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Prologue




SOMETHING WAS WRONG. Julie froze in the process of opening her car door. 

She smelled death.

Tyrus.

She lunged from the car and raced up the steps to her brother’s home. 

The door hung half off its hinges. 

“Tyrus!” she screamed, bursting inside, knowing from the stench she was too late.

Blood covered the front room.

* * *

Brian and the other men of the Coalition were building an addition to Angie and Max’s home. The mated pair was expecting their first cub in the fall and the entire Coalition was excited to welcome their newest member.

Brian was helping his alphas, James, Peter and Marcus unload the new windows from their truck when his phone rang.

“Nice,” James muttered as Brian abandoned him to answer his phone. “You see that?” he teased. “Anything to get out of–”

The hysterical screaming that burst from the phone froze every man there.

“Julie, what’s wrong?” Everything went black and white as Brian’s cheetah rose to the surface at Julie’s panic. “Calm down, sweetheart, talk to me. Where are you? Julie, where are you?”

“They’re dead,” she wailed into the phone, hysterically sobbing. “Brian, I can’t, I can’t, oh, god, oh, god, Tyrus, Tyrus!” 

Barely registering the sound of breaking glass, Brian lunged for the alphas’ truck. Marcus beat him to the driver’s seat so Brian raced around and swung into the passenger side. He heard a number of thuds behind him, letting him know the other men of the Coalition had climbed into the bed of the truck. “Julie, baby, it’s okay. Julie, we’re on our way. I’m on my way.”

Julie didn’t answer.

Brian listened to her soft sobs, clenching the phone with one hand and the dash with the other, as Marcus drove like a madman across the fields and dirt lanes of their town.

A few moments later, Marcus spun the wheel and raced up the road leading to Tyrus and Elena’s home on the outskirts of town. 

Elena. The cubs.

Brian’s heart stopped. “Julie, are you there? Where are the cubs, Julie? Where’s Elena?” 

“I can’t find them,” Julie wailed. “The cubs are gone and Elena, oh, god, Tyrus, Tyrus.” She started sobbing again.

Fuck. Julie was too fragile for this. 

If Tyrus was gone. 

Brian swallowed, praying the cubs were safe. They had to be safe. They were his only hope to pull Julie back from the brink if Tyrus was truly gone.

Marcus whipped the vehicle into the front yard and everyone leapt from the truck. 

Inside the house was a bloodbath.

Julie sat in the middle of the floor, Tyrus’ head in her lap. 

Elena lay at her mate’s side, covered in blood. She’d been shot in the head.

They were holding hands. Elena’s left arm stretched toward Tyrus, her left hand palm up, held within his right one. 

The only sound in the room was Julie’s weeping. 

Then the alphas broke. With cries of grief, the three fell at their sister’s side, sobbing her name, stroking her face, her hair, howling their grief. 

Julie was bent over Tyrus, cradling his head in his lap, crooning to him. “Tyrus,” she whimpered. “Tyrus.” She looked up at Brian. Her eyes were drenched in tears, a helpless look on her face. “He’s gone, Brian,” she said. “He’s gone.” Her voice was lost, once more cast adrift, her only safe harbor dead in her arms.

Brian sank down at her side, wrapped his arms around her and held her close as they both wept.
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Chapter One




TWO MONTHS LATER




Brian let himself into the house. The front room showed no signs of the violence that had taken place there eight weeks before. 

Julie had insisted on staying in the house, sleeping in Tyrus’ and Elena’s bed, refusing to leave the place where her brother had died. The entire house had been destroyed. There wasn’t a single piece of furniture that hadn’t been trashed, a single belonging that hadn’t been broken. Still, Julie wouldn’t leave. She’d dragged the mattress from its broken bed, replaced some of its lost stuffing and duct taped the giant slashes that marred its surface. She slept on that mattress on the floor, clutching the teddy bear Tyrus had given her when they first met when she was only eight and he was twelve, when he had saved her from a madman.

She’d stopped sleeping with that damn bear ten years ago when she’d finally started believing she was safe here in Murrysville. Now with Tyrus’ and Elena’s deaths and the disappearance of their cubs, Julie had regressed back to that frightened child she’d once been. Eight years old, unwilling to speak, clutching her teddy bear and staring at the world from haunted eyes.

