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 This book is dedicated to _________________________(insert name here) without whom I’d be lost. I’ll always remember the day we met at ___________________(insert location here). You mean the world to me. No one can ever take those precious memories. XOX.
 Love, Mia.
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 Chapter One



  

 

Gibson Oliphant followed him into the darkness beyond the bright glare of the Spring Festival pavilion. The music underscoring the bright lights and rousing laughter was a polka. God, he hated polkas. It wasn’t much of a forfeit to leave it behind in favor of Ben Landry.

Ben seemed to be looking for someone. He poked his head around a tree, then switched directions to take a path into the woods.

Gibbs knew from experience there was a grove hidden within the trees, where couples met up. He’d never gone there, personally, but it seemed Ben was heading straight for it.

It was now or never, Gibbs decided. He just didn’t want to get caught making out with Ben where anyone in town could stumble upon them.

As Ben disappeared down the trail, Gibbs tagged behind him, dodging in and out of the shadows. He got close enough to touch him, when Ben whirled around.

“Hey,” Ben murmured softly.

The greeting surprised Gibbs. Had Ben known Gibbs had followed him? It sounded like it. “Hi, yourself,” he answered.

“I’ve been thinking about you all night,” Ben confessed.

Gibbs grinned, feeling ridiculously pleased. “Really?”

“Yeah.”

Gibbs stepped a little closer, knowing that his keen night vision provided him a lot better view of him, than Ben’s human eyes had of Gibbs. “What in particular, were you thinking?”

Ben smiled a little self-consciously. “About kissing you, mostly.”

“I like kissing,” Gibbs hedged as he pulled off his glasses and tucked them in his back pocket. They’d been a nuisance over his mask as it was. The last thing he wanted was for them to get in the way now.

This was going so much easier than he’d anticipated. He’d been fairly certain that Ben was gay. It was a nice surprise that Ben wanted him.

The faint scent of rum spiked punch tipped Gibbs off that Ben was perhaps a little looser than usual, but he seemed to have all his faculties about him. So, when Ben stepped up, casually linking his arms around Gibbs’ waist, he knew that things could only get better from there.

Gibbs moved to take off his party mask.

“No, don’t.” Ben stopped him. “If I watched you leaning in to kiss me, I might come in my pants.” He chuckled then.

The sound warmed Gibbs low in his belly and he echoed the soft, shy sound. “Okay.”

Gibbs felt like he’d been given a gift. Ben spent most of his time out of the community, holed up in his tiny office for the Department of Natural Resources. His cabin wasn’t easy to reach either. It made Ben great at his job, and a perfect match for Gibbs.

Like Ben, Gibbs liked being alone. He liked soaring above the forest at night, nothing above but stars. It was like being in an elevator and having it drop suddenly. That was the same weightless tummy flop Gibbs got when he shifted to his owl form and cruised the evening, nothing there but the wind and the sky. It was the same stomach dropping sensation he got when he occasionally saw Ben in the town store, and their eyes met.

Gibbs almost couldn’t believe this moment was happening. How many nights had he flown to Ben’s little cabin, sat on his porch railing and hooted quietly at him while Ben sipped tea, and talked about nothing? Too many, which was why he’d decided tonight was the night he told Ben exactly how he felt about him.

Gibbs tucked Ben’s smaller form closer to his chest. He bent to nuzzle Ben’s hair and closed his eyes as he inhaled.

“I never thought I’d get the chance to hold you in my arms like this,” Gibbs murmured.

Ben sighed, resting his cheek on Gibbs shoulder. “I never thought you’d want to.”

Gibbs rolled his hips forward, pressing his erection firmly against Ben’s belly. “Still have doubts?”

“None.” Ben’s answer slipped out on a husky breath.

He turned his face to Gibbs’ neck. Ben kissed him softly. It was all the permission Gibbs needed. He carefully guided Ben to lean back against a tall tree. He tipped Ben’s chin up, grateful that he could see every nuance of Ben’s expression. Being an owl had its perks, and Gibbs just decided that watching the man he was in love with, waiting to be kissed, was his favorite.

Ben’s eyes searched the dark blindly. His lips had parted, and breath slipped past like silken threads. His face had already relaxed with his jaw, waiting to invest himself whenever Gibbs decided the time was right.

That, Gibbs recognized, was now.

He leaned in, artfully dodging the generic plastic festival masks. Ben gasped, suddenly rising up on his toes. Plastic clashed with plastic and the edges of Ben’s disguise snagged Gibbs’.

Gibbs chuckled. “Are you sure you want to leave these on? You were worried about seeing me, but it’s too dark for that anyway.”

“Fuck it,” Ben breathed.

He ripped off the plastic then blindly reached for Gibbs’. Gibbs moved his face an inch to the left, toward Ben’s questing fingers. He smiled in triumph when Ben found the mask. His fingers fumbled over Gibbs’ head, and after he’d tossed the mask aside, Ben buried his fingers in Gibbs’ hair.

“So soft. I never would have guessed.”

“You thought my hair would be hard?” Gibbs asked, not sure how to take the statement.

“Crazy right? I expected your hair to feel wiry or something.”

 “Flattery will get you anything you want,” Gibbs said dryly.

 “Fantastic. I want you. Right now.” Ben laughed suddenly. “I can’t believe I just said that.”

Gibbs grinned, leaned against him as he slid his hands down Ben’s back and over his ass. “I like it. Boldness suits you.”

Ben tipped his chin up, kissing the underside of Gibbs’ jaw. “Then I’ll keep being bold if it kills me.”

“It had better not. I like my man-bait alive and squirming,” Gibbs teased.

Ben laughed too. The sound filled Gibbs’ chest with joy. Never in a million years did he think having Ben would be so easy, so mutual. He was the luckiest shifter on the planet.

Ben yanked Gibbs’ shirt up, running his hand up underneath it. Gibbs moaned almost as much from the contact as from finally having Ben’s hands on him the way he’d only dared to imagine.

“I don’t think I can slow down,” Ben confessed. “I’ve wanted this for a while. Am I going to fast?”

“No.” To prove it, Gibbs reached for the front closure of Ben’s jeans, jerking open the snap and dragging the zipper tab all the way down.

Ben’s inhale stopped short. “I don’t have a condom.”

Gibbs’ pushed his hand inside Ben’s underwear, shivering when he finally wrapped it around rigid cock, alive with heat and already moist at its tip.

“Or lube,” Ben said.

His head fell back on the tree trunk, eyes closed, lips parted. Gibbs rested his forearm above Ben’s head, staring down into Ben’s upturned face, watching the kaleidoscope of emotion and pleasure slide over his features. With the cover of night, Ben didn’t hide any of his expressions. Gibbs loved every minute of seeing Ben react without hiding behind shyness.

“I love watching you,” Gibbs murmured, dragging his fingers teasingly up and down Ben’s length. “So fucking erotic.”

Ben’s lips twitched. “You can’t see me.” His eyes fluttered partly open. His brow pulled together. “Can you?”

“Baby, I look at you all the time. More than you realize, I guess. I would have approached sooner if I’d known you’d be interested.”

“I wish you had.”

Ben’s fingers found Gibbs’ nipples. He plucked them, sending jolts of electrical pleasure straight to Gibbs’ cock.

“I wish I had too,” Gibbs agreed.

He filled his eyes with Ben, drank in every nuance. He delved between Ben’s lips in his mind’s eye but denied himself the kiss he desperately wanted, to prolong the hunger, and to make the culmination that much sweeter. Gibbs pumped Ben’s dick slowly.

Ben cupped the back of Gibbs’ head and dragged him down. “Fucking kiss me, already.”

“Yes, sir, officer Landry.”

Ben kissed him. Gibbs pulled back, letting their lips just touch. Soft, sweet, delicate, so in contrast to the direct fist fucking he gave Ben’s cock. He could feel the urgency, see it on Ben’s face, as he tempted Ben for more. Gibbs didn’t know who he tortured more, Ben or himself.

The next time Ben hauled him down, this time with two hands, Gibbs accepted the open, wet kiss. Their lips rolled on one another, opening over teeth and tongues. The tips of their tongues flicked against each other—a promise, an appeasing lick, an invitation.

Gibbs groaned roughly, tilting his head for better access to Ben’s punch flavored kiss. Dark, rum-laced hunger tripped over Gibbs’ tongue. Ben met him kiss for kiss, drugging Gibbs, weakening his resolve, until Gibbs could no longer resist the urge to possess him.

He pulled back, this time without the intent to tease, but the abject need to have Ben the way he’d always wanted him.

Gibbs sank to his knees. He pushed Ben’s shirt up his chest, holding it out of the way as he kissed his way down Ben’s body. Ben sucked in a harsh breath. It hollowed his belly just beneath his rib cage, and Gibbs found it irresistible to trace the discovered hollow with his tongue.

Breath shuddered back into Ben. Gibbs scraped his teeth along the lean muscle sculpting the fine lines of Ben’s abdomen. Ben helped by pulling off his shirt. Gibbs easily yanked the other man’s pants down. Pressing his forehead into Ben’s belly, he looked at the fine, firm rod reaching for the warmth of Gibbs’ mouth. He’d love to see it in daylight, but the sparse light was just as appreciative as Gibbs was, bathing it in spectrums only Gibbs could see.

Ben’s cock flexed.

Gibbs cupped his balls, testing their weight. He coasted a thumb over the wrinkled sac, smiling crookedly when Ben’s hips lifted and he groaned deep in his chest for need.

“Please. Please, don’t keep me waiting,” Ben begged.

As though to make his point, he fisted his hands in Gibbs’ hair and directed him to the tip of his shaft. Gibbs flicked out his tongue, catching the drop of pre-cum, letting Ben’s flavor fill his mouth with its slick, salty-sweet essence. Gibbs would remember this moment many times over, he realized. He didn’t want to rush it, though they were both seemed almost beyond bearing the lust that coursed through their veins.

“God, you’re trying to kill me aren’t you? This is repayment for not seeking you out sooner?”

“No, Ben, I’m just savoring you. I don’t want to forget the moment I first had you in my mouth, or any of the sweet things you cry out while I suck you off,” Gibbs answered gruffly. “Next time we’re together,” he reached around and squeezed Ben’s ass. “This is mine.”

“Yours,” Ben agreed.

Gibbs held Ben’s cock at the base, sliding his mouth over the tip. He ran his tongue on the spongy end, pressing it, flicking the flared rim, swirling against the tiny hole at the top. Ben let out a string of cuss words that would shame a sailor.

Pride swelled Gibbs’ chest that he was doing exactly the right things to please him. He flattened his hand on Ben’s belly, ran it up his torso and stopped over Ben’s racing heart.

Gibbs inched down Ben’s length, taking him deeper. Ben’s shaft was thinner than Gibbs’, but not by much. Gibbs swallowed around him, ripping an unintelligible sound from Ben’s throat.

God, Gibbs really wanted to do this right. They hadn’t tiptoed into a relationship, they’d leaped. They’d gone from passing glances, and Gibbs’ visits in owl form with one-sided conversations, to sex in the very woods which had brought them together in the first place. It was poetic. It was perfect. Ben was perfect. Gibbs’ just wanted to do this perfectly, for him.

He’d never doubted his skill before. Lord knew he had plenty of practice at sex with his roommates. But this was different. This was just him and Ben, for the sole purpose of being just him and Ben. Ben was special in a way Gibbs couldn’t qualify, and he supposed that was because Ben meant more to him than any other guy he’d wanted to be with.

Flings were flings, but Gibbs had been waiting for this moment since Ben rolled into town two years ago. The forest hadn’t been the same since, and neither had Gibbs.

Gibbs pulled off Ben, focusing his attention on the sensitive tip. He pumped the base, quickening his movements to meet the clutching demand of Ben’s fists in his hair. He moved the hand on Ben’s chest to his pec, then tormented his nipple between his fingers.

Ben choked on a groan. His hips jerked forward, thrusting his cock deeper between Gibbs’ lips. “Oh, God, yes.”

Gibbs sucked harder, diving his tongue into the tiny hole, then cradling Ben’s length in his mouth and throat. He twisted Ben’s nipple mercilessly.

Ben went wild, fucking Gibbs’ mouth. Gibbs took it easily, opening his throat and breathing on each withdrawal, then sucking him down as Ben slid past the soft palate and deeper. His nose brushed the coarse hairs at the base of Ben’s penis. They smelled of him, and as Ben’s abdomen tightened, Gibbs’ mouth watered, knowing the payoff was coming.

Ben tugged his hair urgently.

Gibbs latched on, not wanting to miss a drop of his lover’s cum.

“I’m coming! I’m gonna come,” Ben warned, his voice cracking.

Gibbs grabbed Ben’s ass cheeks and bore down, swallowing him whole. Ben cried out, bucking hard against Gibbs’ lips, spilling hot and thick into his throat. Gibbs hummed with pleasure. His cock ached with similar need, but he ignored it. Ben had emptied himself inside Gibbs. Ben had given him everything, unable to hold back in the drive to let himself be satisfied.

God, it felt amazing to know he’d been the one Ben wanted. In two years of not seeing anyone since he’d arrived, it had been Gibbs who’d caught his attention and his interest. The fucking star of luck had smiled on Gibbs. No way was he going to let Ben get away. Ben was his.

He cleaned Ben off, and stood. Gibbs rubbed a thumb on the corners of his mouth to clear the moisture before he kissed him. This time when he claimed Ben’s mouth, he tried to take his time, but both of them still breathed heavily, their chests bumping one another in their greed for air.

They both kind of laughed, which Gibbs found endearing. The awkwardness shared between them only seemed to make the moment that much more special. Ben was all hands, grabbing at Gibbs’ shirt to get it out of the way. He wound up ripping off the buttons in his haste which made Gibbs snort against Ben’s ear, and Ben tuck his ear and shoulder together.

“Get this off. Get it off. I want to touch you everywhere,” Ben insisted.

Gibbs’ shirt already hung open. Ben made good use of the access, running his hands over Gibbs’ torso, tickling his ribs, and teasing the skin where Gibbs’ arm met his body. Gibbs couldn’t get his belt undone and his pants open fast enough. He thought he might burst, and the minute Ben wrapped his calloused hands around him, he nearly did.

“Shit,” Gibbs swore.

“Rough hands, sorry.”

“Feels great. I’m just ready to come all over you,” Gibbs told him.

Ben loosened his grip as he stroked Gibbs’ dick.

Gibbs wrapped his hands around Ben’s and tightened them again. “I like your rough hands.”

Ben started to kneel, but Gibbs stopped him.

“Why not?”

“I’m too close,” Gibbs confessed. If you put your mouth anywhere near me, I’ll shoot on your face.

“And that would be bad, why?”

Ben couldn’t have said it any sexier. Gibbs grabbed his chin and kissed him. If he could crawl inside Ben’s lush mouth, he’d do it. There was no getting close enough to the man. Gibbs devoured Ben’s mouth, committing his taste to memory.

Ben’s hand rasped Gibbs’ flesh. It would be red and sore tomorrow, but for right now, he didn’t care. In future, they’d have to use lube when Ben jacked him off. The thought made Gibbs’ smile at the idea of an entire future with this man. The promise of it blossomed in his mind, drawing his balls tight and igniting the tingles dancing at the base of his spine.

Ben caught Gibbs’ nipple in a hard twisting pinch, and suddenly Ben lost it. His hips thrust involuntarily as Ben cranked his wrist near the unprotected tip of Gibbs’ cock. Sparks burst behind his closed lids as cum streaked up his cock and spilled into the night air.

“That’s it. Come for me, Duncan,” Ben praised harshly.

Gibbs’ eyes flew open, even as Ben’s work-roughened hand stripped the cum from Gibbs’ raw cock. The breath stuttered in his throat, when the shards of reality splintered around him.

Ben buried his face in Gibbs’ neck. “God, Duncan, you’re amazing. I can’t wait to do that to you with the lights on.”

Silence fell between them, as Gibbs struggled to find words. This whole time he’d been loving Ben with everything he had, every kiss, every touch, every reciprocated word of delight. Yet, Ben had meant it all for someone else.

Pain sliced his chest so deeply Gibbs silently begged the night to swallow him up and make it stop. Instead, the cheery tunes of a square dance punctured his peace with its mockery.

“You’d only be disappointed,” Gibbs told him, after a few moments.

Ben rubbed Gibbs’ now flaccid cock, cupped his balls playfully. “Never. I had no idea you were such a selfless lover.”

Gibbs thought of all the threesomes he’d had with Duncan and Charlie. Duncan was selfless, but this moment had been about more than giving pleasure. It had been giving himself.

Ben didn’t want him though. He wanted Duncan.

“I have to go,” Gibbs said, choking on the words.

“Will I see you later?”

“Yeah. Whatever,” he muttered, stumbling deeper into the woods—somewhere safe he could shift and fly away from the pain of losing the man he’d never really had in the first place.






  
  


  


  


 Chapter Two



  

 

Three hours later, Gibbs closed the front door. He leaned on it, appreciating the cool wood through his shirt. His arms, back, and abs still burned pleasantly from flight. Usually flying relaxed him. Tonight seemed to be the exception.

He closed his eyes, thinking of all the ways his encounter with Ben could have gone. All the ways he’d have wanted it to go. None of them involved Ben asking for Duncan’s cum.

The sound of men in pleasure reached him. He pushed away from the door, pulled his shirt off, and kicked his shoes from his feet as he approached the bedroom. Though it wasn’t Duncan’s fault that Ben wanted to fuck him, Gibbs wasn’t feeling charitable about sharing.

He unsnapped his jeans, as he entered the dimly lit room. Duncan straddled Charlie’s hips. Charlie massaged Duncan’s thighs. He saw Gibbs and smiled widely. “Hey, buddy, we were looking for you.”

“You aren’t going to find me in Duncan’s ass,” Gibbs said dryly.

Duncan grinned at him over his shoulder. “Not yet, anyway.”

