for a mate to notice the changes.” Jessup stepped forward and pulled her into his arms.


  “Enzymes in our saliva enter into your body through the bites and slowly make changes to your immune system so that you are better able to live in our world with the added dangers as well as be able to carry our cubs to term.” Joseph stared at her as if he were studying her.


  She couldn’t help but squirm from Jessup’s arms at the intense scrutiny of his brother. He’d mentioned that word again, cubs. They had assured her the night before that she would have a human baby, not a wolf pup, but hearing them called that made her nervous. Nessa scolded herself for letting it worry her. It would be a while before they had children. They needed to get used to each other first. Besides, she was on the birth control shot, so it would be about three months before she had to decide if she planned to take another one or not.


  “Are you disappointed that you’re not going to be able to change into a wolf?” Joseph asked.


  She shivered and shook her head. “No. I wasn’t too keen on the idea. I don’t mind that you are wolves, but if I had to deal with turning into one I think I would freak out. There are too many rules as a human without adding wolf rules into the mix.”


  Jessup grinned. “Sorry, sweetness, but you will still have to learn about pack rules since you are now part of the pack as our mate.”


  She frowned and crossed her arms. “Can we talk about it over breakfast? I’m really hungry, guys.” Her belly gurgled loud enough that human ears could hear it.


  “Sorry, Nessa. Let’s get you settled at the table and we’ll bring yours over to you.” Joseph herded her over to the rather large table across from the kitchen end of the room.


  Once she was settled in her chair, the men brought several platters of food over along with plates and silverware. Jessup served her first then they dug in as well. Soon, nothing but the sounds of eating with the clanking of utensils on plates could be heard. Nessa soon forgot all of the questions she had as the taste of the food captured all of her attention.


  “Everything tastes amazing. Which one of you is the great cook?” she finally asked around mouthfuls.


  “We both cooked, but I doubt it’s really our cooking. It’s probably the changes in your body. It enhances everything for you. Everything will seem, I don’t know, more. Colors will be brighter and food will taste better,” Jessup told her.


  “The sex will be more intense as well,” Joseph added, his serious eyes traveling over her body possessively.


  “Oh!” Nessa wasn’t sure what to think about that. It had been pretty amazing as it was. She wasn’t sure she would live through anything more intense.


  “I love how your face warms to a pretty pink when you’re embarrassed,” Joseph said.


  She didn’t have anything to say to that. Instead, Nessa stood up so fast she nearly turned her chair over in the process. Grabbing her plate and silverware, she started to escape their amused glances by carrying them to the sink. Joseph stood up and stopped her, taking them from her and nodding for her to sit back down.


  “I’ll take care of the dishes, baby. You and Jess go sit in the living room and find something on the TV to watch. I’ll be there in a few minutes.”


  She turned to where Jess was already standing by the table waiting on her. She wasn’t used to being treated this way. Usually she was the one who cooked and did the dishes. Guilt tugged at her as Jess took her hand and led her out of the kitchen.


  “What’s that frown for, sweetness? I don’t like to see you unhappy.”


  “I’m not unhappy. It just feels strange for someone else to cook and do the dishes.”


  He smiled and kissed her lightly on the nose. “Get used to it. You don’t always have to take care of everyone but yourself now. We take care of you. You’re precious to us, Nessa.”


  “Why me, Jess? I mean, what made us mates when I’m not a wolf?” she asked as he settled her next to him on the couch.


  He picked up the remote and switched on the TV before turning to answer her question. She could see the seriousness in his expression. It served to drive home the fact that this wasn’t a game, she was really their mate and everything had changed. She just didn’t know what everything was yet. Maybe that was what had her a little worried.


  “Nessa, I’m not sure why mates are attracted to each other, but can you deny that you felt close to me the first time we met? Hell, my brother is intimidating to say the least and yet you are attracted to him and aren’t really scared of him. A little uneasy at times, but you know deep down that he wouldn’t hurt you.”


  “I guess. I mean, I do feel connected to both of you and I feel—safe is the word I guess. I haven’t felt safe in a long time.” She couldn’t look at him when she said that.


  “We will always protect you, sweetness. You’re our life. Don’t forget that.”


  “Especially when we make you mad at us because we tell you that you can’t do something.” Joseph’s voice startled her.


  She looked up and over to where he stood leaning against the door frame watching them. He seemed so imposing and unapproachable, but somehow she knew that he was vulnerable to her. Her acceptance of him had bound them together even as their bite had bound her to them. She had the power to hurt him in ways that no one else would ever have again. It humbled her.


  “Are you going to tell me I can’t do something that I want to do?” she asked, staring at him.


  “Probably before it’s over with. Keeping you safe is very important to us. Even when it means you will be mad at us. Alive, unhurt, and mad is much more acceptable than the alternatives.”


  “What does being your mate really mean for me, Joe? What is going to change in my life that I need to be ready for it? I can’t believe that it’s all positive. Nothing in life is really that easy.”


  “Everything, baby. Everything about your life is already changing. You’re right, though. Nothing good comes without a price. I just pray that you can live with that price,” Joe said as he stalked closer to where she sat.


  Chapter Twelve


  


  Joe knew he was being an asshole, but he needed to be sure she understood the seriousness of her new life. Being the mate of a shifter wasn’t easy. Being the mate of a pair of shifters in the ruling family among the pack was much harder. Not only would she have to deal with him and his volatile moods, she would also need to be able to help with pack business. As the only mate among his brothers at the moment, she would be looked on as the alpha female to lead and direct the other females in the pack.


  Looking at the apprehension evident on her face, Joe worried that she wouldn’t be able to handle everything right away. What they were asking of her was almost unheard of. Usually, the alpha of the family would already have mated by the time the rest of the family found their mates. Instead, Nessa was going to have to step up and handle everything without the luxury of the alpha’s mate to aid her. Not only that, but she wasn’t a shifter and wouldn’t know the customs and routines already ingrained in shifters by the time they reached her age. He and his twin would need to prepare her for what to expect and Jessup seemed more intent on coddling her than teaching her.


  “I know that look, Joe.” Jessup pulled Nessa closer to him. “It isn’t realistic to expect her to step in and handle the females right off the bat.”


  “What?” Nessa’s eyes widened as she stared back and forth between them.


  “Would you make her a weakling in front of the other females from the start?” Joe towered over them from his position directly in front of Nessa.


  He knew his brother didn’t want that for their mate, nor did he want to push her into the mess that would surely break out at her introduction. Still, what choice did they have? Wolf shifters were very clannish and thrived on family. They expected to be included in everything from new matings to announcements of pregnancy.


  “She can still take her place without bearing the brunt of the duties by herself. It is our duty to take care of her and protect her. That extends to whatever she needs. She will need our help to acclimate to pack life.” Jessup nuzzled Nessa’s neck, bringing a smile to her face.


  Joseph felt his cock harden at the thought of taking her again. Seeing his brother holding her didn’t elicit feelings of jealousy. Instead, he grew aroused at the thought of watching his twin fuck their mate. Knowing that Jessup was taking care of her needs while he watched turned him on to the point that he had to close his eyes for a second and rid himself of the inner visual that was threatening his ability to think.


  “First we need to introduce her to our parents and then we introduce her to the pack,” Jessup was saying. “Levi plans to have a pack meeting Saturday night. It’s the perfect opportunity to present her as our mate then.”


  Joe slowly pulled in a breath and let it out quietly. Fighting for control had become a way of life for him, but for some reason, with it being his mate they were discussing, it eluded him. The growl slipped through unintended. Jessup only grinned at him and shook his head.


  “Are you growling at me?” Nessa asked with raised brows. “You don’t growl at me, Joe. Stop it right now.”


  He stopped out of astonishment more than from minding her. The fact that she’d challenged him and it hadn’t triggered his need to dominate floored him. Maybe Jess was right and when it came to his mate, he wasn’t capable of hurting her.


  “I wasn’t growling at you, Nessa. I’m sorry, but the thought of others touching you gets my back up.” Joe would have to keep a tight rein on his emotions and possessiveness during their pack meeting.


  “Why would anyone else touch me? I’m your mate, right? Yours and Jessup’s?” She nibbled at her bottom lip with tiny teeth.


