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 Dedication To all our readers who are cat lovers, be they the soft, little furry kind who cuddle with you on a cold winter's evening, or the tall hunky types who cuddle even better.
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 Chapter One
 
 Nuzzling her long, slender neck, Kai inhaled the scent he’d followed ever since entering the clan cave—the sweet, musky, deeply disturbing and arousing smell of female. He licked the nape of her neck, unable to resist the temptation. His thoughts raced. Who was this gorgeous creature? Why hadn’t he noticed her before? How fast could he get her to his bed of lush furs? The warmth of the talisman on his chest seemed strange, out of place in this rutting, and he pushed the warning aside. Lost in a sea of lust, he wanted her, needed her more than he remembered ever needing a female before, and that too was strange. “Mm, I like that,” she murmured, thrusting her pelvis more firmly against his thigh. Kai reached around her, sliding his hands down over the firm swell of her arse. He was hard, painfully so, and ached to get her alone where he could hopefully take advantage of her lusty behaviour and his throbbing cock. Nipping at her neck, he tightened his grip on her arse and lifted her smaller frame off the floor. Staggering a step, he steadied himself and took the half dozen paces to his private chamber. Inside, free from prying eyes, he lowered her onto the soft pile of hides strewn across the dim corner. “A gorgeous creature like you should be cherished,” he whispered huskily. “I can think of many things you might like. Perhaps you’ll tell me what pleasures you most.” Tearing at his vest, he tossed it aside and quickly unfastened the belt and buttons holding up his pants. It was only when he tried to kick them off that he realised he’d neglected to remove his softsoled boots, and he dropped to the bed. He worked them off and was naked but for the leather thong around his neck. She tossed her long dark hair over her shoulders and smiled down at him, a touch of wistfulness in her eyes. “Anything you want to do will be perfect, Kai.” A tingle of excitement surged through him. Again, the amulet brushed against his chest, the heat of it nudging his thoughts. He ignored it and the gentle warning it gave. He looked up at the female, who seemed to know him and had somehow lured him to his own den. She was tall, he knew, because she more than reached his collar bone, and he was well over six feet. Her luscious curves filled out the pale green singlet to the bursting point. She’d
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 unfastened several buttons at the top, allowing an ample portion of her plump breasts to thrust into the air. Her waist was slim, her hips more than a handful. On her feet, she had on the standard soft-soled boots all of the tribe wore. He’d never seen such a vision of feminine beauty before. Despite the air of sophistication she seemed so determined to display, he sensed a vulnerability in her that pulled at his heart. Besides lust in her sparkling black eyes, he also saw a hint of apprehension. Fear? He was the clan leader, the dominant male in a family of twenty or so, as well as the leader of the entire cougar tribe. She wasn’t from his group. He’d never seen her before and he was dead sure he’d have remembered if he had. Kai worked hard at being a kind and fair ruler, not one who inspired fright. The only thing she had to be frightened of, at that moment, was the depth of his passion. Holding his hand up to her, he whispered, “Come here, my beautiful one. You have nothing to fear from me, ever, I promise.” Dark eyes flashed at him. She licked her lips and he saw the gleam of her teeth. “You want me now, like this? Or would you prefer me naked?” “Naked.” He lowered his hand to his cock. Blood pounded in his veins. He watched her reach for the buttons and much too slowly push the tiny beads through their corresponding holes. One, two, three, and he glanced down to see how many more she had to do. Too many. He growled deep in his throat. “Shh,” she hissed, which dragged his eyes from her belly to her face. “Damn,” he muttered, and languidly stroked his erection from the tip down to the base. Cupping his balls, he groaned, his need soaring. The soft hair tickled his palm. The shaft of his cock pulsed, slapping the crown against his belly. He wanted to come. Mind-blowing climaxes provided welcome relief from his daily responsibilities. Leading his clan and tribe was a duty he never took lightly and wouldn’t give up for anything in the world. But, the obligation weighed heavily on him. At times, it was pure joy to relax and put everything out of his mind except giving pleasure to someone else.
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 He could get lost in the eyes of this female. Nagging questions crept into his mind. Who is she? Where did she come from? Possibly the most urgent, How long is it going to take her to remove that blasted outfit? The very sight of her had his cock throbbing, nearly ready to explode before actually getting started. He couldn’t remember ever feeling so desperate, so quickly, before. Tearing his eyes from her, he glanced around the small, rough-walled enclosure—anything to slow the wild desire pulsing through his veins. The old wooden chest at the side of the room, filled with his clothing and a few personal items, caught his attention for a moment, but couldn’t hold it for long. The tall taper candles thrust into their iron holders at intervals around the room would soon be lit. Another alcove off to the side reminded him of his lover, Aric, and for a moment he wished the beautiful blond man could join them. Romancing the female would be even sweeter if his soul mate was there to help and enjoy right along with him. The thought was fleeting. An impossible urgency overcame him and there was no time to hesitate. Light from the entrance reached across the floor, silhouetting the lovely creature who’d enticed him. A halo of light surrounded her. Buttons unfastened, she eased the singlet over her shoulders and let it slide down her arms. Her breasts emerged, their soft plumpness topped by pert round nipples that begged his attention. It only took a moment for her to step out of the garment, and then she easily flipped her boots across the floor. Her hands went to the apex of her thighs, but not to conceal. She framed the light covering of ebony hair with her fingers and thumbs. “Come here, now,” he urged. He tried to sound gruff and forceful. The hungry desperation welling in him wasn’t leader-like at all. I need her. She took a couple of steps forward, hips swaying more than he thought was natural. “You won’t hurt me, I sense that.” She lowered her eyes. For a long, drawn-out moment, he thought she was going to say more. Instead, she raised her head and squared her shoulders, as if gathering her strength—or courage. With a haunted look in her eyes, she nodded and took another step forward. Her hands stayed where they were until she stood toe to toe with him. Delicately she slid them between her thighs, her index fingers delving into her own depths.
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 Her scent permeated the air. His need grew even more desperate and the heat of the amulet around his neck only seemed to add to his frustration. Scooting forward, sliding his bum across the soft hides, he released his cock and slowly reached for her instead. Fingers trembling, he caught her wrist and gently pulled her onto the furs. If he moved too fast, she’d run. Somehow, he knew that. He needed to be gentle, but it took every bit of strength he possessed to go slowly, and he was sure his trembling was noticeable. Her thighs touched his when she dropped to her knees between his legs. The warm contact of her flesh on his sent a shock through his system. His cock pulsed, and he tightened his grip, fighting for control. “Do you want me, Kai?” she purred, a soft smile playing on her lips. Leaning forward, she eased him onto his back. She placed her hands on the bedding, one on either side of his chest. The tips of her breasts brushed his belly. Shimmying her shoulders sent those great mounds swinging, her nipples dragging back and forth across him. Something clicked inside him. Some deep, animal need pushed aside any thought of gentle lovemaking. Kai moved. With his hands firmly on her shoulders, he turned. Her yelp of surprise went unheeded, as did the snarling hiss a moment later. Thrown on her back, she was his, and nothing would stay him. “Yesss,” he hissed, answering her question, of course he wanted her. He wanted to give her more pleasure then she’d ever had before. He wanted her to cry out with bliss when he touched her. Wrapping his fingers rigid around her arms, he held her down while lowering his mouth to her breasts. A nipple brushed his lips and he trapped it between his teeth. Her shudder was all the encouragement he needed to clench his jaw. “Oh,” she cried, body arching, forcing her breast against his face. He nipped at the tight bud until, sated by one, he moved to the other. Licking it, savouring the salty sweetness of her skin, he enjoyed his turn to do the tormenting. Using the flat of his rough tongue, he lapped a pathway from one nipple to the other and then back. Then, with sharp teeth, he tugged at each bud. His long, dark hair fell across her face, veiling her from him.
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 “Fuck me,” she snarled, thrusting her hips up. “Fuck me now.” He smiled at the desperate look in her eyes. She ached for him as much as he did for her. “I usually give the orders, but I’ll take your request under consideration. What’s your name, female?” His cock dragged against her leg, the sticky pre-cum lubricating her flesh for an easy passage. He thrust, sending a shiver up his spine. Without giving her a chance to reply, he flipped her over flat on her belly. The sight of her soft arse made his pulse quicken and his cock throb. Full and round, much more biteable than what he was used to. She buried her face in a fur pelt and he barely heard her murmur, “Sable.” “Sable,” he repeated, savouring the taste of the name and the enticing creature it was attached to while running a hand between her shapely thighs. Again thoughts of his lover popped unbidden into his mind. He gazed into the alcove and was sure he saw something, or someone, but the light was too dim to be sure. If only Aric would slip into the room and join them, Kai’s bliss would be complete as he was sure would Sable’s. But he’d been working outside the compound earlier and hadn’t yet returned. Thoughts of his loyal, golden stud stung his heart. Kai knew Aric understood his need to mate with females. As a clan leader, he was expected to procreate for the survival of the tribe. At times he knew the blond haired man struggled with the idea, as he did himself when he stopped to think about it. He loved Aric with all of his heart. They were mated for life. But Aric couldn’t give him kits, and this female touched something deep inside him. “Kai, please,” came the woman’s moan of desire. Glancing down at her pleasing, shapely figure, he fought back his own groan. Yes, there was something about her, something he couldn’t explain, that drew him to her. She could give him strong, handsome kits, he was sure, but there was more. The pleasure she offered in the process was a bonus. Pleasuring her would be his delight. He’d positioned his legs astride hers, his cock lying along the crease of her arse. “Put your hands in front of you.” An instant later, her hands were where he wanted them and he was free to do as he wished. He spread his fingers over her buttocks and pried the soft cheeks apart. Leaning his torso forward, his cock slipped deliciously into the warm, damp
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 crease of her arse. Pressing her buttocks together, he swung his hips back and forth. The sensation sent him reeling. Sable pushed her arse up, trying to get him to rub against her anus. He relented and let her rise to her hands and knees. Sawing back and forth, pre-cum providing the lubrication, he was on his way to bliss. “Ah, stay put, sweet Sable. Don’t move now or I’ll toss you out and find someone else to satisfy me,” he growled teasingly. “Please, no!” she whimpered. He smiled again, grabbing her firmly by the hips. He eased his hips back and bent forward, then with just the tip of his tongue, he licked his way down her spine until he came to her bum. The lusty scent of her made him dizzy, like no other female ever had. Saliva filled his mouth. He swallowed before poking his tongue out and languidly trailing the wet tip along her crease. The taste of her intoxicated him and he had to have more. Slipping further down, he managed to pry her pussy lips apart enough to push his tongue in. Appetite whetted, he stabbed into her again and again, taking the nectar of her sex into his mouth and savouring it like a starving man. Her yowl of desire finally cut through the fog of his lust, and he backed away. On hands and knees, he circled her, brushing his flesh against her, while she knelt for him, her arse high in the air, her cunt wet and open for his taking. The smell of sex was like a blanket covering them. Finally he couldn’t stand to wait another second and mounted her. He kicked her knees wider apart, and the fronts of his thighs pressed against the back of hers. His cock seemed to have a life of its own, reaching for the entrance to her pussy. Taking it in his hand, he slathered it in the wetness between her legs, anointing himself in her juices. One hand on the flat of her back, he eased himself in with the other. Soft, gripping, wet satin held him. The head split her, the shaft spread her wider. He gasped. How could he breathe when pleasure overloaded his senses? When his balls touched her, he exhaled. Seconds stretched into eons, and all he could do was bask in the bliss of her body holding his. The grip was not tight enough, not what he
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 was used to, but the scent and heat of her trapped him. When he couldn’t keep still a moment longer, he pulled out, and when he was sure his heart would stop, he slammed back in. His mind exploded, lights flashed and the air whooshed out of his lungs one more time. Pulling back, he had to wait and get a breath before he lunged ahead. Their dance began, his rocking forward, meeting her arse coming back. Her cries of pleasure echoed his snarls of approaching nirvana. His grip on her thighs tightened. The slapping sound of flesh meeting flesh resounded off the stone walls and became the music they danced to. Every muscle in his body tensed. His balls churned with the need to spend the seed stored inside them. His heart raced, and he slammed his hips forward, his flesh meeting hers. His cock expanded and pulsed, sending a gush of cum deep inside her cunt. Drum beats filled his ears—his heart pounding in his chest. Another enormous thrust sent a second stream of cum into the woman crying out beneath him, her own version of heaven apparently sending her into oblivion. Gasping, barely able to remain on his knees, he lunged forward again, one last time, and felt his toes curl as the last dribble of his seed entered her. Exhausted, he collapsed across Sable’s back. Still buried to the hilt in her warm, wet cunt, he felt the tail end of her climax. Stroking her thighs, he nuzzled the nape of her neck. Their coupling had been exquisite. He could envision himself welcoming this one not only into his family, but into his own personal chambers. Aric would enjoy her sensuality, and he knew she’d be more than satisfied by him and his male lover. The three of them would bond. The vision of them raising kits and taking care of the clan together caused his cock, still planted deep inside her, to stir with excitement. A sharp burning sensation from the amulet made him gasp. A warning he should have heeded sooner came to mind, but too late. A pinch on his thigh surprised him, but when he tried to rise, he found he couldn’t move and the light quickly faded. Silence, darkness, surrounded him. The last thing he remembered was a soft female voice whispering, “I’m so sorry,” just before his head hit the soft, warm furs.
 
