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Trigger Warning



Trigger Warning

This book deals with a person who’s gotten out of an abusive relationship. It’s more one of neglect than anything and you don’t see it on the page.

These are some triggers to keep in mind when reading:

	Physical violence, primarily by the good guys against the bad guy

	The FMC is grabbed and bruised

	She is also stalked for some of the book

	There is a side character who was SA-ed when she was a child. There are no flashbacks or on page descriptions of what happened

	The bad guy keeps a stash of SA porn and while its not watched more than a second or two in the story, that is briefly discussed, as is the fact that its made

	A chunk of the story takes place in a women’s shelter and you will meet characters that show signs of physical abuse, but not how that happened

	Brief kidnapping scene
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PART I

Choose The Bears



Foreword



So when the whole man vs bear debate started, everyone starting tagging me like crazy because hey, I write a lot of bear shifter romances.

But its more than that.

I think the vast majority of my books are speculative fiction, wondering what it would be like if women got what they needed from romantic partners, not the dissatisfaction so many express. A man that’s focussed on her needs. That’s protective of her as a person, not as a thing he possesses. As someone he recognises, respects and loves as a person and a partner, not each one of them jammed into rigid gender roles that may or may not fit.

That’s what the Ursa Shifter series tries to do.

Some of you, like me, are abuse survivors. Some of you, unlike me, will not recognise the kinds of coping mechanisms the FMC uses in this book. Some of you will feel like Imogen’s reactions aren’t real or realistic, because I’ve seen it over and over. Readers rave about the way abuse is depicted in some books and revile others, but I need to remind people of one thing.

If you read about attachment theory, primarily a study of children who’ve gone through very severe abuse or abandonment, an array of coping styles were identified. Victims don’t look, behave, feel and operate in the world in a uniform way. If you need receipts of my own experience, I grew up the child of a teenage mother who was forced to birth me when she wanted an abortion. I knew that from a young age. I had a physically violent father who struck out at my mother and myself, but weirdly not my younger sister. He was also very emotionally abusive. My mother, as a survival mechanism, became physically and mentally abusive as well, and sometimes it felt like the student surpassed the master.

As an adult and teenager, I was drawn to people with the same vibe, scornful of any guy who’d be nice to me, until I met my current partner. A lot of abuse victims are the most comfortable with their dysfunctional ‘normal’ and actively seek someone else to replace the previous abuser. I definitely did. I went through periods of anger, of acting out, of risk taking, of addictive behaviours and hyper and hyposexualisation. If this was not your lived experience as a victim, my book doesn’t invalidate your experience. It just reflects mine.

I definitely pulled my punches in this book, so if you’re hoping for a really gritty expose of how bad it gets, this isn’t it. I used to do that in earlier books and then realised the very community I was trying to represent was getting re-traumatised by my books. I have kept the details about abuse as thin as possible, trying to make it so someone who has been through this can actually read it.

One thing I’ll say is, if this book doesn’t do a great job of representing why you’d choose the bear, have a crack at writing your own. I don’t say that as a snarky thing, but to ensure more voices are heard. Write a poem, a book, record a song or a video. Put it out into the world, if that will help you. Even just writing it for yourself can be cathartic. But most of all, walk forward with your head held high. You survived and maybe, just maybe, things can get better.

Peace,

Sam.


Chapter 1



Imogen

“You’ve got the apartment, Imogen.”

My hands shook as I held the phone tight to my ear, unable to believe what I was hearing. The sounds of customers chatting, of shopping trolleys rattling down the supermarket aisles, competed with the sound of the real estate manager’s voice, but her smooth tones cut through.

“We’d like to get you down here this afternoon to sign the lease, though you can pay for the bond via bank transfer. I’ve just emailed all the details over.”

“Yes.” I said that too fast, too forcefully, so I swallowed and tried again. “I mean, yes, I’ll sort the money transfer out right now…” I looked along the line of checkouts, blanching at the sight of customers starting to mass in lines, waiting to be served. I was on my break, but I’d get a call to help soon. “I’m just on my break, but it’s quite busy⁠—”

“Before close of business is fine,” the woman replied smoothly. “You’ll be able to come down to the office by 5:00 P.M.?”

Jade, the assistant manager at my store came over and I knew why. Could I cut my break short? That’s what she was about to ask. Before she could get a word in edgewise, I answered the property manager.

“Of course. I’ll be there just before five.”

Jade’s eyes went wide when she heard what I said, but not with anger I quickly realised. Her mouth fell open, and she clapped her hands silently, jumping up and down in glee. When I hung up, she pounced.

“You got it? You got the apartment?”

She had acted as a referee, talking me up to the property manager, something I needed desperately.

Because for the past few months, I’d been saving and planning, getting myself ready to leave my soon to be ex-boyfriend.

“I got it.” I felt like I could finally fully exhale after months of holding my breath. “I got it.”

“You got it!” Customers shot us sidelong looks as she slapped her hands down on my shoulders, squeezing them. “You⁠—”

“Got what?” A blue haired guy appeared at our sides, looking us over in confusion. Daniel was another one of the other checkout operators at the supermarket and should be starting his shift, if Jackie, the store manager’s dark look was anything to go by. “A million dollars? A boob job?” He looked down at my bust, wrinkled his nose, and then shook his head. “A new boyfriend, because girl, that guy you’re seeing⁠—”

“Daniel…” Jackie growled from over by the service desk, crossing her arms and tapping her feet as she stared us down. “And Imogen⁠—”

“Is leaving at four today,” Jade said smoothly. “She has an appointment, and she organised the time off with me days ago.”

“Did she now?” Jackie fixed me in her gaze, her eyes narrowing. “Well, it’s not four now, so back to work.”

“Tell me you’ve got a job interview,” Daniel hissed. “Waitressing, cleaning, shaking your arse, anything to get you away from this shithole.”

“I’ve got my own place,” I informed him quietly as we walked over to our checkouts, opening the lanes in time for customers to start racing their trolleys over. “I’m moving out.”

“So, you’re leaving that idiot boyfriend of yours,” he said, stopping to look me up and down with a grin. “Damn, girl, that requires a celebration.”

“Excuse me, is this lane open?” a customer asked him, about to put their groceries on the conveyer belt.

“For you, honey?” Daniel looked the older woman up and down. “Sure. Metamucil.” He picked up an orange container of fibre supplements before scanning it. “Need to keep ourselves regular, huh?”

“Um, yes,” the woman said, flushing slightly before stacking the rest of her groceries on the conveyer belt, but I couldn’t focus on him or her, as I had my own customers to serve. I smiled at the next lot who walked up and then went to work, ringing up their purchases. Every beep of the scanner, every litre of milk or box of cereal, seemed to bring me closer and closer to this.

Freedom.

I looked up and smiled at the couple I was serving as I told them their total, watching them swipe their bank card but not really seeing it. The rest of the day went by in a blur, until four o’clock rolled around.

“Time to go,” Jade announced, putting the red plastic sign on my conveyer belt, announcing this lane was now closed.

“Thanks for this—” I started to say, babbling out the words.

“No, don’t.” Her hands grabbed mine. “You’ve been working towards this for so long, and now…”

Now, I finally got to leave my idiot boyfriend.

He wasn’t even that bad. Mike didn’t beat me or sleep around, but… I hadn’t been happy for ages. Everything in me wanted to get the fuck out of our place, our relationship, but I wasn’t in a financial position to just walk away. Instead, I was forced to just endure him.

Until now.

I grabbed my bag and waved to the others as I swept out the door and into my car.

“There were a lot of applicants,” the property manager said, peering down her nose at me. My pen hovered over the rental agreement. “Many were very strong contenders, but your boss…” She looked up at me meaningfully. “Her reference sealed the deal for me. Don’t make me regret giving you this opportunity.”

To pay top dollar for a little one-bedroom flat in a block of ten, built well before I was even born. A unit with the original 1970s beige-coloured toilet and green and orange kitchen benches, but it would be mine as long as I paid my rent, and so I smiled.

“I won’t, I promise.”

And with that I scrawled my signature on the dotted line, signing my life away for the next six months.

With six months away from Mike, I could claw back some breathing room, avoiding the insanity of our place, of his friends. I’d be able to look past the title of being his girlfriend and find me again. I nodded as I stepped back, accepting the keys to the apartment with a smile before leaving the real estate office.

Everything in me wanted to go straight to the apartment and move in. It was furnished, even if the furniture looked as old as the building itself. I’d have a place to sleep, somewhere to shower and cook, so it was tempting to think about buying all new stuff and never going back to my old home, but if I could’ve afforded that, it never would’ve taken me this long to move out. I’d have kicked Mike to the curb months ago. Instead, I had to do that tonight.

“I really appreciate you giving me this opportunity,” I said, clasping the keys tightly and shooting the agent a nervous smile. “You won’t regret it, I promise.”

I was talking too much, over explaining, but I’d been waiting for this moment for so damn long. My brain, my heart, told me to get out, get the fuck away, while playing a show reel of all the crappy moments from my relationship with Mike over and over in my head—just in case I tried to change my mind. In some ways, that would’ve been easier. Change hurt, people acknowledged that, but it was also really bloody expensive. The bond, the trailer I was going to have to hire to move my stuff because paying for a removalist was too damn expensive, plus all of the stuff I needed to buy to replace what had been broken, damaged, or ruined from being in this relationship. Despite that depressing reality, I was here now, ready to make that move, so I sucked in a breath, then nodded to the agent before making for the door.

I’d had a long time to think about how this would go. Sometimes it was the only thing I had to cling to as I stared down at him in bed. His drunken snores and the sour stench of beer oozing from his pores was enough to make me shrink back. The wild boy I’d fallen for when I was younger was now just… sad. That’s what I felt when I walked in the door of our place.

There was shit everywhere because each time I tried to clean up, Mike made a mess again. I could talk until I was blue in the face about how cleaning up as you went made things so much easier, but he’d just nod along or bitch at me for nagging before going back to dropping things whenever he was done with them.

Why the hell would he bother cleaning up after himself if he had me?

I’d already contacted our current landlord, pleading with the property manager to take me off the lease. The fact I wasn’t chasing my half of the bond helped persuade her. The other was the property inspections she’d been forced to do. She’d seen both the mess Mike made and the desperation in my eyes, along with my babbled explanations of all the cleaning I had done and had taken pity on me. Legally, I was no longer connected to my boyfriend in any way.

And now I needed to take the final step to sever the relationship completely.

Mike wasn’t supposed to be home. He usually spent hours after work drinking with his workmates, and on a Friday night? He might come home sometime in the early morning when the alcohol ran out, but not before. So, when I walked up the steps to our place and saw the door was open, I approached with trepidation. Had we been broken into, or…?

“Got a fishing rod, mate?”

That voice, it was like slimy fingers trailing along my neck, across my bare shoulders. Phil worked with Mike and was at least ten years older. He seemed to have taken Mike under his wing, encouraging his worst habits. He looked up when I walked in the door, the chaos here even worse because it seemed like Mike had emptied every cupboard and drawer to look for what he was after.

“Where’s my fishing rod, Imo?”