  Her apprehension poured off of her like icy water from a tap. He could almost shiver from it. Joe contained his growl.


  “Wolves thrive on touch, Nessa,” Jessup told her. “We take comfort in being able to hold or be held by our pack members. That’s why we are always touching you when we’re close.”


  “So you’re saying that I can expect to be molested anytime I’m around anyone in your pack?” Nessa’s voice pitched higher.


  “No!” Joe bit back a curse. “The other males shouldn’t touch you without our agreeing unless you’re hurt and we aren’t around to help you. The females will touch a lot though.”


  “Y–you’re not talking about sharing me with anyone else, are you?”


  “Never! You belong to us.” Joseph’s voice took on a growly quality now.


  Just the idea of another male touching her nearly brought his wolf out. The idea of sharing her with anyone other than his twin had his teeth dropping so that he was sure his fangs showed. Joe tried to calm his racing heart, but his wolf needed to mark his mate once again. It rode Joe hard, gripping his balls to the point of pain.


  Without thinking about it, Joe pulled Nessa to her feet out of his brother’s arms and crushed her mouth to his. Her clothed breasts pressed against his bare skin, leaving him aching for a more intimate touch. Not bothering to break the fierce kiss, Joe ripped her shirt down the back before pulling it roughly from her body. He had to release her briefly to pull the ruined material down her arms but quickly dropped it to the floor and married their mouths once again.


  The feel of her hard nipples pressing against his chest made his dick give a little jerk in appreciation. Then his conscience caught up with him and he worried that he’d been too rough and Nessa would fear him after all. He started to pull back to apologize, but Nessa had wound her hands around his neck and was holding on as she shyly explored his mouth with her tongue. Fire tore through his veins at her easy acceptance of him, growls and all. It humbled him in ways nothing and no one ever had before.


  Joseph slowly ran his hands up her arms to her face where he caressed her as he slowed the kiss. He wanted to tell her how much she meant to him, but words wouldn’t come. All he could do was show her.


  He broke the kiss with deep reluctance and picked his mate up. Glancing over at where his brother was standing by the side of the couch watching them, he nodded toward the bedroom. Jessup smiled but shook his head and sat back down on the couch. Panic flooded him. Could he take their mate alone without fear that he would somehow harm her?


  Joseph cradled her gently against his chest and walked toward the bedroom. Each step sent worry coursing through him, settling like lead in his stomach. She meant everything to him—to them. That his brother trusted him with their mate when Jess knew how volatile he could be gave him hope that maybe his twin saw something in him that Joe didn’t see. Some of the fear receded as he lowered Nessa to the bed.


  Wide, blue eyes looked up at him when he released her. He could see the hesitation there for an instant then desire took over as she looked down his body. Joe knelt by the bed and removed her pants, thrilled to see that she wasn’t wearing anything beneath them. Her spicy scent awakened the wolf inside of him. Joe fought to hold him back. He didn’t want to take her that way this time. He wanted to make love to her, show her how special she was to him.


  “You’re so beautiful, Nessa. I can’t stop looking at you, touching you.” He nuzzled the inside of her leg before slowly spreading them to accommodate his broad shoulders.


  “Oh, God, Joe. I’m burning up.”


  “Burn for me, baby. I want to hear you scream my name.”


  Joe ran the tip of his tongue along the slit of her pussy with the lightest of touches. She rewarded him by lifting her hips in an effort to get closer. There was no way he could refuse her. Nessa’s fragrant arousal ate at his resolve to go slowly. His cock pulsed with the knowledge it would soon sink balls-deep inside her hot, wet cunt.


  Leaning forward, Joseph slid his tongue between her pussy lips and licked upward until he found her clit, already stiff and peeking from its hood. He traced around it with his tongue then returned to lapping at her slit with long, wet strokes that elicited the sweetest of moans from his mate. Like music to his ears, they strummed his heart in a way that softened him in places that hadn’t known softness in many years. He would move mountains for her.


  As he thrust his tongue deep inside her pussy, her hands sank into his hair, nails digging at his scalp each time he circled close to her clit. He knew what he was doing to her. It was the same thing she was doing to him with her little mews of pleasure and soft pleas for more.


  “You taste like heaven, Nessa. Your taste is the sweetest ambrosia.”


  Words failed him, doing no justice to her taste, to what she did to him. Joe slipped two fingers into her cunt and slowly pumped them in and out of her as he continued to lap at her honey. Once he located her sweet spot, he stroked it over and over, judging how close she was to exploding by the sound of her moans and pleading words, as well as how the walls of her sex clenched and pulled at his fingers. She would climax before he took her. She would always come first in all things.


  She gasped and clenched around him letting Joe know she was right on the edge. He sucked in her swollen clit as he stroked steadily over that hot spot and was soon rewarded with her keening cry of his name as she exploded around him. As her orgasm ripped through her, he lapped at the results, savoring the taste because he gave it to her.


  Finally, her quivering legs relaxed around him and her fingers loosened in his hair. He gave her soaked pussy one last lick before standing up to remove his jeans. Her glassy eyes followed him then dropped to where his hands were unfastening his pants and slowly shoving them down over his steel-hard dick that throbbed at the building heat in her eyes. Seeing the lust for him on her face threatened his self-control once again.


  “When you look at me like that I want to fuck you like there’s no tomorrow, Nessa, but I need to make love to you instead.”


  “I don’t care what you do, just don’t leave me like this. I don’t understand what is wrong with me, but if you don’t do something, I’m going to scream.” Nessa’s breathy voice still had enough of an edge to it to tell him that she was serious.


  Joseph stepped out of the jeans and propped one knee on the bed as he lifted her up and scooted her higher on the bed. Then he lowered himself over her and relished the press of their bodies against each other. He was careful not to give her too much of his weight, but knowing that she welcomed him there had his mouth watering. Pulling back, Joe gazed down at her gorgeous breasts and the taut nipples, erect and dusky pink. He couldn’t resist. The little berry tasted ripe on his tongue as he sucked it into his mouth.


  “Yes!” Nessa’s hands held him to her as he sucked and nipped at the tender bud before moving to try its twin.


  The more he tasted of her, the more Joseph knew he could never let her go. Why he ever thought to help his brother claim their mate and then simply walk away, he had no idea. It wasn’t possible to turn away from this amazing woman.


  Her urgent tugging at his head finally captured his attention. He lifted from her amazing tits and let her lead him farther up until her lips captured his in a desperate-feeling kiss. She ate at him much as he had her earlier. He could tell she was already on the upward spiral toward another orgasm and wanted to be inside of her when she came this time. The feel of her cunt squeezing his dick as she flew would be true ecstasy to him.


  After one last sweep of his tongue inside her mouth, Joe pulled back and stared down into her amazing eyes. Their bright blue depths reminded him of the ocean, calm on the surface but deep and churning beneath. They begged for more as he looked down their bodies to where his straining cock waited a breath away from plunging into her hot, wet pussy.


  “Please, Joe. I need you.” She reached between them to grasp his hard cock.


  When she tugged on him, a drop of cum leaked from the slit at the top. He couldn’t wait any longer. He leaned back and allowed her to line his dick up with her entrance before plunging deep inside of her, searing his cock with the heat of her wet cunt.


  Chapter Thirteen


  


  Full! So full!


  Nessa struggled to catch her breath as Joseph plunged his hot shaft deep into her pussy. He filled her perfectly, just like his brother Jessup did. She felt even closer to Joe than before as he slowly pulled out to forge deeper with his next stroke. This time he made it all the way inside of her, bumping her cervix with the spongy tip of his cockhead. The slight pain edged her closer to climax, if that was possible.


  “Oh, God. It feels so good. So very good.” She gasped as he slowly slid from her depths only to slide in again.


  For all of Joe’s fierceness, the scowls, and the growls, she knew he would never harm her. His eyes softened when he looked at her, the tension evident by the lines around his mouth and forehead easing when she spoke to him or touched him in any way. It thrilled her to know that the beast within him calmed for her and her alone.


  Power filled her with that knowledge, and Nessa vowed that no one would ever use her to hurt him. She knew that she represented a weakness for him that he wouldn’t normally accept. He was not one to allow any vulnerability in his life, yet he’d welcomed her. Maybe not at first, but he welcomed her now. She felt it in the way he looked at her and in the way he touched her.