 ****
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 “Kai, are you all right?” The words drifted to him in a fog. He opened his eyes, rubbed at them and tried to focus. Dull witted with pain, he growled, “What happened?” “I don’t know,” Aric muttered. “One moment I was watching you mate with the female and the next…” He reached for the back of his head and pulled away bloody fingers. “What the fuck?” Kai sprang from his pelt bed, ignoring the pounding in his brain. Using both hands, he parted Aric’s long, blond hair and examined his scalp. “You’ve got a gash back here. Someone struck you, hard.” Aric shook his head slowly and with care. “I can’t say. Hurts like the blazes though.” “Sit.” Kai stepped to the small table that held a basin of water just inside the door. Aric dropped onto the bed, sitting cross-legged, his back to Kai. Kai grabbed a cloth rag and dipped the corner into the water, soaking it. He returned to Aric and pressed the cloth to the back of his head. “Blast it, that stings!” Aric jerked forward. With a low chuckle of relief, Kai gripped him by the shoulder and held tight. “Take it easy. Let me see to you.” He leaned down, circling one earlobe with his tongue. “I could have gotten you hurt badly. I’m so sorry, my love.” The very thought made his blood run cold. How could I have let this happen? Aric relaxed visibly. “I’m fine, honestly.” He leaned back and shuddered. “Yes,” he murmured. A moment later Kai heard a contented purr rumbling in the back of his lover’s throat. After staunching the flow of blood, he tossed the rag away. Back at Aric’s side, he said, “You’ll live. Probably have one hell of a headache.” “I already do.” Aric rubbed his temple. Placing both hands on his lover’s broad shoulders, he massaged the firm flesh under the thin tunic. The body he manipulated was the closest thing to perfection he’d ever seen. Muscles rippled through Aric’s biceps and masculine thighs. His abdomen flexed tight, the powerful glutes in his arse even tighter. Kai smiled. Those were some of his favourite muscles.
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 Glancing down, he realised he was still naked. His cock thrust forward without inhibition. Taking a step closer, he knelt and pressed his erection downwards against the upper curve of Aric’s bottom. “You said you watched me with the female?” “Mmm, yes.” Aric leaned against him, closing his eyes. Kai tightened his grip on his lover’s shoulders, thrusting his pelvis forward. “The thought excites me. How did it make you feel?” Aric’s head fell forward for a moment as he seemed to revel in the pressure against his back. Smoothly, he rose to his knees and spun around until he faced Kai and the rampant erection that now rose bare inches from his face. He gazed at Kai’s stiffened shaft then slowly looked up until their eyes met. “How was it supposed to make me feel? You’re the ruler of the clan and tribe. You can have whomever you choose.” Kai’s slow smile was intentionally wicked. “I desire you. Thoughts of you flooded my consciousness as I took her. It would have been glorious to have you there, partaking of her delights alongside me. I love you, my sweet cat man. Nothing, and no one, could possibly change that, could alter how I feel for you. “ Aric leaned forward, his tongue circling the tip of Kai’s cock. When Kai inhaled with pleasure, Aric drew the head into his mouth. “Yesss.” Kai tossed his long black hair back and thrust his hips forward. “I’ve always desired you, and for more reasons than your skilled tongue. You’re my partner, Aric. My soul mate and life mate.” Raising his head, Aric continued stroking Kai’s cock and balls. “The female had fleshy teats and a nicely rounded bottom. I could see you enjoyed them.” Kai glanced at him thoughtfully. “Her scent was most arousing, her body from good, sturdy stock. I’ve never had such a reaction before. For the first time, I might have found a female I connected with on another level. She might even be the one to bear my kits. You know that’s the only area in which we’re lacking.” Aric drew the skin of Kai’s shaft back and forth, coaxing a drop of pre-cum from the tip. He flicked it with his tongue. “You’re right as usual. You asked how I felt, watching the two of you. Jealous, a little envious maybe, but to be very honest, it made me extremely horny.”
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 Laughter shook Kai’s frame, and he caressed Aric’s face, admiring the masculine beauty of his mate. He hated that he’d caused discomfort, but he loved that Aric had been aroused. “No reason for jealousy, my love. You’re uppermost in my thoughts at all times. If I’m lucky enough to mate with the female again, I’ll want you there. Although the pleasure of having you both at once might be almost too much for me to bear.” He drew his hands away and over his own chest, past his puckering flat nipples. At his smooth neck, he froze. He patted his chest and neck again then looked around quickly. His heart raced. Panic threatened to overtake him. “What is it?” Aric paused in his ministrations. “It’s gone.” Kai wrenched his body away from his lover’s grip and dropped to the bed. Frantically tossing furs and throws aside, he scattered things across the floor in his search for that which he prized more than anything else. “What? What’s gone?” Aric scrambled after him. “The talisman.” Kai clutched his neck. The leather thong and the deep, bronze-coloured gem never left his neck—until then. “By the gods!” Aric’s eyes widened with fear, and he too bent to search. “What could have happened to it?” Kai stomped around the room, kicking everything he’d thrown out of place. “I don’t know.” He gripped the wall angrily. Rounding on Aric, he grabbed the front of his tunic. “Did you see anything? Anyone?” “No, Kai!” He shook his head firmly. “You had the talisman earlier. I saw it on your neck. I saw it when you were naked with the female.” “I always have it,” Kai growled. Aric looked at him. “Almost always.” Kai glared at the ceiling and roared his anger. “Let us search further,” Aric insisted. “It might have come loose.” “Highly unlikely,” he muttered, angry with himself for confronting Aric in such a way. Of course the man would tell him if he’d seen something. He was acting like a fool and had to stop. “Continue searching, please. You know how important this is to the entire tribe.” He looked in corners while Aric tore through the bed clothes and furs again.
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 “Nothing, Kai,” Aric finally said. “Fuck!” He strode to the entrance and looked out. “I didn’t simply misplace it.” “No.” Aric moved behind him. “It must have been taken.” Kai turned to stare at him. “The female.” “You sensed something unusual about her.” “Her scent. Highly arousing yet disturbing…” “A pheromone of some sort?” “Fuck!” Kai yelled again. “I don’t know. I don’t even remember her leaving.” “The last thing I remember was you mounting her.” “So she couldn’t have struck you.” He paced the hallway outside his chamber, his mind racing. The amulet, it had grown hot, it had tried to warn him of something. How could I have ignored it? “An accomplice, perhaps?” Kai faced him. “What are you saying, Aric? You think she was part of a planned deception? A ruse to steal the talisman?” “Highly suspicious, Kai.” “We must find the female.” Kai kicked himself mentally. He’d been taken in by her charm and beauty and the prospects of what the future could hold. Top that off with an irresistible scent that virtually drugged him, and he’d been lost. Most unlike the responsible behaviour he normally exhibited. But that look of fear she had. What was that all about? Damn, he needed to find her. Her and the amulet. He missed its weight around his neck already, and the knowledge of what its loss could mean was a weight he didn’t want to experience for long. He lifted his face, inhaling. “We can track her scent.” He took two steps towards his sleeping chamber and then turned back to Aric. “Ready yourself for the hunt. And Aric? Tell no one what’s happened.” Aric nodded, a look of fierce loyalty in his piercing blue eyes. “Time is short,” Kai told him. “I agree.”
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 Without further conversation, both men crouched on the floor of the cave. The change never failed to startle Kai, even after all these years. Pain, like a bolt of lightning, stabbed through him. He arched his back, the muscles along his spine shifted, blissfully pulling at the back of his ribs. The bones in his thighs condensed, thickened, his arms grew heavier, his fingers and toes cramped with a sudden jerk. The torment turned to sweet pleasure as his body shifted. The joy of being reborn into the shape he loved, adored, and the sleek animal joy of simply being, made his heart sing. He tried to scream his bliss, but his voice was little more than a mewling squeak. Kai twisted, and shuddered as the bones realigned themselves along his spine, and groaned with both pleasure and torment when his feet morphed into the small, toed pads he knew so well. The digits on both hands and feet grew, morphing into paws with razor sharp claws more deadly than most weapons. His ears moved and his jaw elongated. His nose flattened, changed, and he was aware of a much keener sense of smell. Glancing down, he saw the sleek black fur sprouting and basked in the sensation of his pelt. His cock and balls drew up against his body. A pouch engulfed his shaft. A tail emerged and grew above his arse, elongating until it was the length as his newly formed body. His cat shape was streamlined for running. In this guise, he could cover twice the ground in half the time. On all fours, he stretched, luxuriating in the play of muscle straining against muscle, enjoying the feel of his animal physicality, his post-change arousal. Next to him, Aric had shifted into a handsome, golden-yellow beast with flecks of brown in his fur and a large, black patch at the tip of his long, sinuous tail. He paced the floor, acclimating himself to his new shape. The beauty of his cat-lover never failed to inspire awe in Kai. He prowled next to Aric, nuzzling his thick, furry neck. The feel of sleek fur against his own sent a shiver down his spine. He nudged the golden cat’s head with his nose and snuffled along his face. Twisting around, he pressed the length of one side against his lover’s body. Aric wasn’t shy either, rubbing his head against Kai’s fur from his belly to the taut curve of his hip. Reaching out with one long forepaw, he batted at the tip of Kai’s tail. Playfully, the tawny cat leapt behind him and pressed a cool nose against his anus.
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 Kai did the same, nosing around Aric’s puckering hole. They moved in a circle, head to tail, sniffing and licking each other. Annoyed, Kai realised his senses seemed less sharp than they should be. The amulet, it heightened them, and he missed it more than he could have imagined. There was a job to be done—an important task—but Kai knew this was important too, no matter how dulled his senses were. Reconnecting with each other in this form filled a primal need. If there were more time, he’d mount Aric before doing anything else and fuck him until they both howled. He adored seeing his mate overwhelmed with pleasure, could think of little that could drag him away from it. Reclaiming his territory was Kai’s first instinct. But reclaiming the talisman was paramount—more critical than slaking his animal lust. Finding the amulet was essential for the very survival of his tribe. Without it, there was no telling what might happen. A war could tear the clans apart. It could destroy the entire tribe. Nodding, Kai took the lead. He got her scent from the furs, barely, and again missed the talisman. Careful not to lose the elusive trail, he followed the heady aroma from his chambers, where it became muddied with the members of the clan. Once out of the cave’s wide front entryway and into the forest, it became clear again. As he ducked under the sea of pale green ferns, the scent of the bush intoxicated him. The musk of rodents made him fight back a sneeze, as did the cloud of dust from the disturbance of his passing. He slunk ahead, his belly close to the soil, his nose twitching. Every whisker, like radar, sensed his nearness to objects, trees or brambles along his pathway. Inhaling, he tried to keep the scent, that distinctive, deadly fragrance they needed to find, and soon. There, maybe. He turned and it vanished. He moved ahead cautiously. Aric’s gentle footsteps to one side nipped at his attention. A heartbeat, picked up when he passed a small burrow where a family of rabbits sheltered from the hunters of the day. Later they’d venture out and be preyed upon. A scuffling noise in the distance made him veer that way. He snarled just loud enough for Aric to hear and slithered through the underbrush, barely moving a leaf as he crept by.
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 Searching, his senses open, straining for some hint of her scent—that intoxicating, sensual smell that had driven him to such distraction. Anger flared, and he quickly forced it down. No time for it, not now. They had to find the talisman of the cougar tribe. A soft growl from where he knew Aric hunted turned his head that way. His heartbeat raced. To run, to hunt—he felt so alive. Aric turned and headed across the top of a rock bluff they’d explored many times together. He stopped and peered over the edge. Kai remembered, in the spring of the year, when the moss was green and the tiny blue flowers scented the air, they’d fucked their brains out there while watching a young doe give birth. The rhythmic grunts of the deer had echoed their own. The fawn had stood almost immediately, and by the time he and Aric were done, the pair had already wandered into the brush. Aric’s sleek, tawny back drew him ahead. Crouched as he was, his head over the side, his bottom high, mounting him would take little effort. He sensed the desire, the need in his lover and fought the urge to answer it. Shaking his head to clear it of such lustful thoughts, Kai approached silently and joined his mate. Peering down, he saw the river snake around large boulders and the trunks of long dead trees. He also saw signs of visitors. Aric looked over his shoulder and nodded. He too must realise they were close. He must also have realised the other thoughts on Kai’s mind. The golden cat raised his arse and swished his tail. Under other circumstances, mating would be a normal and natural part of their day. This day was different, very different. Kai lowered his shoulders and, after giving his lover a soft nip on his flank, returned his attention to the riverbank below. The fire pit still smouldered. Tiny wisps of smoke curled upwards only to be taken a moment later by the breeze. Patches of grass, flattened by the weight of men or some other animals, circled the pit. Aric sneezed. Kai glared at him, turned back to the view below and watched for any sign of movement. Nothing, but he was sure he smelled something besides the smoke. Damn, his sense of smell was so dull. He glanced at his lover again and then back at the sparse camp
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 he’d led them to. It was a signal for them to move closer, investigate and hopefully find…something. Bouncing to his feet, Kai looped around to where a small slide had made descending from the top of the bluff less dangerous. They’d still have to watch their footing, but there wasn’t much chance of breaking anything or creating a landslide. He trotted to the centre of the small avalanche, found the rock he wanted and leapt. Landing crouched, he looked over his shoulder at where Aric stood, nodded then turned and leapt again. He came to an easy landing stance close to the clearing, a dozen feet from the fire pit. The smell of humans was strong there, almost rank. Kai circled the glade, keeping within a leap of the underbrush and cover. He caught a whiff of Aric. His nose twitched. Glancing up, he spotted the deep tan of his lover’s hide across the way, nose to the ground. Lowering his face, he went back to sniffing around, trying to pick up a scent. The breeze increased and he smelled something. He stepped out into the sunlight, lifted his head and scanned the bank of the river as far as he could see. A bird took flight from just ahead of where Aric slunk through the edge of the brush. Overhead, a red-winged hawk swooped suddenly to one side, and not far away he sensed a shrew’s panic. Aric joined him in the clearing. His tail held low, he came close and rubbed his forehead against Kai’s shoulder. Together they went to where the fire had been. A wisp of smoke from the middle swirled up and was taken by the wind. Even that stopped after a few moments, and the air quickly cleared of its rich odour. He should have been able to follow the scent he sought, even through the smoke. He again cursed his misfortune, and hoped to remedy the situation soon. At last Kai caught a whiff of musk and his head snapped towards it. The smoke had indeed masked the scent, but as soon as it was gone, he got it. His heart leaped. Down close to the earth, near one of the logs that must have been seating for at least one person. He caught the smell of at least two more males, he was sure. Her accomplices? Again he wondered at her fear. Was she being forced somehow?
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 A rumble in his throat attracted Aric from his place ten paces to the right, and he was there in a flash. Aric lowered his head, taking in the aroma, then lifted it to search the air. Where had the woman gone? Where was the talisman? There, to the north. Stronger, that smell—it was her. The hair on the back of his neck stood on end. Shuddering, he took a step towards it. Turning his head, he hissed softly, urging Aric to hurry. His lover inhaled the scent and nodded, stepping towards him. Turning, Kai leapt into the brush again, the smell of her filling his thoughts with the encounter they’d had. His cock pulsed. Over his shoulder he heard a soft mewling noise and knew it was affecting Aric too. This wasn’t just some perfume a female would use. It was too powerful. He’d never felt anything like it before. He raced ahead into the deep woods. Deer scurried away. One, a beautiful, large stag, turned to face his foe, only to be ignored as the two cats ran past him, scarcely noticing his presence. While still in the territory of Kai’s clan, they came to an area seldom hunted or visited by them. The ruins were old. Some said the clan had once lived there, but Kai doubted it. To him, it looked more like an old Western ghost town, without the ghosts. He remembered two summers ago, running into two members of the bear tribe not too far from there, and wondered if they had any inkling about his problems. He couldn’t worry about that now. Gazing around, he saw that few of the buildings stood upright, most lay in crumbled heaps of aged timber and broken glass. A barn of some kind at one end, and about halfway up the street an old store, were the only things still recognisable. There was a well in the centre of the settlement, and a few trees adorned what had once been a boardwalk. Most of the town square was covered in grass taller than the cats. Against the backdrop of the hills, it had an almost romantic feel to it. The scent of the female went straight into the ramshackle town. Keeping to the shadows as much as possible, Kai crept forward. His senses were filled with her and he was having trouble concentrating. The soft padding of his lover’s feet behind him somehow comforted him.
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 A jarring thump from ahead stopped him cold. Aric’s body touched his arse and he glanced around. A questioning look met his gaze, but for the moment he was unsure. Aric slunk forward, belly so low it nearly touched the ground. ‘There is nowhere to hide,’ Kai sent the mental message to Aric and hoped he would understand the meaning of it even if he didn’t catch every word. He glanced from where the noise had come from to the rubble around them. They couldn’t trust the two buildings still standing, and the further into the town they went, the further they were from escape if they needed it. He leaned forward and with his nose nudged Aric’s bum. His lover turned. All hell broke loose. The high-pitched shriek of a cat came from ahead, another from the left. Kai leapt and was instantly bowled over by something dark and heavy hitting him from the side.
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 Chapter Two
 
 Kai tumbled to the ground and rolled head over tail. Righting himself, he jumped to the side before a scruffy, dark tawny cat with streaks of greying fur pounced again. With a howl, Kai reared his forefoot back and, with all the power he had, knocked the beast off his feet. Glancing quickly around, he spotted Aric rolling in the dirt with another cougar whose coat was of a similar ochre shade. Kai bounded towards the pair, determined to rescue his lover, but for an instant had to stop and determine who was who. Fangs and fur flew in a cloud of dust. One cat rose over the other, muscular haunches pressing the bottom animal into the ground. Kai saw the creature’s tail was skinny and bore scar tissue near the dark tip, whereas Aric’s was long and plump as a healthy cougar’s should be. With a forceful swing of his paw to the attacking cat’s skull, Kai sent the beast plummeting into a patch of tall grass yards away. He padded forward to check Aric, but a blur at the corner of his eye grabbed his attention. The first dark monster had returned, lunging at him, his jagged teeth bared. Kai darted out of the way just in time, snarling as the animal leapt past him. The mangy cat landed on his feet, spinning in a cloud of dust to make another run at Kai. Bracing himself for the onslaught, Kai crouched low, and the animal sailed over him. He pounced next, dragging the beast into the dirt with his paws. The two cougars rolled sideways, hind legs flying. From the nearby dustup and screeching howls, Kai knew Aric and the other cat fought again. Infuriated, Kai mustered his strength to put an end to the battle now. Rising on his hind legs, he extended his claws and swiped a powerful paw at the greying cat’s face. He connected, hearing the grisly sound of tearing flesh. His aggressor yowled in agony and recoiled, shaking his head, sending spatters of blood spraying around him. Kai stared at the animal, trying to see if he recognised him. The clear yellow eyes didn’t look familiar, he was definitely not a member of Kai’s clan. The creature watched him, seemingly debating, and Kai growled a fierce warning. ‘Just try me.’
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 Spitting blood, three deep slash marks oozing crimson from the side of his face, the attacker slunk into the surrounding brush. Turning back to his lover, Kai witnessed the strange, tawny feline swipe his claws across Aric’s shoulder. His beautiful, golden lover screamed in pain and dropped to the rugged ground. Bastard! Before the beast could strike again, Kai was on him. He sank his fangs deep into the animal’s fleshy thigh. Clenching his jaw tight, Kai shook his head, ripping a chunk of meat and fur from the shrieking cat. The moment he let go, the animal got his feet under him and raced off on three legs. Kai spat the bloody mouthful into the grass and turned quickly back to Aric. He nuzzled his lover’s hindquarters with his nose and slowly moved upwards, checking for signs of any further injuries. The black-tipped tail curled just as Aric raised his head. Kai looked closely at the claw marks on Aric’s shoulder. They were bad, not life threatening but bad enough to need attention. Kai let out a breath of air he hadn’t realised he’d been holding. He licked the wound carefully. Aric flinched and grunted. Placing one paw on his lover’s side, Kai held him down gently as he cleaned the slash while the feline writhed in pain. Once he was sure the deep wound was clean, and the blood flowing freely wasn’t tainted from the claws of their adversaries, he released his mate. He ran his tongue up the golden cat’s neck then nuzzled his ear, purring. Aric brought his nose to Kai’s, and they rubbed whiskers. ‘Can you walk?’ Kai asked. Aric didn’t even attempt the considerable effort it took for mental communication. Clambering to his feet, he wobbled for a moment, but then steadied himself. He raised his head and watched Kai. With a nod in the direction from which they’d come, Kai set out, Aric at his hip. They’d return to the clan cave where he could tend Aric properly. No matter what, he couldn’t risk his lover’s life. If the wound became infected, he could lose his leg, or worse.
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 He glanced back, making sure Aric was able to follow, and then one last time at the abandoned town. The scent of the female had been lost when the four males fought. They’d find it again—they had to. For the time being, though, tending to his lover was Kai’s main objective.
 
 ****
 
 It took them some time to get back to the caves. Kai refused to push Aric because of the wound he’d taken. He knew his lover was also his bodyguard, but thinking of him in such pain tore at Kai. For the last few hundred feet, he watched the cat closely, trying to determine if he’d be able to carry on with the hunt. The thought of being without him, for even a short time while he regained possession of the amulet, made his blood run cold. When they got back to Kai’s chambers, they morphed into human form. Kai grunted, groaning as his bones shifted and his spine realigned. His limbs stretched, the muscles and sinews elongated, his sight, hearing and sense of smell faded. The sensual feel of his human side emerged and his erection pulsed wildly. The exhilaration of being a cat, the power and agility of that form, could never be matched by the gangly human body. But the sex, and the sensation of his skin in the open air rather than covered with the pelt, was amazing. The heft of his balls didn’t change, the throbbing of his manhood was the same, and the ache he felt for his lover would always be there. He crouched on the floor, naked, and looked at Aric. The golden-haired man was beautiful no matter what shape he took. Kai felt his cock twitch at the sight of his smoothskinned lover. “Are you all right?” His voice sounded raspy, as it always did at first. “Fuck! My shoulder burns like fire.” Aric rotated the injured muscle and sobbed with pain. Standing, moving towards him, Kai looked the man over. “Nothing else hurts? No other wounds?” He ran his hands carefully over Aric’s flank and up his side. “I don’t think so.” Aric pushed himself awkwardly to his feet, favouring his injured side. He glanced at where dried blood clung to his shoulder and new, fresh blood trickled down his arm.
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 “I can tend to this.” Kai gripped his arm carefully. “Lie on the bed. I’ll get some water and the powders.” Aric nodded and stretched out on his stomach on the furs. “Who were those guys? I’ve never seen them before.” “Their scent was unfamiliar. The grey cat’s eyes were yellow. I’d remember someone like him.” Kai wet a cloth, taking it and a small black pouch to the bed. He sat beside Aric, swabbing the wound gently. “They were just there. I never sensed the attack.” “The smoke masked them. I was foolish. I let my guard down when I smelled the female.” “We had no idea what we were getting into. Next time we’ll be better prepared.” Nodding, Kai opened the pouch. “I won’t make that mistake again.” He sprinkled some silver powder from it onto Aric’s shoulder. He thought of the amulet and missed its protection all the more as he tended his lover’s arm. If he’d been more careful, listened to the talisman’s warning instead of lusting after the woman, none of this would have happened. “Damn!” Aric’s breath hissed in as the sharp sting of the powder hit. He squirmed violently. Kai held him firmly. “Give it a moment. The pain should subside soon.” He wanted to hold Aric in his arms, comfort him until the pain passed. Finally, the man’s struggling stopped and Kai rose then returned the pouch to the box on top of his chest. Looking back, he studied the prone man. “Better yet?” “Yes, it is, much better.” Aric relaxed into the pelt. “Thank you.” “Anytime, you know that. I feel responsible for it happening in the first place. If I’d only listened to the amulet…” Kai sat next to Aric’s hip and ran a hand over his back. He grasped one buttock and squeezed, enjoying the feel of the taut muscular cheeks against his palm. Aric groaned, but not in pain. This was another type of groan, and one Kai loved to hear. He watched Aric widen the spread of his legs. Kai smiled. He grabbed both arse cheeks and rolled onto his stomach between Aric’s strong thighs. “I’m hard just looking at you.”
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 Inhaling, Aric bucked his hips. “I wanted you up on the rock bluff. I knew it wasn’t the right time, but damn it! The sight of you as a cougar arouses me.” He chuckled. “The sight of you as a man does too.” Massaging the fleshy mounds, Kai smiled. “I feel the same way. If it weren’t so important to find the female and retrieve the talisman, I would have mounted you in a heartbeat. Now I realise this has turned out to be a more complicated situation then we thought. The female definitely wasn’t working alone, and thinking about when we were fucking, there was something…not quite right. She seemed scared, but didn’t say why. She might have been too afraid of someone to talk to me.” Being careful not to use his arm and shoulder too much, Aric struggled to his knees and thrust his bum towards Kai. “It could take awhile to find her—and the amulet—especially with those goons between her and us.” “Yes.” Kai pushed up and knelt behind Aric. Leaning forward, he nuzzled his nose between the firm cheeks. “We need to formulate a plan and return to our search as soon as possible. But first you need to recover. And while you’re doing that, I need just a taste.” His tongue darted out, circling Aric’s puckering anus. “I need it too,” Aric mumbled breathily. “But I need more than that. I need you, Kai.” He pressed his arse backwards. Gripping Aric’s thighs, Kai forced his tongue into the musky hole. He pushed past the tight outer ring, stretching the rosebud. Aric’s anus fluttered and accepted him, sucking his tongue in deeper. He pulled away reluctantly. “You were badly injured. You should rest. This can wait.” “No, Kai.” Aric reached back and gripped him by the wrist. “The healing powders are working already. I couldn’t run on it yet, but if I lean on my other side, I’m not putting pressure on it. Besides, it’s dark outside, and you know we’ll have better luck resuming our search in the morning. We need this now. This is important too, for both of us. I love you.” Sliding one hand between Aric’s legs, Kai fondled the heavy balls hanging there. They were soft, covered with a light coating of yellow fuzz and sexy as hell. He groaned. “Yes!” Aric hissed, hips bucking.
 