Not, “Hi Imogen, how was your day at work?” Not a kiss on my cheek or a hug, a smile to indicate that he was pleased to see me. Mike’s distant nature, his recklessness, his willingness to rebel against society’s rules, were what attracted me to him when we were still in school. Years later, this was exactly what exhausted me. He looked me up and down, a small look of displeasure on his face when I didn’t immediately reply.

But it wasn’t Mike’s look that worried me.

There was something hungry about Phil. He seemed to suck in the details of my body with a greedy slurp, like someone eating a bowl full of noodles. Those pale-blue eyes creased slightly as he shot me a sly smile. He made me uncomfortable, but more than that, he liked my reaction.

“Hall cupboard,” I said in my most neutral tone.

Mike’s eyes were slightly unfocussed, his mouth a little slack, so it was fair to believe he’d been drinking. This was when he was most volatile. He never hit me, I clung to that over and over, but that didn’t mean this wouldn’t devolve into an argument that lasted for hours and hours. One he would continue on his own even if I locked myself in our room. I felt a rush of relief when he pulled away, walking down the hall to drag out the ironing board, our suitcases dropping to the floor.

Saved me from getting them out later, I reasoned.

With a sound of pleasure, he pulled out his wrapped roll of fishing rods and his tackle box, then went staggering towards Phil.

But Phil wasn’t focussed on Mike.

His eyes hadn’t left me during the entire exchange. I’m sure he noted the way I took a step backwards without thinking, and that had his smile widening.

“Ready!” Mike announced, hoisting both items in the air.

“Nice gear.” The relief I felt when Phil finally glanced down at Mike’s equipment was palpable. “We’ll be fishing up a storm with that. Let’s head out to the fishing spot and eat fresh fish all weekend.”

They were going on an impromptu fishing trip for the next two days? I sent up a quick prayer of thanks to any deity listening. Work had me doing a couple of shifts over the weekend, but I’d manage to drop in before and after them to grab the rest of my stuff.

“We’ll meet the others out there,” Phil continued. “It’ll be wild. The other fellas are bringing their women.” My whole body went stiff as he turned to me. “You should bring Imogen.”

I didn’t want that, some instinctive part knowing that going out bush, far away from the city, from people, from the police, was a very bad idea. My head moved of its own accord, shaking slightly back and forth in denial.

“You bringing your wife and kids?” Mike asked, peering at him owlishly.

That was exactly the wrong thing to say.

The hunger in Phil’s eyes intensified and transmuted, fusing with rage to become something truly terrible. I didn’t give a shit about my clothes, my sentimental keepsakes, right now. Get out, my heart thudded over and over. Get the fuck out. But I’d been forced to ignore that frantic beat over and over for months now, so I guess it was no surprise when I did just that now.

“No, mate.” Phil put on a veneer of civility like a mask, clapping Mike on the shoulder. “They’re not coming, but Imogen.” Stop saying my name, I thought furiously, but didn’t say a thing. “She could drive us out to the fishing spot. Means we could drink on the way.”

“Like we wouldn’t anyway.” Mike’s sloppy smile contrasted with my memories of news reports of people dying from being hit by drunk drivers. The impulse to bring that up rose and died, viciously smothered. He’d just get pissed and start arguing if I mentioned it. “But yeah…” It felt like my boyfriend looked at me for the first time since I’d gotten home. “You can come, Imogen.”

Gee, thanks, I thought, remembering the times when my heart would’ve leapt at the chance.

“I’ve got work—” I replied, my usual defence against his demands.

“Call in sick,” Phil said, the look in his eyes daring me to say no. “A weekend out in the bush is better than standing behind a cash register ringing up haemorrhoid cream and tampons.”

“Yeah—” Mike added, a belligerence that had nothing to do with me in his tone and everything due to alcohol and Phil’s presence.

“And then I’ll lose my job.” I stared at Mike, seeing the cogs in his mind turn slowly. We’d struggled to make rent, buy his precious beer, when I’d lost my job before due to his bullshit. His lips thinned and a familiar mulish expression on his face had me worried for a second.

“She can drive us out there then.” Mike nodded sharply even as Phil’s brows drew down. “Take us out and then pick us up.”

Nope, that wouldn’t happen. I’d drop the two of them off and then make a run for it. Whatever I couldn’t fit into the car tonight would just be left. It was time to go, and all I needed to do was this one last thing before I was free.

“Fine,” I said. “Where are we going?”


Chapter 2



Kyle

“Time to go,” I told my sleuth mate, Asher.

The prick was staring at his computer screen like it’d personally offended him. It wasn’t a hardware issue, our other sleuth mate, Lucas, would’ve been in here, fixing anything technical.

No, it was the contents of Asher’s email.

The human public thought we ran a security company. Our shopfront was discreet, bland looking, office building, but what we did was not. Bankrolled by the deep pockets of the bear community, ours was a business that protected a very specific clientele: women and children trying to get free of their abusers. Run as a not for profit, it made for a nice tax break for our investors, but for Asher…? It was personal. He was studying a new case that had been funnelled our way through some back channels from the police, which is what had him staring at the computer screen as if it had committed whatever act of cruelty he was reading.

“Ash—” I started to say, reaching out and grabbing his shoulder, but he shook me off.

“This—”

“I know, Asher.” Every damn day we dealt with horror on a scale that beggared belief. Every day men went home and hurt their kids, their wives, and their girlfriends like it was completely normal to brutalise those that you loved, when all we wanted was to find the other half of our heart. Hold her close and protect her from the horrors of the world, not be the source of them. “I know, mate, but we need⁠—”

His head jerked up, and those icy-blue eyes met mine, making clear how this would go. We were supposed to be heading out bush to take fur, let the bears inside us out. What we did, what we saw each day, was hard on our beasts. I had to fight to keep my bear down each time a bruised child or a battered woman walked in our door with haunted eyes. My big Kodiak wanted to roar his disgust, right before he rampaged through the streets, smashing every man we knew that abused others until they were bloody smears on the ground.

But I couldn’t allow that.

We kept silent, quiet, hidden in Australian, American, European, and Asian cities across the world, hiding what we were. So, if we had a chance of maintaining control, we needed to get the fuck out of this office for the weekend.

“Ursula!” I shouted, not afraid to call for back up when needed.

“Hey.” Asher’s foster sister walked in the door, nonchalantly unwrapping the tape from her hands. “Is Fuckface being a martyr again?”

“No—” Asher snapped.

“Yes,” I countered.

“Ashy…” She reached over and ruffled his dark hair, his elbow jerking up to knock her away, but he pulled his punches at the last minute. A small moment passed when their eyes locked together, speaking of the bond between them. She sucked in a breath, then let it out slowly, the same way we all did when dealing with our glorious leader. “You need to go and take fur with Kyle and Lucas.”

“A new case has come in,” Asher said, stabbing a finger at the screen. “Physical and emotional abuse⁠—”

“And I’ll take care of it.” She glanced back at the door. “The team that you painstakingly put together will triage it and bring them in, starting the process. You know what Elodie said last time.”

Elodie was our in-house shrink, mostly dealing with the complex needs of our clients, but we were regularly dragged in to sit on her comfy couch. Burnout in people who worked abuse cases was high, she’d informed us, and so she made it her business to ensure we all took breaks.

Like I was trying to get Asher to do right now.

“I’ve got the car ready…” Lucas walked in, squinting behind his glasses when he noted the tense atmosphere in the room. He raked his shaggy blond hair back from his face and then scanned the lot of us.

“We’re coming.” I jerked Asher’s chair back, ready to drop down and fireman carry my sleuth mate out the door if that’s what it took, but he nodded and forced himself to his feet.

“Update me,” he told Ursula.

“Absolutely not gonna do that.”

This was why I brought her in. She was smart, capable, but most of all, she could hand Asher his arse if she needed to. The bond they shared went beyond blood, beyond even the connection between our animals. His eyes met hers, and for a moment, they just stared.

She saw him, the polar bear that my foster brother transformed into, and she didn’t look away for a second. The beast, the man, they knew they’d met their match, so he shook his head and then turned to us.

“Let’s get on the road.”

As if I hadn’t been trying to get him to do just that. I rolled my eyes internally, the Kodiak inside me making clear we could knock snow boy on his arse when we both took fur, but I wouldn’t allow that. Our bears were equally matched, but as men? Asher needed control too much for me to try to take it away from him.

“Some burgers on the way from that nice diner,” I said, nudging him in the ribs. “Some beers when we get to the campground, then when night falls, we can take fur and go for a romp through the forest…”

Even if I wasn’t convincing Asher, I was one hundred percent on board. The bear was pressing hard on the bond between us, making me feel like I was coming apart at the seams. It’d been a tough, tough week, one where I started to wonder if we’d ever make a difference, and I told Asher all of that. The sharp look in his eyes, the way he sized me up, made Ursula snort. Taking time away for himself was anathema to my sleuth mate, but looking after someone else? That was always the way in with Asher.

“Maybe we’ll pick up a few steaks on the way,” he said in a grudging tone. “Feed the bears. Killing and eating those deer was a mistake.”

Our police contacts let us know that the park rangers had sent evidence their way, wondering what the hell killed the feral deer. The only apex predators capable of doing that in Australia were saltwater crocodiles and you didn’t get them this far south.

“Scotch fillet?” Lucas asked hopefully.

“Prime beef for bears that’d eat a dead cow if given a choice?” Asher shook his head. “Sure, why not.”

He was walking towards the door, that’s what mattered. I shot Ursula a grateful look and she threw me a thumbs up, right before she sat down in Asher’s chair, ready to work the case.

My breath came more easily the minute we got into the car. Lucas had stashed everything we needed in the back, but Asher had to check it. One small compliment had Lucas flushing, but then we were on our way. Out of the city, away from the humans and all their shit.

Free, even if it was just for a moment.

Excitement always thrummed through me the moment we came to the campground. Sometimes it felt like we spent our days pretending to be something we weren’t. The human was an important part of me, but there was more, much more. The Kodiak bear stamped his paws inside me, roaring in anticipation, but if he hoped to be let free instantly, he was disappointed. The next site was filled with people, something that had my heart sinking. People rarely came out this far from the city, so we usually had the place to ourselves.

Then I heard the shouts.

I’d become particularly sensitive to the sounds human men made. My job meant I needed to know who was escalating and recognised that he’d met an equal and opposite force and no more harm would come to his victims. The raucous noises now had my ears pricking up, and as Lucas and Asher jumped out of the car, they came around to my side, staring at the people partying by the river.

“Something that needs to be dealt with?” Lucas’ tone was short and clipped.

The nerdy guy who spent his time bent over his computer, finding evidence to be used in cases against abuse perpetrators, was nowhere to be seen. His eyes glowed gold behind his glasses.

“Not yet…” Asher replied firmly, but his voice trailed away as we saw a woman separate herself from the group.

Most of the men were too intent on drinking, talking shit or doing whatever bullshit they were focussed on to see her, but we did. Always women, always children, I was doomed to scan, scan and read body language constantly, looking for clues that someone wasn’t feeling comfortable.

She wasn’t.

Her steps were furtive, like she was slinking away from the group, not wanting to be seen. This was the pace of prey, scared of being detected. That enough would’ve had me stepping forward, but the bear going perfectly still, his entire focus on her had my feet moving of their own accord.