  Even now, as he stroked inside of her with his hard cock, she was aware of how he kept careful control of his wolf. When he would probably enjoy a carnal mating with her right now, instead he chose to make love to her. It proved to her more than any words that Joseph cared about her, perhaps even loved her in his own way. And in that moment, Nessa knew she loved him.


  Pleasure intensified with each brush of his dick against her cunt. When he changed his angle and began stroking that elusive hot spot that no one had ever reached before, Nessa knew she would come soon. Even now her ass muscles clenched in preparation of the coming storm. She wrapped her legs around Joe’s waist and held on to him with her hands at his shoulders. Each plunge of his cock into her pussy took her closer to a pleasure she was sure would kill her. Nothing could feel this good and not cost something. Still, it was a price she was willing to pay.


  “Fuck me! You’re so damn tight. You’re squeezing my dick like a vise.” His raspy voice amped up her arousal.


  Stroke after stroke of his hard, hot cock added to the pressure building inside of her. She could feel her cunt muscles quiver in expectation. Nessa lifted her pelvis to meet Joe’s thrusts, thinking that if she helped, he would go faster, plunge harder. She needed more. Desperately.


  “Joe.” She barely heard herself speak. Louder. “Joe! Please.”


  “I’ve got you, babe. Let go. Fly for me.” He reached between them and stroked her clit as he plunged harder into her sweet cunt.


  Her pussy sucked at him as he retreated and welcomed him back when he impaled her again and again. The added stimulation of his finger on her hard nub sent her heart into overdrive as her ears rang and her vision dimmed.


  “Joseph!” she screamed.


  Rapture stole her breath after that, and all she could do was gasp and ride the waves of pleasure he pulled from her. Her pussy squeezed around Joe’s cock as she convulsed below him. Nothing had prepared her for how making love with someone would feel like. It destroyed all the preconceived notions she had of it, wiping out the past intrusions and hard memories. This was what it was supposed to be like, what it would always be like when it was with the men she loved and who loved her back. Nothing would ever take this away from her.


  Slowly, she drifted down from the high that had enveloped her in a bubble so that she hadn’t even been aware that Joe had achieved orgasm as well. The sticky evidence of it was obvious though as he rolled her over so that she lay splayed on top of him. She no longer had to fight to breathe now, but words were still a little beyond her as she lay with her head against his shoulder. His hands absently stroked her shoulders and back. She felt his lips brush her cheek.


  “Rest, baby. I’ve got you.”


  She smiled then brought her hand up to push away some of his hair that lay across his face. The glimpse of something red on her fingers had her squinting to see what it was. She nearly screamed when she realized it was blood.


  “What?” Joseph immediately reacted to her struggle to sit up.


  “There’s blood on my fingers.” She looked at both of her hands and found that blood tinged the nails of both hands. “Oh, my, God! I hurt you. Let me see, Joe.”


  He just smiled and grabbed her wrists in his hands. When he kissed her fingertips, she thought he was crazy.


  “Let me look at you. I can’t believe I did that. I’m so sorry.” She tried to pull away from him so she could look at his back.


  “Don’t, Nessa. I love that you marked me. I wish you would bite me. I want to wear your mark as you wear ours.” He kissed the shoulder he’d bitten when they’d mated.


  “But…”


  “Shh, baby. There’s nothing to worry about. It is the highest compliment you could have paid me. It means I did something right.” He actually smiled down at her. A real smile.


  So taken by the sight of him when he smiled, she didn’t notice that Jess had walked into the room until he chuckled and commented on Joe’s grin as well.


  “I like seeing you happy again, brother.”


  “She’s worried about scratching me, Jess. Tell her she didn’t hurt me.” His smile of a moment ago turned serious.


  “Nessa. We heal at an accelerated rate, even faster than you did last night. Marking Joe like you did only turned him on. Now he’ll work even harder to make you feel good so that you’ll do it again to him. You watch.” Jessup’s prediction that Joe would be burning up the sheets from now on set the blood rushing to her cheeks.


  “Look at how easy it is to make her blush, brother. She’s cute when she gets embarrassed.” Jess pulled her off the bed. “Let’s get you cleaned up so we can introduce you to our parents. They’ll be here in a few minutes.”


  “Parents? I’m going to meet your parents now?” She squealed and raced to the bathroom, leaving the men staring after her as she closed the door and leaned against it to catch her breath.


  What was she going to say to them? They were like royalty from what she was learning about the pack. Did she bow or curtsey? What was she going to wear? She didn’t have anything to put on fit for royalty. How could they sneak that in on her like this?


  “Nessa? What’s wrong?” Jessup’s muffled voice sounded suspiciously amused.


  


  * * * *


  


  Two hours later, Nessa stood between Jessup and Joseph in the living room as their parents walked in. Their other brothers were all standing around as if nothing of importance was going on. Maybe it wasn’t and she was blowing all of it out of proportion, but Nessa had never met anyone’s parents before, not a boyfriend’s, anyway.


  A tall, graceful woman that didn’t look old enough to have eight sons their age all but glided across the room toward her. Her rich brown hair had a few streaks of grey embellishing it but did nothing to detract from her beauty. At about five foot eight inches, she didn’t need the added height of the nearly two inch heels she was wearing to make her look any more regal in Nessa’s eyes. The woman pulled off elegant even in the worn jeans and sweatshirt she wore. It threw Nessa off for a second to see someone as important as their mother was to the pack in something so—common.


  Before she knew what to expect, the woman had her in an embrace and was close to cutting off her breath. The woman didn’t move like an older woman either.


  “I’m so happy to meet you, Nessa. I haven’t seen Joseph look so relaxed in years and Jess is totally smitten over you.”


  “Um, I’m honored to meet you, Mrs. Shoewater.” She barely managed to get the words out before their mother was popping her mates on the back of the head and fussing at them.


  “What nonsense have you been telling her already?”


  “We haven’t said anything, Mom,” Jessup said with a wide smile. “She’s nervous.”


  “Don’t listen to anything those two say.” Their mother wrapped an arm around her shoulders and drew her toward the door leading to the kitchen. “Call me Andrea, or better yet, Mom.”


  Nessa gaped but quickly closed her mouth before Andrea noticed. She hadn’t expected for the queen, or whatever she was, of the pack to act so casual and relaxed. It totally threw her off. She had no idea how to act around the woman now.


  “Tell me, Nessa. Have they talked to you at all about what to expect being part of the pack? Knowing my sons, they were much more interested in claiming and bedding you than introducing you to pack life.”


  Heat crawled up her face to hear her mates’ mother talking about their having had sex. She swallowed and tried to keep from making an absolute fool of herself by saying something untoward.


  “Um, they told me that wolves are touchy-feely type of people. That touch is comfort to them,” she finally managed to get out.


  “That’s true. We like to hug—a lot, so get used to it. Just try to avoid any unmated males around them. They won’t like it at all and may start a fight over it. It will take some time for them to adjust to the feelings they will have for you.” The woman smiled and shook her head. “Be prepared for them to prove that you’re their mate in front of others.”


  “Prove how?” she asked.


  “They will keep their hands on you as much as possible to show ownership. I expect they will kiss you a lot, and if there are unmated males close by, they will insist that you remain either between or behind them. Don’t fight them on it. It will only push their wolf into thinking you are rejecting them in favor of another wolf.”


  “Oh.” Nessa gulped.


  What had she gotten into? Fight over her? Surely not. She didn’t want them fighting over her. She didn’t want another man or wolf. They were all she wanted and needed.


  “Expect them to need you all the time at first. Anything that pushes against their claim on you will set them off right now, so don’t argue with them if you can help it and stay away from other males. While sex is great, being taken more than a few times a day can get to be tiring not to mention hell on the body. Even with our ability to heal, the girly parts tend to get tender with frequent use.”


  Once again Nessa had to force her mouth closed. The woman knew no taboo subjects evidently. She’d never even talked about sex with her own mother before she’d died. Having never had real friends to gossip about boys with, Nessa felt uncomfortable hearing such things from the woman who would be her mother-in-law.


  “I can tell you’re shocked, Nessa. Don’t be. Wolves are very open about sex and such. You’ll see once you’ve been here for a while. I’ll introduce you to some of the other females closer to your age this weekend.”