 FERAL HEAT
 
 Jamie Hill and Jude Mason
 
 27
 
 Reaching further forward, Kai grasped the thick shaft of his lover’s hard erection. It was long and full and felt as comfortable in his hand as his own cock. How many times had he stroked the turgid staff? Countless encounters spent milking creamy, warm seed from the engorged rod, each time trying to excite and please Aric a little more. Kai drained the heavy balls of their nectar often, occasionally sucking Aric to completion with his mouth, as he knew the man loved. Usually Aric sucked him, and almost always raised his arse for his plundering, for Kai’s pleasure and his own. It wasn’t by Kai’s instruction, but more a matter of what pleased them both. Right then, Kai desired to work out his frustration on Aric’s delightful bottom. Kai licked around the area hungrily, wetting it for the ride ahead. He sat back on his heels, stroking his own shaft firmly. A shot of saliva in his palm provided the lubrication, and he drove one finger into Aric’s eager arse. Well versed in their particular form of play, it didn’t take long for Aric’s anal muscles to loosen enough for a second finger to join the first. His groans of approval encouraged Kai to spread his digits wider then thrust them in and out. When he deemed the man ready, he withdrew his hand and slapped him lightly on the arse. The tip of his engorged cock was already slick with pre-cum. He replaced his fingers with the crown of his cock, nudging into the nicely stretched hole. Aric groaned, pressing his bum backwards. “Patience, golden boy.” Kai swatted one arse cheek, continuing to push his cock forward, deeper. “I know, it feels so good. Your body surrounds and holds me like a silken cocoon.” Another whimpering moan answered him and he revelled in the pleasure he was giving. Kai chuckled, driving his manhood in to the hilt. His balls slapped flesh and they drew up, tingling. “That’s it. Yes, boy. Good…so very good.” He thrust repeatedly, his pace quickening, pushing in deep then pulling out to the rim. The sensation was exquisite. Kai’s balls churned with imminent climax.
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 He reached around and grasped Aric’s shaft. It throbbed, the head pulsing and sticky with pre-cum. Matching his thrusting movements with his hand, Kai coaxed Aric to join him in the climb towards nirvana. His lover cried out a primal yowl and exploded, shooting ribbons of warm cream over Kai’s hand. Again Kai thrust himself in, and again was rewarded with a stream of his lover’s cum spurting in his palm. He milked the last of the nectar from Aric’s dripping cock before releasing it and grabbing his hips. Thrusting with pent up desire, Kai grunted, his own climax erupting. Pulsing heat poured from him into Aric’s tight channel, lubricating his arse further as Kai shuddered and shot the last of his seed. Spent and sated, Kai pulled his cock from its tight embrace. He dropped face down on the bed, drawing Aric with him, an arm draped over his back. Aric yawned. “Need to rest before our journey.” “Rest. Journey.” The words were barely out of his mouth when Kai’s eyes closed. His head swirled with things he needed to do, but just then, he needed to sleep.
 
 ****
 
 Visions of ancestors whirled in Kai’s dreams. Cato, the first cougar to hold the golden talisman and truly understand what that meant, loomed over him. He was tall and dark and incredibly imposing, even with the great slash marring his face from forehead to chin. Beside him stood his mate, Kissa, an almost white-haired woman who had borne him many offspring in their years together. During those years, and the hundreds previous, the individual clans had been at war. Tearing each other apart, each small family group met rarely and only for the exchange of women. They seemed to need more territory and game, their numbers rising and falling like the tides. It wasn’t just the cougar tribe with its multitude of family clans, but those of the wolves and bears as well. The world of the changelings was one of constant turmoil and bloodshed.
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 One day while on a scouting trip, Cato ventured into a cave not far from the ghost town where Kai and his mate had been attacked. Inside that cave he’d found three amulets among a pile of very old bones. The bones of changelings. When he picked them up, one felt incredibly warm in his palm. Ornate gold filigree encased the most amazing bronze-coloured stone he’d ever seen. Upon closer inspection, he saw the delicate gold was twisted into the shape of a cat’s head. Looking at another of the objects, he found a brilliant red stone enclosed in the head of a wolf. The last, a deep blue gem, was held by a bear. Kai turned in his sleep and the visions faded. Semi-conscious, he reached over and pulled the warmth of Aric closer. The injured man rolled onto his side, offering his back and bum. Spooning against the muscular length, Kai sank back into a deep slumber. The dream returned. The gems had spoken to Cato, telling him of a way to end the conflict—a way to live in peace for all the clans. Each stone must be given to the race indicated by the delicate threads of gold. Among those races, only one could hold the talisman. That one must have a life mate who would stand with him through everything. He must also have the good of all the family clans of his breed in his heart. It was an enormous task, but one Cato and his love, Kissa, had gladly taken up. They first travelled between the cougar clans, going from one to the next, covering all the territory where they knew their kind flourished. The amulet gave them the power to show the families that if the fighting continued, the changelings would soon die. They succeeded not only by explaining verbally, but by reaching into the very minds of their fellow cats. Some tried to protest, but those who wanted peace soon buried their cries. Mothers, grandmothers, fathers and the young, all craved harmony between the cougar clans. Only the young men, seeking glory or to show their bravery, sought to battle. Cato showed them the error of their ways, in the vivid, gory detail that only a true mind-to-mind communication could do. He showed them that if they continued to kill each other, while other clans also sought power, in only a few generations the clans would all die out. There was no way to refute the visions.
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 To end the conflict, each clan swore allegiance to the holder of the amulet. When he was sure of the survival of the cougar tribe, he moved on to the other changelings—the bears and the wolves. He was the father of all changeling leaders and, after many months of searching, he’d managed to put each of the talismans where the other changeling tribes could find them. The amulets showed him who was to become their holder, warming the palm of the right man when held, doing nothing if the wrong one took it up. Only those the amulet deemed worthy could keep the charm, and only those who were mated for life could keep it for long. There had been peace for many generations, the talismans going to new owners when the old passed on. But Kai had lost his. Without it, and if it had fallen into the wrong hands, his tribe was in jeopardy greater than any they’d ever known. Like a lightning bolt, he knew the thief must not realise he couldn’t keep the charm for long, it wouldn’t aid him as it was meant to. It wouldn’t help him coordinate the tribes or show him danger when it came near. He turned in his sleep, remembering how he’d ignored it when it warned him. Not only once, but repeatedly. I’m no better than the thief, he mused, but I will bring the talisman back. He vowed this to himself, to his clan, to his tribe in a silent cry of determination. With the talisman, he had the power to do so much good for them all. He saw danger before it arrived, and again he chastised himself for his stupidity and the lust he hadn’t been able to deny. His normal senses were good, but with the amulet, they magnified five-fold. He had to get it back. Troubled by the thought of what might happen, he shifted in his sleep. He awakened just enough to feel Aric’s arse pressed firmly against his groin. He pushed his hips forward. His cock stiffened, worming its way between Aric’s sleek, warm thighs. “Ah,” he moaned, his heartbeat suddenly increasing. His cock pulsed. One arm lay curled beneath his head, but the other he slid around Aric’s hip. Grasping Aric’s semislumbering staff, he gently massaged it to full erection. “I wondered if you’d get any rest,” came Aric’s sleepy voice.
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 “I dreamed.” He sighed, and the visions flashed through his mind. “Cato would be angered if he knew how I’d lost one of the amulets he worked so hard to ensure went to the right owners.” He leaned forward and nuzzled his face into Aric’s warm neck. “I’m sure Cato knows you’ll retrieve it.” “I hope so. To lose such a treasure is enormous. If the clans find out—” “Hush, my love. We’ll find it long before we need to worry about the clans.” “I pray it is so.” Kai rocked his hips back and forth, his cock shaft easing in and out between the warm thighs gripping it. Aric’s words soothed him, and again, the love they shared seemed like the most incredible feeling he could ever experience. He was the luckiest male in the world. He truly believed that. “We have a place to start. The ruins of the town. We have the scent of the woman and we know they were cats,” Aric assured him. “Yes, they had to be cougars. The talisman wouldn’t do any good for anyone who isn’t a changeling. Men from the town to the south would have no concept of what capabilities the charm possesses, and the bear and wolf tribes have their own amulets.” Aric’s hips moved, gently seesawing back and forth. “True, but the amulet won’t work for just anyone. The bearer must have the good of all the cougar clans in his heart, and I question that about our attackers.” “There is that.” Kai tightened his grip on Aric’s hard cock, slowly easing the skin up and down the shaft. “Cato knew what he was doing when he handed down the rules given to him by the amulets.” Aric shivered against him. “I wonder what Cato would think of us?” Running his thumb over the knob of Aric’s cock and feeling him shudder, Kai took his time replying. He wanted to slip inside the hot warmth of the man’s anus but was enjoying the play too much, and knew Aric felt the same by the way he nestled in his arms. “He’d most likely be thrilled for us. Mated males aren’t common.” He slipped his hand from around Aric’s cock and eased further down to where his balls lay. Cupping them, he gave his hips a hard shove forward, forcing the full length of his cock again between Aric’s thighs, striving to tease them both even more.
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 “Fuck!” Aric groaned, his hips twitching. “Are you going to mount me or simply drive me mad wanting you to?” Chuckling, Kai kissed the tawny hair brushing his face. “I thought about it, but I don’t want to move.” He gave the warm sac in his hand an extra firm squeeze. “Don’t want to move. Damn you, Kai.” Shifting his hand back to Aric’s cock, he commenced slowly masturbating him. Easing his fist from the base, right up over the head of the pulsing cock, dragged another groan from deep inside his lover’s chest. In a matter of moments, Aric’s cock leaked a steady flow of precum over the back of Kai’s hand. “You want me to get up and fuck you?” Aric murmured. “In a moment.” With more agility than Kai thought Aric would have with his injured shoulder, Aric twisted away from him then turned his body so they lay head to toe. Or more accurately, cock to lips. “Now you don’t have to move.” Aric took Kai’s cock into his mouth. There was nothing subtle or slow about the act, he simply swallowed Kai’s cock to the balls, all in one deft move. Sensations of wet and smooth, along with the suction of Aric’s eager mouth, had Kai near to shooting in a matter of seconds. His heart raced, and his mouth went suddenly dry as his lover toyed with him. Backing off, Aric tongued the head and then teased the slit with just the tip of his tongue. Kai’s inner thighs trembled, the muscles unsure of whether to tense or not. An insistent nudge on his cheek reminded him he had his own cock to play with, and he leaned in, taking it into his mouth with a vengeance. He laved the crown, wetting it languidly before sucking the shaft deep. When the tip touched the back of his mouth, he swallowed it, knowing his throat would squeeze the rubbery knob. He held it there while caressing the soft, round balls below. The rhythm of their coupling waxed and waned as their bodies moved against each other. The only sounds were the guttural grunts and groans of two men lost in a sea of lust. Striving to give his lover the maximum amount of pleasure, Kai attuned himself to the man’s
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 movements and the noises he made. He got no greater joy than supplying his mate with as much delight as he could. Kai raised his upper leg, allowing Aric more room to play, and an instant later he had the same offering. Mouths and hands, teeth and tongues became the instruments of pleasure. The tickling in his balls sent a shudder up Kai’s spine, and he tensed, knowing the inevitable was about to happen. He fought for control but knew the battle was lost when a flash of fireworks exploded in his mind and his hips jerked forward. A groan of gutwrenching bliss accompanied his first stream of cum. He tightened his lips around the delicious monster, and his mouth was instantly filled with the salty essence of Aric’s cum. He stroked and swallowed, savouring the taste of each rushing droplet fed him. When Aric’s cock went limp, Kai released him and rested his head on the man’s inner thigh. Satisfied, exhausted, yet happy beyond belief, he was glad he didn’t have to move. “Thank you,” he murmured. Turning, he kissed the warm thigh his head rested on. “I love you,” Aric replied. Twisting around, he lay on his side, his back to Kai’s belly. “I love you too, my golden stud.” That was the last thing Kai remembered until the morning sunlight filtering in from the mouth of the cave woke him. He turned onto his back and thought about the day ahead. If Aric was well enough, they’d go as a team. If not, he’d go alone. He had to find the talisman. Aric stirred and groaned. “Good morning.” “Good morning, Aric. How is your wound?” He turned and looked into the blue eyes of his lover. He prayed he was well, he couldn’t bear the thought that his lover would be handicapped because of him. Twisting his shoulders, Aric tested his arm, swinging it around. “It’s good. The powder worked.” “Turn over, let me see.” Aric turned away from Kai, offering his shoulder and back for inspection. “I can hardly see a thing,” Kai proclaimed. The powder had indeed done its job. “There’s just the faintest pink lines.”
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 “I told you I was fine.” He twisted around again to face Kai. “Let’s grab a bite to eat and be on our way.” Kai hesitated. “The going could be dangerous, my love.” “You’ll go nowhere without me. I’m your protector, and you’re mine.” “Your loyalty gratifies me. But I still worry.” “Perhaps I could carry some of the healing powders in a neck pouch. If we get blindsided again, we’ll be better prepared.” Kai nodded. “Excellent idea. But we won’t be ambushed again. I guarantee it.” He made eye contact with Aric, and they nodded. Bounding out of bed, Kai headed for the showers at the end of the hall.
 
 ****
 
 Sitting at the table, a bowl of fruit and dried meat between them, Kai and Aric discussed their plans. “We’ll return to the ruins, then?” Aric asked before biting off a piece of jerky. “I think so.” Kai nodded. “The old cave near there is another possibility. That’s assuming they’ve remained in cat form. If they’ve morphed into humans and entered the city, the difficulty of our task multiplies immeasurably.” He tossed the fig he’d been eating onto the table disgustedly. His impatience and irritation might draw attention, but at that moment Kai didn’t care. The common room was basically empty, anyway. A female at another table served food quietly to her mate. Both kept their eyes to themselves. If Kai wished to speak with them, they’d be summoned. He studied the female, Neela. Her colouring had always captured his imagination. Her long, thick hair was pale yellow, sliced with golden brown streaks. In cat form her pelt remained pale, the brown marks bold and striking against yellow fur. She stood out from the others in the clan.
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 She did in human form as well. Naked breasts bobbed lush and full as she moved about the room. Dark round areolas with tiny, pert nipples beckoned from atop the fleshy mounds. A triangle-shaped thong at the apex of her legs was her only covering. When she turned away from him, Kai could see the thong’s black strap disappeared between her smooth, delectable arse cheeks. Kai inhaled, controlled his breathing. The sight of the female stirred his cock once again. He’d thought at one time that Neela might be a good choice to provide him with offspring. She was a fine specimen of a female, and the adoring looks she sent his way often left him breathless with desire. More than once he’d rushed to find Aric to relieve the tension the female had stirred in him. Kai knew Neela would accept him. Not only was she attracted to him, but bearing the kits of the clan leader would be an enormous honour. Bearing kits for the one holding the amulet would have been even more prestigious. He’d hesitated out of consideration for her mate, Riordan. The man was a loyal friend, and Kai knew he’d surrender her gladly for the good of the clan as well as the friendship they shared. But Kai hadn’t fully decided before he met Sable. He closed his eyes, recalling her beauty. He’d had no doubts where Sable was concerned. He’d have welcomed her into his family and cherished her, driving her fear and nervousness away once and for all. Or so I thought. Apparently Sable hadn’t been exactly what she seemed. The thought stung him like fire, and he pushed it away. He gazed at Aric, his heart’s true desire, watching him finish his meal. No one was more attractive to him than his golden stud with the flowing hair and piercing blue eyes. If their union could produce offspring, their relationship would be perfect. Glancing up, Aric smiled. “You must eat to keep your strength.” “I must retrieve the talisman,” Kai muttered under his breath. “We should be on our way. I want you to tell Riordan we’re going on a hunt, nothing more. He’s to be guardian of the clan while we’re gone.” “Yes, Kai.” Aric nodded dutifully and went to speak with the brown haired man. Watching from the doorway of his chamber, Kai saw Neela step back so Aric and Riordan could speak privately. She was indeed a worthy female. Her ripe teats still caused
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 his erection to throb. He fought the strong desire to go to her, lean down and lick one of those brown nubs to hardness. Right then he had other matters to focus on. In his sleeping chamber, Kai stroked his cock through his trousers. His sexual urges were obsessive and powerful, sometimes all-consuming. He knew as a clan leader he was chosen, in part, because of his tremendous needs. Frequent mating was essential for the survival of a clan. Cougar clans were often little more than family groups and inbreeding could become an issue. Those who bred had to do so often. Cato hadn’t counted on one thing—a talisman holder who had a same-sex mate. Kai knew in his soul that their pairing had the blessing of the ancestors. He also knew that when he returned victorious from the journey, he’d need to choose a female. “Riordan accepts the duty humbly,” Aric said when he joined him. “He didn’t come right out and say it, but we both thought you were going to mount his female right there on the table. The poor woman is apparently beside herself with lust. He said something about needing to bed her soon or she’ll be impossible.” He picked up the pouch with the healing powders and hung it about his neck. “Time is fleeting, my love.” Kai cupped Aric’s cock and balls in one hand, groping them through the thin fabric. “Someone needs to provide me with kits, and I doubt it will be you.” “We could have fun trying, I guess.” Aric grinned, thrusting into Kai’s hand. “Later. It’s time to go.” With one last caress, he released his lover. They maintained eye contact until pain forced Kai to squeeze his dark orbs shut tightly, again accepting the transformation overtaking his body. Pleasure followed an instant later and he again felt the joy of fur sprouting from his flesh. His fingers morphed to paws with razor-sharp claws. Whiskers and a long, luxurious tale sprouted. His cock and balls drew up, the sheath moving to hold its precious cargo, strong thighs and buttocks turned to even stronger, muscular haunches. He laid his head back and let the sensuous pleasure of becoming his animal self wash over him. Kai stretched and strutted around the chamber. Licking a long black forearm, he watched and thrilled as Aric completed his change and rose. His lover’s golden tail swished back and forth. Kai moved close, rubbing the back of his ear down Aric’s smooth flank.
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 Returning the affection, Aric stroked his neck against Kai’s, his golden fur ruffling the sleek, dark pelt. A soft growl rumbled in Kai’s throat. Aric bit at his neck playfully, pressing one paw onto Kai’s shoulder. Purring loudly, Kai rose on his hind legs, dropping across Aric’s back crossways. Pressing his cock into his mate’s ribcage, he humped the golden beast. Aric braced himself for a moment before spinning out from under Kai’s larger build. His head dipped between strong, black thighs, pink tongue licking Kai’s balls with long, teasing passes. Kai revelled in the roughness stroking his sensitive sac. For one instant he imagined mounting his lover, slaking his lust and that of his golden mate before starting on their journey. Common sense took hold, and he backed away with regret. There would be time to answer their needs later. They’d make time. He had a tremendous hunger and Aric knew just how to satisfy it. With a nod towards the entrance of the cave, Kai led the way out.
 