When it had become clear that Julie wouldn’t leave Tyrus’ house unless they forced her to, and with none of them willing to traumatize her further, the Coalition had worked together to clean the house, replacing the broken furniture and several planks of the hardwood floor in the front room, trying to erase as much evidence of the tragedy that had happened there.

Though Brian had carried her from the house after finding Tyrus and Elena, Julie had returned after their funerals. When he’d come after her, she’d refused to leave. She’d been there ever since, avoiding life without Tyrus.

Now he had a reason to pull her from this house and he was going to use it. She was going home with him and he wasn’t accepting any excuses. 

* * *

Julie lay on Tyrus’ bed, staring at the wall in front of her. She clutched Tag in her hands. She didn’t understand why Tyrus wasn’t coming home. 

Why wouldn’t he come home? This was so mean of him. 

She needed him. 

She needed him. 

“Tyrus,” she whispered. “Why isn’t he coming home, Tag?”

Tag didn’t answer. She didn’t expect him to, of course. He was just a stuffed bear. But Tyrus had given him to her. He’d promised that he would always be there for her and if he wasn’t there and she got scared, she should hold Tag. “I’m holding him, Tyrus.”

Why didn’t he come back?

“I’m holding him and I’m still scared. Tyrus, where are you?”

* * *

Brian stood in the hallway outside Tyrus and Elena’s bedroom, his heart breaking as he listened to Julie talk to her stuffed bear. It had been a long time since she’d spoken to that stupid bear.

“I shouldn’t have given her the bear,” Tyrus had lamented when they were eighteen and Julie was fourteen and still carried the stuffed animal everywhere with her. “I just wanted her to feel safe. Instead, her classmates treat her like she’s a broken tiger, all because of that damn bear. If that isn’t bad enough, she’s talking to him, for heaven’s sake.”

“When she feels safe, Tyrus, she won’t need the bear anymore,” Brian’s mother had assured him. 

Tyrus had shaken his head. “What if she never feels safe?” He’d asked the question all of them worried about, the question none of them knew the answer to, the question each of them feared.

“Give her time, Tyrus.”

“It’s been six years!”

“She may need six more. She may need thirty-six more. She’ll find her safe harbor when she’s ready, Tyrus, and not before.”

Brian’s mother had been right. Another two years and Julie had stopped carrying Tag everywhere with her, though she still slept with him each night. By the time she was eighteen, Tag had found a place on her bookshelf, a symbol of everything she’d overcome. Julie had found her safe harbor and it wasn’t the bear.

Standing there, listening as she addressed her bear for the first time in a decade, Brian knew Tyrus had been Julie’s safe harbor. As long as her foster brother had been in her life, a constant champion, a beacon of safety, she hadn’t needed the bear. Now though, without Tyrus, she was cast adrift, drowning beneath the weight of everything she’d lost in her lifetime.

Brian was determined to become her new safe harbor. Nothing else was acceptable. He’d known for years that Julie was his mate, but he and his cheetah had agreed. They would never tell Julie what she was to them because to tell would only cause her more suffering since she’d never be ready for the role of mate.

Brian had been willing to remain friends for life, simply because he knew she couldn’t handle anything more.

Now, though, with Tyrus gone, Brian had no other choice. If the cubs didn’t manage to pull Julie back from the brink, it would be up to him. He’d have to claim his mate, whether she was ready or not.
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Chapter Two




“THE CUBS ARE really okay?” Julie asked as she climbed into Brian’s pickup truck. The fog in her head had cleared the moment Brian told her the cubs had been found. A tiny part of her was still screaming for Tyrus. She was hollowed out inside, the scent of blood and death a visceral memory she couldn’t get rid of, but the cubs were more important than her grief.

“They are,” Brian said. He stomped on the gas and whipped the truck out of the drive.

The cubs had been found alive and unharmed. The screaming and memories had been shoved back under that reality. The cubs were home. “Where have they been?” she asked.

“A human saved them and was caring for them.”

“A human knows about us?” Julie gasped.

“Apparently.”

“Is the human dead?”

Brian glanced at Julie.

“I mean–” Julie hesitated.

“The human saved the cubs. The alphas couldn’t kill her, knowing that.”

“Her?” Julie’s eyes widened. “A woman saved them?”

“Apparently.”