  “I’m sorry. I really haven’t, um, had anyone to talk to about these things.”


  “Good Lord. You weren’t a virgin when they took you, were you? That would be too cruel. Our men can be a bit rough when they claim a mate. Are you okay, honey?” Andrea cupped her cheek in one hand.


  “Oh. No, I wasn’t a virgin. I just haven’t been around other women a lot except at work.” She looked over her shoulder in hopes that one or both of her mates would show up to rescue her from their mom.


  “Thank goodness. I’ve tried to instill into my boys the need to be careful when claiming their mate, but I know that the need rides them hard during that time and good intentions fall by the wayside.” She smiled then walked over to the refrigerator. “How about something to drink?”


  “Oh, I’m sorry. I should have offered. Should I fix something for the men?” Nessa felt like an utter failure in having forgotten common courtesy and offered something to Andrea.


  “They’ll grab a beer from the beer fridge in the living room. I bet you didn’t even know there was one in there, did you?”


  Nessa just shook her head as the woman made herself at home and poured tea into two glasses. She handed one to her and took a sip from the one she kept.


  “Ah, Kindle made the tea this time. I can always tell the difference between his and Galen’s. Galen oversweetens it for my tastes.” She walked over to the kitchen table and sat down.


  Following the older woman’s lead, Nessa sat across from her and sipped her tea. She waited to see what amazing things would fall from Andrea’s mouth next. Already she felt as if the woman was an old friend just by the way she’d accepted her as part of their family, um, pack.


  “As the first mate of the incoming ruling family, it will fall to you to lead the females. Don’t panic. I can already see it in your eyes. I’ll help you, and I’m sure that Gabrielle will be happy to help you as well. She is a wonderful woman. I keep hoping that one of my sons will one day find themselves in heat over her.” She smiled and winked at Nessa.


  “Um, what am I supposed to do?”


  “Mostly just be their sounding board when they need to talk or cry on your shoulder. You’ll help with setting up any pack meetings or events. Don’t worry about this weekend. I’ll handle it. You’re being introduced. It’s not your time yet.”


  “Do you think the others will accept me? I mean I’m human, not a were—um—shifter.” She barely caught herself that time.


  Andrea burst out laughing. “I can imagine how calling them werewolves went over with Jessup and especially Joseph. Don’t worry so much, Nessa. Many of our females are not shifters. It’s nature’s way of keeping the gene pool fresh. Now that you’re mated though, you have some of our qualities just the same. You’ll heal faster, be harder to injure, you’re stronger, and have heightened senses. Oh, and you’ll age slower as well. What human female wouldn’t want a wolf or two as a mate?”


  Nessa couldn’t help but laugh at Andrea’s irreverent statement. Had she not met Jessup and then Joseph, but learned about the shifters, she was sure she wouldn’t have been eager to capture one for her own.


  One of the men who’d come with Andrea stuck his head in the kitchen. “Andrea, honey. We’re getting ready to go. I think your mates would like to meet Nessa now.”


  “Of course, Dimitri. We’ll be right there.” She smiled and stood up as the man left. “That is one of our enforcers. Come meet the fathers of your mates. They are going to hug and scent-mark you as one of ours, so be ready when we leave for my sons to attack you.” She winked before reaching out to take Nessa’s hand.


  She wasn’t sure how she felt about the attack part. She nearly rolled her eyes.


  What am I thinking? Of course I’m all for them attacking me. Anything they want to do to me that involves them and a bed is fine with me.


  As they returned to the living room, her heart stuttered at the heat that lay in the eyes of her mates. Her juices soaked her panties before she’d even made it all the way into the room with them. If their gazes were anything to go by, she was well and truly fucked once everyone had left.


  “Nessa,” Andrea’s voice pulled her back to what was going on. “I’d like to introduce you to my mates, Deland and Phillip Shoewater. Deland is Alpha of the Wolf’s Pass shifters. Phillip is his Beta.”


  Nessa gave a tentative smile to each of the men standing in front of her. She nearly yelped when Andrea gave her a little push toward them. She moved closer and was instantly engulfed in a hug from Deland that involved him rubbing his cheek along hers and sniffing of her neck. Instinctively she dropped her head back to give him access to it. It must have been the right thing to do, because he grinned before releasing her. She found herself once again pulled into an embrace that threatened to suffocate her. Phillip nuzzled her neck but she didn’t bare it to him. When he rubbed his face on her opposite cheek, she couldn’t stop the giggle that erupted from his whiskers.


  She covered her mouth with her hand in horror at what she’d done. When she looked up, it was to find him smiling before he released her into her mates’ arms. She became aware of low growls and realized they were growling at their fathers.


  “Hey! Stop it, you two. It can’t be nice to growl like that at family.” She tried to pull from their hold.


  “You’re going to be a perfect addition to our pack, Nessa. Don’t let those two get away with anything.” Deland pulled his wife into his arms and kissed her. “Let’s be on our way before those two embarrass her by trying to mount her in front of us.”


  “You wouldn’t!” Nessa glared up at Joseph.


  “In a second, babe.” He and Jessup backed her out of the room even as their parents were laughing their way out the door.


  “I can smell them on you. I want my scent on you,” Jess said, a low growl in his voice.


  Nessa couldn’t help the flood of juices from her pussy with the way their voices dipped into a low rumble. It seemed to vibrate her cunt walls. Even like this, all growly and just a little bit intimidating, she wanted them.


  “If you want to keep those clothes, you better have them off by the time we finish undressing, sweetness.”


  “What?”


  “He means that if you’re still wearing them once we’re naked, I’m going to tear them off your body.” Joe didn’t sugarcoat it one bit.


  Nessa’s eyes widened, and she turned to run downstairs in hopes of saving the one decent outfit she had to her name.


  Chapter Fourteen


  


  Saturday morning, Nessa woke to the feel of someone’s tongue lapping at her nipple. She cracked one eye open and smiled. It was Jessup. When she turned to search out Joe, it was to find that side of the bed empty.


  “He’s gone to help set up things for the meeting tonight. He’ll be back by lunch,” Jess told her.


  “It’s just us?” she asked, attempting to appear innocent.


  “Just you and me, sweetness. What shall we do all by ourselves?” he asked with a naughty smile.


  “We should get up and make breakfast then maybe I should wash some clothes…”


  He attacked before she finished the sentence, sending her squealing across the bed in the process.


  “I’m hungry all right. I think I’ll have myself some honey. Get back over here, Nessa.” He pulled her by the ankle back across the bed so that he was kneeling between her legs.


  She couldn’t stop her gaze from drifting from his handsome face down his wide shoulders and broad chest to follow the tantalizing trail that led to his very aroused and impressive cock. The beast sat nestled in a bed of dark curls, stretching out, looking heavy with need. A pearly drop of pre-cum formed in the slit as she watched. She couldn’t stop herself from licking her lips. She had yet to taste either one of them. Where before giving a blow job had been repugnant to her, now she desperately wanted to feel them pulsing in her mouth as they came.


  “No you don’t, you little minx. Not now. Once we’ve gotten to the place where we can stand your wicked mouth on us without shooting off, we’ll let you take us. Right now, I want my taste, and you can come as many times as you like.” Jessup slid down and shoved her thighs wide to give him room to torment her already soaked pussy.


  His tongue lapped at her juices as if he’d been thirsty for days. The feel of it against her sensitive pussy lips formed goose bumps up and down her arms. She squirmed above him until he placed one broad hand on her pelvis and held her still. Trapped now, she couldn’t wiggle away from his questing tongue. It tortured her as it explored her folds.


  “Please, Jess. I need more. Make me come.” No longer too proud to beg for her orgasms with them, she pleaded using her sweetest voice.


  “Not yet, precious. I’m enjoying myself too much. You can wait for your climax. You know I’ll take good care of you.”


  She wanted to scream at him, but found herself growling instead. Immediately the sound stopped and she wondered if Jess had noticed. Was that normal? Before she could think more about it, he changed tactics by circling her clit then sweeping over it with the flat of his tongue. She felt her eyes roll back at the delicious sensations that coursed through her cunt. Even her nipples tingled with the feel of his mouth closing around the hard nub between her legs.