 ****
 
 The forest air buzzed with electric stillness. Rolling, smoke-coloured clouds passed overhead in a darkening sky. A storm brewed. Animals took refuge, preparing for the onslaught. Past the rock bluff, Kai and Aric padded down the slide overlooking the riverbank. They landed on the boulder halfway down then leapt to the ground below. Scents from the previous day had dissipated. Kai nosed around the fire pit in the clearing, ears pricked and his dulled senses on the alert. There was nothing. It seemed doubtful anyone had been there since he and Aric last passed through. They travelled on. The ramshackle town stood the same, unchanged from the day before. Again, the memory of encountering the bears near here flashed into his thoughts. A couple, he recalled, one beautiful in his bald dignity, the other with the more natural brown flowing locks of their kind. They’d met when a human hunter had hurt one of their females. Shaking his head, he returned his attention to the present. Dried blood splatters in the dirt marked the spot of their fight, and Kai bent to take whatever scent remained. The tall
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 grass growing in clumps was trampled where the cougars had rolled in it. Kai sniffed, loping ahead into one of the two buildings left standing, the rickety barn. Cobwebs clung to him as he moved. A rodent scurried off to the side. Kai glanced back at Aric, close on his heels, and they went on. It seemed obvious to Kai that no one had entered the building in a long time. No prints, except theirs, disturbed the dust. He climbed over a pile of boards, and a snake slithered past his feet. Hissing, Kai trod lightly until the reptile disappeared. Leaving the dirt-filled atmosphere of the barn, he inhaled fresh air and looked at Aric again. The golden cat’s nose was raised, and Kai nodded understanding. A rainstorm loomed. Kai trotted to the other building that was, at best, half erect. Great holes spanned the roof and broken glass from what had once been windows littered the floor. Glancing at Aric, he knew he agreed—there didn’t seem much sense going in. It appeared as filthy and untouched as the barn. Large raindrops suddenly pelted them. Kai headed for the underbrush with Aric on his heels. They could be at the old cave in a matter of minutes. He picked up the pace, both cats gliding through the foliage. Rain wasn’t a concern, but lightning could be a problem. They headed deep into the woods as the first crack of thunder boomed. Aric nudged Kai’s hindquarters as they ran. Understanding the urgency, Kai raced faster, ignoring the brush swatting them as they passed. The entrance to the cave appeared just ahead. Slowing to a crawl, both cougars inched towards the opening. Kai’s senses, though duller than usual, were on high alert. He again cursed himself and his carelessness. He slunk forward, keeping to the shadows. The large, inner chamber appeared empty, but he remained vigilant. Aric proceeded ahead, checking nooks and crannies. Once every inch had been covered, he returned to Kai, nudging his neck with a nod. Kai nuzzled back. He moved around, investigating the cold fire pit in the centre of the cave. Fur pelts, scattered on the floor around the hollow, indicated more than one person had taken refuge there. The smell of the rainstorm was strong, masking many other odours, but
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 Kai’s sense of olfaction was strong, even without the amulet. Other cats had been there recently, as well as humans. Not ordinary people—changelings. Their scent was less rank than that of regular men and equally recognisable. Aric pushed a pile of rags towards him, and Kai looked at them. Bloody bits of flesh dried on the cloth appeared just a day or two old. He caught Aric’s gaze, and their eyes locked. ‘Our attackers from the previous day.’ Aric strained with the effort to send the mental message to him. Kai inhaled the scent and nodded. He was sure of it. He wandered to the mouth of the cave and peered outside. Rain blocked the sun, drenching the dry earth. Thunder cracked, and a moment later lightning flashed. They weren’t going anywhere immediately. Turning back, he looked around the chamber and spotted a small mound of wood and, to his surprise, a large wedge of flint. They could make a fire for warmth. They’d need to be in human form to do that, and since they’d be naked, he was in no hurry to morph. They could take some time and allow their pelts to dry. He padded to where Aric sat watching him. Kai licked the golden cat’s face. A purr erupted from Kai, unbidden but enjoyed. Aric pushed to his feet and butted him with his head. Licking the rain from Kai’s fur, he moved slowly alongside. Kai returned the favour, and soon their tongues were more than taking moisture from a lover. Kai sat down and then mischievously rolled to his side, encouraging Aric to join him. Instead, the golden cat pounced, playfully swatting Kai’s haunch. In a flash, Kai rolled over and leapt to his feet. Springing up, he made it to an outcropping of rock at least ten feet high on the stone wall and peered down at his companion. Aric winked and turned his back on him. Crouching, he raised his arse and peered over his shoulder. Kai growled low in his throat then jumped to the floor of the cave, inches from the teasing male. His cock pulsed. The shaft moved along his pouch, the tip peeking into the cool air. Twisting around, he licked himself then moved behind Aric. Butting his head against the
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 tawny cat’s side, he waited for him to raise his arse higher. Tail lifted, moved to one side, Aric shifted his feet and proclaimed himself ready, accepting. Kai pressed his nose against the puckered hole, carefully licking the offered opening. Below, Aric’s balls moved, and the shaft of his cock eased out of the softly furred pouch. A tasty treat, and one Kai planned to savour. With his tongue poked out as far as he could, he lapped along the shaft. When Aric shuddered, he knew he had it right and licked him again, a long, luxurious lapping of his tongue. Just as he was about to mount Aric, the pale cat sprang to the side. Cocking his head, he peered at Kai and then bounded back, mischief in his eyes. A head butt and a soft lick along his neck sent Kai into another bout of purring. They seemed to sense the odour at the same time. Kai caught Aric’s gaze. They stared at one another, a musky scent drifting over them. Something dark moved near the cave entrance. Aric leapt in front of Kai, putting his own body between the clan leader and the intruder. Suddenly a sleek, dark-coloured feline stepped from the shadows. Aric hissed. She made a mewling sound. Kai watched her change, right before his eyes. She writhed in her own private world of sexual torment as her sculptured cat body morphed into that of a naked, voluptuous human female. Sable. A growl rumbled deep in his throat. She lowered her lashes and shuddered. “Hello, Kai.”
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 Chapter Three
 
 Aric changed as quickly as he could, grunting as his body shifted too fast. “What the fuck are you doing here?” he demanded in a rough, hard voice, still on his hands and knees. Kai moved to the side of the cave farthest away from the woman and morphed. When he rose to his feet a couple of minutes later, his cock hung flaccid from his groin. Walking to Aric’s side, he gazed at Sable, waiting for her answer. Sable was gorgeous, her long dark hair falling in a cascade of softness down her back, almost to her hips. A few stray strands meandered over her chest and teased her nipples. Lush curves tempted him, and under other circumstances he’d have jumped her as soon as he saw her. He’d had her once and knew the pleasure she could give. “Well? We’re waiting.” Aric’s voice deepened with anger. “What the fuck are you doing here?” Kai worked his way around her, wanting to see if there were any others hiding outside. A shift in the wind drove her scent directly to him and he felt his cock thicken. Reaching down, he gave the shaft a gentle tug and reminded himself she might be very big trouble. “Please, I come to you with fear and respect.” Sable looked to the ground, her body shuddering with a deep, breast-enhancing breath. Aric growled. “Cut the crap. Tell us what we want to know, or we’ll make you talk.” From behind her, Kai saw her shoulders stiffen. She was obviously hiding something. He went to the cave’s opening and peered outside into the rain-soaked landscape. Seeing no movement, sensing no hint of danger, he returned to his place beside Aric. “You’re alone. No one’s going to rush to your aid.” He crossed his arms over his chest and glared at her.
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 “Please believe me, Kai, I didn’t want to do it.” She stopped speaking and took a couple of steps towards them. Her hips swayed more than they needed to and her hands slid over her thighs and came to a halt inches from her pubes. Kai’s attention went to her pussy. The soft curls shielding it from his view were damp with either the rain or her own juices. He wanted to know which, but again chastised himself. His cock, however, had different plans and rose majestically in front of him. Aric seemed less phased by her attractions and left Kai’s side. He sauntered around behind her and, leaning in close, whispered, “You won’t be missed, you know.” He slid a hand around her, grasping a firm breast. Squeezing, he continued talking. “If you don’t get out of this cave, there’s no one who will care. No one will come searching for you. Will they?” Shuddering, Sable replied, “It wasn’t my fault! I swear to you.” Kai asked, “What wasn’t your fault?” Taking a step towards her, he reached out and grabbed her other breast, flicking his thumb over the nipple. The soft mound filled his hand and when he tightened his grip, flesh bulged between his fingers. The nipple swelled, the tip puckered. He fought the urge to lean down and take it between his teeth and bite. He felt her shift. Her hands came up as if she was going to push his away. Before she could touch him, Aric grabbed hold of her wrists and pulled them behind her. She struggled, which put on an attractive show for Kai, but of course she couldn’t break free. He increased the pressure on her teat, smiling when she suddenly stopped her gyrations. Loosening his hold, he went back to teasing her nipple. “Time to tell all.” He took her other breast and weighed them both in his palms. Sliding his fingers along the crease underneath, he waited for her to answer. Finally, she blurted, “Dagen sent me. He made me seduce you. It was all his idea.” Aric tightened his hold. Moving to her elbows, he pulled her close to his body, controlling her much better. He looked at Kai over her shoulder and smiled. We’re finally getting somewhere, thought Kai. “Who, or what, is Dagen?” Aric asked, his blond hair mixing with her darker locks when he shifted.
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 Tears sprang to her eyes. “He’s the leader of a small group of changelings. He’s horrible. He browbeats the younger males and abuses whoever he wants.” Kai’s blood ran cold. Those in power had an obligation never to abuse it. This Dagen obviously hadn’t learned that. “And he sent you here? To do what?” He leaned down and slid his tongue around her left nipple. When he felt the other hard nubbin push against his cheek, he turned his head and took the delicate morsel. “Oh!” Her hips moved as if of their own accord. “Mm! Yes, nice.” Raising his mouth off her, he repeated, “Dagen told you to do what here?” “I’m afraid,” she cried, but her body arched to his lips when he returned his attention to her nipple. He moved from one to the other, licking and nibbling on the tasty buds. Her thighs parted and she moved against his leg. Wetness soon trickled down his thigh, adding to his growing excitement. The smell of her lust fed his. If he wasn’t very careful, all thoughts of questioning her would vanish. “Answer him,” snarled Aric. He lifted her bodily, denying her the pleasure of Kai’s thigh, but not his mouth. “Please,” she moaned, twisting her body, trying, it seemed, to connect with Kai again. “Just answer.” Kai’s mouth was still full of her teat. One last flick of his tongue and he let it go. Her torment wasn’t over. He dropped to his knees between her feet. The muscles in her belly tensed as his lips touched her. He lavished her with soft kisses and licks from just below her large round breasts to her navel. For a moment he twirled his tongue into the indentation before moving down and nipping the soft flesh of her lower belly. The woman-scent of her thrilled him, drew him lower. “Oh please,” she begged, thrusting herself firmly against Kai’s face. Backing away, he demanded, “Talk or I stop.” “It’s all Dagen’s fault. He sent me. He told me to say he was going to lead the tribe. He said it was his right to rule. That he was stronger, a better leader than you.” “He did, did he?” Aric’s voice was low and filled with anger.
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 Sobbing, Sable replied, “Yes, he’s crazy.” She pushed her pelvis forward as if seeking Kai’s mouth. “Please, don’t stop.” “You haven’t told it all.” He backed away, hopefully enough for her to see him reach down and stroke his shaft. Watching her, he smiled when her eyes travelled down his body. His cock pulsed, and he tightened his grip around the base. From behind the struggling woman, Aric said, “Bastard. You’re killing me.” Kai looked past Sable, chuckling at the expression on Aric’s face. His lover was horny, and so was he. One way or another, they’d fuck soon. In a rush, Sable blurted, “He said if you backed off, let him go with your amulet, he’d let you and your clan live. If you don’t, he’ll send in raiders with orders to systematically eradicate your entire clan. “ Shocked, Kai snarled, “The filthy scum.” Rising to his feet, he strode towards the cave entrance, his rage flaring. “That son-of-a-bitch,” he muttered, pacing back to where Aric held the woman. “And you agreed to come here and give me this—this ultimatum?” He glared down at her. “No, not at first.” Her voice trembled, her bottom lip quivered. He was sure he saw tears forming in her eyes. “He took my brother and had his thugs beat him. Said if I didn’t obey him, he’d keep on until Feth was crippled, then he’d kill him.” She broke down and cried. Her body shook with tears. “We have no reason to believe her, Kai.” Aric tugged Sable’s arms back roughly. “You have to believe me!” she sobbed. “I’m speaking the truth.” “It’s because of you we’re in this situation to begin with. You helped Dagen steal the talisman.” Holding both her arms in one hand, he reached around and cupped her chin. Aric spoke directly into her ear. “You’re not worthy of my leader’s affections. He should treat you like the trash you are and toss you out into the storm.” Reaching down, he pinched one of her erect nipples, twisting it cruelly. “Of course if he’d like to fuck you senseless first, I wouldn’t mind watching.”
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 She snarled at him, squirming away from his touch. “Aric, stop.” Kai quit pacing and stood before them. “I have no reason to doubt her, either.” “No reason?” Aric looked at him, amazed. “She betrayed you, Kai. The wench seduced you—” “Enough!” Kai snapped. Perhaps he was still overcome with lust for the beautiful creature, but he believed her. Aric’s constant reminders that he’d been taken for a fool did nothing but raise his ire. “I have proof.” Sable spoke softly, gazing into his eyes. “What kind of proof could you possibly have?” Aric growled in her ear. Kai watched the two of them jostling together. His gorgeous man, blond and fair, made an impressive contrast with the woman and her dark tresses and deeply tanned skin. He was a known entity while she was mysterious and delectably luscious. Kai’s throbbing cock surged towards the ceiling. He glanced at Aric and noticed his lover’s erection jutting out, thick and full. Kai smiled. Questioning the woman aroused Aric. They could be in for quite a night. He gazed into her eyes. “Yes, Sable. What proof can you offer?” “Look at my back,” she answered softly. Kai raised his eyebrows at Aric. Releasing his grip on her teat, Aric spun her around to face Kai, still holding one arm, and pulled her long hair aside. “Son-of-a-bitch,” Kai gasped, examining the fine red slice marks in her skin. “This Dagen used a whip on you?” “I didn’t use it on myself,” she sputtered, glaring at Aric. “And you know, Kai, the marks weren’t there before, when we were together.” He stepped forward and ran his hand over the smooth contour of her shoulder. Her upper back was untouched, as were the full mounds of her arse. Between those points, at least a dozen marks criss-crossed the arch of her spine. “No, they weren’t.” He shoved the hair from her neck, pressing his face close to her ear. “I could kill the bastard.” He knew he
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 couldn’t chance using the healing powder on her. Dagen might see and suspect something if her injuries appeared too well healed. She turned her face towards his. “You very nearly did. He sports a mean claw mark on his face. His goon, Zeno, took the worst of it. He’s missing a chunk from his hind end.” “He’ll be missing more than that when I see him again. Next time I’ll bite off his balls.” Sable shivered. “I never wanted to go against you, Kai. It was only because of Feth. My brother and I lost our clan awhile back. We’ve been on our own, and it’s been rough. Dagen made promises, none of which he’s kept. But to be alone—well it’s so hard we thought even with Dagen’s clan rules, life would be easier.” “Dagen,” Kai muttered with distaste. He planted a kiss at the nape of the female’s long neck. “I believe when I next encounter him, I’ll show him Zeno’s balls before I shove them down his throat.” She gulped. Aric smiled. He released his hold on Sable and moved around to her back, next to Kai. “By the gods,” he murmured. “Any leader who would do such a thing isn’t much of a leader.” “You believe me, then?” Kai was too deeply entrenched in lust to back away. He glanced at Aric, tilting his head questioningly. Stroking his shaft slowly, Aric nodded. He leaned in to Sable’s other ear. “We believe you, female. But if you give us another reason not to, you won’t live long enough to regret it.” “I promise, I won’t. Dagen disgusts me. The stench when he tried to mount me made me gag.” She turned slowly, facing both men. “I can help you. Dagen won’t know it, of course, until we free Feth. Once we do, we’ll both be loyal to you, Kai.” He thought about her offer. “How big is Dagen’s clan?” “I’ve seen a dozen or so. Mostly tough-acting males, a couple of scared females and two malnourished kits. No one like either of you, strong, tall, honourable.” She flattened one palm against each man’s chest, slowly dropping to her knees, fingers slithering down their bodies. Each of her hands grasped a thick cock, and she gently tugged them towards her face.
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 She licked the crown of Kai’s staff and, with a turn of the head, was able to lick Aric’s bulbous cock head. Sable groaned. Kai steadied his footing and slipped an arm around Aric’s waist, butting the man’s hip against his. With their new, closer proximity, Sable was able to suck both cocks at one time. Heart racing, he inhaled a deep breath of air and tightened his grip on Aric. The blond man’s hand reached down and cupped one of Kai’s bum cheeks. Squeezing the flesh, he thrust his hips forward, urging the female to take more. She kept a tight grip on each shaft, milking them while she licked and nibbled with vigour. Working them into a rhythm, she swallowed one shaft and stroked the other. Without missing a beat she alternated them, first one, then the other fucking her mouth as she hungrily devoured them. Aric wedged a finger between Kai’s buttocks, searching for his anus. Apparently reconsidering, he pulled his hand back and placed the finger next to his cock so Sable could lick it. She accepted it into her mouth, sucking it along with his cock. When it was sufficiently lubricated, he pulled it out and returned it to Kai’s arse. Kai widened his stance to allow the welcome entry. He felt Aric spread his cheeks, the slick finger teasing the rim of his puckering hole. Kai wiggled his arse, desiring that finger and more plunging deep. Digit inserted, Aric pumped it in and out as Kai thrust towards Sable’s mouth. His cock dripped pre-cum. Kai spotted a thick, white ribbon hanging from her chin and almost erupted on the spot. “Wait.” She paused in her ministrations, glancing up at him. “I have more in mind.” Kai fisted his hand around a section of her thick hair and pulled her to her feet. Releasing her, he massaged the back of her scalp where he’d tugged. He kissed her, savouring the salty pre-cum mingled with the taste of her, and his mouth opened wider. He wanted it all. Sable sighed and returned the kiss, pressing her body against his. Her tongue wound around his and then her teeth tugged at his upper lip.
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 Aric continued invading his arse with his finger, murmuring to him, “Shall we move to the furs?” Kai released her mouth, turning his head sideways to meet Aric’s gaze. “Kiss me.” Aric pressed forward, sucking Kai’s tongue while reaming his tight hole. Sable kissed Kai’s neck, her hands massaging his dripping cock. Kai finally pulled away for air. “You both need to stop. I’m close but don’t intend to shoot yet. There’s so much more to be done.” He patted Sable’s round arse. He wanted it to go on, but he wanted the pleasure to last, and he desperately sought to give them both more than they gave him. He struggled to control his excitement, knowing Aric would sense his frustration and the bugger would try to add to it. He smiled—the man was amazing. “Lie on the furs, beautiful one. I’ll join you in a moment.” “Don’t be long.” Squeezing his ball sac, she smiled and turned her back to him and strutted to the furs. Kai admired her sweet curves and leaned back against Aric, who had ignored his request, continuing to finger fuck his arse. “That feels exquisite,” he sighed, rolling his head on Aric’s shoulder. “So wonderful, in fact, I want more. I want you to mount me, golden stud. I want you to ride me hard and fast.” “A pleasure, my love.” Aric pulled his finger free and grasped Kai’s hips. He nipped at his neck, sucking flesh against his teeth, and then sucked harder, pulling small folds of skin into his mouth. Kai groaned as the man branded his neck almost painfully. “Marking your territory?” “You’re mine,” Aric whispered urgently into his ear. “Always.” Kai cupped the blond head behind him with one hand. “I’ve wanted to fuck you all day. If she hadn’t interrupted, I’d have taken you as a cat. You know that’s one of my favourite ways to enjoy you.” “And I, you.” Aric licked the long vein running along Kai’s neck. “She changes things.” “No. She mesmerises me, that’s true. I want to help her, and I think she can help us. I truly think she’s on our side. But first I want to dine on her sweet nectar. When that hunger is sated, I intend to fuck her. If you’d mount me, my pleasure would be complete.”
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 “If that’s your desire.” He tweaked one of Kai’s flat nipples. “It is. You’re welcome to participate as much as you like. Seeing you with the female arouses me.” “By the gods, she arouses me too. I’ve never had much use for females. This one is strangely different.” Kai turned, facing his lover, and smiled. “Her scent is intoxicating. Come with me now and partake of her offerings. With both of us tending to her, she’ll be out of her mind with pleasure before long.” Aric kissed him one last time before, each with an arm around the other, they sauntered to the fire pit. Both cocks sprang full, throbbing, leaking, as they walked. Sable eyed them hungrily. She lay back on a fur pelt, rubbing a hand over her belly. Kai knelt on one side, motioning Aric to the other. To enjoy her with his mate would be a joy, the likes of which they had rarely shared. On those few occasions he had adored watching Aric, his movements, his expression. More, he loved knowing Aric was pleased. He gazed at the female’s puckered, erect nipples, and smiled. “Are you cold? We could make a fire, but I hate to stop at this point.” “You’re all the heat I need.” She looked at him with lust-filled eyes. “Glad you think so.” He leaned down and took a teat between his lips. From the corner of his eye, he saw Aric do the same to the other side of her chest. Flicking the crimson nub gently, then sucking it firmly, had Sable squirming underneath them. With his mouth pressed against her breast, he said, “You’re getting both of us tonight. Aric and I were preparing to fuck when you arrived. We’re going ahead with those plans—and adding you to our fun.” Sable’s eyes were closed tightly, her face contorted. A smile played at her lips. Kai glanced down and saw her thighs scissoring open and closed. He could tell by the tightening of her abdomen that she was repeatedly flexing her pussy walls. A trail of wetness seeped from the apex of her legs, her inner thighs shone with her own dew. He smelled it, badly needing to taste her again. A small bite on her nipple caused her to jump. Kai smiled at Aric. “I’ll leave you to take care of things up here.”
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 “Happily.” Aric moved over her, squeezing a full breast in each hand. “Her nipples are much more sensitive than yours. I find the fleshy mounds more than a little exciting.” “Enjoy.” Kai worked his body between her damp thighs, making sure to rub his cock along her flesh as he moved. Sable moaned, her legs twitching. “Ah, yes. As beautiful as I remembered.” He spread her folds, parting the small patch of dark hair, and inhaled deeply of the musky aroma before allowing his tongue to flick her pink clit. The taste drove him to a frenzy as it had before, and he lunged forward. He sucked her engorged nub before stabbing his tongue into her pussy. Sable tensed and then thrashed. He knew she’d erupt soon and coaxed her closer with his skilled, rough tongue. He craved the gush of juice when she climaxed, wanting to ingest every drop. Glancing up, he saw Aric manipulating the fleshy, female mounds. He bent over to suckle, his hair flowing over her skin like a wave of golden wheat. Imagining the lips of his lover on her nipple in his mind, his cock nearly burst. Her keening wail filled the cave just before the anticipated release of fluid. Kai drove his tongue in and out of her pussy, lapping sweet cream like a half-starved cat. He returned his focus to her clit, nibbled it, flicked the organ back and forth to prolong her pleasure. Her knees tightened around his head and an instant later relaxed, spasms of bliss controlling her movements. Her fists wound into his hair, and while he nibbled and suckled at her treasures, she pressed his face more firmly against the wetness of her sex. His mind reeled from her scent, a lush, musky aroma that had him aching to thrust into her. She finally went limp. He straightened and looked down at her. With her eyes closed, a look of euphoric bliss spread across her face. He couldn’t wait one moment longer. Kneeling between her wet thighs, he leaned forward and aimed his cock at her pussy. The throbbing staff slid in easily to the hilt, his balls slapping her skin. He closed his eyes and groaned with uninhibited pleasure. When he opened them again, Aric had turned to face him, knees straddling her head. He pressed her teats together firmly, tweaking her elongated nipples as he drove his cock in and out of the space between the mounds. His lusty gaze was nearly enough to do in Kai.
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 He had other plans for the gorgeous staff soaking Sable’s chest with pre-cum. “Aric, come to me,” he demanded, or was it more of a plea? He needed to feel his golden warrior, ached for him in such a way as he’d never dreamed of before. His lover had never moved so quickly or looked so eager to obey his command. Climbing off the female, he quickly knelt behind Kai, panting. Kai pulled his cock from her pussy. Scooping a hand through her cunt, he reached around and stroked Aric’s solid shaft. Sable’s cream was the perfect lubricant. He shuddered, thinking how easily Aric would sink into him. “Flip over.” He patted her thigh a little more firmly than he’d planned, almost throwing her to her belly. Sable rose to her hands and knees, positioning her arse sweetly in the air. He fought the urge to taste her again, feeling Aric’s erection at his back. No time. There’d be plenty of time for tasting later. He’d see to that. Grasping his cock, he pushed it regretfully past her anus into the drenched pink hole below. He entered her, driving into her wet, warm cunt like a man possessed. He froze long enough for Aric to spread his cheeks and explore his hole. One finger sank in and a moment later was joined by another, then both tugged, gently stretching his outer ring to accommodate Aric’s exceptional girth. He shivered, basking in the near bliss that only his golden stud could give him. Easing his bum high, he encouraged his blond lover to plunge in deep. His breath caught when the tip of Aric’s cock touched his readied pucker then eased in and held. Clenching his arse, he tried pulling the great staff in deeper. Waves of ecstasy cascaded over him. Aric plundered his arse, tentatively at first, a gentle seesawing action that did more to torment him than satisfy his lust. Finally, unable to control the need any longer, Kai bucked with desire for more. The golden stud’s cock filled him perfectly, heavy balls slapping against his own. He pressed forward into Sable. The gentle seesawing sway of his hips jarred the sweet sensation of Aric’s cock in his arse. For moments of exquisite torture, he thought he’d go crazy until a rhythm emerged that left each of them breathless. He gripped her hip with one hand and reached below her with the other to tweak a nipple. Her teats hung low, swinging as her body rocked. Kai grunted his arousal.
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 “Yes!” she hissed, slamming back into him, the lusty sounds of flesh on flesh an added aphrodisiac. He pinched her firm bud until she cried out, shuddering with an explosive release. Kai grimaced, fighting to control his own waves of pleasure. He couldn’t hold back any longer. Delightful sensations surrounded him and he lost focus for precious moments as his arse clenched tight around Aric’s cock. He shuddered uncontrollably and thrust ahead, his orgasm like an enormous wave of bliss pulsing through his body. He gasped, then shuddered again as the next spasm struck. Sight vanished, sensation was all that mattered and he basked in the heat of it. When he felt warmth pumping into his anus, he knew they were complete, and sighed. The last of his shudders sent tingles to all his nerve endings. “So intense,” Sable murmured, head hanging. “So perfect.” “I second that.” Aric eased his cock from Kai’s opening and sank to the pelt next to them. Kai caressed her round arse cheek before pulling out of her clutching pussy. His cock was still erect, and he thought briefly about stabbing it into her anus for another go around. But she seemed exhausted and had been a good sport, putting up with his and Aric’s relentless fascination with her teats. He backed off and settled on his haunches. Sable dropped to the furs and rolled over, lying next to Aric. “Thank you.” She eyed the blond stud. He rubbed her arm gently, offering her a small smile. Sable gazed at Kai with sated, half-closed eyes. “And thank you. The fact that you believe me warms my heart. I promise to make my services worthwhile to you.” “We require no service from you, female. What you give will be freely given. Just as we share our bed with you because we choose to.” Aric yawned. “We might choose to do it again in the morning too. Right now, I’ve had it.” Sable ran a hand over her flat stomach and smiled languidly. “I’ve had it too. And I must say, I’ve never enjoyed it more. The two of you make quite a team.” Kai glanced down at his slick, waving staff. “I was just going to ask who’s ready to go again?”
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 ****
 