Gibbs didn’t miss the fact that Duncan’s smile didn’t convincingly reach his eyes. He seemed happy enough to see Gibbs, but more like he’d been hoping for a moment alone with Charlie. Gibbs wasn’t surprised. Though they had an open relationship among the three of them, nothing about their arrangement was proprietary. No-strings sex was great, as long as everyone was on board with the idea. It seemed to Gibbs that Duncan might want a little more from Charlie.

Charlie didn’t seem to have a clue.

“C’mon,” Duncan encouraged.

Gibbs paused in the removal of his pants. “Are you sure? I don’t want to intrude if you have something going here.” Which was a lie. He did want to intrude. And why shouldn’t he? Hadn’t Duncan intruded all over Gibbs when Ben had been panting out Duncan’s name?

Gibbs pushed his pants down.

Duncan lifted his brows. “Bring more lube.”

Sex, the great equalizer. Sex, the calmer of frazzled nerves. Sex, the sleep-aid. Tonight, it would be sex, the memory eraser. He detoured to the bathroom, picking up a tube of lubricant, and tossed it to the bed.

“I’ve sucked Charlie off. You want to ride double tonight, so he can blow you while I take his ass?” Duncan asked.

“Dude, don’t I get a say in this?” Charlie interjected playfully.

“Not really,” Gibbs said.

He loved these guys, and as the only three gay shifters in the area, it made their arrangement work, but tonight, Gibbs had wanted Ben to want him. And tonight Ben had only wanted Duncan.

Anguish burned in Gibbs’ throat.

 “Duncan’s ass is mine,” Gibbs growled.

Duncan tossed him a condom. “Then lube up.”

Gibbs caught the condom in mid-flight, and crawled onto the bed with his roommates.

“We waited for you. What took you so long to get home?” Charlie asked.

“I’m an owl. By nature,” Gibbs said sliding the condom over his rigid cock and tossing the lube aside. “I’m a night person.”

Gibbs positioned himself behind Duncan, grabbed his hips, and pushed in. Duncan stiffened, hissing through his teeth on a curse.

“Dude, I like the one I’ve got. Don’t go stretching it all to hell,” Duncan snapped.

Gibbs’ brows pulled together. He shoved away the flicker of remorse, thinking of the rapture he’d seen on Ben’s face when he thought it had been Duncan sucking his cock. That would be the image Gibbs would keep with him. That would be the payment he’d take from Duncan.

It wasn’t Duncan’s fault that Ben wanted him. Duncan was just that kind of guy. Women creamed for him. Men wanted to suck his cock. Knowing it didn’t make the truth any easier.

Gibbs slapped Duncan’s hip, encouraging him to his knees. Duncan obliged. Charlie wriggled around underneath, propping himself up to take Duncan’s dick in his mouth. That was more like it. Back to old tricks. Friends with benefits. Let them think that, while Gibbs imagined himself sinking into Ben’s willing body.

Gibbs curled his fingers into Duncan’s hip bones, unapologetically aware that there’d be bruising the next day. Sometimes sex required roughness. They all did it from time to time. Gibbs rarely came into the mix angry. Today was just his day.

He pulled out almost completely, and slammed in, hard. His back bowed and he threw his head up, imagining Ben in the darkened woods around Fletcher. He could almost smell the crushed pine, and dark sap. He could imagine the slight give of the forest floor beneath his feet, and the cries of need being swallowed by night sounds, as Gibbs claimed Ben as his own.

“Fuck, Gibbs, ease up,” Charlie growled. “I’m choking on cock here.”

“Suck,” Gibbs panted. “Shallower.”

“Don’t tell him to suck shallower. It’s my cock in his mouth, and I say swallow it,” Duncan joked good-naturedly.

“Shh,” Gibbs said, “You’re killing my wood.”

“Sorry, man. Pound away. You, Duncan, try to keep from fucking my mouth so hard.” Charlie settled in again.

Gibbs heard the slick sounds of Charlie’s mouth working Duncan. Duncan did hold himself more rigidly as Gibbs took him from behind. Gibbs reached around with one hand, cupping Duncan’s balls, as Gibbs continued to fuck his ass.

Duncan moaned appreciatively. “That’s it, Gibbs. Fuck me harder. I’m almost there.”

Gibbs flexed his hips. Ecstasy spiraled low in his thighs and groin. He clenched his eyes, bringing the image of Ben’s parted lips before him. He saw again the moment Ben came, and with that memory, Gibbs bellowed. Cum rushed from him, filling the condom.

Gibbs rocked to a stop. Duncan reached behind with one hand, holding Gibbs ass against him, as he too, swore loudly into orgasm.

“Fuck, yeah,” Duncan said breathlessly. “I don’t know what got into you tonight, Gibbs, but I like when you take control.”

 “Thanks,” Gibbs muttered guiltily.

Charlie poked his head out to the side. “Speak for yourself. Next time Duncan can be down here when Gibbs takes the lead.”

“Fuck that. You’re a bottom,” Duncan scoffed.

“I’m versatile.” Charlie got out from under him.

“You keep telling yourself that.” Duncan grinned. He dropped down on his back beside Charlie.

Gibbs carefully pulled off his condom. Usually, they’d hang out for a little while, rev up again for another round or two. Tonight, he just wanted to be alone. He’d thought fucking the guys would clear his mind the way flying hadn’t.

He’d been wrong. He still wanted Ben.
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One year later...

Charlie Cuelho glanced over his furry brown shoulder. His ears twitched, ruffling a little in the breeze as his constantly moving nose tried to find Duncan’s scent on the wind. Charlie had time, lots of time, so he stopped to run a soft paw behind his long ear and down his nose. He practically shivered at how awesome that felt, so he repeated the motion.

“You’re going to lose again.” A great horned owl settled onto a nearby branch.

“I’m fine, Gibbs. He’s nowhere in sight,” Charlie disregarded. Besides, having the tortoise in his sites as he won the race was exactly what he wanted. He just didn’t want to push it too close. The fact that he’d be able to laud the achievement over Duncan again and again, didn’t hurt either. There was nothing sexier than a pissed off tortoise shifter, who owed you a debt.

Since Charlie had yet to decide what that debt would be, it would only make the moment sweeter. Definitely something Duncan didn’t want to do, like kiss him whenever Charlie snapped his fingers. For an entire month. Yeah, that would be awesome.

“That’s what you said last time, and he won. You two are a cliché,” Gibson complained, tearing Charlie away from his thoughts.

“Fuck you,” Charlie barked.

He stood up on his hind legs, trying to make his exclamation sound more impressive. Which was difficult, considering he was a hare and too damn fluffy to be imposing.

“You mean, fuck like a bunny?” Gibbs made a sound like a sniff. Which wasn’t possible, technically, since he didn’t have a nose—in owl form. “I shouldn’t be warning you, but there’s a trap ahead.”

“I’ll jump it.” A movement caught Charlie’s eye, and the tell-tale scent of tortoise reached his sensitive, ever moving nose. “You know, most owls sleep in the daytime. You don’t make a very convincing shape shifter if you can’t keep the same habits.” He’d waited long enough. Duncan’s head poked from behind a bush, stretching for a better look. “Gotta go!” Charlie told the owl.

“Wait!” Gibbs called.

Charlie didn’t wait, he wouldn’t. It was just a ploy to get him to slow down enough so that the tortoise would win the race, a-damn-gain. Every year it was the same thing, laundry chores and dishes for six weeks. If Duncan had ever made him pay up creatively, Charlie might have lost on purpose. Stinky laundry and dishes weren’t creative.

 Bathing Duncan for six weeks—with my tongue—now that would be hot.

Charlie raced forward, leaping over leaves and branches. His hips twisted in mid-air, knocking his long back paws together like he was clicking his heels, before they came down, dug in and pushed him off even faster.

No way was Duncan going to win another race. Not this time. No fucking way. He glanced back as he made another leap. Exultant that he didn’t see Duncan anywhere near him, he bounded happily onward. Twigs popped under his feet. Leaves rattled this way and that, with each successive jump forward. He had this race in the ba—.

His back left paw extended. Momentum carried him to a lurching stop and Charlie scrambled uncomprehendingly, when his left paw remained immobile, no matter how he shook it.

 Overhead, Gibbs circled, screeching alarm. He’d be saying “I told you so”, unless the hunter was nearby to hear him.

 Charlie’s heart hammered in rapid staccato beats. His keen eyes caught the flicker of movement even before he heard the crunch of boots. Charlie froze instinctively. He huddled making himself as small as possible, even though he knew it was already too late. He’d been seen, and trapped, just like Gibbs had warned.

Fuck!

“It’s okay, little guy. No one’s gonna hurt you,” the gentle voice of a man reached him. It sounded hypnotic and soothing. A voice like that could make a guy forget that he’d just been snared, and might end up as somebody’s stew meat.

Wouldn’t this dude be surprised when he tried to skin him and found a naked man instead? Charlie almost smirked. Except he couldn’t, because he was busy freaking out at the moment.

Charlie saw the radio collar too late. It closed quickly around his neck. Instinctively, Charlie bit the man, hard.

“Ow! Shit.”

I know that voice.

Gibbs dive bombed the man.

“What the fuck?” He covered his head, narrowly avoiding Gibbs’ talons. “The owl? Hunting in the daytime? Geez, I better get you out of here, little guy. I think my friend wants you for dinner. And now I’ve got to hold you for rabies.”

 Rabies? Fuck you, buddy. He finally focused on the man’s face, and the unique scent of piney outdoors and male. Ben Landry? Oh, now he was fucked. Ben’s dedication showed in his work. It didn’t give Charlie any promises that Ben would slip up and let him escape.

The snare released, but as Charlie tried to squirm free, Ben grabbed the scruff of his neck. “Sorry, but you’re coming with me. I’d have let you go if you hadn’t bitten me.”

Ben held him aloft while Charlie swatted out his hind legs.

“Hey, watch it,” Ben said, annoyed.

He opened his truck door and shuffled around behind the driver’s seat before he pulled out a small cage.

“Ah ha! I knew I had one in here somewhere.”

He shoved Charlie in. “Safe,” Ben announced.

 Hardly.

Panic settled a cold fist around Charlie’s stomach. Caged and collared. It can’t get any worse than this.

The cage lifted and Charlie braced himself, to keep his balance. In the brush, the heavy rustle of shell scuttling over mulch announced Duncan’s arrival.

 Except now I’m gonna lose the race, too. Damn it.

 

Gibbs circled lower. “It was Ben Landry. He’s probably taking him back to the DNR office, but Charlie bit him, so I’m not sure. I’ll scout ahead to see where they’re going. Shift out and I’ll find you.”

 “Clothes,” Duncan retorted. “I don’t like him enough to barge into civilization naked.”

“You keep telling yourself that,” Gibbs hooted as he flew off.

“I hate it when you do that? Do you have any idea how hard it is for a tortoise to look up?” He yelled after him. The rough screech was Duncan’s only answer.

Ben Landry?

Ben had tasted like the rum punch served up at the Spring Festival a year back. And there was the tiny little fact that after Ben had kissed him, Duncan had left him standing in the dark. Not that he’d minded kissing Ben, but he suspected Gibbs would mind sharing him.

Duncan could still taste Ben’s soft mouth, which was why he’d stayed away. After watching Gibbs follow Ben into the woods, at the festival, Duncan had been sure they’d hook up. Nothing had materialized yet, but Duncan couldn’t shake the feeling that it might.

It had been a long time since Gibbs had been interested in any particular guy. The way Gibbs looked at Ben carried enough longing for a sappy love story and the potential for another player in their threesome. Yet, that night, Ben had sought Duncan out and kissed him. Normally, Duncan would have gone for it except he kept imagining the hurt expression on Gibbs’ face when he told him later. So, Duncan hadn’t pursued it. He’d stayed away, and had breathed a sigh of relief when he saw Gibbs follow Ben into the dark later that night.

Duncan may have been interested in a fling, but Gibbs wasn’t the kind of guy to moon over someone. He’d deserved a chance to see if what he felt was real. And Duncan had never told Gibbs about the kiss, just in case.

It must not have worked out. Gibbs quit trying to find reasons to go into town after that.

Duncan supposed he could try for Ben now, but aside from sex, he didn’t really want to explore a relationship with him. Duncan was more interested in seeing if Charlie could be persuaded to take their relationship beyond its current friends-with-benefits status.

Which explains why I agree to chase 
tail every year. As tails went, Charlie had a great one. The best. Unfortunately, he knew it, which meant Duncan wasn’t going to tell him how hot he was any time soon.

He sighed, snapped his mouth shut with a clack, and stretched out his neck. With a great heave, Duncan planted two diagonal feet, and swung the other two around until they found purchase. The muscles along his chest and abdomen, hidden deep inside the solid shell, pulled taut. There was a low hill ahead. A lump in the ground, really. This was gonna suck. He stopped to consider an alternate route.

“Fuck it,” he said, resigning himself to the climb. He nosed the ground and continued trudging forward in the direction the truck had taken Charlie.

Come back any time, Gibbs. Any time.

Duncan gathered up his strength, strength he’d been reserving for the final leg of the race until Ben had taken Charlie away, and began a fast scuttle once he cleared the mound. The underbrush was thick, dragging at his shell. Fortunately, if he had to lug his belly and stomp on sharp twigs, at least he was built not to feel it so much.

When he reached the bridge, crossing the small end of the pond, Duncan brightened. He pushed off the edge, tucking his thick, trunk like legs inside his shell. Only his nose poked out as he belly-slid down the muddy slope and splashed in the murky depths.

Now we’re talking!

Duncan paddled easily. This was the best part of being a tortoise, and the best part of the race with Charlie. Charlie hated water about as much as Duncan hated crawling over tree debris. It was the fairness of the thing. He also suspected that Charlie would have cheated by crossing the covered bridge.

Duncan tucked into the chore, gliding through the murk. A fish swam close enough to tempt him, but he resisted the urge. The bottom of the pond grew shallower. Weeds swished against his shell within the silence of the water, and he finally surfaced.

He gained solid ground on the other side and pushed with everything in him to climb the embankment. Nothing like doing tortoise pushups to invigorate an amphibian after a brisk swim. Gibbs hooted.

“Yeah?” Duncan answered.

“I found them. I’m flying ahead to where we stored our clothes. I’ll bring yours back for you.”

“Swell,” Duncan grunted. He pushed his head out as far as it would go, trying to gain some leverage as his stumpy front feet strained to drag his ass up the incline. He gasped. “Where was he taken?”

“No man’s land.”

Duncan stopped, turned his head to the side to eye Gibbs who ruffled his feathers rather like he’d just gotten a chill. Duncan sighed. “Leave it to Charlie to get caught and caged in the DNR prison ward.”

Gibbs chuckled uneasily. “I saw Ben put a radio collar on him. If he hadn’t bitten him, we’d be helping Charlie with that collar right now.”

“Think Ben will hold him?”

“He went from a radio collar to a back room. I couldn’t see into it from my perch outside the window, but it looked like a holding cell.”

Duncan snorted. He made another long attempt to push up the hill, until he leveled out. “It would serve him right if the dude stuck a bunch of probes up his ass. He won’t hop right for a week.” He chuckled more deeply as the thought bloomed in his mind to full on testing, and other things Duncan would like to see up Charlie’s ass. Like Duncan’s cock. “Yeah, I’d like to see that. Cheeky bastard deserves a little humility.”

Gibbs flapped his wings. “I’ll be back in a few minutes. Take a rest. It can’t be easy dragging your house around on your back.”

“It’s not like I have an entertainment center in here, Gibbs!”

Gibbs had already flown off.

 

Gibbs pushed out his talons and caught the tree branch easily. He settled his wings against his body, and carefully looked around. All the way around. His feathers lifted lightly and the great tufted horns on his crown tickled as wind touched them.

Staring watchfully, the terrain zoomed in and out of focus. Individual leaves, glossy and green on one side, flipped and twisted on newly budding branches. There weren’t many places to conceal himself this time of year. Spring was just beginning. Soon the branches would be full of hiding places.

He’d questioned the wisdom of holding the annual race in the spring when predators were on the lookout for a long awaited meal. Charlie had insisted. Then in a way only Charlie could harass, he’d riled Duncan up beyond good sense into agreeing. Charlie had the gift of gab. He was hard to resist, yet harder to reason with. In fact, most of the trouble the three of them got into involved Charlie screwing up in some way. Looked like today would be no different.

The woods remained quiet, still. Gibbs opened his wings and coasted to the ground, near the duffle bag hidden between a boulder and scrub brush. It was a dangerous place for a bird to be, despite the precautions he’d taken. Predators were very good at predation. Gibbs began the shift immediately.

His skin itched as feathers were reabsorbed, accompanied by the ache of his beak turning to softer tissue. Gibbs likened that to running into a wall nose first. The sinus pain alone was enough to completely numb the discomfort in the rest of his body, as bone filled, and muscles rearranged.

Curled into a fetal position, Gibbs took several deep breaths. He gave his body time to accept the new form, to feel itself out, before he moved. Once he’d done that, he dressed with aching care to the twitching spasms in his arms and legs. He wondered vaguely if Duncan and Charlie ached in the same places, then decided to ask them some day. For now, he just wanted his clothes and his glasses.

Minutes later, he finished tying his running shoes, and heaved the duffle over one wide shoulder. Gibbs jogged toward the pond. It took double the fly-time, but then, human legs weren’t exactly economical transportation.

“It’s about time,” Duncan snapped.

Gibbs dropped the bag. “Hey, it’s not so easy to switch from flying to running.”

Duncan looked at him balefully. “Really? I wouldn’t know how difficult shape shifting is. I sure hope I can understand it when you explain it to me one day.”

Gibbs pushed his glasses up his nose, and didn’t bother to comment. He sat down cross-legged and waited for Duncan to rehumanize.

Duncan tucked all his extremities inside his shell. His eyes closed and he teetered on some unseen protrusion against his belly. Gibbs actually liked this part. A lot. Duncan, naked and vulnerable, was a sight to see.