  To her surprise, she climaxed just from his mouth on her clit, no fingering her G-spot or filling her with his fat digits. It helped to ease some of the tension but was by no means completely satisfying. If anything, it made the ache to be filled that much more pronounced.


  “Give me your finger, Nessa.” Jess waited while she slowly lowered one hand toward him.


  When he dragged a finger through her juices then licked them off, she groaned. His tongue felt so good wrapped around it as he sucked her juices from it. Then he ran it through her slit again, but this time, he pushed it toward her mouth instead.


  “Taste yourself for me, Nessa. You’re like the sweetest of candy on my tongue.”


  She placed her finger in her mouth and sucked her essence from it. The taste wasn’t unpleasant, but neither was it the candy that Jessup claimed it was. When she looked back at his face, it was to see pure, unadulterated lust. Seeing her lick her own juices from her finger had affected him in some way.


  He crawled up her body until he reached her mouth, licking across it before plunging his tongue inside where he licked every tiny crevice inside before pulling back and lifting her legs over his arms and shafting his cock deep inside of her cunt with one thrust. She nearly cried out at the invasion but the brief discomfort left over from several very thorough and repeated rounds of sex the night before swiftly morphed into wonderful shivers of delight. Jess quickly built her orgasm to a feverish level then held her there by slowing down and drawing out each thrust of his dick until she wanted to strangle him. Instead, she caved and begged for release.


  “Please, Jess. I’m so close. Please make me come.”


  “I’ll take care of you, sweetness. Don’t we always take care of you?” He pulled almost all the way out then inched his way back in.


  “You’re killing me,” she whined.


  “No one has ever died of pleasure that I know of, at least not a wolf or a wolf’s mate.”


  “Stop teasing me. Fuck me, Jess!”


  As if that was what he was waiting on, her mate let go and pummeled her through one intense orgasm into another. Hoarse from screaming, she could only shake her head back and forth as he finally filled her with his seed, shouting her name with a fierce expression that appeared more painful than one of pleasure.


  He slowly eased to the side, their bodies still joined. Nessa needed a nap after that. He’d wrung every drop of energy from her body. If they kept this up for much longer, she was going to be worthless as a mate or the lead female to the other female wolves.


  “Time for a shower.” Jess’s voice reached her somewhere in her semisleeping state.


  “Go away.”


  He chuckled next to her ear, his hot breath blowing along her neck. “Sorry, precious, but we’ve got to get dressed and fix something for my brother to eat when he gets in. We’ll take a nap this afternoon to be rested for the meeting tonight.”


  “What time is it?” she finally moaned.


  “Nearly eleven.”


  “Good Lord!” She shot up in bed and nearly collided with Jess’s head in the process.


  “Easy, Nessa. There’s time.” He chuckled and ducked when she started to swing a pillow at his head.


  They managed to shower together without having sex for once, not that Jess didn’t try. Nessa quickly dressed in jeans and a T-shirt but forwent shoes. She didn’t bother with a bra either as she was sure they would end up getting naked again before the meeting that started at eight.


  By the time Joseph got in, they had soup and sandwiches ready. He eyed them with a knowing look when he sat down.


  “Don’t try to look innocent, baby. I know my brother’s had his cock inside of you this morning. I can smell him on your body.”


  For an instant, Nessa worried that he was mad about it, but then she caught the gleam in his eye and knew he was playing with them. He was actually joking around. It seemed so out of character that she nearly started crying. Instead she played along with him.


  “Well, he was here and you weren’t. If you are going to leave me alone like that, I’m bound to get into trouble.” She gave him wide eyes and fought to keep her smile hidden.


  “Bad girls get spanked, Nessa. Are you a bad girl?” he asked, staring hard at her.


  She licked her lips in anticipation. Joseph in a playful mood gave her goose bumps. His intense stare and the way he seemed to make her his entire world in that moment had her already damp panties soaked in seconds. When his eyes dropped and his nostrils flared, she knew he’d smelled her arousal.


  “I can be a very bad girl, Joe. Are you going to punish me?” She saw Jess stand up out of the corner of her eye.


  Before it even registered, Joe had left his chair and closed the short distance between them to have her thrown over his shoulder in the blink of an eye. Instead of carrying her to the bedroom as she’d expected, he stalked into the living room where he dumped her on the couch, making sure she didn’t fall off.


  “Strip, Nessa. Make it fast,” he said, a glint of something different in his eyes.


  She quickly removed her clothes, glad she’d left off the bra and shoes since they would have slowed her down some. She caught a glimpse of something move in Joe’s eyes again. His wolf was close. Should she be worried? She glanced over to where Jessup stood having already removed his clothes. He was watching his brother as well.


  When she focused on Joe again, it was to find that he’d freed himself of his clothes as well and was slowly stroking his thick cock. She couldn’t stop looking at the way he held his cock tightly in what she would have thought would be a painful grip.


  “Over my lap, Nessa.” He sat down on the edge of the couch and waited.


  She looked over at Jess before slowly lowering herself over his thighs. She had to squirm a little to get balanced. She felt him shift then his hand rested lightly on the small of her back.


  “Have you ever been spanked before, Nessa?” he asked.


  “No.”


  “It can hurt or it can hurt real good if done right. The thought of my handprint on your sweet ass has me harder than hell, babe. I can’t wait to fuck you with your ass pink for me.”


  Nessa couldn’t stop the shiver that played over her skin. While she had to admit to being aroused at his words, a small part of her was uneasy. She knew deep inside that Joe would never hurt her, but part of the thrill was having that tiny seed of worry.


  His other hand rubbed lightly over her buttocks then disappeared. She waited, expecting to feel the sting of his hand at any second. Time drew out, and she fidgeted, unable to remain still. The first pop of his hand against her left ass cheek stung, but he rubbed it lightly and the sting went away. The next one was to her other cheek, and again he rubbed it. Over and over his hand came down on her ass until now the stings were more like a burn that no longer centered on her ass but in her pussy and around her clit. The burning had her ready to scream for him to do something, but she kept quiet, not wanting to do anything that might stop the delicious fire licking at her womb.


  Just as soon as it started, it stopped, and she found herself over the arm of the couch with her ass in the air and Jess’s thick cock at eye level where he knelt on the couch in front of her.


  “Looks like I’m going to get that hot mouth of yours sooner than I thought, sweetness. Open wide for me.”


  Nessa opened her mouth, eager to taste him for the first time. He slowly fed his dick to her until he touched the back of her throat. She fought the need to gag and swallowed instead. He didn’t force it down her throat and choke her. She relaxed and explored the shaft with her tongue. His swift intake of breath was music to her ears. He moved slowly in and out of her mouth, groaning as she sucked and licked all along his cock.


  “Fuck, your mouth is dangerous, mate. That’s right, swallow my dick.”


  She swallowed around him, enjoying the feel of him there. Then she felt Joe behind her as he ran his fingers through her pussy lips that were coated with her juices. He tested her readiness with two fingers and evidently felt she was ready because he slowly inched his cock inside. Her cunt sucked him in as fast as he gave it to her. She felt overfull with them both inside of her, one in her mouth and one in her pussy.


  They stroked inside of her in unison with Joseph rubbing his hands lightly over her heated ass cheeks. It seemed to connect directly to her clit because she could have sworn that with each pass of his hand over her ass, one rubbed at her clit. Her orgasm built higher and hotter with each stroke of their cocks. She tasted Jess’s tangy pre-cum, letting her know he was close. She wanted more of the spicy liquid. Nessa focused on keeping her balance with one hand on Jess’s thigh and used the other to stroke and squeeze his balls as he moved in and out of her mouth in increasingly faster thrusts.


  “Ah, hell, Ness. I’m going to come. Swallow me, precious.” Jess’s strained voice added to her own arousal as he stiffened in front of her and his cock pulsed in her mouth.


  She moved her hand from his balls to grasp his ass as he filled her mouth and throat with his cum. His buttocks tightened beneath her hand as he strained with the effort of his orgasm. In that moment, she wished she could see his face, knowing it would be tight with concentration as he lost control for a brief few seconds.


  When he cupped her cheek with his hand and began pulling from her mouth, Nessa let him go and licked her lips to remove all traces of him. This time when she looked up, it was to see pride and satisfaction on his face and in his eyes. He sat back on his heels and kissed her.