 Kai glanced into the black night a while later. The rain had slowed but still pattered on the ground in front of the cave’s entrance. A chill raced up his spine for no apparent reason. He felt uneasy. “Danger surrounds us.” “I’ll build a fire and take first watch.” Aric picked up several pieces of the stacked wood and tossed them into the pit, then lit the fire. “Three naked humans sleeping would be an easy target.” Kai nodded. “Wake me in a few hours. I’ll take the second shift.” “We’ll need food in the morning,” Sable reminded them. “That will be easier to manage when we’re cats. We can catch breakfast when we leave here and eat before returning to our separate clans. Dagen will be expecting you.” “I don’t know what will happen when I go back there!” she whispered, her voice trembling. “Please, you have to help me get my brother out of there.” She stared at him, eyes wide with fear. “I’m still mulling that over.” Kai gripped his erection, which had never fully left him. “We’ll discuss it in the morning.” On the other side of the pit, Aric stoked the blazing fire. Sitting by it, his back against the rock, he’d have a good view of the door and both Sable and himself. “You should get some sleep.” He eyed his lover’s full cock. “If you can sleep with that monster.” Kai grinned, stroking back and forth slowly. He knew Aric loved to tease him about how often he became erect. “I can help with that.” Sable dropped to her knees, pushing his legs open. “You just lie back and relax.” She cupped his balls and caressed them until he thought he’d swoon. Kai sighed and dropped to the furs, taking her with him. He spotted Aric watching them with lust in his eyes while stroking his own shaft. Kai smiled and closed his eyes. Sable pulled him to her mouth, a mouth like wet velvet sucking him, and he wallowed in its
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 pleasure. With Aric on guard, he was free to let himself go. He also knew his lover would be watching, and that added to his enjoyment. His thighs trembled as Sable’s teeth raked along his shaft. Groaning, he gripped her head in his hands and held her steady, gently thrusting himself into her lovely, wet mouth. Time stood still for him as he floated closer to release.
 
 ****
 
 Aric woke him midway through the night, and the men changed places. Kai leaned against the rock and peered outside while his sexy blond stud lay curled up next to Sable’s warm body. He kept watch, but nothing happened. Time crawled. The first shards of morning light reached into the cave. Kai sat silently, studying the two handsome, slumbering forms. Aric rolled over in his sleep, pressing his morning erection against Sable’s arse. She woke, seemed to get her bearings and reached back to grip the staff poking her. Staring at Kai, her eyes never leaving his, she carefully turned and bent forward, taking Aric’s manhood into her mouth. Stroking his own erection, Kai watched Sable lick and suck Aric’s. She brought the halfslumbering cock to full attention, her tongue laving every bit of the silken shaft. Kai groaned as her hands fondled Aric’s heavy ball sac, milking the orbs with her smooth caresses. He wanted those hands to be his, those lips to be his. He knew best how to please his golden stud, and he rejoiced in that knowledge. His heart beat faster as thoughts of past encounters flashed through his mind. Desperately he pushed them aside and focused on the here and now. A drop of pre-cum oozed from the slit in Kai’s bulbous cock head. He stroked a finger over the juice and lubricated his pulsing crown. It wouldn’t take much for him to shoot, watching the beautiful vixen with his blond lover. Her full breasts bobbed with each movement of her head. Her luscious lips slid up and down over Aric’s turgid erection with an ease that fired him. The shaft disappeared as she swallowed, then glistened in the morning light when she came up for air.
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 Aric awakened and apparently only then realised what was happening. He ran a hand through Sable’s tousled hair, caressing her cheek before pressing her face to his groin firmly. With a few more strokes his cock erupted. Sable swallowed the offering, sucking his shaft to get every last drop. She licked him clean neatly with her tongue and left him lounging in a pleasant stupor. Rising to her hands and knees, she presented her arse to Kai. She glanced over her shoulder, a smouldering look in her eyes. Thoughts reeling, his heart reached out to her as he lunged forward, sinking his tongue into her damp pussy. Given a choice, he’d have happily spent hours with his face buried there. Unfortunately time was not on their side. They needed to leave the cave as soon as possible. They’d already lingered longer than they should have, but Kai knew they’d been safe while the rainstorm pelted them. The morning sky was clear, a perfect day to hunt. If Dagen was as smart as he thought he was, he’d know that too. Kai rose up, thrusting his needy cock into Sable’s pussy. She gasped, her head snapping backwards. “I want more time with you. Both of us do.” he murmured, pounding her. “The cave isn’t safe any longer. We need somewhere, a place to be together, the three of us.” He wanted to add something else, but there just wasn’t enough time to organise his thoughts. “I’ll put out the fire.” Aric sprang to his feet and kicked dirt into the flames to douse them. “And I’ll put out this fire,” Kai muttered through gritted teeth. “Your cunt sheathes me like a silken glove. It gives me great pleasure, like no female pussy ever has.” “More time, Kai, yes.” Sable lowered her head and lifted her arse higher. “But fuck me now.” And in a much softer, nearly unheard voice, said, “I think I love you.” “I will,” he gasped in return. “I do.” He thrust forward solidly and gripped her hips. Shuddering, he exploded. His balls emptied into her smooth channel. Clutching her firmly, Kai held her arse tight to his belly and ground out the remnants of his release. As if from a distance, he heard Sable’s shrieks of ecstasy as his own ears roared with his glorious climax. “By the gods,” Aric hissed. “Every animal in the forest heard that racket.”
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 Sable remained on hands and knees, crawling away as Kai withdrew. “I couldn’t help it.” She licked a spot on her forearm, soothing herself. “It’s all right.” Kai hurried to her side and put his arms around her, pulling her close. “I know, little one, I know. We’ll make things right. Somehow.” He glanced around. “Aric is right, we do need to go now. We’ll hunt on the way and eat before we get back to the clan.” “What do you want me to do?” she asked nervously. Kai smiled and kissed her on the top of her head. “Return to Dagen. Tell him I’ve considered his offer and wish to meet with him. I’ll agree, but I have a few conditions I want to discuss with him.” Sable’s eyes widened. “But I’m afraid, Kai!” He kissed her gently. “It’ll be all right. Just do it. Tell him we’ll meet him here in a day’s time. We’ll arrive as cats so we’ll be unarmed, as a show of good faith. There will be just the two of us, so I expect him to bring just one, maybe two, bodyguards. No more. “ Trembling, she lowered her gaze to the floor. “Sable.” Kai spoke evenly. She glanced at him, eyes filled with fear. “Everything will be fine. Do as I say and we’ll get your brother out of there, and anyone else who wants to get away from the bastard. Trust me.” “Yes, Kai.” She crawled to the cave opening. He saw their mingled juices trailing down her thigh. Her scent still drove him wild, even after just coupling. Kai gave one last glance at her arse and delectable, moist pussy, barely shielded by curly, dark pubes. Sable looked at him and flipped her long hair over her shoulder. Her change transfixed him for a moment as he watched the beautiful woman morph into an even more gorgeous cougar. Her soft mewling sounds, as the touch of pain turned to ecstasy as the change gripped her, lasted only a few short moments. She gazed back at him once then went to a corner where she sat dejectedly, waiting for the two males. Aric crouched behind him. “What conditions do you have for Dagen?”
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 Kai glanced at his lover and smiled. “Only one. I’ll see him dead before I’d agree to let him rule my tribe. He can let me kill him or, if he’d rather, you can do it.” A slow smile crossed Aric’s face. He held a hand up and Kai grasped it firmly for a moment as they exchanged knowing, loving looks. When they separated, their change began. A short while later, three sleek cougars climbed down out of the cave and crept through the woods, searching for prey.
 
 ****
 
 After sharing a quick meal of two plump rabbits, Kai looked at Sable. She washed her paws and tried to clean his, but he batted her away gently. She had a job to do and needed to get started. Aric nuzzled his nose against her neck, encouraging her as best as he could. With a low, throaty growl, he rubbed the back of one ear against her sleek pelt. Kai’s heart warmed. Aric and Sable had bonded during their long night together. When he had the talisman back and their lives returned to normal, the beautiful female would meld right into their family. The idea excited him like no other. With an obvious show of reluctance, Sable slunk into the woods, casting her anxious gaze back at the two she was leaving behind. Kai nodded, urging her on. He tried not to think about the danger she was heading towards. He was in a constant state of arousal these days, ever since smelling her strong musk. One day soon, he’d take her as a tom cat. She could shriek as loud as she wanted then. He looked forward to hearing her cries of bliss. Picking his way down the side of a rain soaked hill, he gave her second, third and even fourth thoughts. He tried to concentrate on the task at hand but he still felt intoxicated by her very essence. Aric nudged his side. Kai dodged a bramble bush and trotted on as if he’d been paying attention. The golden cat glanced at him sideways. Avoiding his gaze, Kai broke into a full out run when he reached the clearing. It felt good to stretch. He needed the pure physicality
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 of it after the previous lazy, lust-drenched night. He was getting soft. The female set him off balance, out of kilter. He thought about it for a moment and realised he liked the feeling. Racing through the grass helped him focus. This was his true nature—hunting prey, prowling through the forest, slinking through the underbrush. Living as a cat was simpler, more primal. A purr rumbled in his throat. As he did every time he morphed, he felt alive. Approaching the clan’s cave, they encountered a stench that was the opposite of alive. The odour of rotting, stinking death surrounded them. Shocked, Kai glanced at Aric. His lover’s gaze showed surprise and a hint of fear. What? Who? They nosed around the woods outside their cave carefully, but the night’s rain had washed away any sign of possible intruders, any trail they might follow. Finally they stumbled upon it—the body of the cougar they recognised as Riordan. His throat was sliced open from ear to ear. Kai froze. Aric whimpered and took a step back, looking around. The stench was stronger ahead. Trudging forward, Kai feared the worst. A low growl escaped when he discovered Neela, virtually gutted from neck to tail. Aric hissed with fury. He looked at Kai and thought, ‘The rest of the clan?’ Kai was sure that if he’d been alone, he’d have cracked. But with Aric at his side, they shored each other up for what they might find next. Dropping to their bellies, they slunk to the top of the woods. Hesitantly he glanced down at the cave and its surroundings. Life appeared to go on as normal. He spotted Sean gathering firewood and Greta, the young mother, watching her two kits tussle in the grass. One by one, Kai saw most of his clan members busy with normal daily activities. He sighed with relief. Beside him, Aric purred softly. Kai nodded, motioned him to follow, and returned to Riordan. Something isn’t right. Besides the fact that an honourable family member had been senselessly murdered, something else nagged at Kai.
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 Pacing around the body, he stopped at the head and looked closer. An object had been stuffed into the great cat’s mouth. Kai nudged it with his paw. The leather thong, which normally held the talisman, dropped to the ground. He looked at it, then up at Aric. Dagen had sent them a message. And Kai had sent Sable to Dagen. He stared at Aric with panicked concern. ‘Sable!’
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 Chapter Four
 
 “Fuck, fuck, fuck!” Kai swore as soon as he’d morphed into a human shape and was able to form the words. He stomped around the sleeping chamber of the clan cave, dressing quickly in pants, shirt and vest. He removed a knife from the chest and ran a thumb along the razor-sharp edge carefully. Aric stepped into the room, fully clothed, displaying a knife in the sheath on his belt. Holding his blade at eye level, Kai stared at it. “We must be more vigilant than ever.” “I might kill Dagen as a human so I can cut his heart out. Or perhaps I’ll kill him as a cougar and eat his fucking heart,” snarled Aric. “You have got to gain control of yourself.” Kai spoke with barely concealed rage. “So far, Dagen has managed to make fools of us at every turn. We must put an end to this before anyone else gets killed.” Aric growled, and Kai knew he struggled to harness the outrage burning in his soul. If he’d have let himself go, he’d have been as vocal as his mate. He slipped the knife into its sheath and stepped to the entryway, looking out. “Riordan was a good and loyal man. Neela was a fine female. Their loss will be greatly felt.” Aric headed out. “I’ll gather a group to retrieve the bodies and bury them.” “I should be there.” Kai moved to follow. “No,” he said, his anger controlled. “We’ll take care of this. You need to remain in here.” “Out of sight?” He balked at the idea. The clan leader hid from no man or beast. “Of course not. You must rest and plot our next move. We have to retaliate, and quickly.” He gazed at Kai and they locked eyes. “If we’d returned sooner—” Anguish for his fallen friend tore at him. “No! They’ve been dead since some time before the rains stopped, probably in the early hours after midnight. You saw that as well as I did. We couldn’t have gotten here in time, no
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 matter how early we left this morning. To me, it looks like they took advantage of our being waylaid by the storm.” Kai nodded, relieved Aric hadn’t blamed him for taking time to fuck Sable. He blamed himself but knew Aric spoke the truth. “The clan has to be told something.” Kai paced the small chamber. “Losing two of our family is incomprehensible. We have to explain. I have to explain.” Aric went to him and, reaching out, gripped him by the shoulders. He brought Kai’s pacing to an abrupt halt. “I’ll tell them we’ve got a rogue clan nearby and that you and I will take care of them.” Kai’s heart ached. Perhaps if he’d handled things differently, told Riordan what was going on, he’d still be alive. He had to get the talisman back, and soon. “All right,” he capitulated, knowing Aric would find the right words. The man was more than a lover. A true mate, he loved the clan as much as Kai did, and would do all he could to help. “Tell them only as much as you deem they need to know. Don’t tell them the amulet is gone.” He pulled free of Aric’s hands and turned away. “Hopefully we’ll have that back before we have to explain all that’s happened.” “Don’t worry, my love.” Deep concern filled Aric’s voice. “I’ll tell them only what is necessary.” Spinning to face the blond man, Kai said, “Thank you. I don’t know what I’d do without you.” Smiling, Aric leaned close and whispered in his ear, “I don’t ever want you to find that out.” Before Kai could say anything else, Aric turned on his heel and hurried into the hallway. A few moments later, he heard him call everyone outside into the clearing just beyond the cave’s entrance. There was nothing more for a few minutes and he was just settling onto the furs when a great howling came from his clan. His heart wrenched. Aric had no doubt broken the news about Riordan and his mate, Neela. Rage surfaced and he leapt to his feet. He desperately wanted to race out and find Dagen, rend his flesh and tear the brute’s heart out for the senseless murders.
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 Taking several deep, cleansing breaths, he calmed down and returned to his seat on the furs. He had to make some plans. Hopefully Sable would be all right. Damn! She’d pass along his ultimatum, and if Dagen didn’t kill her outright, he hoped she’d be able to find a way of getting Feth and herself to the cave. She had to. The next concern was, how much of an ‘entourage’ would Dagen have with him? He was sure Zeno, the one with a bite out of his arse, wouldn’t be much trouble. The others— well, Aric and he could deal with them, as long as the bastard didn’t bring his whole clan. Would Dagen bring the amulet? That was the most important issue. He should have told Sable to make certain he did. Yet he was sure the man would. He wouldn’t dare leave it behind, not if he was as evil as the woman suggested. He’d be concerned someone would steal it. Who was this Dagen anyway? Rogue? Cast out? Kai rolled over onto his stomach and pondered the coming day, running scenarios through his mind, thinking of the revenge he’d take for his clan mates and the hunger he had for Sable. Beneath him, pressed so firmly against the inside of his trousers, his cock stirred, but he ignored it. They’d meet at the cave. Perhaps they should get back to it before Dagen and his cohorts arrived. He’d discuss it with Aric. Aric, my love, my true mate. Again his cock pulsed, and he wondered at how often he needed satisfaction of late. Always highly sexed, he’d lusted after one or another of his clan these past few weeks at least twice as often as normal. Deep in thought, time sped by and he didn’t realise Aric was back until he felt the man’s hands sliding over his arse. “Hey, quit humping the bed. You’re supposed to be making plans.” Easing his legs apart, Kai thrust against the furs. “I am. Then I thought about you. Then about that pussy we both sampled last night, and I got horny.” “Ah, I see.” He slipped his hands beneath Kai and cupped the erection digging into the bedding. “Come up with any ideas on what we’ll do tomorrow?”
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 “More questions than answers, perhaps. But a couple of ideas too.” He turned over and pushed Aric’s hands away, reluctantly. “What did you tell the clan?” Sitting back on his haunches, Aric lowered his eyes. “They took the deaths of Neela and Riordan hard. Two very much loved people will be missed. Two of the men have taken the bodies up to the high ground for burial. Closure is necessary.” Kai nodded, his heart close to breaking. Guilt tore at him. Aric went on, “I told them, as you suggested, a rogue clan is in the area and that you and I will take care of them.” He looked up at Kai, capturing his eyes. “With the two pregnant females and the kits running around, the other males are more than willing to guard the cave and surrounding area. I don’t know for how long, though. Sean was ready to run off and cut some throats.” “Sean has always been one of the hot heads of the clan. He’s a good man and will make sure nothing happens to anyone while we’re away.” “Between the eight adult males, the clan will be safe.” Aric lowered his gaze again, focusing on the bulge between Kai’s thighs. “Tell me your plans.” “We’re going to return to the cave this evening. If Sable was able to get our message to Dagen, I don’t trust him to follow our instructions, but I’m sure he’ll be there. I want to be ready for him and his gang of thugs. I won’t allow him to get the jump on us again.” He shifted and ran his hand over the crotch of his pants. Shuddering, he again wondered at his libido. Was he getting hornier as he aged, or would it somehow level off? He hoped so. “Despite what I told Sable, we’re taking weapons this time. And the powder. We have no reason to trust Dagen to be unarmed or to bring only a pair of bodyguards.” “I’ll get the bows and two quivers of arrows.” Aric rose and left the chamber. While he was gone, Kai saw a small face peering in at him. A kit, one of the very young ones, stared his way. “Come here, little one,” he called, and lifted a welcoming arm to the youngster. The little beast raced in and clambered up onto his lap. A moment later another joined them. Kai quickly found himself cuddling two small male kits, both dressed in the coveralls that were the normal attire of two-year-olds. They tried tickling him, and he retaliated with wild hoots of laughter and then wiggled his fingers under each of their arms.
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 Aric returned a few minutes later and leaned against the doorway, watching. Kai waved him in and, for the next quarter of an hour, the two males wrestled with the future protectors of the clan. When a young, blonde haired female peeked her head in the doorway, Kai spotted her and waited for her to call the kits away. “But Kai,” the blondest of the pair whined, “we want to play some more.” “Yes, well, right now there’s work to be done. We’ll come and get you soon for some more wrestling. How’s that, little one?” Beaming, the kit replied, “Really?” “Of course, and next time you’ll have to let me win.” Laughing, the two youngsters bounded off the bed and raced for their mother. She nodded sadly and herded her small charges back to their own chamber. “I miss the carefree existence we had before this mess,” Kai said when the three had departed. “Damn the bastard for taking that from us.” Aric leaned close and brushed his lips across the curve of Kai’s neck. “We’ll have it again. And never fear, my love, I’ll wrestle you any time.” With a sad smile, Kai looked at his lover and sighed. They had to go. “You have the bows?” “Yes, just outside the entry. I didn’t want the young ones to see.” “Good.” He climbed to his feet and went for the med kit he kept in the chest. It contained bandages, supplies and more of the healing powder. In human form, they could take the kit with them, rather than just the small pouch of powder. “Let’s move.” Kai headed for the entrance. After slinging one of the quivers over his shoulder, he took up his favourite bow and put it over the other arm and across his chest. The going would be slower, but they’d be much better prepared.
 