Towards her.

Not just a woman scared. I’d seen enough of them to know exactly what to do, but…

“Her…”

Lucas’ sigh contained all the same longing, feeling I was experiencing right now. Asher too, if that strangled sound was anything to go by. It wasn’t just some woman who was sneaking away, though that was enough to cause us concern.

It was our fated mate.

“We need…”

I had ideas, thoughts, a plan, but that all shattered when I saw him rise. An older bloke, complete with beer gut, I knew that sly look well. He was the predator, the enemy she was trying to slink away from, and that had me moving forward, at first in a jog, then a run as she disappeared into the shadows beyond the bonfire’s flames. He went after her, that’s what had the bear gifting me his strength, so it was his paws and my feet, slamming down on the ground as we raced towards the other half of our heart.


Chapter 3



Imogen

“Just have one drink…” Mike had slurred once we arrived several hours later at their camp site.

I didn’t want a drink. I didn’t want to drive them all the way out here, only to be met by a round of ragged cheers from the other idiots Phil and Mike were drinking with for the weekend. I definitely didn’t want to be the only woman here. Phil had lied, what a surprise. It’d taken everything I had not to grab their shit and just toss it out on the ground when we arrived and then take off in a spray of pebbles. Instead, fucking Phil suggested I come and have one drink and Mike grabbed onto the idea like a pit bull might his target. Then I was faced with the same dilemma.

Say no and risk Mike getting angry. I couldn’t give a shit if he yelled at me anymore—that part of me well and truly dead—but it was the bullshit that came afterwards. I wouldn’t put it past Mike to try to prevent me from leaving, lurching into the path of my car and waving his arms around, relying on my innate desire not to run a man down to stop me from going anywhere. It was Mike’s unpredictability that attracted me to him once, so it was ironic that same tendency was what ended things.

But not right now.

I’d learned to be patient, hadn’t I? No one was more patient than me, so I could appease him now and then be on my way.

“One drink,” I said firmly, really meaning it, but that’s not what he heard. His grin made clear he was happy he was getting what he wanted. “I’ve got a long drive home…”

He didn’t listen to me. Why would he when he had the shouts of his workmates and friends to hear as we approached? Some of the faces were familiar, some weren’t, but that didn’t matter. They all bayed like huskies that were about to go for a run, their loud voices like nails scraping across a chalk board, all fusing together to form this utterly masculine cry that set my teeth on edge.

Why didn’t I just turn tail and drive away? Why did I keep giving Mike what he wanted? I’m sure most people would struggle to understand it, but I did. He’d made clear in every aspect of our lives just how hopeless it was.

When we got our first apartment together, I’d gloried in the chance to play house, making the rented space our own, right up until he did the same. His mother went to great pains to explain that she’d never allowed him to live like a slob when he was at home, but that meant my pleas for help with the housework were just seen as an extension of his mother’s nagging. So, he treated our apartment as his. His dumping ground, his rubbish bin, his cocoon of crap that he buried himself down in to sleep once he was done partying with his friends.

I’d gone along with it for a while. His friends seemed so much more exciting than mine, the alcohol, the drugs, the sex all promising one long stream of fun. Instead, he had all of those things, and I was forced to adult—because we were evicted from our first apartment. His parents dismissed us when we came knocking at their door for help. And mine? They closed the door, making clear that everything they’d predicted would happen when I first started going out with Mike had come true. I needed to get myself out of this situation, and that’s what I intended to do.

“Here ya go!”

Mike pressed a beer into my hand despite the fact I couldn’t stand the stuff. I looked at the green and silver can, seeing the condensation bead on its surface and wondered if he remembered a single thing about me.

It wasn’t always like this, I thought, as I sank down onto a log set up by the fire. When we were still at school, he was sweet, attentive, and funny, but also reckless and completely unbowed by teachers’ authority. When he pushed back against their demands, I imagined myself doing the same. I never dared to, which was perhaps why I took a sip of the beer, suppressing a wince at the bitter taste.

“So, how’s work, Imogen?”

I stiffened when Phil came to sit beside me. Not close enough to alert Mike, but still. What the fuck was he doing near me? Every muscle in my body tensed and I wasn’t sure why. Phil was creepy. Somehow I knew that, even though he’d never done a thing to me. My eyes dropped down, eyeing the space between us before his insistent gaze demanded an answer.

“Good. How’s Mary and the kids?”

He had a wife, a family. I held that fact up in my mind, as if that would form a safe barrier between us. Of course, he had to destroy that.

“Mary?” I heard the scorn in his voice and that made me shrink down smaller. “Wouldn’t fucking know, would I?” Before Mike, I would never have believed someone could drink a mouthful angrily, but its what Phil did right now, his throat almost spasming around the long swallows of beer. “She took off with the kids.”

Don’t look at him, a small voice inside my head screamed. Don’t talk to him. Just shut up and drink the damn beer⁠—

“Took off…?” The words fell out of my mouth, and Phil’s ugly smile went with it as I watched him drop the mask. Anger, real, hot, immediate anger burned in his eyes and somehow intensified when he stared at me. I wasn’t his wife, I wanted to say, nor his child.

“Up and left in the night, the fucking bitch, taking my kids with her. No idea where the fuck she went.” Asking that question was like lancing a boil, all this poisonous goo oozing out of him as he spoke. “Blocked my number. Can’t trace her on my phone.” He held up the device, like tracking your family was a perfectly reasonable thing to do. “Just fucking gone without even a note to say where she went. Fucking bitch.”

He’d already said that last bit, I wanted to say, but thankfully my mouth remained closed.

“But you wouldn’t pull something like that, would you, Imogen?”

Did he know? My rational mind and terrified heart got into a furious argument inside me. There was no way he could. I’d left no sign, nothing to alert Mike, let alone Phil, as to what I intended. I just stared, and the longer the silence stretched out, the uglier his expression got, until I was forced to my feet. Running was not the right thing to do—I knew that, but I moved anyway.

“Mike.” My ex continued to chortle along to what the guy next to him was saying. “Mike!”

“What?”

Had he ever loved me? I’m sure he’d bemoan me leaving him, just like Phil did Mary to his mates, but in Mike’s heart, I’m not sure he actually cared. Not having someone to mother him, he’d miss that, but that was about it. Because right now, he gazed up at me with all the interest one might a fly or mosquito. I was annoying and he just wanted me to go away so he could enjoy himself.

I was happy to oblige.

“I’m going.” I kept my voice deliberately calm and even. “I’ll be back on Sunday⁠—”

“Yeah, sure, whatever.”

For someone who pressed upon me that I needed to stay for one drink, he certainly didn’t care that I was leaving now. Instead, he gave me his blessing with a wave of his hand, and I took it, turning on my heel and striding off to my car. Every step took me closer to freedom. If I got behind that wheel, I’d tear out of here and drive twice as long if that’s what it took to get me home. To my real home, my new apartment in a shitty block in a not-so-great part of town, but I didn’t care. I just wanted to be away from here, from Mike, from Phil…

As if summoned, I heard my name called out, and when I turned around, there he was.

“Where you off to, Imo?”

Imo was Mike’s nickname for me because he was too slack to say my entire name, not Phil’s. He didn’t really pay too much attention to me before this, so I couldn’t work out why he was using my nickname now.

Except I did.

Some deep down, instinctive part of me knew. Watching him stalk closer in the shadows, that sly smile took on a whole other meaning.

It feels like every woman’s mother has the talk with her at some time. Don’t wear this, do this, act like this, say this, lest you get hurt. She passed down the unspoken truce women formed with men. As long as we didn’t step out of line, we were safe.

Except that was never true.

Fight or flight were the terms used to explain people’s responses to a threat, but that had been expanded to ones that seemed to represent the experience of being a woman. Freeze, which I did now, not sure what I was seeing or what was happening, and fawn.

That response was what explained why I said yes to driving Mike out here. It’s why I’d hoped to be out of our place before he came home. Avoid conflict, avoid fight, avoid any more threats to my mental health. I always walked free of every fight without a scratch on me physically.

But mentally?

I was tired, wrung out by my lack of options, of having to paddle as fast as I could just to keep my head above water, and now Phil was going to make himself my problem? My key slid between my knuckles, a trick I’d learned from a PE teacher when she earnestly tried to teach us girls self-defence. I think I was supposed to stab him in the eyes, or was it the groin, if he got too close? A faintly hysterical giggle built in my chest at my inability to decide.

“Home,” I replied finally, defiantly. “I’m going home. I’ll be back⁠—”

“You won’t be back.” His tone was so different that it made me peer into the darkness. The body shape was the same, but that venomous sneer? Surely that came from someone else.

“I will,” I said. “Sunday afternoon, right? Right, Phil?”

I was bargaining with some dickhead my boyfriend hung around with instead of running. My heart told me with every frantic beat: Get the fuck away from here and into your car before… My train of thought came to an abrupt stop.

“Whaddya doing, mate?”

Where the hell had these men come from, and why were they forming a wall between me and Phil? I didn’t have any answers, but I was strangely grateful. Each one of them was tall, massive, their broad shoulders blocking out the flickering fire beyond. This intervention from three good Samaritans meant I could’ve made a run for it, but instead, I just stopped and stared. The dark haired one asked the question in a tone just as dark as Phil’s, yet somehow I wasn’t scared. Perhaps because right now, my enemy’s enemy was my friend. Then the tallest one, a guy with reddish brown hair turned around and bent down to meet my eyes.

“Hey, I’m Kyle.” He offered me a hand the size of a dinner plate, but I just stared at it. “We’re going to get you out of here.”

“Where?” I squeaked.

“Away from this dickhead…” Relief, sweet relief washed through me, but still my heart beat frantically. “And to wherever you want to go. Take my hand if you want that.”

Grabbing one man’s hand to get away from another had to be stupid, and yet I found myself doing just that because I was out of all other options. Mine was tiny, gripped tight as his fingers closed down around my hand. Phil and the other guys’ voices started to rise, their shouts far louder than the music pumping through the campground, but Kyle whisked me away from all of that. Crouched down low, he hurried me away using moves I’d seen bodyguards use in movies. I didn’t take a full breath until I felt the cool metal of my car’s door under my fingers.

“You OK?” Kyle asked, his strange honey-coloured eyes staring into mine. “How we feeling here…?”

He was asking for my name I realised belatedly.

“Imogen.” That was blurted out. “I’m Imogen.”

“OK, we’re all good now, Imogen. You’re safe now.”

Safe, that was the word my mind baulked at, rearing inside my head like an untamed horse. I straightened up, forcing myself to take slower, more even breaths.

“Of course I’m safe.” I peered past his massive shoulder, saw the shadowy shapes there, but I couldn’t work out what was happening. The noises made clear I didn’t want to know. “Nothing happened.”

“Didn’t it?” He watched me so closely it was almost eerie. Men only seemed to fixate on you when they wanted something and I couldn’t work out what that was right now. “So that man wasn’t making a nuisance of himself?”

A no sat right on the tip of my tongue, ready to be said, but I didn’t. Instead, my hands slid down my arms, then my legs, something Kyle watched the entire time. No bruises, no sore spots, nothing to make me think Phil had overstepped a line, but… Why wasn’t that enough? Why did the lack of physical injury not placate me?