  “I love you, Nessa, my mate. I love the way you make me feel and what you’ve done for my brother. Most of all, I love you for who you are.” He kissed her again before sitting back and nodding up at his brother.


  “Hold on, baby. It’s my turn now,” Joe said from behind her.


  Before she took another breath, he slammed into her, gripping her hips to keep her in place for his furious thrusts. He took her so hard that they moved the couch with Jessup still sitting on it. He chuckled as they slowly moved across the room until the couch reached the wall that wouldn’t be moved.


  Nessa reveled in the wildness of her mate even as a part of her realized that had she not been changed in some small way he would be hurting her with his powerful thrusts. She threw back her head and howled when the friction of his pumping ground her clit against the arm of the couch, sending her into orgasm. Joseph joined her in the howl as did Jessup sitting in front of them. She felt Joe’s cum coat her cunt in warmth before she finally gave in and passed out.


  


  * * * *


  


  Joe collapsed on top of Nessa’s sweaty back, his chest just as wet as hers. His ragged breathing all but drowned out everything around him. He could hear his mate’s staccato heartbeat as well as her raspy breaths. When she went limp beneath him, he panicked and quickly pulled out to lift her off the arm of the couch.


  “Jess, is she okay?” He held her up trying to see her face.


  “She passed out, brother. You fucked her unconscious again.”


  Joe could hear the smirk in his twin’s voice. “It’s not funny. I was too rough. Why didn’t you stop me? You were supposed to keep me from hurting her!”


  “You didn’t hurt her, Joe. Calm down. I would have stopped you if you were hurting her. Didn’t you hear her howl? She fucking howled it was so good.”


  Joe wanted to believe that she was okay, but he quickly checked between her legs to be sure she wasn’t bleeding. Finding only light bruising at her thighs, he relaxed slightly, picking her up and walking toward the bedroom.


  “She did howl, didn’t she?” He carried her to the bed and gently laid her in it before climbing in to snuggle at her back.


  “I think I heard her growl earlier, but I figured I wasn’t hearing right.” Jessup had followed him into the bedroom and was easing in the other side of the bed.


  “She’s going to be strong, brother,” Joe said with pride.


  “We better remember that when we do something to piss her off.”


  Joe chuckled and buried his nose in their mate’s neck. It felt good to laugh. It felt even better to love.


  “I love you, Nessa.”


  “You need to tell her that when she’s awake, brother,” Jessup said.


  “Don’t worry. I plan to. She’s the best thing that ever happened to me, Jess. I plan to tell her I love her every day for the rest of our lives.”


  Chapter Fifteen


  


  Nessa fidgeted in between her mates as they waited for the thirty something wolves and their mates to settle in the lodge where the pack held all of their meetings and celebrations. Even the children were present for this meeting since a new mate was being introduced. She could hear the sounds of young children as their parents tried to keep them still and silent.


  Finally, Jessup and Joseph’s parents walked into the room along with their enforcers before Nessa, along with her mates and all of their brothers, entered as well. She fought to keep her eyes straight ahead so she didn’t panic at the number of strangers watching her. When they had reached the tables where they would sit, Joe urged her to take a seat with them following.


  For the first time, she looked up and out to find dozens and dozens of eyes peering at her with open curiosity. The weight of those stares nearly overwhelmed her, but she gripped her mates’ hands and let their comfort ease her fears. She could do this because they needed for her to. This was as much for them as it was for her. They were proud of her, and she vowed to live up to their expectations if it killed her. Looking out over the sea of faces, she admitted that it very well might do that.


  Deland stood up and the room fell silent around them. His impressive build and commanding presence demanded their full attention, and they gave it willingly it seemed. She could see where the twins got their strength of will. Though she couldn’t tell who they favored more since both of their fathers were also brothers, she did feel as if they had gained some of their aura from Deland.


  “This is a joyous occasion as our sons Joseph and Jessup have been blessed to find their mate, Nessa. She comes willingly into our pack and will be a great asset to us. Join me in welcoming her to our land and into our hearts. May she bless us with many fine children.”


  Everyone stood and howled, clapping their hands or pounding the tables. Even the children got into it by jumping up and down, their shrill, high-pitched howls joining the others. She hadn’t expected anything this boisterous but found herself smiling along with her mates at the apparent warm welcome. Then it was over and the men began pushing the tables out of the way and lining the chairs around the outside of the center of the room.


  What were they doing? She stayed by her men as they rearranged the chairs from the head tables then seated her between them.


  “It’s time to party now, precious,” Jess said at her questioning look.


  “Wolves love to dance, baby.” Joe squeezed her hand before bringing it to his lips to place a kiss on it.


  “I’m not much of a dancer, guys. Um, I’ve never really danced at all.” She knew her cheeks would be red at the confession.


  “Don’t worry, sweetness. Most of us can’t dance either. We just like to get out there and act like fools.” Jess winked at her.


  “Excuse me, boys, but I want to introduce Nessa to a few people before you disappear with her.” Andrea waited patiently for them to relinquish their hold on their mate.


  “Keep the males away from her, Mom,” Joe said with a growl.


  “I’m just going to introduce her to some of the other females so she’ll know some people. Don’t tell me what to do, young man. I can still spank you.” She growled at Joe before turning a smile to Nessa. “Let’s go while the getting is good.”


  Nessa soon found herself surrounded by other women of all ages. They all seemed to genuinely want to meet her. It was a little too much for her to handle all at once. Just when she thought she would hyperventilate, Andrea sent them all away except for a stunning redhead with shoulder-length hair that fairly shone like pure spun gold. Her dark-blue eyes danced with mirth as she pulled her into a hug.


  “I’m Gabrielle, Gabby to my friends. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”


  “Hi, Gabby. Andrea speaks highly of you.”


  “Why don’t you girls sit here and chat while I find us some refreshments?” Andrea steered them to a couple of chairs set away from the others then disappeared into the crowd.


  “She’s an amazing woman, isn’t she?” Gabby said.


  “She sure is. I don’t quite know what to make of her. I’m not used to how, um, open she is about things.”


  Gabby laughed a deep-throated sound that would probably strike lust into most men.


  “She talked to you about sex and mating, right?”


  “Well, yeah, sort of.” Now Nessa was uncomfortable that Gabby would start.


  “Don’t worry. I won’t say anything. I can tell by the alarm on your face that you don’t feel comfortable discussing some things yet. It will get to be old hat soon enough. Wolves are very open about their sexuality. The one thing I will caution you about is not to get too close to any unmated males or let them touch you. It will enrage your mates’ wolves to the point of fighting.”


  “Andrea pointed that out to me already. I plan to stay well away of other men in general. If they get even half as upset over other men as they do with their own fathers, I won’t live through the cleansing process.” Nessa covered her mouth with her hand. She couldn’t believe she’d just said that to a virtual stranger.


  Gabby laughed and gave her a brief hug. “You’ll fit right in. Just wait and see.”


  Andrea returned with cups of what turned out to be spiked punch. “I’d drink it slow, girls. I’m not sure who was in charge of the punch this time. It smells stout to me.”


  They both laughed and sipped cautiously. Nessa couldn’t really taste the liquor in it but took her word for it. After all, she had a wolf’s nose and the experience to know what the norm was at pack meetings.


  Music blared over speakers and people converged on the dance floor in no apparent order. She couldn’t make out specific couples and finally decided that it was a free-for-all with everyone dancing with everyone else. She had to admit that many of them didn’t have much grace or rhythm, but they made up for it with enthusiasm. Maybe she could manage to dance with her mates after all.


  She, Andrea, and Gabby chatted about life as part of a pack and what she could expect in the next few weeks. They were both surprised when she had asked about howling and growling. Evidently that didn’t usually happen for months into a mating.


  “Maybe she has some shifter blood in her somewhere down the line,” Gabby offered.


  “That’s possible. While most of our cubs are born as shifters, there are a few who don’t shift,” Andrea agreed.


  “What happens to them if they can’t shift?” Nessa was almost scared to hear the answer, envisioning her child being kicked out of the pack or worse, killed.


  “Nothing. They just don’t shift. They’re still pack and considered rare jewels since most of them are women. All females are considered gifts. There are so few of them born to us for some reason. Gabby is one of the few female wolves here who can shift.” Andrea patted Nessa’s hand. “Don’t worry. Any child you give to your mates will be loved and cherished.