“Did they bring the woman back with them?”

“Of course not.”

“But surely they didn’t just leave her out there. I mean she knows about us.”

“She may know about us, but the alphas assured us she has no idea where we live or who we are. If she says anything, she’ll look like a nutcase.” He hesitated. “Though I do agree. I think they should have brought her here, just in case.”

“I don’t understand why they didn’t.” Julie stared out the window at the passing scenery. “The alphas hate humans. They shouldn’t care about one woman’s feelings. They’ve always told us if we allow a human to learn of our existence, we’ll be responsible for destroying that human’s world because –” she hesitated.

“Because the human will be killed or become a prisoner of the Coalition, never allowed to leave it.” 

“Yes. I just don’t understand.”

“I think the alphas have feelings for the little human.”

Julie stared at Brian. “Feelings?” she asked incredulously. “Are you serious?”

“Their scent changed when they spoke of her.”

“Changed how?”

Brian shrugged. “They want her.” He turned into the drive leading up to the alphas’ home. “We’re almost there. Are you going to be okay?”

Julie stared at the approaching house. She’d never be okay again. Why didn’t anyone understand that? Tyrus was gone, though his cubs were not. “Are you certain the human didn’t hurt the cubs?”

“The alphas would have killed her if she had, no matter any attraction they felt toward her.” Brian opened his door, stepped out and walked around to Julie’s side of the truck. He opened her door and waited.

She just sat there staring out the windshield at the house. 

“Julie?”

“Do you think they’ll be happy to see me?”

Brian hesitated. “The cubs are traumatized.”

“What?” Julie jerked around to face him. “I thought you said they were okay.”

“Physically they’re unharmed, but they’re depressed, much like you’ve been. They’ve stayed in their cheetah forms since the alphas brought them back. We’re hoping you can convince them to shift.”

“Me?” Julie shook her head. “Why won’t the alphas just force them?”

“Because they’ve been traumatized enough. The cubs are sad. They’re grieving for their lost parents and the alphas believe they may even be grieving for the little human.”

Julie’s eyes widened. “The human? Why would they grieve for her?”

“She cared for them for eight weeks, Julie, like a mother would for her cubs.”

“Elena was their mother,” Julie snarled, fury making her eyes shift so that everything appeared black and white. “Not some human bitch.” Her voice came out harsh, the animal rolling close to the surface.

Brian reached out and gently rubbed his hands up and down her thighs.

Julie stared down at his huge hands. He was touching her. Brian never touched her. At least he hadn’t until the day they found Tyrus and Elena. The aching hole inside yawned wide, spreading, pulling her down.

“It’s going to be okay,” Brian said. He lifted her chin and stared into her eyes. “I promise.” His eyes were brown with golden chips inside them. He blinked and the gold spread, his eyes transforming, pupils narrowing. 

“Brian?” she whispered.

He shook his head and his eyes shifted back to normal. He slid his hands up, grasped her around the waist and gently lifted her down from the truck.

Julie shivered when Brian slid an arm around her back and pulled her against his solid form. Holding her there against him, he reached behind her and closed the truck’s door.

He leaned down and kissed the top of her head. “Let’s go inside, okay?” he murmured.

Julie clutched his shirt, face buried in his chest, and drew in a deep breath. He smelled of home. His scent was comfort, warm and male, some unknown scent she always associated with him. He and Tyrus were the only males she’d ever trusted, the only males whose scents brought her comfort, and now Tyrus was gone. She wavered there, the yawning abyss beckoning.

“Julie? The cubs really need you.”

The cubs. Three more males she trusted, these so young and sweet, completely innocent. They needed her. Drawing in another breath, Julie pulled courage around her and stepped back. She looked up into Brian’s eyes. 

“Okay?” he asked.

She nodded. 

He smiled and gently turned them. He kept his arm around her as he led her toward the porch steps. His giant hand rested on her right hip, fingers spread wide across her belly. His arm held her up, kept her moving. Everywhere he touched tingled with awareness. She looked at his solid form from the corner of her eye. Brian. The man whose parents had taken her and Tyrus in when she was only eight, the man she’d grown to love and trust as another brother, the man whose touch made her stomach clench. 

Brian pulled open the screen door of the house and ushered Julie inside. 