Today, with Ben thrust upon his mind, he tried to see the similarities in Duncan’s naked body and his. In the light, they looked nothing alike. In the dark? Well, Gibbs had a hard time understanding how Ben had confused them, and why he’d immediately assumed it was Duncan who’d caught him and not Gibbs when Gibbs had surprised him in the woods.

Duncan had never mentioned getting together with the man, but Ben had seemed absolutely sure in his assertion that Duncan would catch him alone. And there’d been nothing in the year since to suggest Duncan wanted to catch Ben alone. So why had Ben thought he was Duncan?

On the nights when Gibbs flew to Ben’s cabin, and sat with him on the porch, Ben had taken to confiding in him. The most Ben had expressed was his confusion about Duncan never coming around. It made him think that there was something between them. And yet, there wasn’t. What was the missing piece?

Duncan’s rounded back trembled with the force of change. Brown and green shell faded to flesh tone. Hard geometrical patterns became the bulges and valleys of firm muscle and smooth bone on a finely sculpted back, expanding outward from the central spine.

He unfolded his arms, supporting his human weight, from where his hands had curled under him. His curved fingers opened and tented in the skeletal leaves and dark, mineral rich soil. The slip of a tail reabsorbed, and kept reabsorbing until the firm lines of perfectly rounded buttocks split down the middle and long thickly muscled thighs pushed into length. Claws stretched to pale, high arched feet.

Through it all, Duncan kept his mouth clamped shut, air hissing through gritted teeth and flared nostrils. He always kept the sounds of his pain to a minimum, which only seemed to make him look stronger and more virile. Not that he needed help looking virile.

When it was over, he hung his head, catching his breath, much the way Gibbs had. Only when Gibbs transformed, he didn’t look nearly as impressive. There was something about the tortoise shifter physique that made for a very toned man. Gibbs reasoned that it was all the heavy hauling and awkward motor skills of moving on dry land. You had to be strong to maintain locomotion when you weren’t designed to carry your full body weight for long periods of time.

Along those lines, he was fairly certain it was the reason Charlie liked challenging him to a race every year. Of the three of them, Duncan was the strongest in human form. This race offered Charlie the chance to even the score.

Gibbs eyed Duncan’s body critically. Besides being about the same height and overall size, Gibbs was pretty sure that they could be told apart in the dark. Gibbs wasn’t weak. He had his own fit form, but his body arranged strength differently. Duncan had a wide, tight chest. Gibbs had broad sculpted shoulders.

But then, it wasn’t exactly like Gibbs and Duncan regularly interacted with Ben. Ben was DNR. It would be playing with fate to constantly hang around him and not expect to get tagged.

“How do you feel?” Gibbs asked, drawing the bag around in front of him toward Duncan’s head.

“Like my shell just got ripped off and every bone in my body cracked into tiny pieces. Oh wait, that did happen.”

Duncan lifted his head, his bright green eyes pinning Gibbs with a sardonic look and the twisted smile of a patient, all-knowing tortoise. His light brown hair fell over his eyes, instead of its usual pushed back state of trim tidiness.

That was another thing Ben should have noticed. Duncan used gel in his hair, Gibbs didn’t. That night, Ben had mentioned the softness.

Gibbs sighed at himself. He’d been doing well, flying in for late night visits with Ben. Until now, Ben the DNR officer hadn’t crossed paths with the others in shifted form. Okay, except for Gibbs’ off-duty visits.

Gibbs dug through the duffel for the two-liter bottle of tap water and a towel. Duncan didn’t like dirt, which Gibbs always found amusing because he seemed so happy to slide through it in his other form.

 “Thanks,” Duncan said, swiping the bottle from Gibbs outstretched hand.

He stood, getting his balance as he rose. Then holding the bottle over his head, he drizzled it on himself, rinsing the dirt that had stuck to him in the transformation.

Gibbs heard himself sigh happily, and held out a towel.

“Are you enjoying the view?” Duncan teased. He tossed the empty bottle into the bag and took the towel.

Gibbs didn’t bother to answer. Instead he stood up, brushing off his pants, and taking Duncan’s clothes out of the duffel. The sooner they got to Charlie, the better. He looked back in the direction he’d flown. If they ran, they’d get there in half an hour.

Duncan took the clothes from him. Gibbs didn’t watch him dress. His mind was already on the task ahead and how to convince Ben to let Charlie go.

“Let’s go save Charlie’s hide,” Duncan said, breaking the silence.






  
  


  


  


 Chapter Four



  

 

Charlie scrambled to the back of the cage. Ben carefully set it down on a veterinarian’s bench. Charlie knew it was a vet table, because he had a cat. There was irony in a hare being a cat owner. Brought the idea of hairballs new meaning, and there was the whole one-upmanship thing. Although, thinking about it now, it did kind of suck when he shifted into his hare alter ego with Midnight around.

But at the moment, he cursed his Attention Deficit Disorder for distracting him from the important stuff. Namely, Ben reaching for the cage latch.

“Let’s get this collar calibrated now that we don’t have a predator checking you out,” Ben suggested.

Bad suggestion. A collar seriously fucked things up for him—oh, say, in shifting back.

Charlie hunched in the corner and growled.

Yeah, that’s right, bitches, hares bark too!

“Shh, it’s okay. You’re safe. The owl isn’t going to snack on you here. I’m just going to put my hand in and—Ouch!” Ben yanked his hand away, shaking it urgently.

 Score!

“Shit. I can’t believe you bit me again.”

Ben closed the cage, and ran to the sink. He scrubbed repeatedly, before drying off the wounds and bandaging his thumb. Ben turned, leaning his hips back against the sink countertop, as he contemplated Charlie.

Charlie dropped his ears. He cocked his head, watching Ben with one wide eye. His nose twitched in overdrive and despite the fact that he had an itch by his neck, Charlie refused to scratch it, to do anything which would distract himself from his current threat. The six foot, one inch threat with floppy dark blond hair, and large brown puppy dog eyes, currently sporting a chagrined smile.

“I knew better than that.” Ben sighed and dropped his head forward, as though disgusted with himself. “Fuckin’ paperwork,” he muttered. “But don’t think I’ve forgotten to calibrate your collar.”

 Resignedly, Ben pulled open a drawer and riffled through the papers inside. He withdrew one, searched for another, and took out two more. Ben bent over the counter with a pen and began scribbling information down.

Even in hare form, Ben could appreciate a fine ass. The DNR uniform khakis pulled tight across his butt.

Great ass. Almost as great as Duncan’s.

Ben looked over his shoulder. “You don’t have rabies, do you? Because the shots are hell.” He rubbed a hand across his forehead then returned to the documents. “I have to keep you for observation a while. I was going to let you go, until you bit me,” he muttered.

Charlie liked the fact that Ben talked to animals. He had no way of knowing that Charlie understood him, but the soothing tone and gentle movements were very calming. Except, what Charlie needed now wasn’t calm, it was whoop-ass and mad escape skills.

That unique feeling of dread he got when he’d not only fucked up, but fucked up so badly to have made the problem worse, flipped his stomach uncomfortably. If he’d known biting meant imprisonment, he’d have resisted. But how the hell was he supposed to know that? All he’d wanted was for Ben to release him. Biting being the incentive to letting go. Evidently, Ben wasn’t up on animal lingo.

How long is a while?

He was dying to ask out loud, but he suspected that wouldn’t have the desired effect of releasing him. More likely, it would keep him cage bound. It’s why none of them used their words. Charlie may have been trapped, but he wasn’t stupid.

The hairs raised on the nape of his neck. How long did they need to hold him to check for rabies that he most certainly didn’t have? And holy hell, how was he going to shift with a tight collar around his neck, not to mention a wire cage? Charlie thought he could wrangle that latch pretty easily, but that was the only thing he could do without fingers.

As though he’d asked the question aloud, Ben answered. “I’ll have to hold you for the next ten days to make sure you’re clear. You probably are anyway,” he smiled at Charlie as though to offer reassurance. “Most rabbits, and hares in your case, don’t carry it. Sorry buddy. Looks like you’re a guest of the Michigan State Department of Natural Resources for a while.”

Panic stopped his ever-twitching nose. Ten days?
I can’t stay locked up for ten fucking days. The full moon, the Hare’s Moon, was tomorrow. If he’d been human, he’d have paled. It was never good to get caught. To get caught over the full moon was disastrous. He’d be trapped in his shifted form forever, unable to become human again. How ironic, then, that this month was the month of the Hare’s Moon. A sick twist of fate, or foreshadowing?

Charlie leapt within the tight confines of the cage. He banged the grated top, walloped the sides, scooting the cage precariously closer and closer to the edge.

“Hey! Hey, settle down.” Ben darted across the room, slapping a hand on the top before the whole metal deathtrap crashed to the floor.

The noise clattered in Charlie’s ears, along with the shouts, and the bright vet lights. They conspired to confuse him. He didn’t expect the sudden sharp stick and following warm numbness. Charlie blinked, dumbly, as Ben withdrew his hand holding a syringe from the open cage door. Charlie willed his limbs to move, but they didn’t.

I’m fucked.

 

Ben shook his head at himself, completely annoyed that he’d slipped up so badly. He was grinding his teeth, as he filed the bite report, when he saw Duncan Mallory and Gibson Oliphant walking through the DNR parking lot.

Ben’s jaw tightened at the sight of Duncan’s slight smile. A smile that might be construed as smug. Especially if Duncan had something on you, like the fact that you’re gay and couldn’t keep your lips to yourself.

Or the fact that you’d confessed to wanting him, had jacked him off in the dark after he’d sucked you off beautifully, then never called again.

Ben was still beating himself up about that one. He didn’t often go into town, but the Spring Festival had seemed like a prime time to meet people and kill some of the loneliness he had, working alone in the middle of Michigan wilderness. Drinking the punch had been his second mistake. Ben didn’t drink much of it, just enough to give him the liquid courage to do something he’d never have dreamed of doing.

Kissing Duncan.

But Duncan had been right there. And what had Ben done? He’d dragged Duncan into a kiss. He’d regretted it almost instantly, and had continued regretting it until Duncan had caught him alone in the woods.

That kiss had been different. That kiss had been engaged and interested, his hands everywhere and his mouth—God, his mouth sucking down Ben’s cock. He wanted a replay of that night, had imagined it so many times as he jacked off, alone in his cabin.

Duncan had been nothing but friendly since. And that was the problem. Nothing else but friendly.

Ben tried to regain some composure, but his hand shook in filling out the paperwork. So far as he knew, Duncan hadn’t told anyone. That didn’t mean he wouldn’t.

“We’re closing,” Ben said when the men entered his small office.

“Not yet, you aren’t,” Duncan countered. “You have a—” Duncan exchanged looks with Gibbs, who stood stonily. Duncan’s full lips twisted into a smile. “A pet of mine.”

“Pretty sure I don’t. I only have one animal on the premises right now, and he’s an exotic.”

“You brought him in tonight. He’s a hare…about so big,” Gibbs said, holding his hands about a foot apart. “Long ears, big feet.”

Ben folded his arms across his chest. “A pet?” he said hearing the disbelief in his own voice.

“Yep,” Duncan confirmed.

 “Forgetting for a moment that owning an exotic pet is illegal in Michigan, I have to keep him for testing. He bit me,” Ben told him.

“Even a hare will bite if you touch it inappropriately,” Duncan teased.

“I didn’t—never mind. What are you doing with a pet hare?” Ben asked, letting the jibe fall. 

Duncan shrugged. “He grows on ya.”

“I was wondering what a hare was doing this far north. It’s the reason I collared him. Still, he bit me. I have to hold him for ten days. When I’m done, I have to release him into the wild. Remember that illegal exotic pet thing?”

Duncan tensed.

Gibbs glanced anxiously toward the clinic door. “You can’t do that! We need him at home. To…” Gibbs seemed to search for an excuse. “Hop and sniff things.”

Duncan swung his head around to look dolefully at Gibbs.

Ben smirked. “Transparent excuses aside, he wasn’t wearing a collar and unless you can produce a rabies vaccination certificate, and proof that you are legally permitted to own him, he’s staying here.”

Gibbs spread his hands wide, half shrugging as his nose crinkled adorably. “Can we at least see him?”

Ben leveled them both with a look. “Promise me you won’t try anything.”

Duncan’s gaze traveled over him slowly. When it met Ben’s again, there was interest smoldering in his eyes. “With you or the hare?”

Ben blushed. It was the first time Duncan had showed an ounce of attraction since that night, and he’d done it in front of a witness.

“I’m sorry. I can’t let you go back there. Either produce vaccination records, or wait the ten days. In the meantime, take a claim form from that rack and fill it out. You’ll have to refile for permission of ownership.” Ben fought for a businesslike tone. He ignored the fact that the finger he was using to point to the rack of claim forms, shook as badly as his writing had when he’d spotted them outside.

Duncan took a form and a pen. Taking a spot on the reception counter, he began filling out papers. Gibbs seemed distracted, pacing from Duncan’s side to the clinic door. He peered in.

“You won’t see him that way. He’s down the hall,” Ben told him.

Gibbs looked at Ben, a puckered frown between his brows. Gibbs pushed up his glasses with a long, slim finger. Ben glanced down at his report, trying to make sense of the odd tingle he got from Gibbs’ small movement.

It was an ordinary thing, pushing up glasses. Ben chalked it up to nerves. Being in the same room with Duncan, after the last time they’d seen each other, was enough to confuse anyone. The man was a Greek god, perfectly built, beautifully casual and confident. Duncan probably had that effect on a lot of people.

Gibbs, on the other hand, was—with surprise—Ben realized Gibbs had a great build, too. He’d never paid much attention. Slim and a little geeky, he carried himself with lithe sex appeal and presence. While he had wide palms, his fingers were delicate and long. His wrists were thick and his arms looked leanly muscled and sleek. His cotton t-shirt draped over broad shoulders, to barely skim his chest.

Huh.

Ben glanced up again, catching Gibbs in another surreptitious thrust of a finger to the bridge of his glasses. Gibbs flicked his eyes in Ben’s direction. Long black lashes over whiskey colored eyes widened before skipping away.

 Double huh.

Ben thought he saw the burn of a blush touch Gibbs’ cheeks, but he turned too fast for Ben to be sure. Possibly even weirder was the strange flutter looking into those yellow-brown eyes gave Ben. Unsettling, to say the least.

Ben gave his attention to Duncan who quietly finished his form and handed it to him. When their eyes met, there was none of the same elevator-drop feeling that he’d gotten from Gibbs, yet Duncan was more Ben’s type. Wasn’t he?

Ben shook his head and took the paper from Duncan. “Thanks. I’ll file this and call you in ten days. Unless you have that vaccination record and permit.”

“We don’t,” Duncan answered for them both.

“Then I’ll give him one after the ten days are up, so that he’s up to date on his immunizations.”

“Are you going to take the radio collar off?” Gibbs asked anxiously.

Ben folded his arms across his chest, trying to look imposing, and hoping to quell the confusing feelings he was having, as he talked to Gibbs. “Nope.”

“What?” Duncan nearly shouted.

“I’m not releasing any exotic animal to someone who claims to own it. You’ll need to provide proof. If you can’t, that tells me one of two things. Either you do own him and you aren’t properly caring for his needs. Or, you don’t own him, and he needs to return to his natural habitat,” Ben finished.

“Which you just admitted wasn’t in Michigan,” Duncan argued.

“And is precisely why I collared him. Tracking unusual animal behavior is an important part of what the DNR does, Duncan. There’s no way around it, but to follow procedure.” Ben shrugged. “That’s all there is to it.”

“What if we don’t know where our records are?” Gibbs asked.

“Your vet would have copies on the vaccination. The State will have a copy of your permit,” Ben explained.

Duncan grunted unhappily, shooting him a glare.

 “Please?” Gibbs pressed. “He’s gotta be scared. Can I just calm him down a little?”

Ben softened. “I might have let you back there, but given your insistence and the utter lack of proof, I can’t. I’m sorry.”

Gibbs nodded. “C’mon, Duncan. We’ll just have to wait.”

“Like hell,” Duncan argued.

Gibbs raised his eyebrows at Duncan, taking on the direct eye contact like it was nothing. Impressive considering the heavy frown Duncan sported.

Finally, Duncan relented. “Okay, but I’m not happy about it.”

Ben almost laughed.

Gibbs grabbed Duncan’s wrist and dragged him out of the office. “Thanks, Ben. We’ll see you in ten days.”

Ben narrowed his eyes on their retreating backs. He couldn’t put his finger on it, but the tone in Gibbs voice—so abrupt, final—Ben didn’t believe it for a minute. Those boys were up to something and it involved a certain furry, long-eared guest of the state.






  
  


  


  


 Chapter Five



  

 

Gibbs quickly adjusted his hold on Duncan’s shoulder, as Duncan squatted, messing up Gibbs’ balance. He could feel his talons dig through thin layers of fabric to clutch skin.

 That’s gonna leave a mark.

Duncan grimaced. “Dude, cut your toenails.”

“Told ya to put on your leather coat. I’m an owl. I need talons to hang onto stuff.” Gibbs pointed out.

“Tell me if you see anything.”

Gibbs clung motionless. He swiveled his head in jerks and starts as he unblinkingly surveyed the DNR office grounds from the brush where Duncan crouched. Even the breeze was dead. The evening had an eerie chill. Breath puffed from Duncan’s lips. Otherwise the night remained quiet. The only scurrying Gibbs detected came from adventurous mice and night foragers.

“Clear,” Gibbs proclaimed finally.

Duncan crouch-walked to the office door. “Anyone inside?”

Gibbs’ chest fluffed with an unreleased hoot. It reverberated, and he heard Duncan snort. Gibbs blinked patiently. They teased him about inappropriate hooting, but really, when you’re an owl, there were just some things that came naturally unbidden.

He ignored the unspoken jeer from Duncan and looked intently through the glass door of the office. “Also clear.”