 ****
 
 It took them most of the afternoon to reach the cave. When they got within a hundred feet, Kai motioned Aric to his side.
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 Placing his lips next to Aric’s ear, he whispered, “Shift. Ditch your bow and quiver. We’ll go in as cats.” Nodding, Aric quickly hid his weapon under a large patch of ferns and dropped to his hands and knees. Kai followed, concentrating on keeping silent as his body morphed. The pain tore through him for a moment, but before he could cry out, it turned to a staggering bliss, driving the air from his lungs. The change complete, he stretched, ready for action. Beside him, all he heard was a soft grunt as his lover’s body took on the glorious tawny shape of the cougar. Kai lifted his head and inhaled, searching for the scent of anything out of the ordinary. Nothing. He prayed his dull senses proved right, and again missed the talisman and its powers. He nudged Aric and took a step towards the cave. Nose still in the air, he kept his head moving, looking for any movement from the surrounding forest. Aric followed, his ears pricked up, his nostrils twitching. Slinking forward, his belly just clearing the forest floor, Kai padded towards the cave’s entrance. Everything looked as it had when they’d left only a few hours ago. He caught the faint scent of their fucking and Sable’s special smell. He stopped when they were little more than a dozen feet from the cave and watched. Peering around the small clearing, he waited for something, anything, to happen. Birds took up their chirping songs again. A shrew scampered from a crack in the rocks to the right of the cave’s mouth. He sensed a doe in the underbrush not far away, but that was it. Aric moved past him, a barely discernable snarl emanating from deep in his chest. He was nervous. The telltale twitch of his tail gave that away. He was also determined to enter the cave first. He’d always been overprotective and this time wasn’t any different. Kai watched, readying himself for whatever Aric encountered. The golden cat reached the side of the cave’s mouth and plastered himself against the rough stone. Kai saw his nose twitch and his ears flick in all directions. Then, as if he was walking on eggshells, Aric slunk into the cave.
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 Kai watched his lover disappear inside, then had an instant of panic when he could neither see nor hear him. His heart fluttered and he tensed, ready to spring forward. When he’d about decided to rush the cave, Aric showed himself. He peered directly at where Kai waited and nodded his exquisite, sharp-featured head. He pounced towards him and rubbed himself along Kai’s side, then bounded back into the cave. Kai followed, entering carefully, sniffing at everything on the way. The only things inside were what they’d left behind. The only scent was of their fucking, them and the woman. He circled the fire pit, sniffed at the cold embers then lay down facing the door. Aric stretched out on the other side and changed. With no need for silence, he groaned softly when the pain transformed and euphoria took hold. Kai watched and smiled, knowing well the feeling shooting through his thighs as bones moved, muscles realigned and his internal organs were pushed into new places. Aric’s back arched, his head was thrown back and the look of sheer bliss made Kai’s breath catch. He adored the man, feline or human, and was thrilled to be with him. Once he was human again and had taken a few deep breaths to gather himself, Aric rose to his feet and said, “I’ll get the bows and the med kit.” Kai could only nod. Aric turned and jogged out of the cave, leaving Kai to think about the next twenty-four hours. Will Dagen come? A flash of pale flesh caught his attention and he purred. Aric. Tall, beautifully masculine, the mate he adored, eased through the underbrush, taking great pains not to let the brambles scratch his too tender human flesh. The play of muscles just beneath the skin drew his eyes and held them. He leaned forward and felt the stirrings of arousal clutch his feline testicles. They had all night. He rose to his feet and strode around the fire pit to the entryway. Aric darted around a patch of scrub brush. Kai knew exactly when he spotted their gear. His back straightened and he quickly moved to the left, his attention focused on a mound of ferns.
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 When he bent, his arse faced Kai. To his great pleasure, and to make sure he was paying attention, Kai was sure, he saw Aric wiggle his backside shamelessly. The man was a slut, he thought, and again was very conscious of his cock swelling and the tip emerging from its pouch. Aric’s return trip to the cave was much more entertaining than their arrival. When he straightened and turned towards Kai, his cock sprang up and bounced. Each step forward made it sway or slap his thigh. Kai’s eyes fixed on that dancing column of flesh, his mouth watering at the thought of taking it between his lips and tonguing the rampantly throbbing tool. As Aric neared, his cock seemed to swell even more. The tip shone with pre-cum, and Kai’s thirst for him soared. Finally the golden haired man entered the cave. He unslung the bows and the two quivers, placing them near at hand. The med kit he tossed to the ground near the fire pit and then he turned to face Kai. “We need to keep watch,” he said, and smiled. Thrusting out his hips, he ran a hand down over his stomach to his shaft. Kai took a couple of steps closer, his face parallel with his lover’s crotch. Looking up into Aric’s eyes, his heart in his throat, he flicked his tongue out and licked him from balls to cock head. “Fuck,” Aric exhaled. “Your tongue is like sandpaper, but in an amazing way.” He stroked himself, but only for a few moments. Kai watched him go to his hands and knees one more time and morph. Crouching, the tawny brute lifted his arse, presenting himself lewdly. Kai nuzzled the newly formed fur along his sides, enjoying the firm play of his own sleek hide against Aric’s lush pelt. It also gave him the opportunity to check his shoulder. He worried that the injury was worse than his lover would admit. He wouldn’t allow him to take any chances with his own safety. He couldn’t bear to have him hurt worse. He pushed his nose against the injured shoulder and waited for any reaction. All he got was a loud rumbling of Aric’s purr. Breathing a huge sigh of relief, he turned and slid his body along Aric’s sleek fur until he got to his backside. Moving around to the cat’s raised bum, he pushed the tail to the side
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 with his nose. The rich, pungent aroma of male cat hit him, and he purred with pleasure at the familiar, musky smell. The tight, crinkled opening winked at him, almost rudely. Leaning in, Kai ran his tongue over the back of Aric’s softly furred ball sac. Yes, my sweet golden warrior, I love to please you. He paced around Aric again. His blood raced. How best to make him squirm? His throat rumbled with a loud purr of excitement. Rolling onto his side, he presented his crotch to his lover’s sight. An instant later a rough tongue slid over the exposed section of his cock. Shuddering, he hunched his back and pushed against the dextrous, wet appendage. More of his cock emerged, the soft sheath acting like a snug sleeve, holding him. Each time Aric’s tongue trailed along his length, his thighs quivered. Rolling over on his back, his forefeet extended, he paddled in the air. Then before his lover could move over him, he bounded to his feet and circled Aric. With his claws pulled in, he batted at the firm, muscular arse he’d soon be riding, and wasn’t disappointed when Aric lowered his front end and raised his rear. A soft purring sound reached him when he again nuzzled his lovers arse. Licked, wetted and ready, Aric gazed over his shoulder at him expectantly. The cat’s own staff bounced, hard and ready against his belly. Kai mounted him, his forefeet going around the muscular waist of his lover, his crown tapping against the taut inner thighs. He pulled back then lunged ahead, his cock stabbing at the pendulous ball sac dangling below his target. Growling, impatient to be embedded in a warm arse, he tried again. The head connected with the pucker then slowly pierced that opening. The fit was snug, the heat was incredible. He gasped, and a soft mewling sound escaped when he exhaled next. Below him, Aric shifted his feet, spreading himself for more easy access, and purred as Kai’s cock slowly sank into him. Pleasure gripped Kai. Nothing mattered but the way Aric’s rectal muscles tightened around his cock, sucking him in. When his sheath touched the man’s divinely hard rear, the soft, furred flesh pushed back until his erection was fully encased in the heated glove-like chute. All he could do was enjoy the sensation of knowing Aric loved to be filled and fucked.
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 Moving his feet slightly, he positioned himself for ease of thrusting, and began. Withdrawing, he shuddered and stopped only when the cool air touched the entire shaft. The crown, clasped tightly, pulsed. He groaned and held still. Panting, he leaned forward and affectionately licked at the scruff of Aric’s neck, biting at the loose flesh. He waited a heartbeat then shoved back inside. Fireworks exploded behind his eyes. Encased in heat, he again held still—this time for only as long as it took to adjust his paws on Aric’s thighs. The cat’s arse clenched, squeezing a dollop of pre-cum out of him. He pulled free again, leaving just the tip inside, but the dance was in full swing then and he immediately pushed ahead. The seesawing motion soon became a rhythmic ballet. He withdrew and Aric growled. As he drove home again and again, Aric pushed back to meet each thrust. It couldn’t last. Nothing this sweet could. Desperation made his thrusting falter, his pace become erratic. Yet the climb towards a mind-blowing climax continued. A half dozen hard thrusts and he was there. His thoughts swirled. His cock pulsed, his balls churned out long stream of cum. Breathless, barely able to keep to his feet, Kai licked the back of Aric’s neck. A final pulse sending cum deep into his lover’s arse signalled his completion, and he pushed himself off the cat’s back. He collapsed on his side. Peering up, he saw Aric’s staff, still erect and dripping. He pushed himself forward and, slipping his face beneath his lover’s belly, lapped adoringly at the shaft of his cock. It took no more than a dozen licks before he was rewarded with a mouthful of salty-sweet cum. Another followed, and as Aric yowled his pleasure, Kai licked him clean. The next instant he had a warm body pressing into his. He watched Aric’s eyes close and knew he himself would be taking first watch. Shifting, he listened for any movement or noise. A bird chirped and he caught the rustling of a mouse or shrew. That was all. It was going to be a long, interesting night, he was sure.
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 Chapter Five
 
 A sound from outside drew Kai’s attention and, after leaning in to brush his lips across the warm fur of Aric’s chest, he carefully extricated himself from his lover’s side. It wasn’t a loud noise but it was unexpected. Kai looked out at the moon and judged that he’d been on guard for at least four hours. The breeze was non-existent, so their scent wouldn’t be taken by anyone approaching the cave. A shuffling sound from the brush on the left made him look that way. The moonlight sent shadows reaching across the cavern’s entrance, but didn’t give enough light to show him what, or who, was nearby. He smelled nothing. He waited, frozen in place just inside. Another scuffle from the bushes left Kai’s fur standing on end. Something was definitely out there. He hissed quietly to awaken Aric. The golden cat sprang to his feet and darted to the opposite side of their shelter. Kai nodded towards the brush. Both cats peered into the darkness. It was difficult to tell exactly what was out there, so Kai inched forward, hugging the cave wall. Aric did the same on his side. They exchanged glances. A flaming arrow sailed between them and landed on one of the rough pelts in the centre of the cave. The fur smouldered for a moment then ignited, sending noxious fumes and smoke through the enclosed area. Snarling, Kai leapt back but had no means to extinguish the flames. When Aric started towards the fire, Kai growled disapproval. Aric froze for a second then turned and looked at him. Kai shook his head, motioning outside. Whoever was out there could see inside the chamber much better than they could see out. A cat by the fire would be an easy target. They needed to arm themselves. He crept to the back of the cave and nudged one of the bows towards his lover.
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 As usual, Aric understood his wishes. The golden cat moved behind him for safety during the precious minutes it took him to change. Kai paced back and forth in front of him, trying to sense anything through the smoke. If someone stormed in during Aric’s transformation, he had to be ready and able to tear them to shreds—or die trying. No more would be injured or worse because of his failure to protect them. His change complete, Aric grabbed the strip of leather he kept wrapped around the tip of his bow and drew his long hair back into a ponytail. With one eye on the cave entrance, he strung his bow and shouldered a quiver of arrows. “They wanted us to change. Bastards thought it would be easier to take us as humans.” Kai bared his sharp teeth and snarled. “That’s the fucking truth. They don’t know who they’re messing with.” Aric picked a careful path around the edge of the cave until he was able to reach a fur pelt. Flipping it up, he threw it on the small fire, effectively putting it out. Another flaming arrow whizzed past his head. He ducked and kicked dirt to extinguish the newly started fire. “We’re sitting ducks in here, Kai. As long as they have fire, they can see us.” Kai crept along the floor, belly to the ground, until he reached the flint. He batted it with his paw towards Aric. “You want me to start a fire? They’ll be able to see—” He paused when he saw Kai had slunk back around to the front of the cave. “Ah! You want me to start it out there. If we shed some light on them, we’ll have their same advantage.” Kai dropped to his belly again and inched forward, staring at Aric. “I know. I’ve got to be careful.” Kai nodded. After fetching some kindling in his mouth, he set it to one side of the opening, shielding himself. Shaking his head towards the front of the cave, he was sure Aric would understand. He could morph, but Kai knew he held a greater advantage if he remained a cat. As long as they could communicate, he and Aric had the best of both worlds. “I’ll toss the kindling a piece at a time. If I’m careful, it should form a stack.”
 
 FERAL HEAT
 
 Jamie Hill and Jude Mason
 
 72
 
 Kai kept to the cave wall as he retrieved a fur pelt and brought it to Aric. He nudged the flint towards the hide. “I’ve got it.” Tossing the sticks one at a time beyond the cave’s opening brought no reaction from outside. He used some of the dried grass littering the cave to make a smudge fire. When he was sure it was well lit, he touched it to the pelt. Acrid smoke curled around them. “Damn, that stings the eyes.” Irritated, Kai attempted to glare at him. It was harder to show emotion as a cougar, he knew that. ‘Throw the fucking thing!’ Aric made a face at him. “I had to make sure the fire stays lit.” Kai curled his lips in what he hoped resembled a smile. An accurate toss placed the pelt on top of the kindling, which slowly crackled to life. Kai peered into the black night, eyes adjusting as the fire grew larger. He spotted movement straight ahead and snarled. “I see it.” Aric plucked an arrow from his quiver and, raising his bow, notched it. Kai gave a low growl. “I know. I have to see who—or what—it is before I shoot. They could have brought Sable with them.” Sable. Kai inhaled, certain he could still catch a whiff of her scent. Highly improbable with the smoke hanging in the air. It was more likely his imagination. Ever since he’d first smelled her musky, sensual aroma, she’d been in the back of his mind. Odds were great that if Dagen had brought Sable with him, he’d use her as bait—or a bargaining chip. Either way, he and Aric needed to tread very lightly. A third flaming arrow soared between them, landing on the dirt floor. It sputtered before going out. “Gotcha!” Aric drew back his bowstring, took aim and let fly. His arrow sailed straight into the bushes. Someone screamed before emitting a low groan. A flash of long pale hair was all Kai spotted when the man fell. A thud reverberated in the quiet night. Somewhere in the distance a shriek pierced the silence, and then an angry roar.
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 There was no movement in the brush. Kai inhaled, searching for the scent of anyone else nearby. He smelled nothing except smoke and the stench of blood from the wounded man. Glancing at Aric, he nodded outside. “Shall I see if he’s dead?” Nodding, Kai batted a paw at his leg. “I’ll be careful.” He stepped out and hunkered down to make as small a target as possible. Kai followed, glancing around warily. The woods were still dark, but he saw no signs of anyone else. He stopped when they reached the prone man with an arrow through his heart. Blood stained the ground beneath him. Aric knelt and checked for a pulse. He looked at Kai, shaking his head. “He’s dead.” They both examined the man, who appeared thin and malnourished. “He’s filthy and scrawny as hell. I wonder if Dagen’s clan has a permanent place to live?” It seemed unlikely. Nowhere around here, he knew that much. Kai and Aric had hunted almost every inch of their territory, from the far edge of the river to the city that spread out a few miles from where they stood. “He’s skin and bones. There’s plenty of game around here.” They probably hadn’t been in this area for very long. Kai felt sure he’d have known about it if strangers had set up camp within close proximity to his clan. “I suppose they haven’t been around here long. Before Sable showed up, there’d been no signs of them.” Kai nodded, pleased that they thought along the same lines. He glanced at his blond stud with approval. Aric was a fine, intelligent mate, a boon for the clan should anything happen to him. Not that I plan to let anything happen. To be safe, he needed to ensure Aric would be his successor—not the foolish beast Dagen. The vicious, mutinous cat had to go. Nudging the dead body, he watched Aric search the man’s pockets and take his weapons before they returned to the cave.
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 “Do you think he was a scout?” Aric added the shabby bow and half a dozen arrows to their own stack. Kai nodded. More would arrive soon. Whether in cat or human form, he couldn’t be sure. The howls he’d heard earlier had definitely been cougars. Perhaps Dagen hedged his bets as he had, preparing both men and cats for the fight. “I wonder how many he’ll bring? Sable said there were at least a dozen in his clan, including females and kits.” Pacing the cave, Kai snarled, then at last made the effort necessary for mental communication. ‘We could be woefully undermanned.’ “If they’re as frightened as Sable intimated, once we take out the front lines, the others might scatter.” Aric glanced outside, where the early morning sun had just begun to filter through a low fog covering, giving off a faint light. Kai paused in front of the smouldering pelt. He batted it with his paw, frustrated and irritated at the whole series of events. “I know.” Aric glanced at him. “It’s a fucking mess. We have to get the talisman…and we have to get Dagen. If we don’t, this will not be over.” They looked at each other, and Kai saw Aric’s apprehension. It mirrored his own.
 