“He…” I fought to form a response, my mind unable to come up with anything. “He…”

“He’s sorted for now. Are you alright?”

The other two men who’d stepped between me and Phil jogged over, eyes shining. One wore glasses and had the same honey-coloured eyes that Kyle did, making me wonder if they were brothers. He had a t-shirt with a superhero logo on it, but his slightly nerdy facade was at odds with his build. The t-shirt was stretched tight across a broad chest, his bicep muscles popping as he pushed his glasses up his nose, but it was the other man who’s appearance caught my focus.

Pale blue eyes, they were the same colour as Phil’s, but entirely different in his face. Now they were like lasers, cutting through the darkness and into my eyes.

“Are you?” he demanded in a growl of a voice.

His face was lean without an inch of softness in it, not even his lips, which were pursed right now, drawing attention to something else. A deep, angry, red gnarl of a scar came snaking down his cheekbone, dragging the eyelid on that side down slightly. Staring at the scar was wrong, I remembered that as I saw his cheeks flush.

He was embarrassed. That I could make such a massive, strong, good-looking man feel like that filled me with an odd sense of power, right before shame slammed in.

“I’m fine.” My voice was all fluttery, making a mockery of my words. I cleared my throat and tried again. “Really, I’m fine. I just need to get home.”

“Home with him?” Blue eyes demanded.

“No, he’s not my boyfriend.” The three men’s frowns deepened. “Actually none of them are.” My breath was coming in faster and faster. “I’m moving out tonight, so thank you, but I’m going to go now because its a long drive home.”

“We’ll help.”

Glasses guy sounded so sweet, and then he blinked, as if shocked by what he’d just said.

“Sorry, I’m Lucas, that’s Kyle.” My first rescuer nodded. “He’s Asher. We’ll… Let us help.” He glanced back at the party going on before returning his focus to me. “That’s why you were sneaking away, right? To get moved out before your… not-boyfriend realises.”

God, if they’d worked it out, so would Mike.

“Um, yeah⁠—”

“So we’ll help you.” Asher was the extremely intimidating one, something that only intensified as he grabbed a card from his wallet and held it out for me to look at. “That’s what we do. We provide security for women and children getting out of domestic violence situations.”

“Oh, well…” I went to press it back into his hand, but he refused to take it. “That’s not me.” I smiled but it came out as an ugly grimace. “No domestic violence here. I just need to move out⁠—”

“Without him knowing.” Kyle nodded slowly, looking a little sad. “Well, rather than argue semantics, how about you let us help you? You’ll be out of your old place and into the new one before it gets too late and then…” I watched his Adam’s apple bob. “You’ll be safe.”

That word was all it took to convince me. These men might be strangers, but right now I didn’t care. Safe, I wanted that so much, so I looked up and nodded.

“Thanks, that would be amazing.”


Chapter 4



Asher

She was in my car. Her scent, this combination of wild roses and the smell of the air on a summer night, filled the interior, forcing my hands to lock tightly around the steering wheel lest I reach for her. I had to keep that urge at bay by staring into the rear vision mirror, watching her find her seat in the back. Kyle would follow us in her car. I’d reasoned she was too shaky to drive, and Imogen had to agree when she looked down at her hands.

Imogen, my mate’s name was Imogen.

It rolled around on my tongue, ready to be spoken, along with a whole lot more. That she was mine, ours, and we’d always…

Not yet. Not now. Not while adrenaline was still pumping through her veins, and she was glancing around wildly with the look of a hunted animal. Maybe not ever, if I didn’t think it was best for Imogen. Protect, that’s what I, what the bear thought, the impulse pulsing through every vein. I saw fur prickle across my arms, the bear too close, and Lucas shot me a warning look as I turned the key in the ignition.

Get her home. Get her moved into her new place. Make her feel safe. Those were promises I made to the bear and I was forced to visualise each one for him, to stop him from pushing forward. But right when the bear was starting to settle down, he stumbled into our path.

Imogen’s rapidly inhaled breath told me everything.

I’d put the other bloke hassling her on his arse, making sure it was clear he needed to stay down. The bear wanted to rip his fucking head off and I wanted to let him. But this guy… My focus was my mate, not him, and I saw the way she pressed her back against her seat, trying to put as much space between him and her as possible. He was the real threat.

“That’s…” she said, not able to finish the sentence.

“Don’t worry, we’ve got this.”

I swerved around the prick, something made slightly more difficult by his inebriated state, and took some satisfaction when a shower of dirt and pebbles hit him as we passed. It was enough to have him staggering back at least. I took off down the road then at greater speed than needed. Lucas shot me another long look, but he understood. It was go or jump out of the car and obliterate anything in my path.

And that wasn’t hyperbole.

My first shift came way too young, from necessity rather than from going through puberty. Blood on my hands, the police siren’s wail combining with my foster mother’s screams. Precocious shifting meant my animal was wilder, less predictable, and the only way to manage him was to give him plenty of time in fur away from triggers.

And to get the fuck away from them when I couldn’t do that.

One breath, two breaths, it felt like the noisy sounds of my exhales had a twin, and I saw that Imogen was subconsciously matching her breathing to mine. That was enough to have me slowing our speed, right before we hit the road.

“Siri, call Ursula,” I told my phone when the growl was gone from my voice. The sound of the phone ringing filled the car as we drove through the darkness.

“What up, bro?” came my sister’s familiar voice. “I thought you’d be out in the bush letting your⁠—”

“I’ve got someone with me.” I had to cut Ursula off lest she reveal everything. “A guy was making Imogen’s life difficult.”

“Imogen?” There was a world of question in that one word, but they could be answered later. “Hey, I’m Ursula. I’m this dickhead’s sister and we work together helping people deal with difficult situations. Are you in a tough spot right now?”

“Now?” My mate was trying so hard to put on a brave front, smiling, but it didn’t last long. “No. There was this guy that was being a bit creepy, but your brother and his friends sorted him out for me.”

“A bit creepy…” I heard Ursula’s little exhale. “Like getting too close for comfort? Ignoring you when you’re giving him signs that his attention wasn’t welcome? And when you said something, he ignored that too?”

“Um… yeah?” Imogen blinked way too fast, staring at the centre console as if to get a read on Ursula’s expression, but of course, she couldn’t. “This guy… Phil, he’s always made me feel uncomfortable. He stares too much and for too long, y’know?” This was why we always got Urse to talk to anyone we worked with first. She wasn’t psych trained or anything, but she had a knack for helping people open up. “But he has a wife, kids…” Imogen frowned. “At least he did. He said they’d taken off…”

Lucas and I looked at each other then, the tension rising in the front of the car, but we needed to keep a lid on that.

“Phil Jackson?” Ursula asked.

If that’s who this prick was, I wanted to turn the fucking car around. The bear showed me exactly how it would go. We’d tear his head from his shoulders, blood spraying everywhere, and as the last nerve impulses twitched through his body, I’d slash his flesh to shreds. Mary and her kids had come to our organisation a week ago, their story coming out in painful bursts.

Phil was a fucking monster who brutalised his wife for most of their marriage, but it was when her young son stepped in to protect her that Mary’s nerve broke. Being forced to keep her child home from school due to the state of his face helped her find the courage to call the police. They’d taken her statement, recorded her son’s injuries, and then referred to us when it became clear she had no support network to help get her out. We’d moved the entire family into our building, making sure they were safe.

“Um… yeah. Do you know him?” Imogen asked.

“He’s a bad man,” Lucas said, turning to face her. “Really bad. We⁠—”

“Can’t discuss the details,” Ursula interrupted smoothly, “but take it from us. You don’t want him anywhere near you. My brother called me because he’s worried about you…” There was more she wanted to say, but she knew the rules about bear shifters. The mate chooses when she’s ready and telling Imogen what she was to us now, when she was vulnerable, wasn’t right. “And he figured a female voice might help allay your fears. Asher, you’re going to make sure Imogen is safe? We’ve got space here at headquarters⁠—”

“We’re moving Imogen out of her old place and into her own apartment.” I stared into the rear vision mirror, meeting my mate’s eyes. “Those guys don’t know where that is, do they?” She shook her head. Clever girl, my mate. “You were trying to placate him, drop him off at the party so you could⁠—”

“Move out.” Imogen was coming back to herself. She was sitting straighter, her chin rising. “I’ve been working on it for months. I couldn’t afford…” She looked around her as if seeing our SUV for the first time, her hand stroking the leather seats. “I couldn’t afford to before this, but I can now. He doesn’t know I’m moving out, doesn’t know where I’ll be living. It’s on the other side of the city. He’ll never find me.”

This was a prayer not a plan, but that didn’t matter. She’d stated her goals and we’d move heaven and earth to ensure every single one came true. Lucas nodded slowly to me, so I knew he was thinking the exact same thing.

“Well, the guys are going to help you to do that,” Ursula said. “It’s what we do, but if you feel unsafe at all, don’t ignore that. Call the police.”

“On your brother?” Imogen asked, her eyes darting my way.

“On anyone who is making you feel uncomfortable,” my sister replied. “I’m going to give you the names of some other places you can get help from if that will make you feel more comfortable.”

Imogen wouldn’t need them, somehow, I knew that. We’d do whatever it took to get her out of her situation and into a better one, so the conversation came to an end.

“Keep me posted, bro,” my sister said finally. “I’ll be here all night.”

Her words had me smiling, but whenever I did that, I felt the tight tug of scar tissue, reminding me of my reality.

“What were you saying about work-life balance?”

“That you need it,” she replied. “Call me when you’re done.”

Before I slept tonight, I’d be giving Ursula a full recounting of what happened, but first, we needed to get Imogen somewhere safe.

“What’s the address?” I asked when we got closer to the city.

My mate swallowed, frowned, and then told us where it was. I pressed down on the accelerator, pushing the car to race faster towards our destination.


Chapter 5



Imogen

I always hated having people come around our place, but three hot guys? Part of me wanted to stop them, keep them waiting on the doorstep like dogs, until I emerged with a box in hand. Instead, I turned around once we got to the door and forced myself to smile.

“It’s a bit of a mess…” There was no point in downplaying the situation. They’d see the reality soon enough. “Actually, it’s a fucking pigsty.” I cracked the door and then thrust it open, marching through. “Not by my choice.”

My voice trailed away as they walked inside, the clutter, the mess, the disgusting stuff all dwarfed by them. I watched them take it all in with fresh eyes, wincing at the anticipated judgement.

My dad had been blunt about it the one and only time he visited. He’d frowned, sniffed, and then looked at me.

“I didn’t raise you to live like this.”

He hadn’t. Left to my own devices, I did my dishes daily, put my clothes in the dirty clothes basket and washed them regularly so the place didn’t stink, but… All those good habits seemed to fall by the wayside with Mike. At first, it was just the relief of not being nagged to do housework as I had been as a teen, but when the grot got to me and I cleaned everything up, it took only hours for it to look like I’d done nothing at all. I sank down into a feeling of hopelessness, all that hard work resulting in just more work. Talking to Mike led to arguments, accusations of nagging. I was supposed to be the ‘cool girl.’ Part of me wanted to be that, just without rotting food in the sink. Mike knew he just had to wait me out.