Julie hesitated once inside the house. She’d never been here before. This was where Coalition meetings happened, but she’d always refused to attend. There were too many men at the meetings, it was too enclosed, too everything. She stood there in the entryway, frozen with dread. How many people were in the house? She scented too many to count. Men. All men.

She backed into Brian, whose arms came around her to hold her tight. He rested his chin on the top of her head, nuzzled her and whispered in her ear, “It’s all right, baby. I’m here. I won’t let anything happen to you.” 

She shook her head. She didn’t want to be here. She didn’t want–

Three cheetah cubs barreled around the corner and raced toward them, skidding to a stop at Julie’s feet.

She jerked away from Brian and fell to her knees. She opened her arms and the three cubs jumped into them.

The cubs crawled all over Julie while she sat there and cried. She hugged each one, caressing their fur, marveling at how much they had grown in eight weeks. She lifted Lucas into her arms, nuzzled his face and giggled as he licked her nose, cheeks and nipped at her ear. She set him down and repeated the process with Christopher and Zachary. The entire time, she crooned to each of them, holding them, telling them how she’d missed them, how much she loved them.

After a while, she became aware that Brian sat behind her, his solid form bracing her back as she held and played with the cubs. 

Other scents came to her and she jerked her head up, a growl escaping before she could throttle it back. Men of the Coalition were crowded in the hallway, watching her and the cubs. 

She cringed over the cubs when she realized she had growled at her alphas, growled at the huge men of the Coalition. 

Silence filled the hall. 

Brian’s hand was slowly stroking down her back in long, soothing movements. He started at the top of her head, gently squeezed her neck, then ran that big hand down her back, then repeated the gesture, over and over again. 

Julie’s body slowly relaxed under the constant movement of his hand.

“Julie?” a masculine voice rumbled from just in front of her.

Tensing again, Julie slowly raised her head. One of the Coalition alphas, Marcus, crouched before her. “The cubs are very happy to see you. We were hoping you would agree to watch them during the day while Peter, James and I are at work. We’d like you to come here so the cubs can get used to their new home, if that’s all right.”

Julie trembled, terrified at the thought of working in the alphas’ home. “Can’t I take them to –” she hesitated, not wanting to say Tyrus’ name in front of the cubs.

Marcus shook his head. “They were taken from there, traumatized there. It’s not a good place for them to be.”

Julie nodded. What had she been thinking? “I’m sorry, I –”

“Don’t apologize. I understand.”

“Maybe to my house or Brian’s?”

Brian stiffened behind her. 

“I mean –” Julie looked up at Brian. “I’m sorry, I just –”

“Of course you’re welcome at my house, always,” Brian assured her. “I believe the alphas would like the cubs to stay here, though.”

Marcus hesitated, staring at Brian.

Julie looked up at the two men and shivered. She was caught between the two huge men and it reminded her of times better left forgotten. 

Movement in her lap pulled her attention away from the men. She looked down at the three cubs. They had piled onto her lap and were stretched out there, two lying next to each other and the third lying on top of his brothers. They were so precious.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “If you need me to watch them here, Alphas, I’ll do it.” What was she promising? Men and women of the Coalition came through the alphas’ house all the time. She stared at the cubs. For them, she could do anything.

“Thank you, Julie.”

Julie glanced up at Marcus. 

He was staring at her, a strange expression on his face. He lifted his massive hand. 

Before she could stop herself, Julie flinched back into Brian. Realizing what she’d done, she quickly pulled forward again, leaning toward Marcus, who watched her with sad eyes. 

He brushed a thumb down her cheek, gently stroking her skin. “Thank you, Julie,” he said again. He leaned forward and rested his cheek against hers. He rubbed gently there and pulled away. “We are blessed to have you in our Coalition.”

Julie blinked back tears as Marcus stood and stepped back. He nodded to his brothers, the other two alphas of the Murrsyville Coalition.

Peter and James nodded back, then crouched on either side of her. They leaned forward and gently rubbed her cheek with theirs, rubbing their scent into hers, soothing her. “Thank you, Julie,” They both murmured. 

As one, the men of the Coalition left the hallway, moving further into the house, leaving Julie alone with Brian and the cubs.

“What just happened?” she whispered. She felt strange, like something inside had pulled taut. She swallowed against the sudden urge to cry.