  Nessa relaxed and smiled. It was obvious she was as easy to read as a book to Andrea. She would have to be careful around the woman on the rare occasions that she was mad at one or both of her men. She had no doubt it would happen as protective as they were of her.


  After nearly thirty more minutes of gossiping about pack life, her mates slipped over and claimed her from their mom and Gabby.


  “We want to dance with our mate before it gets too late,” Jessup told them.


  She laughed and allowed them to lead her to the edge of the dance floor then, after a few seconds of hesitation, Nessa joined in the craziness around her. Despite the packed area, her mates still managed to keep her sequestered, to some extent, from the other men. Then maybe they all understood the need to keep back from her since it was almost as if only females surrounded them while they danced. Had she not noticed that Joe’s and Jess’s attention was focused entirely on her, she might have done some growling of her own to be surrounded by so many pretty females, especially female wolves.


  After the third dance, she begged to rest. “I’m not used to this much activity. I’ll have to work my way up to it.”


  “We’ll help you all the way, babe,” Joe promised her with a kiss to her cheek.


  “I’ll run and get us something to drink,” Jess said once they reached a circle of empty chairs. “I’ll be right back.”


  Several seconds later, Gabby walked up. “Joe, your fathers need a word with you. I’ll keep Nessa company until you get back. I think Jess is already over there.”


  “We’ll be right back, babe.”


  Nessa watched him walk away, enjoying the view of his muscular ass encased in tight jeans. Gabby’s laugh pulled her attention back to the other woman.


  “What?” she asked.


  “The look on your face as he walked off. It was priceless. I think if you could have you would have taken a chunk out of his ass.”


  She felt another blush creep up her face. She hated that she was so easy to read and easily embarrassed.


  “Don’t worry about it. It just proves that you love him and will be loyal to your mate. It’s a very good trait. Even some mated wolves will let their eyes wander. They could never act on it because, well, for the men, they couldn’t get it up, and the touch of another man on a female is repulsive.”


  Her face grew hotter. She really had to get over the blushing already. Now she needed some air. She felt as if she was suffocating. Looking around, she noticed one of the doors leading outside was just behind them.


  “Can we go outside for a few minutes? I’m hot. I think if I don’t get some air, I might pass out.”


  Gabby frowned and instantly stood up. “Are you okay? Should I go get your mates?”


  “No. It’s nothing wrong. I’m just flushed. With all the dancing and my embarrassing blushes, I got too hot.”


  “Okay, but just for a minute. Your mates won’t like for you to be outside at night without them.” Gabby led her to the door and pushed it open before leading the way outside.


  A small patio with several wrought iron chairs around a glass-topped table offered a place under a light that looked to be perfect to Nessa. She took a seat, soaking in the cool night air. She could already feel the heat easing from her cheeks.


  “Thanks, Gabby. This is just what I needed.”


  Before Gabby could answer her, someone darted into the light and grabbed Nessa by the throat.


  “I’ll give you what you need, you ungrateful bitch! You owe me.”


  Nessa couldn’t believe her stepbrother had her in his hands again. She couldn’t scream with his hand around her throat, but she fought with all her newfound strength. When she managed to break his hold on her, she felt a moment’s triumph. Then she looked over to where Gabby had been and saw why the other woman hadn’t come to her assistance. Anger boiled her blood at the sight of her new friend standing still with a gun to her head.


  “Derrick owes us for his debts, Nessa. Time for you to pay up again,” the bastard her brother kept gambling with said with a sickening smile.


  The other man with him grinned, showing yellowed teeth. “Think we might take her with us as well.”


  “Leave her alone. She isn’t part of this.” Nessa wanted to cry at the injustice of everything.


  She’d finally found a little piece of heaven and her stepbrother was going to ruin it for her. She had no doubt her mates would never want to touch her again once Derrick’s friends got finished with her. The fear that they would someday find out about her past had worried her from the start. Now it looked like it wasn’t going to be her past that killed her chance at happiness, but her brother’s greed.


  “Her husbands will tear you apart if you touch her,” Gabby said.


  “Husbands? Are you crazy? You can’t have more than one husband and my bitch of a stepsister couldn’t hold on to one man, much less two. She’s worthless. I have to beat her to get anything out of her as it is.” Derrick’s laugh grated on her nerves.


  “I’m warning you, touch her and they’ll kill you.”


  “They won’t do shit. They’ll never know what happened to her. Once my debt is paid, I’m shipping her off on the next skin train for a pretty penny. She’ll be some other poor bastard’s problem then.”


  “And you won’t be able to tell anyone because you’re going with her. All that red hair will make us a mint.” The one holding the gun grinned.


  “No! You let her go. She has nothing to do with this!” Nessa pushed past Derrick and shoved the gun away from Gabby. “Run, Gabby!”


  The second man grabbed her off of the first, but she elbowed him hard in the stomach, making him let go of her even as the first man aimed the gun at Gabby’s racing form. Nessa screamed and launched herself at him, both of them falling to the ground. They fought for control of the gun, rolling around on the hard concrete of the patio.


  Nessa prayed she was buying Gabrielle enough time to get away and perhaps find help. Derrick tried to grab her legs, but she managed to kick him in the shin and then nail his balls with her other foot. The second man stayed back, watching them like a kid at the movies. She wasn’t going to let them rape her ever again if she had anything to do with it. She was stronger now, she could stop them. All she had to do was keep the first man from aiming the gun or pinning her. She was sure that Gabby would get help soon.


  She thought she heard Joe’s scream of rage, but in that instant, the gun went off and the deafening roar blocked out all sound. Pain blossomed in her shoulder even as she lost her grip on the gun and her strength fled. She looked up at the shock-filled eyes of the second man standing over them then nothing.


  


  * * * *


  


  Joe felt as if his heart was ripped from his chest as blood appeared on Nessa’s blouse before the bastard with the gun rolled off of her and got unsteadily to his feet. Sound evaporated as he raced toward his fallen mate. A red haze filled his sight and reason left him. Then he was there, and the man’s neck was in his hands. Blind rage filled him. This human had hurt his mate. He’d never hurt another person again.


  The scent of pack filled him as the sound of their presence seeped into the empty void that had enveloped him. He was kneeling on the ground with his mate lying still in front of him. Jess was pressing on the bleeding wound on her shoulder yelling at their mate to listen to him.


  “Don’t you dare die on us, Nessa! You hang on, precious. We’ll take care of you.”


  “Move out of the way, son. Let Harper get to her.” His father’s voice got through to him, and he moved to one side so that their healer could see about Nessa.


  Joe couldn’t believe this was happening. How had it happened and who were those men with her stepbrother? Once his mate was okay, he would find out and make sure that they never got the chance to go near her again. All that mattered in his life lay on the ground in front of him. And he hadn’t told her that he loved her.


  His fathers’ hands rested on Joe’s shoulders. He looked up to see his mother’s hands on Jess across from him, her eyes filled with tears. This wasn’t supposed to have happened.


  “Okay, the bleeding has stopped. We need to move her while she’s stable so I can remove the bullet. She’s trying to heal already.” Their healer sounded amazed but Joe wasn’t anymore. He knew their Nessa was special.


  When Harper stood up to give them room to get to her, Joe eased his hands under her slight body and carefully picked her up. His eyes met Jess’s and they both nodded in agreement. Never again would she be left alone. There were two of them. There was no reason she should ever be in danger again. If she lived through this, Joe swore he would spend the rest of his days making sure she was happy and safe. His life rested in her hands. He wouldn’t want to go on without her.


  Chapter Sixteen


  


  Nessa slowly opened her eyes to the dim light of a lamp near the bed. She turned her head but didn’t recognize where she was. Fear punched a hole in her that Derrick’s friends had managed to spirit her away after all. When she tried to move, fire tore through her left shoulder and chest. It stole a moan from her.


  “Nessa? Baby, can you hear me?” The sound of Joe’s voice was music to her ears.


  “Joe?” she managed to croak out.


  “I’m here, babe. So is Jess. He’s asleep, though. We’ve been taking turns watching over you. Are you in pain?”


  “What—” Her voice cracked. She licked her lips trying to wet them.