But now, I’d finally be free of all this.

That’s what had me nodding to myself before going out to my car and grabbing the boxes and tape gun, but when I got there, Lucas was standing beside me.

“Let me,” he said, reaching out slowly for my burden.

He was a stranger, could’ve been worse than Mike or Phil or anyone, despite what Ursula said. Letting strangers into my home was insanity, so why did I hand everything over to him? Perhaps it was because I was carrying too many burdens right now, and if he was willing to take one of them, then I was OK with that. He had one box open and was taping it together when he said, “Bring what you want packed here and we’ll get it sorted for you.” He glanced at his friends. “We’ve done this before.”

“Not a dish cracked. Not a vase shattered.”

Kyle’s upbeat tone and smile was meant to put me at ease, but that just had me looking at the sink. It was disgusting, there was no other word for it. Crusted food gone bad, small flies hanging over the mess, no doubt to spawn maggots soon, and I hated that I knew that.

“I don’t think I’m taking any of the dishes with me,” I said, trying to make a joke of the situation.

“We’ll get you some new ones,” Asher assured me, making me wonder what exactly Bear Paw Protection did for its clients.

And what it cost.

“I can pay you for—” I started to say.

“The business is a not-for-profit.” Asher sounded cool and clipped, professional, as he spoke. “But we have deep pockets. Our supporters believe in helping those who are in need. We have an account with a place that will outfit your new apartment with everything you need, so…” He surveyed the mess like it personally offended him. No, made him angry. Not at me, his gaze immediately softened when it returned my way. “Identify what’s important to you, what you would miss if you lost it forever, and we’ll pack it and move it for you.”

He didn’t know what he was offering. A brand new future that had been out of reach, a mirage I could never touch no matter how fast I staggered forward, but now? Now all my dreams could come true. That had me moving, pawing through the piles of mess, dragging out things I really needed. Essential documents, treasured keepsakes, mementoes my grandmother had given me before she died, my favourite books. I carried them over to the guys, filling box after box until I came to stand before a painting I’d done in my year 12 art class.

A guitarist was painted in broad, thick strokes, the impasto paint sticking up off the surface of the canvas. I remembered the girl who’d painted it. She’d been stoked that one of the cool boys at school picked her of all people to be his girlfriend. Boys stared at me with new interest, as if Mike’s presence made me more attractive, and girls narrowed their eyes, trying to work out what made me so special, but it wasn’t what they thought. It wasn’t a matter of tits, arse, or great legs, but the fact he could do what he wanted and I’d let him.

I stepped away from the painting, away from the elation, the excitement, I’d felt at the time. Mike busted into my neat, boring little life, showing me a whole other world that was unfettered by rules, and I’d loved every minute of it, right up until the point I didn’t. That was years ago, not that many after the painting was completed, and I knew I couldn’t have it hanging up on my wall in my new place. Let is grow dustier, be festooned by more cobwebs, even rot on the wall. I didn’t care, because I was done.

I managed to collect the rest of my things in record time after that. Walking away from the painting helped recalibrate something inside me. I made decisions lightning quick on what I actually needed, so we finished up before midnight.

“Ready?” Kyle asked me, but he knew. They all knew. All the boxes had been slid into the back of their fancy car, ready to go and I just nodded. I pulled the keys to the place off my keyring, clearing a space on the table to make clear that’s where they were, and then typed out a quick message.

I’ve moved out. Keep it short, simple, and to the point, I thought, having practised this scenario in my mind so many times. The keys are on the table. My name is off the lease, and you’ve got my bond. Don’t try to contact me. I’m done.

I hit send, then blocked his number and any of his flying monkeys that he might try and set against me. That left my contact list depressingly small, but that was OK. I’d be starting anew, finding new friends, a new life even… My eyes slid upwards, watching the guys finalise the packing of the boxes in the car before pulling the hatch door down. Even love one day. Nothing in my life felt better than walking away from the chaos inside this apartment, and right now, I clung to that feeling as I locked the door behind me.

“Here?” Asher said, peering through the darkness at the apartment block that would become my new home.

“Here,” I said with a nod and then scrambled out of the back seat, ready to move in.


Chapter 6



Lucas

I hated this place even more than the apartment Imogen shared with her ex. It was empty and clean, albeit stinking of bleach, but still. I’d looked over at the guys as we climbed the stairs, seeing all the security issues.

They’d fitted an internal door to the front, rather than a proper solid-wood one. One good punch and an intruder would put his fist through it. Once she was inside and I’d set the boxes I was carrying down, I’d closed the door behind us, rattling the lock experimentally. It was weakly attached and old, easy to smash with a sledgehammer. The windows had simple plastic clasps that could be popped with little effort, and there was absolutely no security system.

It was not fit for my mate to live in.

I was ready to say something to that effect, to tell her I’d replace the door, install a ring camera and movement sensors outside every window as I did for any of our security clients, when I saw her face.

She was beautiful, that had hit me like a gut punch when I saw her. That cloud of dark brown hair that hung around her face, her slender form graceful even when she was scared, but it was her eyes that caught my attention now. They were wide open and filled with something that had been missing since the moment we met.

Joy.

She was excited to be in this dump, and I could see why. Empty, clean, it was everything her old place wasn’t. The bear wanted to take fur and rampage all the way back to the campsite, not to romp in the woods, but to tear that prick apart. That was the boyfriend who lunged at our car. Those stupid, unseeing eyes, that slack mouth, that lurching gait, it’d made me wonder how the fuck he’d ever caught a girl like Imogen.

But I knew.

That wasn’t the face he showed her when they first got together. He wouldn’t have allowed his house to fester like it did now in the early days. These men were wily, instinctively knowing exactly what they had to do to lure in the bang maid they so desperately needed. He would’ve love bombed her to hell and back, and when he had her fragile, little heart in his grip, he’d finally be able to relax and let the mask slip. She’d have stood there, aghast, just as she had when we were at her old place. She wouldn’t have wanted to believe it, right up until the point she did.

Her heart was aching, I was pretty sure of that. I’d seen women and children go through it over and over again when they walked through our headquarters’ doors. It was part of the reason I hid myself away in the IT department, so I didn’t see it. Because right now my own heart ached, for Imogen, for what she felt. She wanted to believe so badly that she was free and clear of all that grimy shit.

So I had to make sure she was.

Get her moved in tonight, make sure she was comfortable, and then we’d broach the matter of security in the morning. I caught Asher’s eyes, seeing that he had similar thoughts.

“OK, so where did you want us to start?” I asked our mate.

“Oh…”

She was tired. I was willing to bet she’d had a long day at work and then an even longer one with this shit. Never again, I vowed.

“Maybe we should just stack the boxes in the corner?” Kyle asked her, shooting me a meaningful look, as if to make sure I understood how overwhelmed she was. “You can tackle them when you’re ready.”

“I’ll bring up the duffle bag,” I said. When her eyes locked with mine, I couldn’t help but stare. “It’s got the clothes you need for tomorrow, some sheets for your bed.”

“How do you know that?”

Her eyes narrowed because right now, Imogen was on edge. She’d done the thing she thought wasn’t possible and some animal part of her refused to allow herself to be conned again.

“Because its what a lot of women do,” I replied, drawing closer but not too close. Every muscle in her body tensed. “Some have a go bag, some make one, but there seems to be something in women’s minds. They know they’re getting out and they know what they need to take when they do. It’s what tells them they’re ready. You’re ready to start a new life.”

“Yes.” I sucked in that look, pleasure threatening to flicker back to life but she smothered it, seeming to realise she had an audience. “Please. I mean, I’ll come and grab⁠—”

“Take a seat.” Asher was never able to tell someone something without it becoming an order. “Or check out your new place. A shower…” He flushed, realising that was a little forward. “We’ve got this, Imogen. Trust me, things will go quicker if you let us handle this.”

That last bit seemed to put her off, so she nodded and then walked into the bedroom. Kyle and I looked at each other. Imogen needed gentleness right now—did Asher have that in him? Only time would tell. As one we headed for the stairs, returning to the car to haul boxes upstairs.

I sucked in a breath, then another as my hands slapped down on the side of the car. Fur came unbidden, covering my arms and then retreating as I focussed on maintaining control. The bear didn’t like that we’d walked away from Imogen. He saw all the same threats I did, and more beside, and couldn’t be convinced that we needed to leave her once this job was done.

So I wouldn’t.

We’d staked out places more than once, hence the high-end car. Roll back the seat and you had a semi-comfortable bed. I’d hang around out the front of her apartment block, just to assess the risks.

“You and me both,” Kyle said when I broached this with the others.

“We can’t all stake the place out.” Asher paced back and forth. “And coming across us sleeping in her driveway might be a little off-putting. Imogen is scared.” He wasn’t telling us something we didn’t know, but it was worth reiterating. “We need to be fucking careful not to scare her further. I’m calling in the foxes.”

Most bears had nothing to do with the fox shifter community. They were seen to be dirty, thieving vermin rather than fellow shifters. The thing was, for the right money, they could provide a very useful service. Feral fox colonies had developed all over the city, and some of them were run by shifters. They had eyes and ears on everyone and everything, especially in the shittier parts of town.

“I’m still staying.” I dared each one of them to contradict me with my gaze, satisfied only when they both shook their heads in surrender.

“I’ll call Ursula, have her send out another car for pick up,” Asher said. “You start with the boxes and I’ll be up shortly.”

That settled, Kyle and I moved, loading up boxes high, the weight barely perceptible with our shifter strength.

“It fucking sucks what Imogen is going through,” he said in a low voice as we walked towards the steps. “I hate that we found her right as she was breaking up with that dickhead, but…”

What if we hadn’t arrived when we did? What did Phil intend to do to her? Nothing good, the viciousness of his response making clear his motivations. All I could see was Mary and her two kids when they’d walked in our door. Claws punctured the boxes, much to my chagrin, because right then it was Imogen’s distraught face I saw, not Mary’s. The bear roared his denial of that. I shook my head, taking a moment to regain control and then climbed the stairs.

Nothing would touch my girl, nothing. I’d take fur, unleashing hell on whoever tried, and damn the consequences. Every day I got up to help abuse victims because it was the right thing to do, but now… My fangs ground together. Now it was personal.


Chapter 7



Asher

“Mama Lisica has sent her boys to help?” I drawled as three red-haired men approached. Mama was the matriarch of one of the biggest fox shifter clans in the city. Rye nodded, shooting me a sly smile.

“Anything for the good people of Bear Paw Security.”

“For a price,” I replied, not getting sucked in by his bullshit for a second.

“Always.” Todd, his cousin, held his hands out from his sides. “You know how this shit works.” He glanced up at the apartment building. “You want someone watched discreetly and our animals are the best for the job. So, who’re we watching? Some scumbag who roughed up his wife? A fucked up stalker?”

“My fated mate.”

It felt weird saying that, like I was standing before them naked or something. Shit, being naked would feel less vulnerable than this. Shifters were less fazed by nudity, having to move from skin to fur at short notice, but this… I stared each man in the eyes, waiting for the smart comments to come, but Rye just nodded.