Brian squeezed her tight, resting his chin on her head and said, “The alphas reaffirmed for you what their parents did twenty years ago.”

“What do you mean?”

“Do you remember when the former alphas accepted you into this Coalition?”

Julie shook her head. “I–I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’ve never been accepted into the Coalition.”

Brian froze. “Julie – that’s not true. You’ve always been a member.”

“No, I’m a tiger. I can’t be a member of a cheetah Coalition. I’m a tiger.”

“Julie, the alphas accepted you within days of you arriving with Tyrus. You’ve always been a member of this Coalition. Always.”

Julie searched her memories, trying to find something to prove his words true, but there was no memory of anything resembling an acceptance ceremony. “Your parents took me in, Brian, they gave me a home and family, but I’ve never been part of this community. You know that. I don’t really belong here.”

* * *

Brian couldn’t believe what he was hearing. How could she not know? How could she honestly believe she wasn’t a valued member of this Coalition? He and Tyrus had sheltered her too long. They’d indulged her insistence to stay apart from the Coalition. She never participated in any Coalition activities, not the runs nor the meetings nor even the festivals or parties. In fact, she rarely left the house. Even before Tyrus died, she’d spent the majority of her days hiding inside the small cottage she’d moved to when she was twenty-two. She used her work as an excuse, but it was just that. An excuse. 

Julie made jewelry she sold on the internet. She took endless orders and worked non-stop. The only times she ever left the house was for her weekly dinners with Tyrus and Elena and with his parents. Brian did her shopping for her, bringing her groceries and anything else she needed. Anything to spend time with his mate. The mate he could never claim. 

He and Tyrus had never encouraged her to step out of her rut. That she was no longer waking from nightmares every night and no longer carrying her teddy bear with her everywhere she went had been enough for them. They should have listened to his parents. Julie needed the connection of Coalition. If nothing else, Tyrus’ death had proven that. She’d refused all comfort from everyone, backing away and isolating herself even more. 

“Julie.” Brian hesitated, not even certain what he could say to convince her of her place in the Coalition.

“It’s okay. I understand I’m different. It doesn’t matter, Brian, it really doesn’t.”

The cubs woke and scrambled up to lick Julie on the cheek before darting away to wrestle with each other. 

Julie pulled away from Brian and stood. 

The two watched as the cubs played.

“Are you going to be okay here in the alphas’ house?” Brian asked.

Julie bit her lip. She couldn’t believe she’d agreed to come here every day. The cubs needed her though. “I’ll be fine,” she whispered.

“If you like, I can pick you up each morning, bring you here, then take you home at night again. Is that okay?”

Julie nodded.
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Chapter Three




TWO MONTHS LATER

The cubs weren’t getting any better. At first, when they’d greeted Julie with such joy, she’d thought it would all work out. Maybe they would mother-bond with her and then she could help raise Tyrus’ cubs. It would make his loss so much more bearable, to be able to care for the babes he brought into the world. After the first day, though, the cubs went back to moping around. They would crawl into her lap and lie there, whimpering. She tried everything, but nothing made them happy. They just cried and stayed in their cheetah forms. 

She’d even shifted to her tiger form for the first time since Tyrus died. She’d stretched on the floor with them, hoping they’d shift and climb on her back for a ride the way they used to. Instead, they’d crawled on her back, yes, but in their cheetah forms. They’d sprawled across her and just lay there, whimpering and nuzzling her fur. They were breaking her heart.

* * *

Every night when Brian headed to the alphas’ house to pick up Julie, he prayed she’d greet him with a smile, that the cubs had finally allowed her to heal their wounds. Instead, she got quieter and quieter, day by day. Tears slid down her cheeks each night as he drove her home and unable to leave his mate when she was so miserable, he would settle onto her porch in cheetah form and listen as she cried herself to sleep each night. At least she was back in her own cottage, away from the scene of the tragedy that had changed all their lives, but she wasn’t getting any better. She was breaking his heart.

* * *

Julie had convinced the alphas to allow her to take the cubs to town, thinking a change in scenery might perk them up. They stayed in their cub forms the entire time, something that was generally frowned upon in town. However, since there were spells surrounding the town to keep humans out, there wasn’t any real danger involved. It was simply a matter of politeness. Still, all of the store owners and townspeople were indulgent and sympathetic toward the cubs.
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