Gibbs lifted his wings, stretching them and flapping them cautiously. He stirred the still air, knocking a cold gust and downy feathers against Duncan’s cheek. Duncan started and Gibbs’ claws dug in, as he tried to hang on.

Duncan grunted when Gibbs’ talons pierced his shoulder through his sweater and shirt. Releasing his tenuous hold on Duncan’s butchered body, Gibbs swept his wings out, carrying himself up. Gibbs roosted over the door on the rooftop. He blinked solemnly down at Duncan’s upturned face and pained eyes.

Duncan nodded. “Thanks. Just hoot loudly if you see anything.”

“You got it,” Gibbs answered.

Duncan fiddled with the doorknob. In a small town like Fletcher, Gibbs supposed there was always the chance that Ben had left the door unlocked. Though, Ben took his job seriously enough, Gibbs doubted that was the case. Especially given their exchange earlier in the day regarding Charlie.

It was locked.

Duncan blew the hair off his forehead. Next he tried the credit card trick, working the tough plastic between the door jam and the lock to no avail.

He didn’t know why Duncan was even trying that. It wasn’t going to work. “Hurry up,” Gibbs complained.

“I’m trying! It’s not like I’m a pro at breaking and entering.”

Gibbs huffed. His talons scraped on shingles as Gibbs tired of waiting for Duncan to work his way into the office. Gibbs had other ideas about how to find Charlie, and it didn’t involve sitting aimlessly on the roof of the DNR building. Gibbs left his perch.

“Jesus, Gibbs, you’re supposed to keep watch,” Duncan snarled quietly.

They both knew Gibbs could hear the complaint. He decided it wasn’t worth commenting on.

“This is ridiculous. I don’t know what the fuck I’m doing.”

No shit, Sherlock.

A couple of minutes later, Duncan put his tools away with disgust. Gibbs settled on the ground beside him, after checking that the area was clear. “I looked through the windows. I don’t see any animals on the premises. I’m betting he took Charlie to his place.”

“And where would that be?” Duncan groused.

Gibbs took off lifting high into the night as he set off toward Ben’s place. He could have stuck around and told Duncan that he knew where Ben lived because he visited him several nights a week, but that would only leave Gibbs open for teasing. He didn’t feel like being teased about Ben, or explaining that the first time he’d followed Ben home had been three years ago, when he first came to Fletcher. Or that being mistaken for Duncan that one incredible night, had left his heart a little battered. It wasn’t up to taking the jibe. Especially not from Duncan.

 Originally, Gibbs had told himself that following Ben was about checking out the new guy in town. He’d even explained it to himself as needing to know what the DNR was up to, considering that Gibbs, Duncan, and Charlie might easily come into direct contact with Ben some day. He’d been right, it turned out, but that wasn’t really why he’d started watching Ben.

He’d started watching because something in Ben spoke to Gibbs. It could have been his normalcy, something Gibbs didn’t have. It wasn’t that he wanted to trade shifting for a normal life, yet the calm repetition of Ben’s days and nights soothed him.

And he was a loner. Ben hung out in the wooded cabin by himself, often favoring candle light to electricity. Ben seemed to want to be a part of nature in a way most pure humans didn’t. Gibbs especially liked it when Ben would sit on the front porch and sip tea while he absently pushed himself back and forth on the bench swing.

Other times, Ben cut wood, his shirt stripped from his strong body revealing details about his form no one would ever guess hid underneath the bland button-down uniform shirt. At those times, Ben’s body stretched and strained in lifting the ax high overhead, his arms circling around and up. Then swinging down, he nailed the cuts perfectly center. His abdomen and chest muscles pulled tight, glistening with sweat.

His brow dotted moisture, and Ben would wipe his forehead with the back of his arm, oblivious to his animal audience.

Gibbs got to the cabin. He circled overhead twice, swooped down to buzz the windows, but didn’t see what he was looking for. Still, it felt right. As well as he’d come to know Ben, he felt confident in believing Charlie had been brought there. Gibbs cruised back to Duncan and hooted high and loud.

“Go to the cabin at the edge of old Bertram Tillman’s place. I’ll meet you there.”

“Like that?” Duncan called.

“Bring my stuff. If I need to change after you arrive,” Gibbs answered.

“I wanna stop and get something first. You go on.”

Gibbs went back the way he’d come. As he descended, he saw that Ben was on his front porch again. He sat on the swing, a mug of tea cupped in his hands as he stared off into space. Like Gibbs had done many times in the past year, he dropped lower, taking a perch on the solid wooden porch railing.

“Well, hello there, handsome,” Ben said, his quiet voice carrying easily to Gibbs.

Gibbs fluffed with pleasure. He hooted softly in acknowledgement.

Ben smiled. “I’ve missed you. What’s it been? A week?”

Eight days.

“One of these times you’re going to let me close enough to touch you.”

Not until I know you aren’t going to collar me. But a Great Horned Owl would be quite a prize for your radio collection. Besides, the last time you touched me left a lasting impression.

Ben leaned forward. A bemused smile touched his lips.

Gibbs blinked at him and clacked his beak with interest.

“I swear I see you everywhere.” Ben laughed at himself. “When I looked at Gibbs today, I thought I was looking into your beautiful eyes. Weird, right?”

Gibbs side-stepped toward him several steps. Still out of reach, but closer. He bobbed his head and hooted again, this time making it sound more like private agreement.

 “Sometimes I think you understand me,” Ben mused, sitting back on his swing. “God, you’re beautiful.”

Gibbs ruffled his feathers, fluttered his wings against his sides with pleasure. The man sure knew how to give a compliment.

The sound of tires crunching over gravel reached him before Duncan’s car came into view. He turned his head, awaiting his approach.

 “Something out there?” Ben asked, rising but not yet hearing the approach.

Gibbs hopped away and took off into the trees. He saw Duncan slow down long enough to drop their duffle from the car window before he carried on toward Ben’s place.

 

Duncan came to a stop in front of the small cabin. Ben walked toward him, his steps slow and cautious. He looked good out of uniform. This part was gonna be easy. There was just something sexy about a man in faded jeans and tee. The navy hoodie, half-zipped, didn’t discourage Duncan either.

 “Duncan?” Ben called disbelievingly.

“Hey. I just figured that after our tense visit today, I’d rather lighten things up with you.”

 “Really.” Ben’s tone told him he didn’t believe Duncan’s excuse. Ben’s lips pressed a thin, firm line.

Duncan held up a six-pack of long neck beers. “Really. Gibbs will be here in a minute too. Do you mind company?”

There was that wary look again, Duncan noticed. He smiled, trying to convince Ben that his intensions were pure.

“I don’t mind company, but discussions about small, hoppy animals are off the table.”

“Deal,” Duncan agreed.

“And rough fondling in the dark is off limits, too.”

“O-kay.” Duncan drew the word out, not sure what Ben meant by it. Duncan was always up for a good fondle, but what prompted Ben to volunteer the condition?

“You messed me up last time, Duncan. If you weren’t interested, you should have said something.” Ben motioned him to the porch.

“Last time?”

Ben let out a beleaguered groan. “C’mon. Don’t play the ignorance card. If you were only interested in a quickie, you should have told me that up front.”

Duncan’s small chuckle was one of confusion and discomfort. “Dude, I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Ben paled. When his eyes dropped away, they weren’t quick enough to hide the hurt Duncan saw there. Duncan took the porch steps in two leaps, reaching Ben’s side, and catching his arm before he moved away.

“Ben, you’re hot, ridiculously adorable in a buttoned-up kind of way. If I’d ever had a quickie with you, I’d be reliving every moment.” His eyes searched Ben’s when they lifted in surprise. “I really don’t know what you’re talking about.”

 Confusion registered in Ben’s face. He looked disgusted, not relieved, which wasn’t at all the direction Duncan would have wanted that admission to go.

“Last Spring Festival, Duncan. You and I went off into the woods together. Was I that forgettable?”

“God, no! I still remember what your lips taste like.” Duncan grinned. “Never expected you to plant one on me like that, but hell if I was going to turn you away.”

“You remember kissing me?”

“I believe you kissed me,” Duncan teased.

Ben’s cheeks flushed, but the more Duncan studied Ben, the more he realized Ben wasn’t being coy or shy, he was getting pissed off. Again, not the direction he’d hoped to take with Ben.

“What about the rest of it?”

Duncan fell silent, searching his mind for anything that would explain what Ben was talking about. He replayed the whole evening, the kiss, the dancing, the moment he’d seen Gibbs following Ben—

“Oh. Oh! Oh, God, you thought that was me?” Duncan said suddenly.

“Don’t fuck with me, Duncan. I know it was you.”

“Hell, I wish it had been. I was definitely interested.”

Ben folded his arms across his chest. Silently, he stared Duncan down. After a moment of silence, Ben cocked an eyebrow. Evidently, he was waiting for Duncan to explain himself. Duncan sighed.

“I saw you head off into the woods with someone. I was standing in the gazebo with Charlie, trying to talk him out of asking the Sheriff’s son to dance. He’s always trying to goad the man, and I knew he wouldn’t take that well. The son, on the other hand, probably would have jumped at the chance to piss off his father.”

“It was you,” Ben insisted.

“No,” Duncan replied just as emphatically. “It wasn’t.”

“He was built just like you. Same height and everything.”

“It wasn’t me.”

“If it wasn’t you, who was it?” Ben argued.

“If he hasn’t told you himself, then he has his reasons.”

The crunch of feet scuffling gravel reached them. Gibbs walked around the corner of the drive, hands in his pockets, and hair mussed. Ben’s eyes brightened, before coming back to Duncan.

 Interesting.

“This isn’t over. We’ll talk about this later, and you will tell me who it was,” Ben insisted.

Ben turned his back on them, lifting his chin toward the trees, as though he were searching for something, before settling down on the swing bench. Gibbs climbed the steps. Duncan put the six pack down on a rough-hewn table, grabbed a bottle, and propped against one of the solid wooden posts holding up the porch overhang. He tipped the bottle to Ben, then twisted off the cap, and took a long drink.

“There’s nothing like a cold beer on a cold night,” Duncan said, to break the awkward silence. “Have a seat Gibbs.” He motioned to the empty spot beside Ben.

Gibbs shot him a look, but wandered over, taking the open spot and sending a quick smile toward Ben.

“So,” Ben said. “Here we are.”

“Yep,” Gibbs agreed. “We’re definitely here.” He reached for two bottles, holding one for Ben.

Ben drained his mug and took the amber bottle from him.

“Don’t you get lonely out here by yourself?” Gibbs asked after a moment.

“Not when I have people stopping by for no reason.”

“Do you want us to leave?” Duncan asked, holding his breath.

Ben shrugged. His gaze slid from Duncan to Gibbs. It lingered on Gibbs’ profile, as he studied Gibbs’ lips and eyes. He took his first drag from the bottle, still watching. Duncan cocked his head with interest. Ben took in everything about his owly friend.

“May I use your bathroom?” Duncan asked suddenly.

Ben stared him in the eye for a several silent seconds, before nodding. “Hallway on the right, first door on the left.”

 “Thanks,” Duncan replied. He sent Gibbs a wink, then disappeared inside. Now to scope the cabin for Charlie. The full moon was tomorrow night. Unless he wanted to permanently call a hare one of his best friends, he needed to free the sexy little bastard.
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Ben followed Duncan’s departure until he was out of sight. He’d have to go in and check on him if he didn’t come out right away. He wouldn’t put it past Duncan to go looking for the hare. In fact, he was positive that’s what this little visit was about.

It was a shame. It would be nice to have a visit from a couple of great looking guys, just for the sake of having a visit from a couple of great looking guys. He still had to convince Duncan to tell him what he knew about that night last year. He wasn’t completely sold on Duncan’s story, either. The way Ben saw it, things got a little too hot and heavy for him, so now he was deflecting.

He took a sip of his beer. He looked up the drive for the other member of the threesome that seemed so inseparable.

“Where’s Charlie?” Ben asked.

“Uh, he’s unavailable,” Gibbs said, quickly lifting his beer, his eyes darting to the side.

God, there it was again. The familiarity and the little thrill that socked Ben in the gut. It came out of the blue, but always when he was looking or thinking about Gibbs. If he didn’t know better, he’d call it attraction. Couldn’t be though, because Ben had always gone for types like Duncan.

But here sat Gibbs. Looking cute, in an awkward, mussed up, shy kind of way, like a man who wanted to say something important, but couldn’t seem to get the words out.

Gibbs looked away from him, into the dark. He dropped his hand to the bench, inadvertently covering Ben’s.

Ben and Gibbs both jumped.

Gibbs apologized, and looked away again.

Ben studied the long curled fingers that rested on the bench near his. The back of Ben’s hand still tingled. He kind of felt like a little girl for noticing that. He kind of felt like a little girl for feeling giddy about it, too.

Still tracing the long lines of his fingers with his eyes, Ben murmured, “You know, it’s funny, you remind me of this Great Horned Owl that comes to visit me sometimes.”

Gibbs whipped his head around. Ben looked up to see wide, golden eyes. Clearly startled by the admission, Gibbs blinked quickly, his long black lashes sweeping down, much the same way the owl’s did. Color climbed Gibbs neck and touched his earlobes with a pale pink.

“An owl?” he asked sharply.

“Yeah, I know. Sounds strange, but I think it’s your eyes.”

Gibbs’ unconsciously pushed up his glasses, eliciting a smile from Ben. Gibbs really was a great looking guy, he decided. Ben stretched out his pinkie to touch the side of Gibbs’ hand. Gibbs looked down at it.

 “Shouldn’t Duncan be back by now?” Ben asked.

Gibbs lifted his chin, gazing at Ben from under the heavy line of his black framed glasses. “Probably.”

To Ben’s surprise, Gibbs covered Ben’s hand with his own. Uncertainty shadowed Gibbs’ unusual eyes. When Ben didn’t move away, the corner of Gibbs’ lips lifted in a smile. He thought he saw the flicker of hope in Gibbs’ eyes. There was something intimately endearing about that expression.

Ben’s gaze darted between Gibbs’ gorgeous irises. “I have to try something.”

Gibbs started to form words, but Ben cut off anything he might have said with a tentative brush of his lips. Gibbs squeezed Ben’s hand, and he leaned into the kiss. Ben sank his fingers into the thick mass of unusually colored hair. There was another characteristic of the owl he attributed to Gibbs. Like the bird, his thick hair had mottled colors of rusty brown and grayish blonde. As though the man’s hair carried all the same variegated colors his weekly visitor shared.

He sifted the strands, like downy feathers between his fingers, they were weightless and irresistible.

As though the memory were burned in his mind, Ben recalled the moment at the Spring Festival with absolute clarity. He remembered thinking how soft Duncan’s hair was. He remembered the strange murmur in the back of his throat, and the precise moment when the gentle kiss became firm need.

Just like now.

His mind warred with the comparison. Ben had been sure it was Duncan, but this kiss, this flavor, these stomach flipping sensations were identical to what he remembered. Duncan and Gibbs were roughly the same height and build, both lean and firm. Both—fuck, wearing black plastic masks that night, he’d refused to let “Duncan” take off.

It had been Gibbs? His mysterious lover who’d blown his mind, had been Gibbs?

Gibbs scooted closer, easing his hand around Ben’s waist from where it had been holding his hand. The other slid up Ben’s leg from knee to high inner thigh. Their kiss ended as Gibbs seemed to be waiting for Ben’s reaction, and Ben offered no resistance.

Ben took him off guard. Gibbs had always caught his attention, but it wasn’t until recently that Ben had begun questioning what it was about Gibbs that fascinated him. He still didn’t have an answer. He only knew that this moment felt right, and that taking it further definitely appealed to him.

“It was you,” Ben whispered. “It wasn’t Duncan. It was you.”

Gibbs’ eyes widened. He licked his lips nervously.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Ben asked, redirecting the conversation. He had to know. That night had been amazing, and he’d gone all year thinking that Duncan had taken advantage of him after Ben had spilled his heart.

“I thought you knew.” Gibbs didn’t meet Ben’s eyes, his expression pained.

Ben wanted to do anything to wipe that look off his face.

“I thought you were Duncan,” Ben tried to explain.

“Yeah, I got that. You finally used his name, just as I was—as I was coming,” he finished with difficulty.

“Jesus.” Ben felt sick. Not because what they had shared meant anything less, but because of what that must have done to Gibbs.

“I didn’t know you wanted him,” Gibbs said quietly. “I thought when I found you in the woods, and you said you were glad I’d followed you, that you knew who I was. I offered to take off my mask, but you liked it better with the mask on.”

Ben heard the conversation over in his head. He nodded. He had said those things. He’d been overjoyed when Duncan had deliberately tried to catch him alone.

“Earlier that night, I kissed Duncan,” Ben told Gibbs. “I thought he’d come back for more.”

Gibbs looked up, no longer hiding the pain in his eyes. “He never told me. I’ve wanted you for years, Ben.”

“That night, you said you’d been watching me,” Ben offered.

“The day you came into town was like fresh air came with you. When I caught you alone, I thought you’d felt it too.”

Ben touched Gibbs’ cheek, then hooked a finger on his glasses and pulled them off. He wanted to see those gorgeous whiskey eyes without anything obstructing them. Gibbs blinked, likely adjusting his vision.

“I really hurt you. I’m so sorry,” Ben said.

“I should have known. Duncan is everyone’s type.”

Ben shook his head. “I used to think so. I don’t anymore. I’ve been trying to figure out why I can’t ever seem to take my eyes off you. Now I know. I think on some level, I knew it wasn’t him in the dark that night.”

Gibbs’ expression turned earnest. “I never lost sight of who I was making love to. I was with the man I wanted.” His gaze faltered. “And he was with me, until the end when I realized he thought he was loving someone else.”

Ben’s heart ached with the pain he sensed from Gibbs. No wonder he’d never come forward and told him his identity. Who would, with that kind of intense rejection?

“I was an idiot.”

“You were honest,” Gibbs corrected.

“I’m being honest now, too. I want you. Do we have a shot at this thing?” Ben asked.