“Fated mate?” Wyatt was the quieter one of this skulk, and his eyes darted from one of his cousins to the next. “We need⁠—”

“I know.” Rye’s shit-eating grin was gone and something real replaced it. “Your mate is in danger? There’ll be no charge for this. I’ll square it with my grandmother.” He shook his head slowly. “Maybe one day we’ll need your services. You’ll owe us a favour instead.”

I hated getting into any deal where everything wasn’t spelled out, but there was something in Rye’s, in all of their eyes that had me nodding.

“OK.”

“So who’re we looking out for?” Todd asked, some of his usual cocky bullshit back in his gaze. “Jealous boyfriend? A competitor you wanna take out? For a real big favour, we could ‘remove’ him for you.”

I wanted to think that whoever treated Imogen like that would be no threat, but I knew. That look of horror, not new or fresh, but ongoing and soul destroying, that came into her eyes when she walked into that place. She’d experienced it over and over until it became normal for her. I was willing to bet she felt both completely elated and yet also a strange kind of free-floating anxiety upstairs in her new apartment. She’d escaped him and the dump that they shared, but the scars would remain.

“Bears don’t off their rivals,” I snapped, and that had Todd grinning. “I just need to know if anyone is coming around, sniffing at her door. One of my guys will be here, but⁠—”

“We can be places you can’t,” Rye replied, and with a sigh he took fur, a pile of leather and cashmere was left where a man once was, a fox sitting in the middle of it.

“Always ditching his clothes, like these don’t cost a fucking mint,” Todd sighed, picking them up and shoving the lot of them into Wyatt’s arms. The other man frowned, eyes narrowing, but he took them over to their car. “Don’t worry.” He shot me a long look and there was more things in there than I understood, but I wasn’t about to go digging. “We’ll keep an eye on your girl. Do it in shifts and report back to Ursula⁠—”

“Me.” Now I was really hanging my arse out for everyone to see. “You contact me. I’ll give you a number that you need to use if you see anyone or anything weird happening around here. A guy stands too long outside her door? Call me. Someone talks to her too much on the stairs? Call me. If⁠—”

“Someone breathes too close, gets too near to the one woman you think of as yours.” Todd tried for a broad grin, but I saw the pain there, one that hadn’t existed before now. “We know.”

“You—”

“Found our fated mate?” Todd raked his fingers through his spiked hair. “Yeah, we did.”

“Not that the process of convincing her to be ours is going all that well.” Wyatt shot his skulk mate a dark look. “Thanks to you.”

“No one’s ever accused me of being slow on the uptake,” Todd said to me. “We’ll make sure your girl is kept safe. Gimme that number.”

I inputted a private number into his phone, one given out only to my inner circle, before pulling away. Todd might want to engage in chit chat, but she called. I took the stairs two at a time, the bear’s strength powering my legs. Closer, nearer, he was pushing hard for that.

Making me wonder how he’d cope when we had to leave Imogen behind.

My claws pricked through my fingers, clacking on the stairway railing as I reached her floor, but with a flick, I dismissed them. We had to wait, be patient, I told the bear in soothing tones, hoping that he’d get on board. I felt him grab at the idea in a way that made sense to him. Tracking prey, scenting a mate and coming to her when she was receptive, he understood a hunt.

Just not one where we would willingly allow our mate to slip free of our paws if that’s what she needed.

As I let myself back into her apartment, I knew that was an option that had to be on the table. Kyle was helping her make her bed, something that had Imogen watching in disbelief as he smoothed the wrinkles from the sheets as Lucas walked around, camera in hand, doing a security audit. He’d have a plan to secure the place on my desk by morning, an order of all the different components necessary arriving expedited by the afternoon. But me? I just walked into the bedroom, imagining a million other scenarios.

Those sheets, that bed… When she got to know us, trust us, feel safe in letting us get close, we’d mess it all up in the most distracting way. My dick started to thicken at the thought of it. It was just the mating impulse right now, but I felt my cheeks flush at that thought. Imogen had been through hell tonight and I was what? Imagining mating her? I shook my head, looking up and finding her eyes on me.

“Everything’s been brought up so you should be set for the night. Was there anything else you needed?”

Me, I wanted her to say, so badly I could almost taste it, but I forced myself to stay professional.

“No.” She snorted, hands rising and falling. “You’ve already done so much.”

“Then let us do one more thing.” I turned in surprise to see Lucas walk in, staring openly. He was usually a lot quieter, reserved with those he didn’t know. “The most dangerous time for a woman when she leaves her partner is the first few weeks.”

Kyle looked up from the bed, shooting him a meaningful look, obviously not wanting to scare Imogen.

But maybe she needed to be.

We’d seen it over and over, women thinking they were safe now, only to be faced by the rage of their abusers for daring to think they could slip from their iron grip.

“We usually station someone outside on the road,” Lucas continued

“Like a stakeout?” Imogen said, glancing at each of us. “I can’t ask you to do that.”

“Good, because you don’t have to.” I was staring, and that no doubt was making her feel uncomfortable, but I couldn’t seem to stop. “We’re not offering, we’re insisting. You won’t see hide nor hair of us. One of us will be downstairs in the car, so if you need anything, anything at all, we’ll be right here to help.”

She was going to say no. I could see it in the furtive twitch of her hands, as if she was going to wave us away, but I wanted, needed her to push past it. Push past the feeling that she had to keep everyone at arm’s length because of her shame, that she feared their help, lest they find out what had happened to her.

But none of it was her fault.

I wanted, needed her to hear that, but it was too soon. In some ways, abuse was like a cult. It sucked you in via that need for human connection, and when your abuser had you right where they wanted you, they visited every kind of hell on you they thought they could get away with.

“OK.” Two letters, two syllables, but I couldn’t have been prouder of Imogen if I tried. She nodded, as if to reconcile herself with her response, and then forged on. “Yeah, if you’re cool with that.” Were we cool with that? It was the only bargain we could make with our bears to get us walking out the door. She smiled then, really smiled and god, she was beautiful. “I’ll bring whoever’s here a coffee in the morning.”

“White with one sugar, please.”

Lucas was like another man. He didn’t push himself forward and struggled to talk to women a lot of the times, but not now. My sleuth mate was a picture of confidence and I loved that on him. They shared a shy smile and then we headed out.

“Lock the door behind you.”

I stared at Imogen through a crack in her front door and watched her nod, listening to the sound of the barrel engaging before turning to run down the stairs.

“We’re replacing that door,” Kyle said once we were one flight down.

“And installing cameras, motion sensors, and an alarm system.”

“You can put the order in while you’re watching Imogen’s place,” I told Lucas, right before I grabbed out my phone.

“Ready for a pick up?” Ursula asked after one ring.

“How’d you know?”

“There’s no way you’d leave a girl that’s just moved out of her abuser’s house alone on her first night, but your fated mate?”

“Worked that out, did you?”

“That strangled sound, like your balls were in your throat? Yeah, got that loud and clear.” I could hear her smile in her voice. “I’ve got someone on stand-by. Pick up is in ten.”

“Stay focussed,” I told Lucas. “Don’t go up there unless something happens.”

“But don’t be afraid to if it does,” Kyle added before looking up and staring at Imogen’s window. “Actually, maybe call us either way.” He shook his head slowly. “We didn’t get to let the bears out, and mine is going mad right now at the thought of leaving here.”

“There’s somewhere we can go.” I reached over and squeezed Kyle’s shoulder after passing Lucas the car keys, right as our driver arrived.

“Hey, boss man!” Both Kyle and I groaned as a familiar face poked out of the window. Kenny was one of the kids we’d helped out, all grown up and driving taxis now. “Where are we off to?”

I finally allowed myself to look up at that window myself. The light that seeped past the curtains, the vague flicker as someone moved behind it, I created whole stories in my head to explain what was happening in there, but wouldn’t know for real, not for some time.

“The zoo,” I replied. “Take us to the zoo, Kenny.”


Chapter 8



Imogen

I’d waited so long to have a place of my own, so why did it feel so empty?

Because I hadn’t moved in here on my own, I reasoned. Mike, Phil, even my strange rescuers had taken that from me. I could’ve slowly, methodically moved in through a series of trips, adjusting myself to the process of leaving Mike behind.

But why?

Why did I need to adjust to anything? I’d hated living with him for so damn long, it didn’t make sense that I’d be staring at the bare walls, the empty room, jumping at every sound. Someone’s muffled shout from blocks away, the sharp blare of a car horn, it felt like they sent shockwaves down each nerve ending, exploding inside me.

But this is what I wanted.

I wanted to be on my own, away from Mike, ready to take steps towards becoming who I was an adult. I just thought it would be easier than this. My eyes roamed around the place, seeing new furniture, new rooms, sensing strange smells. Not familiar, not home, not safe, my overworked nervous system told me. I let out a long, shuddering breath, even as tears pricked at my eyes, trying to push that feeling aside and let this in.

My new place wasn’t a threat. The men who helped me weren’t the enemy. Like when you sat too long in the one position, then felt your legs ache with itchy, scratchy pins and needles, it was only now I’d gotten away from Mike that this feeling was allowed to rush in. One tear rolled down my cheek and that gave the others the go ahead, more following quickly. A sob caught in my throat, threatening to choke me, because there were so many more to come. Every single cry I’d kept down in the months since I’d decided to leave Mike.

I sank to the ground, my arms wrapping around my legs, trying to hug myself, because there was no one else to do it, to comfort myself through this. Emotion, tangled, nasty, snarly barbed-wire threads of feeling tore through me, leaving me bleeding. My tears made a messy pattern on my old/new tiled floor, but now I could barely see them. It was all coming, I thought that hysterically, all of it, more than I could deal with. My whole body shook with my silent sobs, but right when I thought the massive wave of emotions was going to drown me entirely, there was a gentle knock at the door.

I was used to pulling shit back, packing away even the messiest of emotions back inside me to explode quietly while I put on my social mask. Rising to my feet now, the tears dried up instantly as I approached the door. Was it Mike, Phil? Some tweaker from downstairs? Shit, were Jehovah’s Witnesses doing door-to-door visits at this time of night? In response to my silent questions, I heard a voice.

“Imogen… It’s Lucas.”

I could’ve ignored this man, this stranger, and his inopportune interruption of my misery, but that was the problem. Part of me was always reaching out to other people, despite the dangers. Perhaps that’s why I opened the door. Just a crack at first, but I saw the gleam of his glasses before his golden-brown eyes stared into mine.

“You OK?” I looked around me, knowing the walls in this place were thin, but they couldn’t be thin enough for him to hear my muffled cries. “I only ask…” He sighed and looked away, shaking his head as his cheeks flushed bright pink. “The guys don’t send me on field duty for this reason. Look, the women we help, they often talk about the first night being the hardest. Everything feels weird, different, and that can be super overwhelming. If you’d been referred to us, you’d have been brought to headquarters. There’d have been people, women you could talk to, so you’d know you weren’t alone.”

It was when his eyes met mine and held them that I finally let a breath out.