 ****
 
 Within the hour, Kai and Aric had skirted the exterior of the cave, searching. Footprints, both human and cougar, littered the area. They moved their weapons to a small alcove outside, partway along the rock wall. They could see the entrance, but hopefully they’d have the element of surprise when things began to happen. The gloomy fog hung in the air, adding to Kai’s growing anxiety. As usual, Aric shared his emotions. “This feels off, Kai. I sense trouble—more trouble than you and I are prepared for. We should return to the clan cave and bring reinforcements.”
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 Nose in the air, Kai smelled a mixture of rank stenches—unwashed humans, pungent cougars—and Sable—the tantalising scent of the female who had transfixed him. Sable was nearby. It would take hours to return to the clan and get back with help. Perhaps he’d underestimated Dagen by coming out here alone with Aric. He’d been overconfident. Kai glanced at his lover, realising his decision at that moment could mean life or death for them and many others. “She’s here.” Aric turned to him, his eyes searching Kai’s. “You won’t leave her, will you?” Kai was torn. He was leader of the tribe. He alone was responsible for the missing amulet. If Aric wanted to go, he wouldn’t stop him. He hoped the man’s loyalty was enough to hold him there. “I won’t leave either.” The man set his jaw. “I wish one of us could go back for help, but the other wouldn’t stand a chance out here alone. We’ll just take them as they come.” Kai rubbed the back of one ear along Aric’s leg. He jumped when an arrow whizzed by, landing precariously close to his paws. “Shit!” Aric readied his bow, searching for a target in the direction from which the arrow had come. “Move, you son-of-a-bitch.” Kai sensed activity just beyond the alcove. The brush suddenly came alive from every direction. Straight ahead, a gangly man with dirty brown hair appeared, brandishing a bow. Aric took him out with single arrow to the throat. He fell forward, and his lifeless form slumped across a shrub. Kai spotted a large bandage on the man’s backside. He inched forward, sniffing a familiar scent. They’d met before. Zeno. The one-cheeked man wouldn’t bother them again. He turned to his partner to acknowledge the small victory, and hissed. Aric was gone. Kai leapt the few feet to the alcove where they’d stored their weapons. It was empty. Has Aric picked up everything and relocated? There hadn’t been time. In a matter of seconds, he’d vanished. Kai glanced back at the pitifully thin body of Zeno. Dagen had sacrificed the poor sod as a decoy. The death had drawn Kai’s attention away for just enough time.
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 The frightening part was how quietly they’d nabbed Aric. It would have taken at least three men of their stature to capture the tall warrior. He doubted Dagen himself was among them. Stepping backwards, hissing, Kai’s mind reeled. He had to figure out his next move. And Dagen’s.
 
 ****
 
 Darting around the underbrush and then back inside the cave, Kai searched for some sign of where or how Aric had been taken without him hearing anything. There was nothing. No sign of the attacking clan or of his lover. His heart pounded wildly. Fear for Aric and for the fate of his clan was like a blanket that weighed him down. The incessant fog filtering in from the damp woods only made him feel worse. He returned to the spot outside where Aric had vanished and covered the area completely, nose to the ground. To the left, he caught the distinct smell of his lover, and others. Then he saw an opening covered by dead brush hanging from the stone wall and stopped immediately to investigate. Leaning forward, his nose within inches of the fissure, he inhaled deeply. The unmistakable reek of human stink hit him, and he backed away, sneezing. Gathering himself, he stepped forward again and took another breath. Yes, he smelled Aric. Aric’s blood. His own blood ran cold. What the fuck have they done? He sat back on his haunches. If they’d harmed Aric, he’d see that each and every one of the renegade clan paid with their lives. Knowing he had to do something fast, he pushed his apprehension aside and eased into the hidden passageway of another cavern. The smell of unwashed men became instantly stronger. The pungency made his nose wrinkle, and again he wondered how they’d gotten close enough without him sensing them.
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 A drop of blood caught his attention, and he bent to sniff it. Aric’s for sure. He fought back his anger. The passageway was tight, even for his narrow cat shoulders. It must have been a struggle to get Aric through. He assumed the men who’d grabbed him were as malnourished and thin as Zeno, so they’d have had a much easier time of it, but the weight of his lover would have sorely taxed them. He crept ahead as quickly as he could, the darkness thick around him, the human scent cloying. Yet he was relieved to be on the trail. A sudden turn in the tunnel slowed him. He stopped and peered around the bend, looking for an ambush. There was nothing, just more of the dark, damp passage ahead. He slunk forward, belly to the ground. Turning a corner, he suddenly saw light ahead. Only the subdued light of the foggy day filtering in from some distance away, but enough to guide him the last two dozen paces. He stopped and put his nose to the ground, sniffing. The odour of the men he was after was there. Turning his head, he caught the faintest hint of sound. Then voices rang out, angry, snarling male voices, coming from outside. “Fuck you. I ain’t carryin’ no unconscious lummox like him.” A deep growl punctuated the statement, followed by the sound of a sharp slap. “You’ll fuckin’ do what I tell you, or you’ll be sorry. Remember Pearl.” It was so silent, so deathly still, that for a moment, Kai thought they’d moved on. Then he heard the soft snarl. “Yeah, I remember my Pearl.” “Dagen showed you what happens when you disobey him.” “He didn’t need to go using my Pearl like he did. She was a good female. Bastard.” “You better shut the fuck up. Dagen hears talk like that, you’ll be joining your precious Pearl sooner than you want to.” The man grumbled, his footsteps shuffled closer, kicking dirt, scraping gravel, and then receded. “If you hadn’t fuckin’ hit this one so hard, he’d still be able to walk on his own.” “Fuck you! We better get outta here, that cat is liable to find the way any second,” the second voice spat. “The others’ll be along soon. Pick him up and quit your damn arguin’.”
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 Kai listened carefully, heard a grunt and a moan, then more footsteps heading away from the cave. He snuck forward, careful to be as silent as possible. He peered out and saw the forest. The fog had finally begun to lift, promising a bright, sunny day. Behind him came the voices of more men. He couldn’t make out their words, but he knew if he stayed where he was, he’d be discovered at any moment. Taking a deep breath, he raced for the nearest cover, a boulder ten feet away. Once he got behind it, he crouched low and waited for those still inside the cave to emerge. He wanted to have some idea of how many he’d be up against. Aric’s life might depend on the knowledge he garnered. Concern for Aric forced its way once more to the forefront of his thoughts. How badly is he hurt? A scraping sound from the cave’s entrance brought his focus back to his surroundings, and he peered at the black hole of the entryway. A human head appeared at about waist level, the man’s body obviously bent almost double. Long, greasy looking strands of dark hair hung over the man’s eyes. Sunken cheeks and bony shoulders added to the starved look, and for an instant Kai felt sorry for the group. It isn’t the clan that’s at fault, it’s their leader, Dagen. The man emerged, peering suspiciously around, and was followed by another equally emaciated creature. They were naked, so must have been in cat form for at least part of their journey. Either that or the clan was in worse shape than he’d thought. “Where’d the cat go?” asked the first dark haired man out of the cave. He continued to peer into the underbrush around them, his nervousness obvious. The other nudged him and said, “Couldn’t we just tell Dagen he got killed by one of them arrows?” “Idiot! Dagen would want proof. You got a body we can show him?” “Fuck!” the man growled, and followed when the first one moved further away from the cave. “Maybe we can say we tossed the body over a cliff or something.” The first man whirled on the fool and snarled, “Listen, you moron, if Dagen wants proof of the guy being dead, are you going to climb down some fucking cliff where there’s no body, then climb back up with another idiotic story?”
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 Blinking, the man replied, “Uh, I didn’t think of that.” “Well, maybe you better start using your head for something else besides holding your ears up.” “Sorry, Lath, I’ll shut up and do what you tell me.” The fellow crouched and darted to the side. He wasn’t one of the brainier members of the clan. It was also apparent that Dagen wasn’t well thought of by any of his followers. The two men moved off, trailing those who’d taken Aric. Perhaps they assumed he’d be after them. Kai gave them a few minutes to get well on their way before taking up their trail. Two men dead, four ahead of him—he wondered if those were all the able-bodied fighters Dagen had. If they’d dragged both Feth and Sable along, that made almost equal odds if it came to a battle while they were on the trail. Climbing to his feet, he sniffed the footprints of the two men who’d just departed and wrinkled his nose. Unwashed bodies truly did stink, he thought. He loped after them silently. A plan slowly formed.
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 Chapter Six
 
 The rough terrain opened onto a small meadow Kai hadn’t visited in a very long time. It was on the northern edge of his domain and held little game because of its nearness to the human city of Newburgen and the wide cliff that dropped to the sea to the north. Kai had kept his clan as far away from the humans as he could. It seemed Dagen wasn’t as careful. The small group of men, along with two prisoners, trudged about fifty feet ahead of him, towards a small encampment with rough-looking shelters. A third prisoner was being dragged between two of the men. The one Kai assumed was Dagen walked in front of everyone. He was tall, perhaps as tall as Kai himself. His long, oily hair was black and streaked with grey. He turned back to say something to the others that didn’t carry, allowing Kai to see the sharp, angular features that defined his face and the angry, red claw mark on his left cheek. My doing. Kai smiled. More muscular than any of his clan, Dagen apparently ate whatever food there was. His clothes, vest and pants were similar to the clothing Kai’s clan wore. Where did this guy come from? Dagen paused, still facing the others, and Kai drew close enough to gaze intently at him, intrigued. The renegade might have been handsome before the disfiguring scar, but an angry snarl seemed permanently plastered on his face. The two who’d followed Kai from the cave now had the pleasure of dragging the still unconscious Aric between them. Feth and Sable, both with their hands tied behind them, were bullied along by anyone else who wanted a free swat or a free feel of Sable’s luscious curves. Working closer, Kai got to within several feet of the group and sensed that his lover wasn’t as ‘unconscious’ as his kidnappers thought. Hopefully no one else would notice. In human form it was easy to miss such signs, and they all travelled in that guise. Kai was the
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 only cat at the moment, and he was glad of it. He moved around them, positioning himself several yards ahead so he could observe them more fully. “Let me go!” The sudden outburst came from Sable. She’d been silent up until then, walking behind Dagen, next to her brother, who looked much like her with his midnight black hair and sharply chiselled features. They were both scruffy looking and unwashed, Feth more so than Sable, but at least they both had clothing, rough though it was. Worn trousers and a ragged shirt that might have been blue at some point covered Feth, and Sable’s leather leggings looked as if they’d belonged to a much bigger woman before she’d inherited them. The shirt barely closed over her bosom though, and Kai had a hard time keeping his eyes off the gaping holes between the straining buttons. Neither wore shoes, and Kai assumed that was true of most of the clan. Kai’s anger flared, barely under control. “You can’t keep us like this forever, Dagen,” she raved, pulling at the bindings holding her hands behind her. Dagen led them past Kai’s hiding place and into the centre of the camp, where he halted the small group. He took a step towards Sable. He raised his hand and, as quick as lightning, brought it down, striking her face. “Bitch,” he snarled and raised his hand again. “You’ll do exactly what you’re told or you and this brother of yours will find yourselves dancing off the end of a rope for my amusement.” The second blow knocked her off her feet. She landed with a dull thud a yard from the brute. The right side of her face turned a bright red and she glared at him. Even from his hiding spot, Kai saw the flash of anger in her eyes. He prayed she’d guard her tongue, at least until he got close enough to rescue them all. His heart in his throat, he turned and looked at Aric. His captors had made no effort to save him from more cuts and bruising. They’d simply each grabbed an arm and dragged him along between them. Kai knew he was alert. When Dagen had struck Sable, Aric had tensed, only for a moment, but Kai had seen it. ‘Hold, my love, don’t give yourself away.’ He crept closer, careful to keep himself hidden in the brush but near enough to see beyond the small group. The rough lean-tos in the shelter of the trees looked almost peaceful.
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 He spotted two kits peering towards the incoming group. The youngsters were skeletally thin and seemed to have little energy for running or playing and simply crouched at the base of a large evergreen tree. Beyond them, two women sat by a fire pit that had no fire. An elderly male had risen to his feet and taken several faltering steps towards them until he stopped only a few feet away. Kai would have cried out with rage if he’d been anywhere else. The man was barely able to stand and hobble, yet he’d raised a spear in defence of the small group. His blind eyes shone white against the tanned skin of his wrinkled face. Ignoring the emaciated old man defending the clan, Dagen stepped away from Sable and growled to the two holding Aric, “Come on, drag that one in. Might get some fun out of him before we move in and take over the rest of his clan.” He turned and leaned down, taking hold of Sable’s arm, hauling her up. Her brother took an angry step forward, but another male grabbed him roughly, pulling him back. Tied, he was helpless. Dagen headed across the open field, Sable in tow. She seemed to know it was useless to fight and stumbled after him. The other man followed, dragging Feth. Kai wondered if she sensed him. He hoped so. I sense when she’s near. Hopefully, she has the same intuition. He knew he couldn’t just race across the open ground, so he quickly circled it. Coming to a large patch of ferns behind one of the two ragged-looking lean-tos, he hunkered down. “He come to yet?” Dagen and the other man reappeared without their prisoners and strode to where Aric had been dropped in the dirt. Aric’s arms were held behind him and he had a large bruise on the side of his head, but otherwise Kai thought he looked all right. He glanced around, but from where he was, he couldn’t see either Sable or her brother. “Nah, he’s still dead to the world.” “Maybe his brain’s addled,” said the one Kai had heard them call Lath. “Don’t matter.” Dagen took a step closer and gave Aric a kick in the ribs. Standing over him, the scrawny leader reached inside the neck of his rough jerkin. Kai thought he was scratching, but instead he pulled out the talisman. It hung from a rough
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 leather strap, its beautiful stone gleaming in the morning sunlight. Dagen fingered it, running his thumb over the delicate, gold filigree, then tucked it back inside his shirt. “Yeah,” said one of the others. “Dead or alive, he’s still good for bait.” “You fucking moron,” Dagen exclaimed. “Their leader wants him, alive. If he’s fucking dead, he’s no good to me. We can use this one to attract him. And I need their leader. I need to discover the secrets of this amulet. They remain a mystery to me.” The man looked bewildered. “Huh?” Dagen rolled his eyes. “Drag him over to where we hung that deer last week for skinning.” Kai realised then that the pulley he’d seen on his way in might be something other than the remains of a hunting camp. It was mounted on a tree behind the small cluster of dwellings. The tree leaned dangerously to one side and the attached rope dangled over a deep ravine. Lath and another of the men dragged Aric away from the lean-tos, heading for the pulley and the deep gully. Dagen followed them, snickering. “All right, tie his hands with that rope. It should be strong enough to hold him.” The two men bent to their chore. With the entire clan watching, Kai was helpless to do anything. A low growl rumbled deep in his chest, and he fought to control his anger and the growing fear. He noticed that the men tying Aric’s hands kept looking around as if they expected an attack, or help, from someone. Did they somehow sense him? Once they’d bound Aric’s wrists, they stood and shuffled their feet. “Sir, are you sure about this?” the unnamed man asked. The rest of the clan huddled in a small group, eyes wide and fear etched on every face. The stink of them was overwhelming. He counted less than twenty people, and none of them looked happy to be there. Except Dagen. “Shut the fuck up and do what I say. Lift him up and swing him out over the ravine.” “But Dagen—” began Lath.
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 Dagen strode forward. Before the man could finish, Dagen had backhanded him and sent him tumbling to the ground. “Do it, now!” he screeched, spittle flying from his mouth. Lath scrambled to his feet and jumped to help raise Aric. It took both of the scrawny men to lift him, but in only a few moments Kai watched as his lover, his mate, was swung over the ravine. Kai mewled softly, imagining the pain Aric felt. His lover still feigned unconsciousness, which was probably the best thing. If he’d put up a struggle, Dagen might have killed him on the spot. The maniac had two other hostages to use as bait and had no way of knowing how attached Kai was to the man dangling over the chasm. The morning sun was high in the sky. It was uncomfortably warm, and none of Dagen’s clan seemed to have much energy. Once Aric was trussed, two men were put on guard duty, and the rest sprawled in the shade of the lean-tos, escaping the worst of the heat. Kai eased his way through the brush, searching for Sable. If he could get her attention, she and Feth might be able to help him. He needed to get to Dagen, but he had to do it carefully. If he rushed the man, his cowed followers would certainly fight back. If he could somehow get to Sable and free her, she could spread the word that help had arrived for them all. One or two people might stay loyal to Dagen, but Kai doubted many more would. They all looked tired and hungry, and the fear he’d seen in their eyes spoke volumes. Crawling with his belly low to the ground, he found Sable and Feth sitting at the edge of the clearing, their hands still behind them, tied to two trees. Both of them had closed their eyes, resting, he assumed. He needed to make contact with Sable first. If Feth spotted him, he might shout and all would be lost. Kai stayed camouflaged in the brush and hissed. Sable didn’t stir, so he purred louder. Her lashes fluttered open, but otherwise she didn’t move. Her gaze searched the bushes, but he saw it go right past him. There was no choice but to take a chance. Moving a branch, he exposed himself more clearly to her. He could tell the moment she spotted him.
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 Her dark eyes flashed. He saw the hint of a smile, but she bit it back and glanced around. No one paid her or Feth any attention. She gazed at Kai with the most hopeful expression he’d ever seen. His heart lurched. Their timing had to be perfect. Aric’s life literally hung in the balance. Kai motioned towards Feth. She nodded, whispering, “Feth. Wake up.” “Not sleeping,” he muttered, eyes still closed. “Haven’t slept in weeks. I’m almost thinking I’d rather be dead. If I morphed right now, they’d kill me and put me out of my misery.” “You might not have to die. Remember the one I told you about—the leader of the cougar tribe? The one Dagen is after?” Feth opened his eyes and looked at her. “Yes, of course,” he whispered huskily. “Don’t make a sound. He’s here, in the bushes.” Her brother yawned and glanced around casually. He caught a glimpse of Kai but didn’t show any emotion. Kai exhaled. One obstacle down. Now if he could somehow relay his plan to them. The connection he felt with Aric enabled them to communicate without words. Aric instinctively knew what he was trying to say. Do I have a similar connection with Sable? He gazed deep into her eyes, willing her to understand him. Staring at him, she spoke quietly. “We can’t free ourselves as humans. You could chew through the rope, but someone might see you.” Concentrating, he prayed for the power he needed to communicate. The amulet would have made it easier, but he had to try anyway. ‘You need to morph. You can escape the bonds when you’re cougars.’ “The minute we morph, they’ll grab their knives or arrows and kill us. Dagen’s already told us that.” Relief flooded through him. Sable understood his thoughts perfectly. It would make communication so much easier. Kai glanced towards the other clan members, then back at Sable. ‘There’s strength in numbers.’ A female sat to the side, making a futile effort to clean her little one. She dipped a rag into a small bucket and swiped at his dirty face.
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 Sable looked at the female and back at him. “I’ll tell her help has arrived for us all.” She paused. “It’s not a lie, is it? You’ll accept the others into your clan? They’re all starving.” Kai nodded. “The ones who survive the battle,” Feth muttered. “The ones who don’t—well, you probably wouldn’t have wanted them anyway. A few of them will be loyal to Dagen.” “Not most of them!” Sable spouted. “He’s a lunatic. He’s slowly killing us all.” Kai nodded again. ‘I understand.’ Excitement fluttered in his belly that Sable understood him. “I’ll call Ella over here and ask for water. Once I’ve told her the plan, Feth and I will morph.” Putting all the emotion he could muster into his eyes, Kai stared at her. Sable smiled. “I’ll be careful. You too.” She held his gaze for a moment before looking back at the clan. “Ella? I’m thirsty. Could you spare some water, please?” The female glanced up at her then looked around nervously. There was no movement from the small shanty to which Dagen had retreated, so she stood. Ella dipped a tarnished cup into a larger bucket by the fire pit then headed their way. “I’ll take that.” Dagen appeared behind her. Ella handed him the cup and nearly tripped over her feet trying to back away. “Fuck,” Sable and Feth both muttered. Fuck. Kai watched the so-called leader move to stand in front of Sable. “Thirsty?” Dagen leered down at her. “Yes,” she replied meekly. He raised the cup and slowly dumped the contents onto the ground then tossed it aside. He reached behind to yank loose her bonds. “Then you can suck my cock.” Feth bolted against his restraints, eyes blazing with anger. Grasping both of Sable’s hands with one of his own, Dagen smiled at her brother. “You can watch, if you like.” He shoved her to her knees. “We’ll do it right here. Make it good, female, and I might allow you to live long enough to service the rest of the men.”
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 Heat and rage boiled inside Kai. He tried to make eye contact with Feth, but they had no connection. The angry man looked right through him. Dagen reached for the button on his trousers. Wiping dirt from her face with the back of her arm, Sable glared up at him. “Stick that thing in my face, Dagen, and I swear to the heavens, I’ll bite it off.” He laughed. “You would, you spiteful bitch. After everything I’ve done for you. All right, then, slight change of plans.” Glancing around quickly, he motioned towards Lath. “Bring that rope. Tie her to the fallen tree trunk over there, arse in the air, and I’ll mount her right here. Tie her tight, my friend. You can have sloppy seconds.” Lath appeared to salivate as he reached for Sable’s wrists then tugged her towards the horizontal tree. With one hand he pushed her over the trunk, with the other he groped her leather-clad crotch from behind. “I’ll tie her nice and tight.” He jerked at the waistband of her leggings. Kai had seen enough. With a mighty roar he leapt into the clearing. One more leap planted him squarely on top of the startled Lath, knocking him to the ground. An enraged swipe of his paw sent claws deep into the back of the man’s neck, severing his spinal cord, killing him instantly. Fury burned in his heart. Kai took quick stock of what was happening. From the corner of his eye he saw Sable and Feth begin their transformations. The other clan members stood gaping, frozen in amazement. Directly in front of him, Dagen folded his arms across his chest. “Hello, Kai. We’ve been waiting for you to join us.” Kai growled, anger swelling in his chest. The man smiled. He removed the talisman and leather thong from inside his shirt, rubbing the stone. “It’s too bad we couldn’t have met under more pleasant circumstances. I believe you and I would have had much in common.” Like hell, you crazy fucking bastard. He snarled. Dagen glanced at Sable quickly, then back at him. “Take the female, for instance. Her intoxicating scent arouses me too. The minute I met her, I knew she’d be the perfect pawn in my little game.” He gave her a leering glance. “Sadly, I haven’t fucked her yet. Don’t worry,
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 that’ll change once I’ve taken care of you. She’ll be fucked well and often. And made to do my bidding, like the rest of your pitiable clan.” Kai took a step backwards. He could tell by Dagen’s demeanour that the man was preparing to morph. He’d have a couple of minutes in which to pounce before the transformation was fully complete. If Sable and Feth could hold off most of the others, they might stand a chance. He fidgeted. A life doing Dagen’s bidding doesn’t sound like much of a life. Kai steeled himself to the attack. “Don’t kill the female.” Dagen waved a hand to two of his men, who stood guard warily. “We’ll keep her around, just for fun. I believe Kai will be much more willing to spill his secrets if we have hostages to torture in front of him.” Kai growled again, his fury bubbling to the surface. “Oh, one more thing.” Dagen smiled at him, still fingering the amulet. To his henchmen he said, “Go cut the ropes of the blond man hanging over the ravine.” He glanced back at Kai. “Do you think he’ll squeal like a female when he plunges towards his death?” The remark chilled Kai to the bone. He glanced quickly at the men who’d already set off to do their task. He looked back at Dagen, who’d begun his change. Aric! What the fuck should I do now?
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 Chapter Seven
 