Gibbs kissed him. Ben had the sensation that he was falling, held up only by a pair of the softest lips he’d ever kissed, and the arms of a man who’d never drop him. Gibbs pulled back, resting his forehead on Ben’s.

“Duncan will be back any minute.”

“Maybe he won’t come back,” Ben suggested. Then he thought about that and decided it wasn’t such a great idea. Duncan wanted that hare pretty badly. Would he use Ben’s distractibility to search his house? Probably. He frowned, wishing Duncan had never shown up tonight. Then he could spend all evening making it up to Gibbs.

“We’ll pick this up later,” Ben offered instead.

Gibbs grinned, a goofy little twist of his lips to match the softness mirrored in his eyes. “I’d really like that.”

“So would I,” Duncan breathed.

Both men looked at him.

Duncan moved toward them. “Don’t be embarrassed. That was damn hot.”

“You didn’t find him, did you?” Ben asked, raising a brow.

“Find who?” Duncan’s flash of guilt tipped Ben off that he was right, so he didn’t answer, just pinned him with a look.

“The hare.” Like Duncan could fool him, Ben thought. 

“No,” Duncan admitted. “Where is he?”

“Nowhere you looked,” Ben answered smugly.

“You know, if you bring the bunny back, we could have a foursome,” Duncan offered. He shot a glance at Gibbs. From the corner of Ben’s eye he thought he saw Gibbs nod.

“Please tell me that was a bribe and not an offer to fuck a bunny,” Ben said.

Duncan’s lip curled. “Gross. Of course it was an offer.”

Ben laughed.

“We’ve never invited anyone inside our circle,” Gibbs added.

Duncan’s green eyes seemed to darken. “I guarantee that Charlie and I would get in on that, if you two were game.”

Ben’s heart pounded wildly. “On a foursome? You three sleep together?”

Duncan shrugged negligently. “Yeah.”

“Mostly because he’s always looking for a good excuse to get Charlie in the sack,” Gibbs teased. “He hasn’t admitted to Charlie how much he wants him. Yet.”

 “Bullshit. Charlie is an arrogant prick.” Duncan frowned.

“Ah, so it’s his prick you’re interested in,” Ben scoffed.

“If he knew, he’d eat me alive,” Duncan groused.

“Isn’t that the point?” Ben asked.

Duncan grinned. “Yeah, but he’d never let me live it down.”

“You don’t know until you ask,” Ben countered.

 “Eventually,” Duncan agreed.

“You caught me making out with Gibbs, so naturally you jump straight to orgy,” Ben asked in disbelief. “C’mon.”

 “Actually, I caught you making out, but I happen to know you two have been hot and heavy before. Besides, I know what kissing you feels like, and I’m totally down with doing it again,” Duncan finished.

“Yeah, I just found out about that,” Gibbs said sounding irritated.

“What makes you think I’d be interested in that?” Ben argued.

“Because you were cruising me, and now you’re digging my friend over there. My guess is, you wouldn’t mind some attention from Charlie either,” Duncan pointed out.

Ben swung his head around to look incredulously at Gibbs.

“He’s serious,” Gibbs agreed.

“And what if I only want one guy?” Ben suggested. His gaze dropped to Gibbs’ lips.

Gibbs grinned. 

“You interested?” Duncan sang.

Ben nodded. “I could be. But let’s be clear, you still can’t have your hare.” He smiled benignly. “Care to rescind your orgy offer?”

“I didn’t ask to get my hare back,” Duncan groused.

Gibbs reached up and fluffed Duncan’s thick light brown mane. He clicked his tongue apologetically. “Once it’s gone, there’s nothing for it but the club, buddy.”

Duncan jerked his head away in evident annoyance.

“Sure you didn’t,” Ben said. “I’m offered four-way orgies all the damn time. It’s amazing I get any work done.”

Duncan pouted, if a tough looking guy clamping his jaw and furrowing his brow could be considered a pout, yet that’s what it looked like. He was irritated, though whether it was because Gibbs had just teased him about losing hair, or Ben had joked about the offer of sex, he couldn’t be sure.

“Gibbs, can you give me a minute with Ben, please?”

Gibbs folded his arms across his chest.

Duncan tilted his head, his eyes seeming to stare through Gibbs.

“Fine,” Gibbs grumbled.

Instead of walking away, Gibbs turned, grabbed the back of Ben’s head, and nailed him with a searing kiss. Ben didn’t have time to catch his breath. Tight fingers pulled the hair on the back of his head, forcing his face up to receive Gibbs. He descended. His golden gaze hovered over him as Gibbs’ lips took hold in a crushing embrace of mouth and tongue.

Ben clutched Gibbs’ hips so tightly his fingers felt numb, and still it wasn’t tight enough to still the swirling darkness behind his lids, or calm the slamming of his heart as every nerve in his body rioted with awareness.

Just as suddenly as the kiss started, Gibbs pulled away, leaving Ben blinking and swaying slightly as he watched Gibbs take the steps from porch to darkness without looking back. Ben tried to remember what the fuck had brought that moment on, yet all he could do was watch the long-legged stride and slim hips of the man who’d kissed him senseless as he disappeared in the darkness.

“Um, whatever it is you have to say, it had better damn well be important,” Ben muttered.
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Duncan followed Ben’s gaze, noting the proud sway of Gibbs’ shoulders, the shoulders of a man who’d made his point. With goddamn fireworks. He might as well have stamped mine on Ben’s forehead.

There was no topping that move. It also spoke volumes about Gibbs’ feelings for Ben. Their threesome had never entertained another member, but then Gibbs had never shown interest in a man. Certainly never a non-shifting man. And that was the real reason why he’d invited Ben to join in. The look from Gibbs had told Duncan he’d understood.

Shit. This is going to make seducing Charlie away from Ben a lot harder.

Duncan took a deep breath, ran a hand through his hair. How the hell was he going to find out where Charlie was, after Gibbs had made such an emotionally jarring move? Anything else Duncan tried would seem insincere. Which was ridiculous, because Ben was a great looking guy. Fit, a little shorter than Gibbs and Charlie, but strong and no nonsense with clear blue eyes that currently didn’t look amused with Duncan’s extended silence. There was nothing insincere about Duncan wanting to hit on Ben. Ben was fuckable.

Maybe there was a way to get that fuckability into bed. Maybe he could give Gibbs a boost and help this new relationship along.

“Well?” Ben pressed.

“Okay, I’m just gonna tell you straight.” Because where else did he go from here?

“That would be a start,” Ben agreed.

“I  need to find my hare. I need to have him for the next thirty-six hours.”

“Why?”

Duncan blew out another breath. Because the hare is Charlie, and I love him. But he couldn’t say that. Not until he’d been able to tell Charlie for himself.

“I’ll bring him back and you can lock him up as long as you need to. Lord knows he deserves a penalty box, the little shit, but you gotta let me take him home. Just for a little while.”

Ben shook his head, his hands planted on his hips like he was trying to be ultra patient with a crazy man. To be fair, Duncan probably did sound like a crazy man just then. As annoying as Charlie could be, he didn’t deserve to be locked in his shifted form forever. Not even as a joke, and especially because that would end the brief realization that Duncan was in love with Charlie. How could he be in love with a hare the rest of his life? Not possible. Which meant Duncan just had to keep trying.

If he failed, it would be up to Gibbs to try tomorrow, and judging from that very real kiss he’d just witnessed, Gibbs wouldn’t want to tarnish the relationship potential with seductive blackmail.

And Duncan didn’t want him to either. He was just beginning to understand what Charlie meant to him. If Gibbs felt the same way about Ben—and it seemed he did, or wanted to—then Duncan needed to try harder so Gibbs wouldn’t be forced to risk his fledgling relationship.

“I can’t let you take him overnight. I’ve already explained that I have to keep him quarantined for ten full days. That doesn’t mean he gets to take a mini-break because you can’t part with your hare.” Ben’s lips quirked and Duncan caught the unintentional jibe.

“It’s a matter of life and death,” Duncan said, trying again.

“I’m sure it is. Mine, mostly, since I’m the one he bit. Listen, if I let him leave my care and he bites again, the DNR is liable. I’m not taking the risk with my job, my life, or anyone else’s life.”

“I won’t sue you,” Duncan promised.

“No kidding. There won’t be any reason to sue because he’s staying with me.” Ben held up a hand as Duncan tried to interrupt. “And don’t think you can send Charlie in here to argue his case too. I know how you three work.”

“Trust me, Charlie’s doing everything he can,” Duncan told him cryptically.

Ben studied the tree line. Probably wondering where Gibbs had gone. He smiled on Gibbs’ behalf. If he only knew he had a chance with the DNR officer of his dreams.

“He likes you,” Duncan said.

“Who?

“Gibbs.”

“Or he’s doing what he thinks it’ll take to get me to let go of his hare.”

Duncan snorted. “That grip he had on yours was pretty intense. Nearly came in my pants.”

Ben looked sharply at him.

“What? It was hot.” Duncan stepped closer. “I remember what kissing you feels like. I’m pretty sure you have his head spinning just like you had mine. Besides, it’s clear to me that you two could have a pretty good thing going.”

Ben’s eyebrow lifted. “Wow, you’re really heaping it up.”

“But you want to see him again, don’t you?”

“Yeah,” Ben answered quietly.

“So remove some of the intensity and take me up on that foursome offer. I’ll be trying to hook up with Charlie, while you get to know Gibbs. All of Gibbs, including the open relationship we all have.”

“You and Charlie are a couple?”

“Yup, uh-huh. He and I are like this,” Ben explained with more fantasy than truth.

“I thought you were looking for excuses to hook up with him,” Ben challenged.

“I am. We are. It’s really complicated. There’s a lot of tail chasing going on,” Duncan hurried to explain. “I chase his tail. He lets me. We all jump into the sack together and work out our demons. Gibbs would be the odd man out if Charlie and I hooked up regularly.”

“Is Gibbs coming back?” Ben asked carefully.

 “Probably not.”

Ben dropped his eyes to the porch. When he lifted them again, he looked resigned. “I’ll take you in to see your hare, but he’s staying with me.”

“I just need him to know he’ll be all right,” Duncan agreed.

Ben shook his head. “You boys have an odd relationship with your pet.”

Duncan smirked. “I’m close to my boys, and we’re all close to our animal. It’s like a commune of lu-urve.”

Ben laughed, shook his head. “Okay, c’mon. He’s inside.”

“But you said—”

 “Whatever it took to get you off the scent. He’s with me. I had a feeling you three would try to come back tonight and collect him.”

 “Breaking and entering? Us?” Duncan tried to make it sound absurd, but Ben had totally called that one.

Ben didn’t comment, just ushered him in, leading him down the hallway to the master bedroom. Beyond that, a master bath beckoned with bright lighting. Ben took him that way. Tucked around the corner in an open closet sat the cage.

“Hey buddy,” Duncan said cheerfully. “Bet you thought we’d forgotten about you. We haven’t, we’re just working out the details with Ben.”

Duncan stuck his fingers in the cage. Charlie opened his mouth like he planned on biting. Duncan yanked his fingers away in plenty of time.

Duncan tried to laugh it off. “None of that, big boy. That’s what got you into this mess. Ben has to hold you for ten days because we don’t have rabies vaccination records for you.”

“Why are you explaining all this to a hare?” Ben asked.

“He’s a very aware bunny,” Duncan explained. “He understands.”

Charlie growled.

“Who doesn’t like to be called a bunny,” Ben noted. He bent down, to peer into the cage. “Huh,” he muttered by Duncan’s shoulder. “He does seem to be responding like he understands. I think he’s pissed off at you.”

“Me? I’m not the one who collared and caged him,” Duncan defended.

When Ben looked at Duncan, their noses came within an inch of touching.

“Is it wrong that I really want to kiss you right now?” Duncan asked.

“Sloppy seconds?” Ben asked.

“Could be sloppy fourths if you wanted.”

“And then what, Duncan? Four guys get it on? Wouldn’t that mess up the potential for something with Gibbs?”

Duncan smiled. He smiled wider when Ben’s gaze dropped to his lips thoughtfully. “No. We’re a package deal. You two can break off, but Charlie and I are always up for some joint play. No jealousy and no commitments outside of a two person relationship. Think of it as the spice of variety, a true friends-with-benefits package while you get your man all to yourself.”

“Is that what you and Charlie do?” Ben asked.

Charlie made a snuffling sound like a strangled cough. Duncan recognized it as disbelief. He’d have to explain this part later. Like after he explained to Charlie that maybe he did want something personal with him.

“Just like me and Charlie,” Duncan nearly choked on the words, wishing they were true and wondering how Charlie was taking this discussion. Then again, there was nothing like egging Charlie on. Duncan grinned as he elaborated. “He can’t get enough of me, but we both like to spread the love around too.”

Duncan ignored the rapid thumping in the cage, the sound of Charlie’s growl.

Duncan’s gaze lingered on Ben’s. “I’d like to know what that would be like with you.”

“Jesus,” Ben muttered. “You’re good.”

“I’m honest. There isn’t enough time in this life to couch desires with awkwardness.” If only Duncan could be that forthright with Charlie.

Duncan lifted his chin, just the extension he needed to bring their mouths together.

Ben jerked back. “That’s not fair to Gibbs.”

“Gibbs has already staked his claim pretty succinctly. I’m just—blessing it with a little fun.”

“I see. You think Charlie would think of it the same way?”

“I  know he would.” Duncan shrugged, looking up at Ben who’d seemed to decide that standing was a better idea. “Charlie and I understand open relationships. You will too, if you start seeing Gibbs.”

Duncan took a minute to make eye contact with Charlie. He hoped Charlie understood that they weren’t choosing to leave him behind. “Might have to tell him,” he whispered to Charlie.

Charlie answered by lifting a hind leg to scratch at the collar.

“I know, buddy. I’m working on it. Next time, don’t bite the nice DNR officer, okay?”

Charlie twisted around and flared his tail at Duncan.

“Nice. Real class move ya got there. Tell you what, I’ll grab your ass and kiss it later—after you beg nicely.”

“I don’t even want to know,” Ben muttered.

Duncan’s face heated, and he quickly rose to his feet. “He likes being talked dirty to. Makes him feel wanted.”

“So are you going to cut the crap now?” Ben asked patiently.

“What crap?”

Ben sighed, scrubbing a hand down his face. “You do realize how surreal this whole thing is don’t you? The kind of things you and Gibbs talk about—they just don’t happen.”

“That’s only half of it,” Duncan said under his breath.

“What do you mean? You mean there’s more than an unregistered, and running wild pet hare, four-way sex orgies, irregular visits to my cabin, and suddenly finding me irresistible as though holding your hare has nothing to do with all this? What kind of idiot do you take me for?”

“You wouldn’t believe me if I tried to explain.”

“Right, but this whole fiasco smacks of truth?” Ben turned, walking toward the bathroom door. “Unbelievable. Well, I gotta hand it to you. You boys go all out when you want something. Tell Gibbs not to bother coming by tomorrow. I’m keeping the hare for the requisite ten days. Go home, and—” he waved his hand in the air. “Go have sex with each other. It’s gotta be less drama with three than four.”

Ben flipped off the light switch.

Duncan followed him out. “It’s not like that.”

“Sure it is.”

Duncan grabbed his shoulder, forcing him to turn. “It’s not.”

“Then explain it to me slowly. In normal person speech.”

“Gibbs, Charlie, and I are kind of a package deal. It’s hard to explain, but it’s more than friendship. We share a unique connection. It’s why we live together.”

“I’m listening,” Ben answered, folding his arms across his chest. A regular position when talking to Duncan, it seemed.

“Every once in a while, someone comes along which makes opening up a risk worth taking.”

“Now I’m supposed to be flattered? I see where you’re going with this, Duncan. It’s stunningly convenient how this has all come about when I happen to have your hare in a cage, and you want him back. Don’t you think?”

“People meet all the time. It’s not about convenience. It’s about seeing what’s right before your eyes and grabbing hold before it’s too late,” Duncan argued. God, he’d better not mess this up for Gibbs.

“Uh huh.”

“You caught our pet. We want it back. I can admit that Gibbs and I were hoping to talk you into giving him up.” When Ben sent him an expectant look, Duncan confessed. “Okay, we went to the DNR office first. You locked the door. We looked through the windows and didn’t see him.”

“You were going to break in,” Ben concluded flatly.

“We were going to try.”

“That’s illegal. I should call the cops right now and report you for the admitted attempt.”

“But you won’t,” Duncan hoped.

“Why won’t I?”

“That may have been the impetus for coming here, but that’s not what I saw on Gibbs’ face. That’s not what you saw either, when he walked away pissed off because I asked him to leave you.”

“You looked for the hare when you went to the bathroom, didn’t you?” Ben accused, changing the subject.

“I did.”

“I knew that’s why you took so long. I just had more respect for you than thinking you’d set me up for seduction with your roommate. But you tossed that impression in the trash when you came out and suggested a four-way.”

“Why? Because you can’t believe that the prospect of having sex with you doesn’t turn me on?” Duncan protested loudly. “That Gibbs doesn’t want you, in particular?”

“It occurred to me,” Ben answered.

Duncan pulled Ben’s wrist, freeing his arm. He brought Ben’s hand flush against Duncan’s hard cock. “Still think so?”

Ben’s expression changed suddenly from complacent to pissed. He shoved Duncan against the wall, still cupping his engorged cock. “This is bullshit. All of it. You want your animal back. You’re being a whiney baby about getting him. Judging from this,” he said, squeezing Duncan’s cock deliciously. “I’d say there may be some jealousy at work, too.”

 “Jealousy? That’s ridiculous.”

“Is it? A year ago at the Spring Festival I kissed you. I thought I’d really screwed up. A guy like you wouldn’t possibly go for me, or other guys at all. Turns out, I was wrong. You know what else I was wrong about?”

“No,” Duncan growled, trying not to think about the pressure on his cock, or the way Ben absently rubbed the length while he practically yelled in Duncan’s face.