“You’re not alone.” Those three words seemed to fill me with something I hadn’t known I was missing. “Not unless you want to be. If I’m intruding…” His voice trailed away as I opened the door wider and then stepped back. “I…”

This was wrong. I didn’t ask anyone for help, not when it’d been shown over and over that people wouldn’t turn up when I needed it, but maybe it was because he was a stranger, or maybe I just couldn’t bear that look of pity in his eyes. I took a step towards him, then another, not needing to move any further, because he was just there. Just as strange, just as unfamiliar as this apartment, but when I clung to him—when his arms went around me—there was a comfort there that I hadn’t found in my new place. I closed my eyes and tried to keep my breathing regular, even as the tears came rushing back. Instead, his hand landed on my shoulders and stroked down as he said the magic words I didn’t know I needed to hear.

“It’s OK. This is perfectly normal.” That comforting advice was delivered in a shaky voice, but somehow his vulnerability made it possible for me to sit with my own. “It’s OK. I’m here for as long as you need me.”

That was it, the push I needed to topple off the cliff of self-control and into the sea of emotion that raged beyond. Rational thought about the door, the lock, a stranger in my place, was pushed aside as I pressed my face into his chest and bawled.

I cried for the shame of it. In some ways, it would be easier if Mike was physically violent because then at least I’d have something to show for it. Evidence of abuse that I could point to so no one would argue with me about my plan of action. Instead, he left marks all over me that no one else could see, not even myself, just leaving me with this feeling of wrongness. Up was down, the sky was green and the grass was blue, he made me crazy with his circuitous logic, and after every argument, I walked away dazed and confused.

But I was still there.

That’s what mattered in all of this, that I stayed. Because when I dried my tears, collected myself, I’d do all the things he needed me to. Suck his dick, change the sheets, clean the toilet, and make sure we had TP to wipe our arses with. I’d clung to the everyday rituals like a drunk person might stair railings, to keep me moving forward.

Because what would happen if I let go?

This, I realised, was the real reason that kept me from leaving for all that time. The pain of the unknown for far too long had been greater than the shitty state of familiarity I lived with, and so I’d stayed until I just couldn’t anymore. I clung to that idea just as much as I did poor Lucas. He seemed to be coping just fine as he reached down, collecting me up in his arms and carrying me to the couch before sitting us both down.

“It’s OK. Everything’s going to be OK.”

Right then he had me believing it would be, because rather than that terrible emptiness, it was filled with him. He was so big I felt tiny, despite being reasonably tall. That animal satisfaction that came from having my hair stroked, being pressed against his chest, being held as my emotional storm raged and through the aftermath. But everything good came to an end, so I pulled back and stared into his eyes, ready to thank him.

He was so hot. The shaggy hair tried to obscure his face, but as he stared back, I saw it. Sharp cheekbones, broad jaw, there was no mistaking how attractive he was and that feeling was odd. I hadn’t had sex in months. The last time was the night I realised I had to leave. Mike wheedled, complained, bitched, and openly sulked about it, but it was one thing I could stand firm on because every time he touched me, my skin crawled with the need to knock his hand away.

But not Lucas.

He was unfamiliar, but that was alluring and had me drawing closer. I must’ve looked a right mess, with my hair all tangled and tears drying on my cheeks, but if that’s what he was thinking, I couldn’t see it. Instead he looked… fascinated. That seemed to be the only word for it, his focus unwavering as he studied me closer. I watched him take in my hair, my eyes, my face, just as I had him, then drop down to stare at my mouth and not move. The pupils expanded rapidly as my tongue flicked out and across my lips.

I wanted to kiss him.

Where the fuck did that impulse come from? Vaguely thoughts of trauma bonding and escapism rose, but I shoved them away. Rationality was just as undesirable as the weirdness of being in this place. Feeling desire for anything other than escape was a welcome thing, like parts of me were coming back online, and perhaps that’s why I darted closer. His eyes turned from pale brown to molten gold, a strange heat there that was a twin of my own, making me feel bolder. I moved slowly, deliberately, choosing to do this, to kiss a kind stranger, to feel again, but right as I got close he cleared his throat awkwardly.

“We can’t.”

Fuck. I went to jerk away, my cheeks flushing hot as I realised what I’d done. Lucas was just being kind and I… I’d misread the signs. He was just trying to rescue a damsel in distress and I⁠—

“No.” His voice was much firmer now, a little growling edge to it, and when I wouldn’t look at him, he tilted my face his way. “I want to. Fuck, how I want to.”

How long had it been since a man talked like that about me, as if it took everything in him to hold back? I shifted in his lap then, feeling the evidence of his words. My eyes dropped down and when I looked back, it was his turn to look embarrassed. “I really, really want to kiss you, Imogen, but…”

He was going to be sensible, smart, and the same shitty impulses that had me going out with Mike rose, ready to derail that. Lucas was hard. An experimental shift of my hips made that clear, and that had his hands slapping down to stop me. I could persuade him. I could move forward, silence his protests with a kiss, and then he’d pick me up again, lay me down on the bed Kyle had helped me make and…

I’d be right back where I was.

Like a bucket of cold water dropped over my head, I saw it. Recklessly jumping into something new, even for one night, with a guy I barely knew? That shit was what got me here in the first place. I pulled backwards then, my teeth worrying my bottom lip as I met his eyes.

“I’m sorry⁠—”

“Don’t be.” I didn’t know who Lucas was, but right now he shot me such a sweet smile, I wanted to. “Seriously, don’t apologise for any of it. I wanted…” A little laugh and I was smiling too, unable to stop myself. The muscles felt sore, unused to movement, but I was glad to be using them again.

“I wanted to do a whole bloody lot, but…” When he stared at me then, I felt safe, and how the hell was that possible? “It’s not smart. You’re hurting and vulnerable and any bloke that takes advantage of that right now doesn’t have your best interests at heart.”

He was saying words but I was struggling to decipher them, staring until they sunk in.

“Thank you.” That felt painfully awkward to say, but so was all of this. “Thank you for…” My hands rose and fell as I struggled to put everything into words. “I thought I’d be relieved, ecstatic to be out of that place, and I am.”

“But its also really weird and everything feels different, and that’s a lot to take when you’re feeling raw.”

Whichever god was on duty tonight, he or she was looking out for me, because they sent me the one guy who seemed equipped to deal with this shit.

“Yeah. That.”

“So I came upstairs to check in, wondering if that was an issue.” He peered up at me. “Did you want me to stay? Not in any sexual or romantic capacity, but… as a friend.”

“Do friends sleep in the same bed?” I asked in a small voice, unable to believe I was asking that.

I watched the rhythmic bob of his Adam’s apple.

“With their clothes on they do.”

The walls didn’t feel so bare, not when I could trace the fall of moonlight across them. The room was unable to feel empty with him in it, so when we laid down on the bed, I found myself relaxing into the bumpy mattress.

Into him.

I crawled under the blankets, Lucas taking an inordinate amount of time to tuck me in to his satisfaction. When I looked up at him sleepily, he laid down on top of the covers beside me. A discreet space was maintained at first, but with a sigh he drew me into his side and that was it. There was still a faint stink of Mike and his cigarettes in my quilt cover. I’d take it off and wash it tomorrow, but right now, the woody, pine scent of Lucas was enough to overpower it and allow me to sleep. I closed my eyes, and for the first time in years, really surrendered to sleep.


Chapter 9



Kyle

It took Kenny an hour to get us out of the city and to the safari park, so when we rolled up to the gates, my bear was stamping his feet.

He’d been denied too much today.

A chance to take fur, then to claim our mate just as he knew we needed to, followed by the identification of the threats Imogen faced. Usually he was relatively chill and allowed me to take the lead. But right now, three hundred of kilos of pissed off Kodiak simmered inside me.

“How’s it going, fellas?” Billy was one of the keepers that lived on site. A Kaurna man, he was special even amongst other First Nations people. His animal was a big arse red kangaroo, and living out here was a way to still be on country while bringing in a wage. We’d made contact with him once on a job, and after a while, he offered us run of the safari park if we were desperate. I put a call in as we headed out to the park.

“Not good.”

That’s all Asher said, but Billy nodded in response, his dark eyes taking the two of us in with one look.

“Take ‘em up to the flats near the kangaroo exhibit,” Billy told Kenny. “I’ll take fur, direct the mob away from there. You two can let loose, then Kenny and me can have a beer.”

“I love my job,” Kenny enthused.

“No, he’s not⁠—”

“Turned eighteen a couple of weeks ago, boss,” Kenny told Asher with a grin. “You were at my birthday party.”

Asher might have been there physically, but mentally? As always, his brain was racing ahead, looking for threats, trying to have a fully fleshed plan in place for every possibility and losing his shit when he didn’t. Now he needed something to turn that head of his off.

“Have a beer or two,” I told Kenny, “but go easy. We’ll be heading back to town after we’ve let the bears out for a bit.”

“Not much moonlight left.” When Billy looked up, there was a strange kind of longing in his expression. Some shifters preferred to be in fur than skin, and I often wondered if this was the case with him. “Better get moving.”

So we did.

The minute my feet hit the ground, I felt it, the shove from the bear. He wanted out way before this, but he’d settle for right now. I had to argue with him, bargain, as I tore my clothes, my shoes off, but the minute I was naked, there he was. A transplant, no animals like mine evolved on this land, and yet here we were, in the only country I’d ever known. Eucalyptus trees and mallee scrub rather than cedar and pine, but the bear didn’t care. He let out a massive roar, one that found its twin in Asher’s. A massive polar bear faced me down, right as he started to move towards the gate.

Asher shouldn’t have grown up the way he did.

The orphaned son of a sleuth that died in an accident, the bear community hadn’t been alerted to his existence because his family hadn’t really remained a big part of it. Living on their own in a remote property, no one knew his family had passed. Instead, this one boy had been bundled up and placed in the foster system when no family members came forward. My family only found him after he killed his abusive foster father. When police found a juvenile polar bear standing over the corpse of the man, they knew what they were dealing with and made sure he was returned to our community.

But it was too late.

Asher was ten, not fourteen or fifteen, when his bear came forth for the first time. Trying to save Ursula from the horrors being inflicted upon her, he’d shifted far too young, before he developed the skills to control his bear. As a man he was good, too good, at it. He kept every part of himself locked down tight to keep the bear back, but when he took fur… All bets were off, and that was what was happening right now. Polar bear Asher knew where his mate was and where to go to return to her side, so that’s what he started to do right now. Nothing else mattered but Imogen.

Protecting Imogen.

I had to fight hard to get my bear to step into his path. The instinctual nature of apex predators was to avoid each other unless some crucial issue was at stake. Food, access to water, mates… My bear wanted to take Asher’s lead and march back to town and her apartment block, forming a furry barricade around it. Only visions of being tranqued or worse, shot and killed, stopped him. The best way we could protect Imogen was in human form, so my bear placed himself in Asher’s way and reared up.

Over seven foot tall, that would’ve been impressive to pretty much any other creature but him.

Those blue eyes met mine, staring implacably as I heard the frantic thud of kangaroos in the nearby enclosure head away from the fence. Lions roared and hyenas chuckled as I faced my sleuth mate down. Asher chuffed, making clear he was thinking about his response, but that didn’t prepare me for this. Bears fight in a strangely human way, paws flying like fists punching, a combination of boxing and wrestling. When his paw hit me, I felt it down to my bones.