  “Easy, babe.” Joe moved closer and held a cup with a bent straw up to her.


  After sipping some water, she swallowed and tried again.


  “What happened?”


  “From what we figured out, when you wrestled the gun away from Gabby’s head, she managed to run back inside and get help. We were on our way back bringing you something to drink when she burst inside screaming that someone had you. We raced outside just in time hear the gun go off. God, Nessa. My heart stopped in that instant.”


  Nessa couldn’t imagine how she would have felt if it had been he or Jess that had been shot. She was sure she would have gone crazy with fear for their life.


  “I lost it, Nessa. Seeing you bleeding like that sent me off the deep end.” Joe’s face looked stricken.


  “I’m okay, Joe. I’ll be fine. I just need to rest a few days and I’ll be back on my feet,” She wasn’t sure how badly she was hurt, but in that moment, Nessa knew she would do anything to take that look off of Joe’s face.


  “I know, baby. You’re going to be fine. Jess and I will take good care of you, I promise.”


  “Nessa?” Jess’s scratchy voice spoke up from somewhere out of her range of sight.


  “She’s awake, Jess. I’m going to go get Harper to check her.” Joe backed away from the bed, and a few seconds later she heard a door open and close.


  “Hey, precious. How do you feel?” Jess asked, stepping closer to the bed so that she could see him without straining her neck.


  “My shoulder hurts, but other than that, I’m okay. Why is Joe so upset? I’m going to be fine.”


  Jess grimaced. “He went crazy when he saw your were shot. He’s trying to deal with it.”


  “I don’t understand. Deal with what?” She needed to know what was wrong with her other mate and fix it.


  “He was wild with fear, honey. He didn’t know what he was doing.”


  “What happened, Jess?” she asked again.


  “He killed them, Nessa.” Jess gently touched her cheek with his fingers. “All of them.”


  “Even Derrick?” she asked quietly.


  “Yeah.”


  Nessa felt a burden lift from her shoulders. For years she’d carried around the responsibility of taking care of Derrick. Even though she knew he wasn’t a blood relative and didn’t care one speck about her, she’d felt obligated to make the best of it and take care of him, then when she was old enough to go her own way, she hadn’t had a way to get out from under him. She had no money or transportation outside of what he gave her.


  Guilt that she didn’t feel anything over his death pricked at her, but she pushed it back. He’d used her for years. After living off her small inheritance he’d then lived off of her, even going so far as to use her body as collateral to feed his addiction for gambling. The knowledge that he would never use her again and she would never have to fear his losses again eased the guilt she felt away.


  Then another thought gripped her with fear. They knew now. Jess and Joe would know about her past. Shame filled her when guilt couldn’t get a foothold. They wouldn’t want her anymore. She was sure of it. Tears pricked at her eyes as she fought to stop them from falling. The struggle to contain them hurt her shoulder.


  “Hey, precious, what’s wrong? Is the pain that bad? Joe will be back with our healer in a minute. Hold on, Ness.” Jess gently stroked her cheek and the top of her head as if he was scared he’d hurt her if he touched her anywhere else.


  The door opened and a man she’d not seen before walked in with Andrea and Joe behind him. The sight of his gentle face eased her some. Neither Jess nor Joe acted as if he were a threat.


  “Hi, Nessa. I’m Harper. Let’s take a look at your shoulder and see how you’re healing.”


  He gently moved the loose-fitting gown to one side and pulled back the bandage covering her wound. It pulled slightly on the edges, but other than the slight sting, she didn’t feel much as he checked it then refastened the bandage and adjusted her gown again.


  “Looks good, young lady. It should be completely closed by tomorrow. You’re going to continue to have some pain for a little while longer. The bullet tore through some muscles, and then I had to make a larger incision to get the bullet out. Just follow your body’s signs and you’ll do fine. More importantly you need to start eating better and get plenty of rest until you’re past your first trimester. These are the critical weeks in a wolf shifter pregnancy.”


  “W–what? Did you say pregnancy?” Nessa couldn’t be sure she’d heard him right.


  “That’s right. You’re only a few days along, but I can feel the cubs. They’re strong.” He smiled down at her. “I just know. I’m a healer and I can sense life inside of you.”


  She rested her right hand over her belly. How could she be pregnant when she’d had the birth control injection? She had only been mated with the guys for about a week. Or had she been unconscious longer than she knew?


  “What day is it?” she asked no one in particular.


  Andrea answered her. “It’s Monday evening, Nessa. You’ve been asleep since late Saturday night.”


  “I think we all need to leave and let them talk now,” Harper said, looking from Nessa to the guys and back.


  “If you need anything at all, Nessa, please let me know.” Andrea kissed her lightly on the cheek and followed the healer out the door.


  “Did you already know?” she asked her mates.


  “Yes. Harper told us yesterday once you were out of danger.” Jess reached across the bed to squeeze her right hand still resting on her abdomen.


  “I don’t understand. I’m on birth control shots. I’ve taken them for years.”


  Jess grinned. “Contraception doesn’t work on shifters. Well, anything but condoms that is.”


  “You’re okay with me being pregnant already?” she asked.


  “Ecstatic is more like the word,” Jess said. “The thought of you round with our cubs makes me happier than a wolf has a right to be.”


  She shifted her gaze over to where Joe stood a little ways from the bed. She could tell he didn’t think he deserved to be happy. She wanted to wipe that idea from his head and soothe the ache she felt in his heart.


  “What about you, Joe? Are you happy about it?”


  He slowly looked up at her, and the anguish she saw in his eyes nearly choked her. No one should have to endure what he’d gone through then convince himself that he didn’t deserve happiness.


  “It’s a gift that I will always cherish, Nessa. Any children you give us will be loved beyond measure.” She could hear the uncertainty in his voice.


  “Joe. Come here.” She lifted her right hand and held it out to him.


  He slowly eased forward and took her hand in his. He held it to his lips and closed his eyes as he kissed her, breathing in her scent. It was one of the most erotic things he could have done. One she so didn’t need right then with a hole in her shoulder. Nessa swallowed down the need to feel them inside of her and concentrated instead on easing her mate’s anxiety and hoped they would forgive her as easily.


  “It’s okay, Joe. I don’t blame you for what you did. They deserved whatever they got. Derrick had used me for so long that I felt worthless until you and Jess changed my life. I can only pray that you won’t hold my past against me. I don’t hold anything you did out of fear for me against you, Joe.” She waited fearfully as Joe looked at her with dark eyes.


  “The past isn’t your fault, babe. You didn’t ask to be used any more than I asked to be held captive. We both need to learn how to forgive ourselves and move past our fears and the past. I’ll try if you will,” Joe said.


  She smiled a watery smile. “I can do anything with you and Jess in my life.”


  “I love you, babe. I wanted to tell you the other night, but was waiting for the perfect time to tell you. I almost missed out on telling you at all. I’ll never let an opportunity pass me by again. I love you with all my heart, Nessa.”


  She couldn’t believe her ears. He’d actually said the words. She hadn’t expected that. She’d known how he felt by the way he treated her and the looks he gave her. To hear those words from his lips overjoyed her. She reached out for Jess’s hand next. His unwavering support of his brother despite the hardships Joe had endured and the effect they had on him gave her hope for their future children. Her relationship with Derrick had always been strained at best, souring her on men in general and raising children to love their siblings. After seeing the love and support all of the Shoewater brothers gave each other, Nessa knew her relationship with her stepbrother had been unique in how Derrick treated her.


  She squeezed Jessup’s hand as he smiled down at her. Jess’s eyes always held a slight twinkle of mischief, even when she’d first met him. Now she knew it to be what it was, his love of life and now his love of her. She looked up into his eyes.


  “I love you, Jessup, with all my heart. I promise to always be here for you.”


  He leaned down and kissed her softly on the lips before speaking.


  “I love you, too, Ness. Hurry up and get well.”


  “I love you, Joseph. I love the way you look at me and even the way you growl sometimes.”


  Jessup growled low in his throat before kissing her gently on the lips.


  She laughed then groaned as her chuckles pulled on her shoulder. She cursed under her breath, which had Jess laughing as he sat down hard on the chair off to the side.


  “I swear, you’re both certifiable,” Joe groused.


  “Certifiably in love,” Jess said with a smirk.
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