“I was wrong to think that you were my type. I never would have guessed that it would be Gibbs who really gets me going.”

“Now I’m calling bullshit,” Duncan whispered seductively.

Duncan grabbed Ben and hauled him tight to his body. With a subtle flex of his hips, Ben’s hand trapped between them, Duncan was left with no doubt about Ben’s level of interest.

“I’d say I rev your boat, too. In a foursome, that’s an asset,” he said grinning at Ben.

Ben untrapped his hand, planting it on the wall beside Duncan’s head. Apparently, Duncan had left him speechless, because words fell away in favor of quick, heated breaths.

Duncan tried for a kiss, but Ben stayed just out of reach. Their bodies warred with each other for breath. Duncan’s chest expanded on an inhale, as Ben exhaled, giving him room. Duncan tried again, with a teasing snap of his teeth near Ben’s lips. Ben didn’t flinch, and Duncan’s teeth grazed within a whisper of Ben’s mouth.

“You’re still not getting your pet,” Ben murmured.

“Then will you please let him out of the cage, and remove his collar tomorrow night? Just one night, hopping free in your bathroom. I’ll pay for the damn radio collar.”

Ben’s gaze darted between Duncan’s eyes. Ben’s brow furrowed slightly with confusion. Slowly, he nodded. “I promise to think about it.”

Duncan glanced down the hallway toward Ben’s room, thinking of Charlie stuck in a cage overnight and the risk of keeping him collared right up until the last minute. If it had been Duncan, he’d be scared shitless.

Ben must’ve misunderstood the direction of his thoughts. “I’m not taking you to bed tonight, Duncan.”

Duncan decided to let Ben believe that’s what he’d been thinking. “Not tonight, but tomorrow night, right? With Gibbs, and hopefully Charlie.”

Ben opened his mouth as though to say something, but nothing came out.

Duncan flexed his hips. This time when he leaned in, he got the kiss he was after. “Say yes,” Duncan insisted when their lips parted.

“That’s insane.”

“Say yes,” Duncan repeated. Please say yes. Don’t fucking hurt Gibbs.

He flipped Ben so his back now pressed the wall instead of Duncan’s. Once there, he ravaged Ben’s mouth. He sucked Ben’s bottom lip, nipping it with his teeth, then soothing it with a quick flick of his tongue. Duncan leaned heavy on Ben’s chest, deliberately hindering his ability to breathe freely.

Ben scratched Duncan’s back and opened his lips wider, battling Duncan’s tongue for dominance.

Duncan let up a little. “Say yes, Ben.” He ducked to the right, sucking open-mouthed kisses where Ben’s neck met his shoulder. “Say it.”

Breath shuddered from Ben. “Yes.”

“Good boy,” Duncan murmured. He pushed up, smiling down into Ben’s dazed face. Yeah, Ben might protest, but he definitely liked the attention he’d gotten tonight. And Gibbs had picked well. Ben was going to fit in just fine. “See ya tomorrow, then.”






  
  


  


  


 Chapter Eight



  

 

Gibbs waited for Duncan to leave. In typical Duncan style, he tore out of the drive without looking back. No doubt he’d assumed Gibbs had flown off to join him at home. He would. Later. But after he’d seen that kiss Duncan had given Ben, and Ben’s reaction, Gibbs had been hard pressed to sit still and let it happen. Leaving wasn’t going to be an option. Not until he’d cleared up a few things.

Ben had walked to the porch steps, hands on his hips, as he stared off in the direction Duncan had gone. He lifted his face toward the trees. Gibbs took that as a hopeful sign. That Duncan’s kiss was already forgotten, and looking for owl-Gibbs had taken importance.

Gibbs couldn’t qualify his exact feelings. They were something between sheer panic at losing the little bit of headway he’d made with Ben, and desperation for Ben to know exactly how much Gibbs wanted him.

Not as one of a foursome, although that was definitely a reality given Gibbs’ current arrangement, but as Gibbs’ partner within the arrangement. His.

Gibbs pushed his way through the edge of the woods, and into the clearing where Ben’s house sat. He met Ben’s startled gaze and held it as Gibbs continued his purpose-filled walk to the porch, up the steps, planted his hands on Ben’s chest, and backed him up against the house.

Gibbs’ heart was pounding, but so was Ben’s. He could feel it beneath his palm.

“Gibbs? I thought you—”

He didn’t give Ben time to finish that thought. Gibbs body-pressed Ben to the siding, and in his own desperate need to tell Ben exactly how he felt, Gibbs kissed him roughly. He felt, as much as heard, Ben’s muffled surprise. He cupped the side of Ben’s face to tilt it to a more accessible angle.

Ben moved his head easily, and Gibbs took full advantage of the unspoken permission. Ben clutched Gibbs’ shirt at his sides. It wasn’t just a kiss Gibbs wanted, and the sooner he made that clear, the better off they’d be. He wanted all of Ben, and he wanted him first.

Ending the kiss, Gibbs remained in Ben’s space. He took Ben’s wrists and lifted them over his head, holding them in place with one hand. The other he calmly rested on Ben’s chest, giving him a moment to object.

Ben licked his lips. His gaze darted from Gibbs’ eyes to his mouth and back again. The silence, burdened with their heavy breathing, stretched between them.

Finally Gibbs dragged his hand down. He watched each shift of thought and emotion in Ben’s eyes, like it told a story similar to the one Gibbs couldn’t bring himself to say out loud.

I want you, too.

Touch me more.

Make love to me.

Gibbs just prayed he was reading him right. The slight widening of Ben’s eyes, the flare of his nostrils, the way his chin tilted upward ever so slightly as Gibbs reached Ben’s waistband. Ben could pull away at any time. Gibbs held his arms up but Ben was strong enough to easily break the hold. And there was the absence of words, too. He could tell Gibbs to stop, but he didn’t.

Gibbs lifted an eyebrow, silently questioning Ben if this was acceptable. When the tip of Ben’s tongue passed over his bottom lip, Gibbs unbuttoned Ben’s pants.

“Moving kind of fast,” Ben breathed.

 Normally, Gibbs would have slowed down, or asked if he needed to take his time. Tonight, Gibbs wasn’t asking. He was taking as long as Ben was going to allow it. Given the fact that he hadn’t stopped him, Gibbs decided that was all the permission he needed.

“It would be fast if we hadn’t already gone down this path,” Gibbs reminded him.

Ben nodded. “In the woods. Last year. It was you.”

“You called me Duncan. Maybe you want Duncan inside you.”

Conflict flitted over Ben’s features.

“You can want him. Hell, I do. But this time, you’re mine. I want you to remember that it’s me. I want you calling for my cum.”

“I’ll remember.” Ben’s words hitched, as Gibbs reached inside Ben’s pants. He took hold of Ben’s thick, warm shaft.

“Say it,” Gibbs prompted.

“Gibbs.”

“Who do you want fucking your ass tonight?” Gibbs stroked long and slow.

Ben gasped. “You.”

“And who am I?”

“You’re Gibbs.”

“Don’t forget it,” Gibbs said softly.

Ben’s eyes glazed over as Gibbs continued to stroke.

 “Tonight, you’re mine.” Gibbs nuzzled Ben’s neck, nipping it with his teeth, then soothing over the spot with his tongue and lips. “Just mine,” he murmured.

Ben sighed. Gibbs had the sense that Ben was giving himself over to him. It was a heady experience. Gibbs sank to his knees, making quick work of Ben’s pants.

“Get them back up there,” Gibbs ordered when Ben lowered his arms.

 Immediately, Ben put them above his head. He looked down at Gibbs nervously. Gibbs met the look straight on, then yanked Ben’s pants down around his ankles. He pushed Ben’s shirt up, needing to feel his bare skin, the rise and fall of his chest as his body demanded oxygen.

Ben’s cock boldly jutted from the trimmed nest of hair at the base. His balls hung heavily, tempting Gibbs to cup and stroke. First, Gibbs just looked at him, taking in the full scope of Ben’s male beauty. And what could be more beautiful than a hard dick, touched with pre-cum—for Gibbs?

“That’s it, you can’t pretend I’m Duncan when the lights are all on.”

“I’m not pretending anything,” Ben countered. “It’s not Duncan I’m looking at.”

His honest admission made Gibbs smile. They seemed to be on the same page. Excellent. Gibbs held eye contact as he opened his mouth and slowly drew in Ben’s cock. Ben hissed. His hips tilted for Gibbs, jutting his shaft forward.

Gibbs took him deep, savoring every inch, feeling it rub over his lips, past his hard palate, and bump the soft skin behind it. His tongue cradled the veined underside, and on each withdrawal, Gibbs flicked the tip, delved teasingly into the small opening.

He knew he had Ben’s full attention, when Ben dropped his arms again and fisted Gibbs’ hair. Ben helped, pulling Gibbs off and on. As his hips began to work, Gibbs hummed his approval.

Ben’s answering groan tore slowly from him, full of agonized pleasure. It was time, Gibbs decided. He grabbed Ben’s ass and sucked down, swallowing around Ben’s length. Ben flexed, tensed and spilled down Gibbs’ throat with a shout.

After cleaning him off, Gibbs took the condom and lube packet out of his wallet. He stood, grabbed Ben’s spent cock, and tugged him to the porch railing. “Bend over,” he commanded.

Ben blinked at him then did as he was told. He looked over his shoulder while Gibbs freed his cock and dressed himself with the condom. “

“I should go down on you, now,” Ben argued.

Gibbs shook his head, his fingers already plying Ben’s hole. “You’re going to remember me after tonight.”

“How could I forget you?”

“It’s happened before,” Gibbs replied matter-of-factly.

“It was dark. I thought you were Duncan because he’d kissed me earlier.”

“But I wasn’t. I was just the guy you jacked off to another man’s name.”

“It would have been you, if I’d known.”

Gibbs pressed the tip of his engorged dick at Ben’s anus. “Do you want me now?”

“Yes,” Ben hissed.

He entered Ben, giving him just the head, and pulled it out. “Do you want Duncan?”

“Not right now.”

“Good answer,” Gibbs murmured.

Gibbs pushed in until the rimmed head sank in. He closed his eyes, shivering at the furnace heat of Ben’s body. His anus spasmed, clenching on Gibbs’ cock.

Ben panted. “More. Faster.”

Gibbs deliberately held himself in check. “There’s plenty more.”

 “Please,” he gasped.

Gibbs retreated before he’d completely filled Ben, then pushed forward again, sinking his cock into Ben’s ass, balls deep. Ben gave a cry somewhere between pain and pleasure. Gibbs paused, feeling like Ben had said it for him, too.

Gibbs tensed, holding orgasm at bay, but it was so difficult with Ben’s body hugging his length, and the man whispering encouragement to take him and take him hard. He fucking wanted to, but he didn’t want the moment to end too quickly.

Once he’d regained himself, Gibbs began thrusting. He rocked his hips with each inward stroke, butting hard inside Ben’s body for every ounce of pleasure. The railing creaked as Gibbs took his ass, praying that the act would somehow make an impression on Ben’s heart.

Gibbs wanted that. Even as he had sex with Duncan and Charlie, Ben never left his mind. He hoped that opening the circle up to Ben wouldn’t mean Ben would fall for one of the others.

Gibbs threw his head back, sinking into his longing, like he sank into Ben’s body. With one last thrust he imagined Ben smiling at him, rising up on his toes for a kiss, and Gibbs lost his control. Orgasm stole his breath and roughened the exultant yell, as he spilled inside the man he loved.

Love me too.

Gibbs slipped from his body, removing the condom, and tucking himself away.

Ben turned, and wrapped his arms around Gibbs’ waist. He lifted his face and pressed it into Gibbs’ neck.

Gibbs grinned foolishly. “Your butt’s naked.”

“Yeah, so? Kind of ridiculous to be worried about my butt when you just banged it on my front porch.”

Gibbs hugged him back, taking comfort in Ben’s nearness.

“That had better not be the last time, Gibbs.”

“Yeah?” his grin widened hopefully.

“Yeah.”

“What about when we all hook up?” Gibbs asked, putting voice to the concerns he had.

Ben shrugged. “Then we fuck, enjoy it, and go off on our own afterward.”

“Like a couple?” Gibbs pressed.

Ben looked up at him, studying him for a moment. “Yeah. I like sex as much as the next guy, but I only date one at a time.”

Gibbs was struck for words. Instead of trying to force them out, he kissed Ben, grazing over his lips tenderly, hoping they said what he couldn’t seem to. Ben rose up, deepening the embrace. He ended the kiss after a minute. “I’d ask you to stay tonight, but I’m on call.”

Gibbs nodded. “Okay, this time. Tomorrow, you’re staying over.”

Ben smiled warmly. “Try and keep me away.”

 





  
 

 

 


 Chapter Nine



  

 

“What the hell was I thinking?”

Ben groaned for the hundredth time that morning. He dropped his forehead to his folded arms on the desk. With another sound of self-disgust, he rolled his head to the side, looking at the office clock. It was still ten.

Ben went to his filing cabinet. Maybe he should just go into the field today instead of doing paperwork that the main office required.

“It doesn’t go any faster if you keep looking at it,” a voice said.

Ben whirled around, eyes wide. He hadn’t heard anyone enter. But even as his search took in the whole room, he still didn’t see the source of the voice. The hare gnawed a carrot in his cage, perched on the edge of Ben’s massive desk. It looked mildly interested in Ben’s sudden disruption.

“Who said that?” Ben blurted.

“I did.”

Ben had been looking at the hare. He could have sworn the little guy’s mouth had moved. It’s just the carrot he’s chewing that makes it look that way.

Ben made a circuit of the small front room of the office. “Where are you?”

“On the desk where you left me. I hate pellets. Can I have more carrots? Or better yet, a roast beef sandwich?”

Ben’s eyes bugged. He edged toward his desk and the cage. A rush of adrenaline made him laugh suddenly as he realized what had probably happened. “Nice, Duncan. Nice trick,” he yelled into the office. “What did you do? Bug the cage? Jack the radio frequency on the collar?”

“That’s impossible. It only sends a transmitting beep,” the voice scoffed.

“This doesn’t sound like Duncan,” Ben mused.

He bent low to the cage, examining it closely. The hare awkwardly turned, following Ben with his eyes.

“That’s because it’s Charlie.”

“The only one of you that didn’t show up and try to seduce me last night,” Ben finished.

“I may be an animal in the sack, but I’m never an animal in the sack. That’s just sick.”

Ben’s gaze finally swung up to look at the hare’s, noting the twitching nose, and the way one side of its fuzzy face curled upward in a—smile? He swatted his hand out for the arm of his rolling chair, caught it, and dragged it over. Ben sat down heavily. The chair creaked complaint.

 “Charlie?” he asked, feeling stupid and possibly high.

“That’s what I’ve been telling you.” The hare’s mouth moved in unison with the words, no carrot in sight. He took a tiny hop toward the wall of the cage, pushing his ever-moving pink nose through one of the wire squares. Then the hare winked.

“Holy shit!” Ben pushed hard with his feet. The chair rushed backward, rolling across the floor until he crashed into the filing cabinet and came to a jarring stop.

“Relax. I wouldn’t have told you like this, but you kind of pulled an unintentional trump card. As in, you wrapped a radio collar around my neck, stuck me in a small cage, and are feeding me cardboard flavored pellets with the occasional carrot stick. You, sir, are a sucky host.”

Ben blinked. He glanced at his coffeemaker wondering if its contents had been spiked. Slowly, so as not to—well, he didn’t know what he was trying to prevent, seeing as how the animal had startled him—he reached for the phone.

“Are you sure you want to do that? If you tell anyone, I won’t talk to you again. They’ll think you’re crazy,” the hare warned.

“I was going to call Gibbs or Duncan.”

“And tell them their hare is talking?” Charlie snuffled. “Are you sure you don’t want the rest of the story?”

“What story?” Ben asked, still questioning his sanity. “There’s an animal talking to me. I’m not even convinced I’m awake. Maybe I fell asleep on my desk and I’m just imagining this part.”

“You need to let me out of here,” Charlie told him.

“Now I know I’m dreaming. You can’t all be telling me the same line.”

“I need to have this collar off. I promise I’ll let you follow me around. Hell, I’ll even detail a list of my habits and favorite hopping grounds. You’ll look like a fucking documentary genius.”

Ben couldn’t open his eyes any wider. He tried, somehow thinking that if he could, maybe the information he was seeing and hearing would absorb, be understood better, or he’d just wake up. Nothing.

“I’ve been working too hard. I’m going crazy, that’s it.”

Charlie sighed, setting his whiskers into stiff shivers. “I’ll talk through this with you. If I’m who I say I am, Charlie in hare form, what would that mean for me if I wanted to turn back into my human form and I have your collar around my neck?”

Ben imagined that, playing along. “You’d choke.”

“Bingo.”

“So, Duncan and Gibbs know about this thing you do?” Ben asked. “Jesus, that’s why he was talking to you last night about your situation.”

Maybe he wasn’t the only crazy one. There was that hunter who’d been lost in the woods so long that he’d dehydrated into hysteria. When they’d found him, he believed he’d been abducted by aliens and returned with the ability to communicate with wolves.

God, have I been working in this office alone so long I’ve become like that guy?

“Okay, get comfortable.”

“Wait. I’m gonna need to sit down for this, aren’t I?” Ben asked the hare.

“You  are sitting down.”

“I should stand up and sit down again or something. Just so I’m in the right frame of mind.” Ben knew it didn’t make sense, but nothing about this situation did. He was grasping at straws here. Anything to make a talking hare seem realistic. Especially a talking hare who seemed to be preparing him for bad news.

Ben gripped the armrests of his roller chair. He didn’t scoot closer to the desk, preferring to keep himself as far back from the cage as possible.

“Okay, what else?” Ben asked.

Charlie stretched up the side of the cage, presenting his white underbelly. He turned his head to the side, peering at Ben with one solemn brown eye, rimmed with long black lashes. His nose twitched at a slow, steady rate.