 The decision was made for him. Dagen signalled to two of his followers, who approached Kai warily, large sticks in their hands. They were thin and wiry, no match for a healthy cougar. Dagen had to know that, but was obviously concerned about his own safety first. The vicious man-beast put everyone in the forest in imminent danger. There was no doubt he had to be stopped. The choice was really no choice at all. The good of the entire tribe had to come first. Aric was strong. He’d gotten out of tight situations before, although none possibly this grim. Kai forced his beloved soul mate from his mind and growled fiercely at the two brutes who protected his enemy. He pounced on his first dishevelled attacker, avoiding the swinging stick and sending the man to his knees. A swipe of his paw opened a gash across the man’s back, rendering him defenceless. Kai glanced quickly at Dagen, watching as his body continued its change. Dagen’s morphing would only take another minute or so, Kai’s last chance to get to him as he shifted was to eliminate the second attacker immediately. The man bobbed and weaved in front of him, stalling for time. Kai snarled, frustrated by the moving target as the seconds raced past, then a minute. At last he saw his opening and leapt forward, dodging the man’s makeshift weapon. The emaciated thug fell beneath his claws. Kai stepped back and had just taken a deep breath to gather his strength when the greying cougar leapt, nearly bowling Kai over. Clawing the dirt, Kai struggled for balance. He snarled and circled the beast pacing in front of him. He needed to finish this now. He crouched then leapt to the side, dashing to higher ground. He trotted back and forth, luring Dagen to join him. He’d already fought and felt the strain of those encounters. It’d be much easier if he could just knock Dagen off the rock ledge overlooking the encampment than to fight him on the flat earth.
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 Another idea flickered into his mind. If he could get Dagen to the ravine, that would be a lethal fall. The danger to himself would increase. He’d need to use every bit of caution and speed he had, but if he could just get to the ravine, he might also have a chance to help Aric. He backed up, taking a moment to scan the crowd for Sable and Feth. He spotted the sleek black female facing off with one of Dagen’s cougars by the fallen trunk. Her brother, fur not as dark, rolled over and over in the dirt with another scraggly beast. Most of the clan had remained human. They watched with fearful expressions from behind trees and rocks. Kai inhaled. We’ve still got a fair fight. Dagen bounded to the rocky outcrop next to him. The shiny golden stone in the amulet around his neck sparkled, reflecting the sun. Seeing the talisman on a creature like Dagen enraged him, and Kai lunged at the cat. A direct swipe of his paw ripped the leather thong from Dagen’s neck and sent it tumbling off the ledge, into the dirt below. Dagen howled with fury. Spitting and sputtering, he looked over the edge, apparently hoping to reclaim his treasure. The painful shriek of a man in the distance pierced the air. Dagen paused to look at Kai, a glimmer sparkling in his yellow eyes. Satisfaction. Kai’s blood boiled. He leapt. Heading uphill to the ravine. His mind reeled thinking of Aric and wondering if he still dangled precariously—or not. He heard rustling grass behind him and knew Dagen was right there, that he himself had been slowed too much by his earlier fights. Dagen can’t have taken time to retrieve the amulet! The thong was cut and he’d have had to carry it in his mouth. More probable that Dagen, like him, had left the talisman where it fell in hopes of collecting it later. A rush of breath warmed his heels. Do or die time. They rolled head over tail in the grass. Sharp claws scraped his back, and he returned a similar blow. His claw connected with flesh and Kai dug deep. Dagen yowled and rolled away. Immediately bounding to their feet, they eyed each other with steely rage. Kai had never witnessed such intense hatred before. Dagen looked like he might explode with fury. This is going to get worse before it gets better.
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 The scruffy cougar hissed and made a move to strike. Mustering all the strength he had left, Kai flexed his claws and once again swiped at Dagen’s neck. This time blood poured from the gash in his throat. Dagen fell to the ground. Kai stood over the still figure, prepared to sink in his teeth as well. A growl no cat could make cut the air. Kai gaped at the hill which led to the ravine. Two huge bears raced towards them, one shiny black and the other brown. Surprised, he leapt to the side as the giant animals rushed them. The brown bear swatted at Dagen’s limp form, rolling him over in the grass. The cat didn’t move. The fur on the back of Kai’s neck rose. He made eye contact with the black bear before him. The bear sat. He bared his white teeth at Kai.
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 Chapter Eight
 
 The damned bear was smiling! At that moment Kai noticed the brilliant blue amulet hanging on a leather thong around the animal’s neck. Could it be? He blinked in disbelief. Kai blinked again as a sleek, golden cougar crested the top of the hill, limping. His tail bobbed proudly, the black tip standing straight in the air. Aric! Kai exhaled, jubilant with relief. He took a step towards his lover but froze, still unsure of what to make of the creature beside him. Could this be the bear I met before? Seemingly without fear, Aric limped passed the bears towards him and they nuzzled faces. ‘Are you injured?’ His exhaustion made the communication even harder than usual. Aric’s answer was halting, obviously a tremendous strain on him. ‘My leg, nothing serious, I think I twisted it.’ When they separated, he glanced at the bear questioningly. Aric moved next to the giant and rubbed one ear against the brute’s muscular black shoulder. Friend? Kai didn’t know how or why, but it was obvious Aric trusted the bear. It had to be the one he’d lunched with, all those months ago. He turned back to the other animal, the brown one, who was batting Dagen’s lifeless body around like a rag doll. Part of him wanted to see the bear rip the cougar to shreds. The kinder, more nurturing part knew that shouldn’t happen. He approached the bear and was sure he recognised something about him. Kai put a paw on Dagen’s back. Aric and the black bear had followed him, and the four stood staring down at the body. Aric nodded his head, motioning towards the ravine.
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 Kai looked at his lover. Angry eyes tinged with exhaustion stared back at him. Hands tied, suspended over the ravine—it must have felt like forever. He couldn’t blame Aric for wanting to toss Dagen over the edge. He nodded. Each of them grabbed a leg in their powerful jaws, and the four animals dragged Dagen up the hill. At the edge of the ravine, the bloodied remains of one man stained the ground. The second was nowhere in sight. Kai closed his eyes. The painful scream had come from Dagen’s goon, not Aric. The bears looked at Kai expectantly. He stepped forward, nudging his nose against the motionless cat. Dagen’s body was horribly battered, more than one leg was broken. The back of his head was red with blood, a deep depression showed over one ear. He was dead and Kai couldn’t drag up any sympathy for him. He nudged the corpse until it rolled over the ledge, falling to the rocky earth below like a stone. Kai set his jaw stoically. Turning from the ravine, he gazed in the direction of the compound. He had no idea if the battle was still going on there, but he needed to get back and find out. Sable’s life might depend upon it. With a nod of thanks to the bears, Kai motioned to Aric and began the race back to the others. Aric, with an injured leg, limped after him as fast as he could manage. Kai was amazed to discover the bears clambered along behind him. Apparently they intended to see it through to the very end. Back at the clearing, the cat, which Feth had battled, lay dead in the dirt. No one else was in sight. Kai inhaled, trying to sense Sable’s presence. A scuffle sounded from behind one of the lean-tos, and Kai circled around to see a tired-looking Feth struggling to hold his own against a mangy cougar he hadn’t seen before. Kai sprang forward and slashed at the weakened aggressor. The beast cowered before him, and for a moment Kai weighed his options. He couldn’t risk allowing any of the mutinous cougars to try again. He had to finish this battle decisively.
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 Raising his head, he growled fiercely. With one mighty blow of his forearm, his claws extended, the beast in front of him was dead. He moved next to Feth, nudging his side protectively. A thought plagued him. Where is Sable? Her brother still couldn’t communicate with him, but obviously wanted to find his sister. Limping around the shanty to the far edge of the compound, Feth snarled when he saw a cougar scratching at the fallen tree. Kai squinted and spotted Sable hiding in the hollowed out trunk. He smelled her blood, and his heart lurched. The cougar shrank back when the three cats and two bears approached. Kai moved forward, but Aric nudged him with a paw. Kai looked at him, reading his lover’s thoughts. ‘Allow me.’ Nodding at Aric, Kai stepped aside as the golden cougar pounced on the last renegade. Kai went to Sable. Aric could handle the last aggressor, and if not, the bears stood by to back him up. The wounded female crawled from the log and dropped at Kai’s feet. He licked her fur, assessing her condition. She was injured, but not critically. He exhaled with relief. Aric joined them a few minutes later, his task complete, the life ebbing from the final, stubborn cougar. Kai felt the rage and frustration ooze from his lover’s body. It was finished.
 
 ****
 
 One by one, they changed back into human form. Kai immediately turned to Aric, and they grasped each other’s arms. “How badly are you hurt?” Aric did a quick self-examination. “Not much. I feel like shit, leg is sore, but I’m lucky to be alive.” He touched Kai’s shoulder. “You’re bleeding.”
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 “Minor irritations. I’m fine. Damned glad to see you!” He pulled the golden stud next to his naked body unashamedly. Whispering into his ear, Kai said, “I’m sorry. I love you so much. I’d have died if anything happened to you.” “Don’t be sorry, none of this was your fault.” Aric squeezed Kai’s neck. “I love you too. I always will.” Pulling back, Kai looked to where Feth tended Sable. He squatted at her side. “How bad is it?” “Her arm is broken. I’ll fashion a sling for her to keep it immobile until I can set it properly. I think she’ll survive.” Kai cupped her chin. “Is that so? What do you think?” She scooted into his arms. “I think I’ve never been so happy to see anyone in my life. Twice today, even.” He kissed her temple. “I hope you’ll feel that way forever. I want you in my life, Sable. I…need you.” She buried her face in his neck. “I love you, Kai. I can’t think of anything better than being part of your family.” He hugged her tight then stood, bringing her to her feet next to him. She glanced shyly at Aric. “Thank you. You’re my hero too.” He smiled, touching her cheek. “I always will be. You’re part of my heart now, Sable.” She leaned up and placed a kiss on his cheek. “Speaking of heroes.” Kai turned to face the two bear changelings in their midst. The taller man with black skin and a bald head wore the blue-stoned amulet around his neck and nothing else. Kai forced his gaze to stay on the man’s face rather than drop to the huge cock hanging between his legs. “I owe you a debt of gratitude. You saved my mate’s arse out there.” “Infinitely worth saving.” The man looked Aric over and grinned, showing his white teeth. It was the same smile the bear had bestowed upon him, and Kai had to laugh. Yes, it was the bear he remembered from the old town, he was sure of it.
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 Extending his hand to shake, the muscular hulk said, “I’m Tarek. This is Skye.” Kai offered his hand to the tall, black-skinned man. “I remember you. We shared a meal. Do you remember?” Kai found it difficult not to stare at his thick, long cock. Skye was also striking, with beautifully sharp facial features and slick black hair that rippled over his shoulders. “Yes, I remember,” Tarek said in a soft, deep voice. “You have my thanks.” “We are brothers, although of a different tribe.” Tarek smiled. “I’m sure you would have done the same had the roles been reversed.” “I like to think I would. You honour the meaning of the talisman.” “I have seen you many times in the woods since our last meeting—in both human and cougar form.” He waggled his eyebrows. “We would have made contact again, but you seemed to value your privacy, and we respect that. But today, when we saw your mate hanging from the rope above the ravine, we had to step in.” “We are forever in your debt.” Kai shuddered at the other possible outcome. “Will you return to our clan cave and take a meal with us? We’d be honoured, although the menu might not be quite what you’re used to.” Tarek’s white teeth shone as he grinned again. “We’re very selective when choosing prey. Cougars are a last resort.” “Thanks for that,” Aric muttered, and everyone chuckled. “No, if our assistance is no longer needed, we’ll be on our way.” “If there’s ever anything we can do for you, don’t hesitate to call on us.” Kai shook their hands again. “Farewell, my friends.” Tarek and Skye ambled back into the woods where they’d come from, their bodies slowly lowering to all fours, then, as they writhed in pleasure, morphing into the huge shapes of bears. Kai gazed around and noticed the dark haired female from earlier creeping towards him. The others of the small clan had emerged from their hiding and huddled among the
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 lean-tos. Bowing, the female held out her hands and offered him the talisman on the broken thong. “At last!” Aric took the jewel from her and worked on repairing the strap. She slunk away to the security of her group. “Ella,” Kai summoned her. “Thank you.” Not making eye contact, she nodded and continued moving away. “My leader.” Aric got behind him and placed the talisman around his neck. He tied the thong and stepped back to admire it. Energy flowed through Kai, and he sighed with pleasure. He closed his eyes and basked in it for a moment, then opened them. He took Aric by one hand and Sable by the other. “It’s time to go home.” Gazing out over the small bunch of people, he added, “All are welcome to our clan. We’ll have a celebration feast when we get back. Then you can bathe and relax. We’ll provide you with fresh clothes and safe, warm beds.” Feth stepped up behind Sable. Slowly the others came forward. They moved tentatively, obviously timid from their last clan leader. Kai’s heart swelled. They looked so scared. He wanted to ease their fear. “No one is abused or shamed in our family. All we ask is respect for one another and that you accept an equal share of the workload—just as I, myself, do.” A small kit moved closer. “Does a feast mean food?” he asked nervously. Releasing his mates, Kai scooped the young one into his arms. “Yes, it does. I promise you, there will always be food, and plenty of it. But you’re hungry now, aren’t you? It’s quite a trek. Do you have enough strength to morph into a cougar? The trip will go faster, and as soon as we enter more familiar territory, we can catch some nice, plump rabbits to tide us over.” “Yes, sir!” The kit nodded happily. He set the boy down. “Call me Kai. My partner’s name is Aric. And you know Sable. She’s going to be the mother of my kits.” He glanced at her sideways for a reaction. Sable didn’t look at him, but he saw the corners of her mouth turn up as she smiled.
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 As the child scampered back to his mother, Kai announced, “We’ll be leaving shortly. It will be a quicker trip as cats. Is there anyone here who can’t handle that?” The small band of people shook their heads, showing more enthusiasm than Kai had seen yet. “The old blind one. Can he make the trip?” “Yes, Kai!” The wizened man with white eyes spoke loudly. “My daughter can assist me. But I’ll carry my share of the workload once we get there, no worries.” Kai smiled. “No worries, friend. We take care of our own, and you’ve just been adopted.” The old man’s shoulders shook with relief. Kai turned away so he wouldn’t break down. It’d been one hell of a day, and his emotions were close to the surface. “Ready yourselves,” he called loudly. “The journey will take some time. There’ll be a short break to eat when we see food, but we’ll need to press on. You’ll all be able to rest tonight.” Feth moved towards the group. “I’ll make sure everyone is accounted for.” “Thank you.” Kai watched the brave man go. He was strong and would make a nice addition to their clan. He turned to Aric and Sable, his soul mate and his new mate. His mind whirred with thoughts of what their future held. They were both so beautiful, gorgeous specimens of masculinity and femininity, and both his. He stroked his cock to erection. “As for you two— don’t expect to get much rest tonight at all.” “I hadn’t planned on it.” Aric cupped Kai’s ball sac and grinned. Kai thrust into his hand once then regretfully pulled back. He touched Sable’s arm. The only thing she wore was Feth’s make-shift sling. “I had some medicinal powders as well as a medical kit, but haven’t the slightest idea what happened to them. I’ll tend to this first thing when we get back. Will you be able to stand the journey?” “Of course. I’d crawl on my knees for as long as it took to be with you.” She smiled at him then looked at Aric. “Both of you. I feel extremely blessed.” With her good hand, she rubbed Kai’s chest. Aric flicked a strand of hair from her shoulder. “The amulet will stay put this time?”
 
 FERAL HEAT
 
 Jamie Hill and Jude Mason
 
 99
 
 Kai and Sable both gaped at him. His eyes twinkled. Kai could tell he was joking. “I’m going to get you for that,” she muttered, teasing back. She walked towards the others, swinging her ample hips. “Yeah, I’m really worried.” Aric followed her. Kai grinned and joined them. The stench of unwashed humans wafted as they got within a pace or two, and he twitched his nose. Aric sneezed. Sable cupped a hand over her face. “I think we should reorder our priorities just a bit. Bath and then feast.” “Definitely.” Aric sneezed again. Kai slipped an arm around each of their waists. “You’ve got it.” Calling loudly to the group, he exclaimed, “Let’s go home!”
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