Charlie looked at him. His little front claws poked through the wire squares of the cage. “They shift too.”

Then Charlie smiled.

That’s when Ben knew it was all for real. The unnatural paring of toothy grin and wink, something he’d seen human Charlie do, and the voice gelled in his mind.

It made no sense.

It was impossible.

Science fiction, alive and well in Fletcher, Michigan.

 Impossible, yet grinning at him with the same wicked, prankster, quirky characteristic of the man.

“Oh, God,” Ben half-muttered, half-groaned.

“Ah, I see it’s starting to settle in. Good. I’ll give you a few more minutes and then I’m going to ask you again to take the collar off. If I’m collared over the full moon, I’ll never be a real boy again, Geppetto.”

Now Ben scooted closer, peering into the cage, leaning to look Charlie in the eye, to see what his mind still had trouble comprehending despite the conclusions piling up to say that the impossible had actually happened. Charlie was a hare.

At least, right now.

Ben’s mind raced with the information. Unable to classify it without inspiring a migraine, he then settled on the other bomb Charlie had dropped. Duncan and Gibbs were shifters too. He couldn’t see either of the men as hares though.

Suddenly he remembered the owl swooping down when Ben had collected Charlie in the woods. The owl had visited Ben many times before without ever diving for his head. Especially in broad daylight. In fact, the owl that visited him at night sometimes, seemed mellow and just as curious about him as Ben was about it.

The night before flashed to mind. The golden-eyed gaze of Gibbs sitting with him on the swinging bench and the soft downy hair. Gibbs confessing that he’d been watching Ben.

“Gibbs is a Great Horned Owl,” he said, not really intending the words to be spoken aloud.

“Hey! You’re getting the hang of this,” Charlie cheered. “Okay, go for broke. What is Duncan?”

There’d been only one other animal present, poking his head out of the underbrush with the owl—Gibbs—and Charlie. Ben’s mind balked at it though. Still, the often ancient look of understanding the man wore, and the way his motions felt calculatedly deliberate argued against any other animal.

Ben’s brows rose up in the middle, more out of defeat than acceptance. “A tortoise.”

“Ding, ding, ding, ding, ding!”

“I kissed an owl and a tortoise?” Ben asked numbly.

“You did what?”

Ben refocused on Charlie’s surprised eye, blinking at him rapidly.

“I kissed them.”

“In animal form? That’s sick,” Charlie said, his pink nose wrinkling distastefully.

“No, not as animals.”

“Then what’s the problem?” Charlie asked. One of his ears flopped down. “I don’t get it.”

“Well, they’re only like half humans.” Why was he reasoning with a hare again?

“No,” Charlie drew out patiently. “They are all human with a nifty little party trick.”

Ben snorted. “Some party trick.”

“So, can you let me out now?”

Ben blinked. He’d nearly forgotten the request. He sat forward abruptly, causing his office chair to squeak piteously, as he fumbled for the cage latch. He paused, narrowing his eyes on Charlie. “Don’t bite me.”

“Only if you ask me to,” Charlie promised, holding his paw aloft in the manner of making a solemn vow.

Ben unlatched the door.

Charlie hopped out. He tucked his head to the side, exposing the black plastic neckband. “Please?”

Ben opened his desk drawer and removed a bolt cutter. “So what were you doing out there together? Do you always hang out as a pack of mismatched animals?”

Charlie eyed him balefully. “There’s this thing we do every year, but yeah, we often hang out. Spare the judgments.”

“What thing?” Ben held the bolt cutter out of reach. “I want to know everything.”

Charlie sighed. “A race.”

“A what?” Ben asked.

“A race. Gibbs was reff-ing.”

Ben thought about it for a minute then laughed.

“Shut up,” Charlie sniffed.

Ben’s eyes watered and he wiped the corners with the back of his hand as the image of Charlie the hare, racing Duncan the tortoise, while Gibbs the owl oversaw the whole ordeal. “Is that like a shifter law that you have to reenact children’s fairy tales?”

 “Seriously. Shut up.”

“I don’t suppose you know any girls with scarlet capes, or shifting wolves?” Ben continued. Jesus, he just couldn’t stop himself. He’d chalk it up to the ridiculousness of the experience. Hysteria might even qualify.

“I’m not getting any younger,” Charlie said, tapping a long back foot.

“Gettin’ a little long in the tooth, are ya?”

“He’s here all day, folks.” Charlie dropped his nose into his front paws and rocked it from side to side.

Ben was still chortling as he carefully placed the bolt cutters and snapped the band.

 “Awesome,” Charlie praised. “Now, do you have any clothes, or should I just walk around your office naked until my boys get here?”

Laughter left Ben suddenly, at the mental image of Charlie’s wiry, lean build suddenly materializing—naked. What the fuck was wrong with him? Ben would never have thought of himself as an easy lay, but there was something about the three men which just got his libido humming.

He’d expected to have it bad for Duncan, who wouldn’t? The man was strong, and tall, and dripping with quiet charisma, yet Gibbs occupied his thoughts most. Now here was Charlie, and the very idea of him naked in Ben’s office had him at half-mast.

Maybe it was animal pheromones. Damn pheromones. And so much easier to blame than the fact that apparently Ben was horny for all three men. God, he needed to get laid. That foursome was looking better and better.

“Ben? Clothes?” Charlie reminded, though he looked more than moderately amused by Ben’s prolonged silence.

“Right.” Ben leaped to his feet and went to the back room. He always kept an extra set there in case something happened in the field. He came back with the clothes and held them out, like a hare—Charlie—could take them.

“You want me to shift right here?” Charlie asked skeptically.

“I’d kind of like to watch. I’m feeling a bit crazy at the moment. Do you mind?”

“No.” Charlie hopped off the desk and toward the back door. “Can you bring the clothes and get the door for me?”

Ben followed the hare, feeling a little odd for holding open the door to let him pass. He’d have to remember to shred the incident report on the bite Charlie gave him. Otherwise there’d have to be follow up on whether or not the vaccination had been reported, and boy, wouldn’t that take some explaining.

Charlie hopped into the examination room. He moved to the middle of the open space and faced Ben. His little furry body began to shake. Ben’s ears flattened against his back and he closed his eyes. The front paws curled under, almost sedately tucked, despite the apparent tremors wracking his body.

His nose shortened, pulling in the whiskers, and slowly, slowly the fur reverse-grew until what Ben saw looked more like a naked mole than a hare. The ears shrank back. Charlie’s animal form doubled, then tripled in size, continuing until he reached normal proportions. Finally, the rest of his skin and bones reordered, until Charlie was before Ben, hunched and trembling on the bare floor.

Ben crouched down. His hands shook as he opened the shirt for Charlie.

Charlie lifted his head. A pained smile touched his lips. “Was it everything you were hoping it would be?”

Ben nodded. “Amazing.”

It also left no doubt that everything Ben had heard and seen was exactly what Charlie had promised. There were shifters in the world, and Ben knew three of them.





  
 

 

 


 Chapter Ten



  

 

Duncan called after Gibbs to wait up.

“Why?” Gibbs wanted to know.

“You’re going to see Ben, right?”

“Yeah, and get Charlie.”

“I want to be there, too,” Duncan said, running after him as Gibbs slammed the front door. Duncan tried to shrug casually, but apparently Gibbs wouldn’t let the subject drop.

“Say it.” Gibbs waited in stony silence.

Duncan’s smile dropped. “Fuck off.”

“Really? That’s what you come up with? I want to hear you say that you have to check on Charlie personally.”

“Why would I want to do that?” Duncan countered. He dropped his hands on his hips, stubbornly refusing to give Gibbs what he wanted. Seriously, weren’t a guy’s feelings his own domain? 

Gibbs held the keys by the ring off one finger. They dangled there. “I’m not taking you anywhere unless you admit that you’re worried about Charlie.”

“Of course I’m worried about Charlie. Aren’t you?”

“Sure, but I don’t have the driving need to make sure all his parts are in order,” Gibbs mocked.

“They’re in order,” Duncan grumbled. “But how do you plan on getting Charlie back if I can’t at least help you distract Ben long enough to grab him, because that’s what this is gonna be. Snatch and grab.”

“So illegal, but so necessary. Tonight is the full moon.”

The reminder did nothing to ease Duncan’s anxiety. They’d tried all the other avenues that morning, calling around to ask about how to get their “exotic pet” Charlie released. All the other DNR offices had said the same thing. Ben was playing by the book. Unfortunately, this book’s story ended with Charlie fighting fleas and ticks for the rest of his life.

Duncan wasn’t about to let that happen. “Stop fucking around. We don’t have time for this shit.”

“I know, it’s already three and the office closes in two hours. I just think that you need to figure out your priorities before we pick up Charlie.”

“It’s none of your business,” Duncan argued.

“Like hell it isn’t. You’re in love with him, and we all happen to fuck. I don’t want you confusing your concern over his current situation with anything other than what it is. You love him.”

 “Whatever.” Duncan had no desire to say it out loud. Not to anyone that wasn’t Charlie, at least. He agreed that certain realities had become apparent about his feelings for Charlie since his capture, but that didn’t mean Gibbs needed to hear about it first.

Gibbs sighed. “Fine. Let’s go.”

A large white truck came to a stop in front of Gibbs and Duncan. It only took a moment for Duncan to recognize Ben and—Charlie.

“Sweet baby Jesus in a manger,” Duncan breathed.

His chest stuttered on an inhale. His throat burned. Duncan pushed passed Gibbs, reaching the passenger side door as Charlie stepped out of the truck. Duncan grabbed him by the shoulders. “God, I missed your ugly mug.”

“Fuck you, too,” Charlie said grinning.

 Overwhelmed, Duncan had no words for what he was feeling. He stared at his hands stupidly still gripping Charlie’s shoulders, unable to let him go, unable to pull him closer.

 Charlie’s lips quirked. “Dude, I was gone, like, a night.”

Suddenly the damn of words broke. “You stupid idiot! Gibbs warned you about the trap and you hopped right into it anyway! You have to listen!”

Charlie started laughing. “And you need to live a little. It all turned out fine.”

“By getting collared and trapped?”

 “Spontaneity, moron,” Charlie’s tone had softened, taking the sting out of the insult. “Like this.”

Charlie hooked his hand behind Duncan’s neck and dragged him closer. “I missed you, too,” he whispered just before their lips met.

Duncan’s ears rang. As if playing a part in one of Duncan’s many dreams, Charlie captured his lips, broke, and reclaimed them with a hungry groan.

Duncan’s hands seemed to regain some life. His arms wrapped around him, holding on, afraid it would be over too soon, or worse, just a fantasy where it only seemed like Charlie missed him most.

Holding him closer made the moment blissfully real. Charlie’s lean body lined his, leaving no room for Duncan to second-guess himself.

“You think they’re happy to see each other?” Ben’s voice carried to them.

“You have no idea how close they came to losing each other before ever admitting how they actually feel about each other,” Gibbs said.

Duncan tuned them out, fighting the tears that threatened to manifest.

I’ve been so stupid.

Pride had kept him silent. Charlie drove him crazy in so many ways. He challenged Duncan, baited him, taunted him, teased him, and never ever left his mind for even a moment.

The truth of Ben’s words sank in, bringing truth to everything Duncan was feeling. Maybe Charlie was right. Maybe he needed to leap first sometimes.

Duncan cupped his face, holding Charlie in a deep kiss. Their tongues rubbed against each other. Charlie suckled Duncan’s tongue, bringing to mind the other things Charlie was good at sucking.

Duncan pulled away. “Don’t ever get caught again.”

“I knew you’d come for me,” Charlie answered with a cheeky grin.

“Don’t worry. Now that I know, he’s safe from the local DNR,” Ben told them.

“But not from hunters,” Duncan argued.

“Maybe it’s time we called the annual race quits?” Gibbs suggested.

“I like the race. It’s the one thing I’m good at,” Charlie complained. “Even if I always lose.”

“No, it’s not,” Duncan winked at him. “I like chasing your tail, but we could confine it to the bedroom.”

Charlie frowned. “You might be the only guy I want all the time, but you aren’t the only guy I want.”

Gibbs snuck in for a hug. “I’m glad you’re back, and safe, buddy. I think this calls for a celebration dinner.”

“To snub the new moon for not catching me this time,” Charlie agreed joyfully.

“For reminding us all what we nearly lost,” Duncan added. “Of what I nearly lost.” He pulled Charlie closer to him, pressing a tender kiss to his lips.

“I love you, too,” Charlie replied, answering Duncan's unspoken admission.

 “Celebrate with us?” Gibbs asked Ben.

Ben nodded. “As long as it’s not a shifters only party,” he joked. “I’d be wearing the wrong outfit for that.”

“Trust me. Everything you need to come to this party, you already have,” Gibbs said with a warm smile.

* * * *

Ben lifted his glass with the others.

“Here’s to the Hare Moon,” Charlie said.

 “Cheers!” they responded in unison.

Ben smiled curiously as he watched the men over the rim of his wine glass. They were beautiful, each of them. He still wasn’t certain why they had included him on the festivities that evening, but he did know he was exactly where he wanted to be.

 Yesterday evening, on his porch, he’d played devil’s advocate with Duncan, pretending he didn’t believe that Gibbs’ kiss had been more than a seduction attempt. But he had known, because Gibbs had held nothing back. Just like Ben had been unable to do less than commit himself to the awakening of something potentially awesome between them.

Gibbs, Duncan, and Charlie really were a package deal, it seemed. They finished each other’s sentences, set each other up for jokes, and lovingly took the jesting that they all seemed a part of. What was more incredible, they had already accepted Ben as part of the group. So fast, possibly too fast. He wasn’t sure. He supposed he’d have to see how things went.

He liked Gibbs. A lot. He definitely hadn’t been loved the way Gibbs had loved him that night a year ago, with such depth. Duncan and Charlie teased and flirted with Ben too. Could Ben really become one of them? Even though he didn’t share their gift of shifting?

He sipped his wine, then smiling up at the moon of honor, he contemplated the bright yellow orb and the men laughing nearby.

Gibbs walked over to stand behind Ben’s chair. He tenderly ran his fingers through Ben’s hair and Ben looked into his eyes, upside down.

“Hi,” Ben said.

“Hi,” Gibbs answered, a small smile on his lips. “I’m glad you’re here tonight.”

“Me too.”

Gibbs leaned over and kissed him. The unfamiliar positioning made Ben smile against Gibbs’ lips, but he opened for him, rubbing his tongue against Gibbs’. Ben flickered the tip against the roof of Gibbs’ mouth. But the contact wasn’t good enough, sweet enough for what Ben wanted. He hooked his fingers around Gibbs’ biceps and tugged him around to sit on Ben’s lap. Once he had Gibbs where he wanted him, Ben linked his arms around his waist and settled in for a hungry exploration of Gibbs’ mouth.

He wanted so much more than a kiss. Ben undid a button on Gibbs’ shirt, sliding his hand inside for a surreptitious feel. Smooth skin met his questing fingers, and he couldn’t help but spread his fingers wide, to touch as much of Gibbs’ chest as he could.

Gibbs laid his hand over Ben’s hand, the fabric trapped between them.

“You can feel even more if you take my shirt off,” Gibbs told him.

“Here?”

“Sure. Nothing these guys haven’t seen already, and what could be more perfect than sex by moonlight?”

Ben wiggled his eyebrows. “Sex, huh?”

“That  is what you were intending, isn’t it?”

“Yeah. I just thought I was being more discrete than that.”

Gibbs smiled, bent to take one of Ben’s earlobes between his lips. “Who told you that feeling me up was discrete?”

“Skip discrete. Gibbs, take your clothes off. I’m going to fuck you al fresco.”

“Now you’re talkin’.”

Gibbs ripped his shirt off, popping buttons as he did so. Duncan cheered him on with his version of an owl hooting. Charlie got out of his chair, pulled Duncan to his feet and began a slow grind to some unnamed melody only they could hear.

Ben relaxed a little more as it became clear that they were in their own world, not concerned with what Gibbs and he did. Ben unzipped Gibbs’ pants and reached inside, pulling his cock free. Ben lifted the other man, laying him back on the table.

“I want to get a better look at you. Do you mind?” Ben asked.

By way of answer, Gibbs shucked his pants. None of them wore shoes, opting to feel the spring grass between their toes while they’d been enjoying the evening. Ben marveled at the foresight.

Gibbs propped himself up on the table with his elbows. His legs dangled over the edge as his proud cock gradually filled before Ben’s eyes.

“Wow,” Ben murmured.

Gibbs removed his glasses, a sly grin playing on his lips. “Your turn.”

Ben paused only a minute to glance at the other two men before he pulled off his polo shirt and removed his jeans.

“You look as fantastic as I remember,” Gibbs said.

“How did you see me—oh, wait, owl night vision?”

“Not quite as keen in human form, but better than most,” Gibbs acknowledged. “One night was over far too quickly. The other was too quick to really appreciate you. I’m hoping you stick around.”

Ben lifted a shoulder. “Let’s see where things go.”

Gibbs nodded to his erect penis. “I’d say up.”

Ben’s smile was slow and suggestive. “I don’t know,” he challenged. “I think maybe they’re going down.”

Ben kissed one perfect collarbone, admiring the way the slight moisture left from his lips glistened on his skin in the moonlight. Gibbs’ cock already teased Ben’s chest, but he promised himself to take it slow. Last time, he’d been denied the chance to take his mysterious lover in his mouth. This time, Ben was going to do it right.

Trailing kisses to Gibbs’ nipple, Ben took the distended tip into his mouth, laving it with deep, sucking pulls, teasing the tip with wet flicks of his tongue. Gibbs groaned and threw back his head, his eyes closed.

So intent was Ben in perfecting every sensation for Gibbs, that he almost didn’t hear the other men approach. Someone kissed Ben’s shoulder blade, tracing the under curve of bone with his tongue. Ben glanced up sharply to see Charlie climbing onto the table to kiss Gibbs. He dug around in the centerpiece and pulled out the lube and condoms.

Ben snorted in surprise. The boys indulged in multiple partner sex, but having never been one of those partners, himself, Ben wasn’t sure what protocol was. But Gibbs arched his neck, reaching for Charlie who ducked his light brown head to openly tangle tongues with him.

Ben watched, fascinated as they kissed for their audience, licking before their mouths touched, biting lips and tugging sensuously. Ben’s eyes glazed over with the eroticism on display, while Duncan feathered kisses down Ben’s spine.

It tickled, like tiny butterfly wings on his back, yet hot and moist too. Gibbs urged Ben to keep kissing his chest, and Ben bent to the task, keeping his eyes glued to the sexy dance between Gibbs’ mouth and Charlie’s.

Gibbs sucked in sharply as Ben reached his abdomen. Ben nudged Gibbs’ cock aside, continuing his downward track. He pushed Gibbs’ thighs apart forcefully. Gibbs looked up to watch Ben take his balls in his mouth. Charlie rained kisses across Gibbs’ shoulders, his fingers locking on Gibbs’ nipples to pull and twists rhythmically.

Ben had never been part of anything more erotic.

Behind him, Duncan reached the top of Ben’s ass. Duncan must have kneeled, because he split the globes of Ben’s ass and dragged his tongue through the crevice. Ben shuddered, inadvertently suckling hard on Gibbs’ balls. Gibbs moaned roughly.

Charlie shifted Gibbs. Ben complained about the interruption, only to find that the new position put Charlie beneath Gibbs, his cock shooting up the inside of Gibbs’ thigh. Two cocks, two sets of balls.

Duncan’s tongue made another pass. Ben cried out. He temporarily lost his train of thought as Duncan focused on Ben’s anus, rimming the sensitive flesh with his diligent tongue, probing, flicking, kissing.

“Ben,” Charlie said, getting his attention.

Ben looked up, dazed. Charlie handed him the tube of lube from the table. Ben looked at it blankly for a moment before realizing what he was supposed to do. He took the lube and slicked up Charlie’s long, narrow, condom covered cock. Then taking it in hand, he placed it at Gibbs’ hole.

Gibbs pushed himself up, and sank on Charlie’s cock, groaning desperately as his body was forced to take the sudden imposition. Charlie swore viciously.

“Fu-uck, Gibbs. Warn a guy. I nearly lost my load,” Charlie complained.

“Pass the lube,” Duncan said from behind Ben.

Ben practically whipped the tube at Duncan’s face. Cool and slippery, the gel touched his ass. Ben could no longer ignore the lovely thick rod in front of him. Holding Gibbs’ cock steady, he eagerly took the tip into his mouth.

A finger entered Ben’s ass. He moaned around Gibbs’ cock. Gibbs fisted Ben’s hair. He rose to his knees, kneeling over Charlie as Charlie began to pump into Gibbs, and Ben reflexively took the cock in his mouth deeper in time to Charlie’s efforts.

Duncan grabbed Ben’s hips and thrust forward. Ben cried out, the vibrations carrying to Gibbs who seemed lost in his own world of ecstasy. Duncan took Ben’s ass in hard, balls-deep thrusts.

Gibbs ground forward. His pelvis rubbed Ben’s nose. Ben’s mind swam in the scent of male. It smelled like cock and hot skin, like crushed grass and pine. Suddenly, Charlie erupted, adding the fresh aroma of cum to the cries that pierced the night. Duncan fucked Ben harder, slamming into his ass. Gibbs flexed his hips, gripping Ben’s hair to hold him where he needed him. Gibbs panted hard, his gasps hissing from him. In one last yell, he emptied into Ben’s throat. Ben swallowed quickly, sucking him off.

“Don’t come,” Duncan told him.

Don’t come? Is he insane?

Duncan wasn’t kidding, though. He pinched the base of Ben’s cock, restricting his ejaculate, while Duncan bellowed and filled Ben’s ass with everything he had.

Duncan left Ben’s body, twisted him and practically tossed Ben on the grassy earth. Three men descended on him. Ben closed his eyes, not caring where the others were or who did what. All he knew was his body being caressed, teased, pinched. The pairs of lips sucked, six hands touched him all over. Even his toes weren’t ignored.

His back bowed as tension filled him and still someone pinched his cock, not allowing him to explode, only stoking the erotic fire that had him tossing his head and begging to come, while begging to never let it stop.

Someone bit his nipple. Someone else sucked his cock.

“Ben, look at me.”

It was Gibbs and Ben couldn’t deny Gibbs anything. He opened his eyes.

“Come for me,” Gibbs commanded.

The pinch was removed from the base of Ben’s cock, and cum raced from him, shooting into the air to rain on four writhing, sweating, sated bodies.

Ben stared in amazement, his mouth open and utterly speechless.

Gibbs kissed him. “So, does this arrangement work for you?”

Duncan rested his head on Ben’s abdomen. Charlie sprawled between Ben’s legs, kissing Duncan leisurely.

Ben laughed.

“Is that a yes?” Gibbs asked grinning.

Ben shook his head, still reeling from the compounded sensations he still hadn’t processed yet. “No, baby. It’s a hell, yes.”





  
 

 

 


 Epilogue



  

 

One year, four months, one week, and three days later...

“Why are there feathers all over the bed?” Ben called out from the back room.

Gibbs grinned and put down his glass of milk to walk back there. “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe because I shifted out after a late night flight?”

Ben didn’t look impressed. “And you didn’t bother to clean up?”

Gibbs picked up one of the loose feathers. “It’s not easy to leave feathers behind. I usually reabsorb them.”

“Then what happened in here?”

“I’m molting.”

Ben looked at him flatly. “Seriously?”

“And I thought maybe we could use some of them tonight for a little sex fun.”

Ben’s annoyance turned to interest. “He-y that could be fun.”

Gibbs came over to help Ben make their bed.

“Do you think the guys would want to play tonight?” Ben asked.

“Do you want them to?”

“It’s been a few weeks since we all hooked up. I think we should make sure it happens.”

Ben tossed him a pillow to put at the head of their bed. “What did you have in mind?”

“They say pasta is an aphrodisiac. But given that I’d like to host a party with a tortoise and a hare, let’s have salad.”

Gibbs grinned. “With carrots.”

Ben laughed too.

“You’re getting pretty used to the foursome thing, huh?” Gibbs hoped the answer was yes.

Ben shrugged. “What’s that called again? A ménage a quatre?”

 “Depends. Ménage means household. If we’re a household of four, don’t you think you ought to make it official?”

Ben cocked his head. “All my stuff is here, and I spend the night nearly every night since we first hooked up. How much more of a household could it be?”

Gibbs crawled across the bed, standing on his knees when he reached Ben. He wrapped his arms around the man of his dreams. “You make it official. You’ve never actually said that you’re here to stay. So. Are you?”

Ben hugged him back. “If you’ll have me.”

“I think I’ve done that many times this past year. I rather like having you. I can’t wait to have you again, tonight,” Gibbs joked. Still, he wanted to know so he looked into Ben’s eyes, hoping to see what he needed there. “Are you here to stay?”

“I really have to say it?”

“Yeah,” Gibbs whispered.

Ben touched Gibbs’ hair, his cheek. “I’m not going anywhere. My lease on the cabin is up soon, but all my things are already here. So if my losing the other living arrangement is proof enough, I’m definitely not leaving.”

“A ménage, then.” Gibbs smiled, his chest filling with something deeper than he could express in words. Still, he tried. “I love you.”

“I know. You told me last night.” Ben kissed him. “The night before that, and the night before that.” He cupped Gibbs’ face. “I love you, too. Don’t ever forget it.”

“I promise I won’t.”

Ben hugged him tightly. “So, will you help me prepare dinner tonight to seduce our other men?”

 “Absolutely.”

Ben glanced over his shoulder toward the bedroom door. “By the way, where are they?”

“Oh, I’d say about now, they’ve reached the edge of the pond, and Duncan has just figured out that Charlie took the bridge.”
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Taken by the Pack by Cheryl Dragon



 Phases: Book One



Danny loves Alaska, but it doesn’t seem to love him back. The full Wolf Moon sparkles over Fairbanks, but he’s alone for those long nights. He wants to come out of the closet and date, but his frail family might implode. All he wants is the right man in his bed.



 Brandon and Justin are lovers and wolf shifters native to Alaska. They’re out to protect their way of life, and sometimes that means extreme measures. When Danny’s brother proposes aerial wolf hunting, Danny enters their sights. Danny was the closet case in high school, and now, he’ll be their sex toy. The shifter pair is ready to do whatever it takes to stop the hunting and maybe add a sexy human man to their pack.


 




Coyote Savage 
 by Kris Norris



 Phases: Book Two



February's full moon is rising, only this year, it's bringing a new brand of hunger...




For coyote shifters Caden and Talon Brady, the upcoming hunger moon has ignited a different kind of appetite. They've been waiting several years for a chance to court their intended mate, and now that she's finally in their sights, they'll stop at nothing to win her over.  But when local livestock start disappearing, their coyote refuge is put in the hot seat, and more than just their way of life is suddenly in jeopardy.



Sheriff Rebecca Savage never planned on returning to Beckit Falls, or for falling for two handsome men. But fate seems to have different plans for her. Unfortunately not all of them are sexy and look fantastic in jeans. The local mayor is trying to run the Brady boys and their coyote refuge out of town. Nothing seems to make sense, but when she starts digging deeper, a new danger rises with the full moon—one that just might get them all killed.


 




Unchaste 
 by Mia Watts



 Phases: Book Three



The mystical Portal of the Gods transports Flynn Chula, shifter and descendant of the Cahokia Indians, six hundred years in the past. Right into a tribal feud between Amaro and Koda, warriors of the empire. While Flynn finds his new circumstances impossible, Amaro and Koda know exactly what to do. Their culture dictates that shifters have to be tested, proving their place among the people--as priests. Only one high priest can rule the empire at a time, but the current apprentice reigns with blood sacrifice and fear.



 As the sexual preparations begin, Koda and Amaro do their duty to rid him of any possible heterosexual leanings...by giving themselves to him wholly. Flynn, who's never wanted a woman in his life, can't believe his luck. Two hunky men can't get enough of him, and their eager to learn all the tricks.



 When the blood priest discovers the plot to overthrow him, will Flynn, Koda, and Amaro escape alive, or will more than blood be lost on the altar?


 



 Phases: Book Four



 When Delilah Lewis moved from Atlanta to Gwinn Close, a sanctuary for shifters in Michigan’s Upper Peninsula, she knew there would be an adjustment period. She just never thought getting shot at by poachers would be a part of that adjustment. When two sexy shifters come to her rescue, things get even more complicated. Delilah is a good girl, with a good-girl upbringing, and both men make her want to be very bad...



 Miguel and Darius are in a committed relationship, but once they meet Delilah, they want more.While Delilah wonders if Gwinn Close is right for her, Miguel and Darius do everything they can to convince her to stay. But secrets from their past threaten a future with the woman they both crave. And while she struggles to let go of her boring former life, both men work to bring out the wild animal in her...
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 The Mark of Cain by Cash Cole



 After a night of hot sex with an elusive Native American, Gage is left with a bullet wound and a scarred shoulder from where a panther slashed him. The New Orleans police tell Gage that his lover morphing from man to beast is highly improbable and that whoever broke into his hotel room left no trace evidence, but Gage knows he hasn’t imagined any of this. He starts with the only clue he has, the name of a town in Oklahoma where his lover said he was born. But can he track down sexy Cain, who is in witness protection, before the assassins find and kill them both?


 




Mind F*cked by Mia Watts



 Sage has the ability to read minds, but only in high passion moments when thoughts transmit at a higher frequency. But the gift is double-edged. Sage is inordinately handsome. Some might even say he’s a walking orgasm. So what’s a half-breed to do when every person he meets seems intent on seducing him, and how will he know if the man he chooses will love him for more than his looks?



 Joe has never been the object of anyone’s lust before. Now Sage, the hottest guy he’s ever laid eyes on, has Joe starring in his sexual fantasies. It would be perfect if only Sage could shut up for one minute, and quit talking about his own hotness—or about how he can read minds.



 Meanwhile, Joe and Sage must secure the last three Zodiac Stones and prevent their theft while they wait for exhibition. Can they put their sexual tension aside long enough to stop a clever thief? And even if they do, will Joe’s heart be a casualty of their inevitable fling, or could Sage really be looking for more than a one-night stand?


 



 Moon Princess by Suzanne Graham



 As Celina Maddock left the office on a Friday evening, her coworker jumped into her car and demanded she get on the highway and drive fast after their sizzling kiss in the parking lot. She never imagined she’d get the gorgeous Barrett Osborn ordering her around; however, when he starts talking about Shadows, werewolves, and werebears, she becomes a little worried about his mental health.



 When Barrett’s lover, Stan Varka, offers his assistance in escaping the Shadows, Celina goes along with their strange story about shapeshifters, because finding herself the center of their attention becomes extremely erotic.



 Once they’ve finished their night of playacting, Celina doesn’t think she could possibly have a future with these two amazing lovers¼until they convince her that she really is the Moon Princess and the only hope for establishing peace between the wolves and the bears.


 



 Duck! by Kim Dare



 Raised among humans, Ori Jones only discovered he was an avian shifter six months ago. Unable to complete a full shift until he reaches his avian maturity, he still can’t be sure of his exact species.



 But with species comes rank, and rank is everything to the avians. When a partial shift allows the elders to announce that they believe Ori to be a rather ugly little duckling, he drops straight to the bottom rung of their hierarchy.



 Life isn’t easy for Ori until he comes to the attention of a high ranking hawk shifter. Then the only question is, is Ori really a duck—and what will his new master think when the truth eventually comes out?


 




Hell Hath No Fury by Carol Lynne



 Mortals call it Hell, Lucifer calls it The City. It’s a land of good and evil, and Lu is the mayor. He didn’t ask for the job, but someone with some sense needs to keep order, and after going against Archangel Law, Lu knows he must pay the price.



 Though his crime may have cost him his Heavenly home, when trouble shows up in The City, his brothers send Lu reinforcement in the guise of a good-looking bodyguard named Dominic Ramos.



 Used to having any man he wants, Lu isn’t happy when his charms don’t immediately have the desired effect on Dominic. He sets out to seduce the gorgeous man using every weapon in his arsenal. When a night of unbridled passion culminates in a public coupling, Lu’s feelings on random sex are forever changed.



 Who says there aren’t Angels in Hell?


 




Tropical Hedonism by Dakota Rebel



 After a boating accident, Sean Harris wakes up staring into the eyes of a handsome doctor. Even when he discovers that he is on an island within the Bermuda Triangle, and there is no way for him to get back to his old life, he can’t be too disappointed if it means being stuck with the doctor.



 Dr. Wesley Carpenter cannot believe that the younger Sean Harris would want anything to do with him. After half-heartedly turning down the advances of his patient, he realizes that resistance is futile.



 The men find themselves falling for each other quickly, but ghosts from their pasts and outside influences try to get in the way of their happiness. Sean and Wesley may be on the island forever, but neither is sure if that guarantees they’ll be able to continue their Tropical Hedonism.


 




Bedtime Story for a Stolen Child by Ana Mayle



 Stolen away from his cradle as a child, Leinad has been a plaything of the Faerie for thirty years. He has been broken and put back together so many times that he cannot even remember what he used to be. He has given up all hope of escape, until a soft breeze through his cell leads him home, only to find out that home has gone on without him. A man with Leinad’s face is there in his place, with his siblings, acting out his life. A changeling. The creature who enabled his imprisonment and torture for all those years.



 Daniel Tessel is a thirty year old folklorist. He is meeting his brother and sister at their family cabin, to spend the anniversary of their parent’s deaths together. His biggest worry is the séance his little sister is insisting on, and trying to stave off her inevitable disappointment. That is, until he looks up during the ritual to see his own face watching him from the window. He is pulled into the consequences of a plot he cannot even remember, accused of stealing his own life. Confused, angry, and frightened beyond reason, Daniel tries to escape from Leinad, but there is something pulling them together.



 Revenge and passion are two very similar things. Blood sings, lust and tempers rise, and before they know it, neither is quite sure who the real monster is anymore.  Or if it will even matter in the end.
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 Wolf in Men’s Clothing by Dakota Rebel



 Little Red Riding Hood has nothing on Rhys. On his way to his grandmother’s house, Rhys’ car breaks down in the middle of nowhere. Fortunately for him, there is a big, bad rescuer watching and waiting to sweep him off his feet.


 




Just Right by Bronwyn Green



 When Department of Natural Resources officer, Gwendolyn Locke, hits a black bear on the way home from work one night, her entire view of reality changes. She discovers that shape-shifters exist, and she’s just become Goldilocks to three gorgeous, very aroused men who also happen to be werebears. Being snowbound has never been so hot.


 




Open Sesame by Mia Watts



 Alister Baban overheard a business discussion that netted him and his Uncle Cassimer a lot of money. When the Simsim Group stock crashes and declares bankruptcy within weeks, the owners immediately suspect the Babans of playing dirty.



 Oz Adamo, one of four brothers who owned Simsim Group, agrees to abduct Alister to obtain information and win back the lost pensions of former employees.



 Tied to a bed and lusting after his captor, Alister fights the sexual attraction he has for Oz. They want information and he isn’t about to give it. But Oz loves a good challenge, and shrewd, serious, sexy Alister is naked and his—at least for now.


 




Heart of Ice by Brynn Paulin



 Kai is perfectly unhappy with his life. Cast into a role as shop boy and forced into marriage to save his family, he sees nothing good in his future. In fact, his betrothed, Gerda, seems to hate everything he enjoys. Especially winter and his attraction to dominating his partners. His prospects look grim…until the Snow Queen arrives.



 Wyn has spent her life alone, living vicariously through those who love winter. When she learns of Kai’s predicament, she knows she must save him. If only she could save herself. She craves his dominance, but there’s one tiny thing standing in their way. No human can touch her without experiencing chilly agony. And that might bring any relationship to an icy death.
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