If this was any other time, I’d give ground to Asher. He needed to win, but I didn’t. I needed the sleuth to stay strong, the bond between us making it possible for three big predators to be in the same space. Male bears kept clear of each other, but men… We needed connections to make sense of the world, and it was that I leaned into now. I fell back and out of reach of his paws, forcing him back down onto the ground, but as he roared his dismay, I stood in his path. He couldn’t go to her, he couldn’t. Not yet, maybe not ever. After what Imogen had been through, perhaps seeing the other side of us would always be too much. Facing down a lifetime of pretending to be only one half of my soul was crushing, but that was a problem for the future, when I had to deal with this one.

When he charged forward, I was in his way. When he changed tack, I was there as well. That innate need to avoid each other, to stop burning all the many, many calories fighting in such huge forms used kept coming into play, stopping him in his tracks until finally Asher let out a god-awful roar. Every bird, every creature went silent then, the perfect stillness of night greeting him in response. My bear moved forward slowly, carefully, shrinking back when Asher chuffed, but before too long, I was scenting him, moving in close. My massive bear head bunted into his shoulder, not met by aggression, but by a rough nuzzle.

We were good.

The fire seemed to go out of his bear, making clear that Asher was back in control and faced with limited options, the bear chose this. To lope across the massive plain of the safari park as if it was an ice floe, me at his side, to feel the wind on our face and through our fur, to feel the earth that belonged to other creatures under our paws as we raced each other. It didn’t take long to exhaust him, the massive weight of his body not made for long sprints. The polar bear finally came to a stop, and when he dropped down to the ground it was in skin, not fur.

“We need to get a domestic violence order,” Asher gasped, still sucking in breaths as I went back to skin beside him.

“I know.”

“We need to secure that bloody apartment or move her into headquarters.”

“Right.”

“We need to start a dossier on this boyfriend and look deeper into Phil Jackson. Fuck!” Asher stared at me, blue eyes full of accusation. “I should’ve anticipated that he’d escalate, try and find another victim if he couldn’t get to Mary. How many other perps have we missed, Kyle? How many?”

“I don’t know, Asher.”

When he was like this, there were no easy answers. I’d be called upon to provide cited sources or data sets if I tried to give him anything definitive. So I did what I always did and waited him out.

“Why don’t you know?”

His anger, the way his eyes blazed bright blue, it wasn’t directed at me, even as he reared up from the ground, snarling. I watched his fangs lengthen, saw this for what it was, a threat display. Asher hated the whack-a-mole nature of what we did, that no sooner had we helped one woman or one family, then yet more were being hurt. Australia had a systemic issue with domestic violence, and Asher wouldn’t rest until that was stopped.

But hurt people could hurt people, that was something Elodie had told me early on. Abuse was about power, and it was an inherent part of both bear and man to want to grab whatever you could. All we could do was use that which we had to make as much of a difference as we could.

“Why don’t you know, Kyle?”

The heat was gone from his voice, revealing what was there the entire time: pain. I wanted for us to meet our mate on the street one day, or maybe at one of the bear shifter events, for her to have been well cared for, even pampered, before we came along. But the fact that Imogen no doubt contained a pain that matched his made a strange kind of sense.

“Nothing will hurt Imogen going forward,” I told him in a low, even tone. “Nothing. We’ll keep her safe, make sure those pricks don’t come within ten feet of her. We got her out of that fucking apartment, Asher. We got her out, and Lucas is watching her.” He wavered then, the intensity, the emotion of the day starting to beat him down, and I rushed to catch him when he began to fall. “Luc’s got her, and I’ve got you, mate.”

“We need to get back to the city,” he rasped into my shoulder. “We need to start securing her apartment, putting things in place…”

“Sleep first, brother, then all of that and more. Luc’s got her for now. He won’t leave until there’s someone else to take over.”

At that, I was able to direct him back to our clothes, the two of us getting dressed in silence.

“Ready to go?” Kenny asked, setting down his beer. “Billy’s off for a hop, but⁠—”

“Home,” I told him. “Let’s get Asher home.”


Chapter 10



Imogen

There’s a whole lot of stuff that makes sense in the dark of night that come morning will have you cringing.

Waking up next to a stranger that helped you move out of your ex’s shit hole place and carry a pathetically small amount of belongings into your new apartment was one of them.

Make that waking up to him staring at you.

My eyes flickered open and I blinked, not really processing what I was seeing. Just a flustered looking Lucas who jerked his eyes down, his cheeks going a very cute shade of pink. I rolled over with a groan, turned off my alarm, and remembered the oh so awkward conversation we’d had last night.

“We can’t. I want to. Fuck, how I want to.”

Was that me now? In my defence, I hadn’t had sex in months, but was I going to start jumping on guys the minute they showed me a tiny scrap of kindness? I wanted to bang my head against the pillow, but instead I looked back at Lucas. My eyes searched his face, looking for traces of revulsion, but I didn’t find them. He just looked worn out and… curious.

“Did you want a coffee?” he asked.

“Um, I’d kill for one, but where are you gonna get one from?” I scrubbed at my face. “I can’t even remember if I packed the kettle.”

“You didn’t.” That shy smile was back when my eyebrow jerked up. “I went up to the local servo to grab you one.”

“Is this what you do for all of your security clients?” I asked, waving a finger around. “Because I gotta say, this is pretty incredible service.”

“I’m not sure.” He saw my look of confusion and then charged on. “I mean, I’m in IT, so they don’t let me near clients often. Probably for this very reason.” That last part was muttered to himself. “So, coffee?”

Figuring he was on safer ground, he met my gaze again, right up until I emerged from under the covers.

I couldn’t sleep in my uniform, so I’d dug through my duffle bag and found a thin pair of shorts and a t-shirt to put on. They were well worn and comfortable as fuck, but just how see-through they were wasn’t evident at night. His eyes dropped down and mine followed them, my hands moving, ready to slap down over my tits. I didn’t think you could see the colour of my nipples through the fabric, but I wasn’t sure. Trouble is, doing that was acknowledging something that was going unsaid, that Lucas was taking a very long, wide eyed, inspection of my body.

And part of me gloried in that attention.

It was something I’d gone without for so damn long, and with Lucas, I felt safe enough to enjoy it. Didn’t stop me from dropping to the floor and ruffling through my bag before pulling on a sweater, though.

“Coffee sounds amazing,” I said. “But I’m pretty sure I said I’d bring you one.”

“Tonight.”

“Tonight?”

I looked over my shoulder to see he was following me out into the living area, and the aged kitchen looked even worse in this light. He settled against the counter as I drank my coffee.

“The security in your apartment needs beefing up,” he told me, all confidence now. “That front door replaced, at least, and a dead bolt installed.”

“I’m not sure I’m allowed⁠—”

“It’s an internal door, Imogen,” he told me. “You could put a fist through it without too much effort.”

And I was sold. Imagining me doing that made it easy for me to see someone else doing the same. Some crackhead, Mike… Phil. I swallowed a mouthful of coffee, then nodded.

“And lemme guess, this is all part of your service?”

“For you, yeah.”

God, those blushes were too damn cute. Half the time Lucas was staring at me like I was the last piece of pizza, and the other he was too embarrassed to glance my way. When his cheeks flushed, it felt like I could count every freckle that dusted his nose.

“Well, OK, I guess I could…” I tried to think of something to do to return the favour before my eyes landed on the fridge. “Make you dinner to say thanks. Might be just lamb chop stew, but⁠—”

“That sounds amazing. So, do you have work today?”

“Shit, yeah.” I put the coffee down and dove back into the bedroom, looking for a towel, toiletries, and a clean uniform. “And I need to get going. I haven’t trekked out to work from this place before, so I don’t know what the drive will be like on a weekend.”

“You need to get ready,” he agreed. “Let me give you my number. Call me if anything happens…” He looked up from his phone, somehow able to detect the shift in my bodily tension. “I mean nothing… Nothing will happen, Imogen.”

He wasn’t putting fear in my heart. It was there all along. I’d bought myself a couple of days grace with Mike going fishing for the weekend, but right now, I couldn’t help but see my ex lurching towards the car. He was like a single-celled amoeba seeking something, but why? I’m pretty sure he couldn’t answer that, but he did it anyway. My presence didn’t mean anything, but my leaving did.

“But you’ll be ready to help if it does.” I held up my phone in recognition. “Thanks…” I thought of last night, almost able to feel the warmth of his body against mine. “For everything. You were right. Now’s not the time, but most blokes I know wouldn’t knock a girl back, no matter what she was thinking.”

“I’m… not most blokes.”

His wry smile had me echoing his expression.

“So you’re saying I should’ve been dating IT guys? Got it.”

I didn’t know if that was true or not, but he went to the door, instructing me to lock it behind him before I raced through a shower and got ready for work. The bathroom was old, the silicone mouldy, but the tiles were clean and the water pressure good, so I was out the door not long afterwards. As I sat in my car, hand on the ignition, I knew. I just needed to get used to my new normal, and if that included cute boys sleeping next to me in a non-sexual capacity, then that was an improvement. Feeling newly optimistic, I drove off to work, making it there well before my shift started.

“Oh my god!” Jade said when I walked in the door. “How did it go? I’ve been waiting on tenterhooks all night to find out how the move went.”

“Harder than it should’ve been, and easier.”

“OK, stop with the mysterious bullshit and spill,” Daniel said, appearing from thin air, because that’s what he did. One sniff of drama and he was there. “Did you find some really hot removalists? Are they gay or like a bit of downlow action?” He grabbed my shoulders and pretended to shake me. “I need deets, girl, deets!”

“Mike was at my old place when I got home…”

I told them the entire story as quickly as I could, Jackie the manager coming out of her office to give us the hairy eyeball.

“Three hot guys rescued you from some old dickhead and then moved all of your earthly possessions for you with no expectations of anything?” Daniel shot me a withering look. “You bitches get all the luck. Maybe ask them if they have any friends who’d go for a guy with absolutely no gag reflex?”

“I’ll definitely do that,” I said as I opened up my aisle. Customers started placing their items on my conveyor belt and I rang them up, falling into a familiar rhythm, right up until they walked in.

“So you did actually have to work.”

My focus at work was very narrow. Concentrate on swiping each item as fast as possible, smile and greet the next customer while taking the last one’s payment. No one liked waiting in line at the supermarket, and so that impetus kept my attention on my immediate surroundings.

So imagine my surprise when Mike put a single bottle of Coke on the conveyor. Well, that and a belligerent attitude.

“You had a weekend shift, yet you managed to clear your shit out around your busy schedule.”

Fawn, that was my default response. I looked around wildly and saw people, so many people, but didn’t cry out. Why would I? Mike was a customer.

And so was Phil.

He placed a pack of kitchen knives and other items onto the conveyor behind Mike’s Coke.

None of them were doing anything that contravened the conditions of entry, so I couldn’t call security. I saw Jade further down the shop, but she was dealing with customers at the cigarette counter. Everyone was doing what they were supposed to, leaving me to deal with them.

They wanted to buy something? I’d ring it up for them, get them through my lane as quickly as possible, but when my hand went to the Coke bottle, Mike’s wrapped around it. His fingers digging into mine hard enough to hurt, and that stunned me. I just stared at him, wondering what the hell had happened. He never did anything to physically hurt me, so why had he started now?

Because I both didn’t matter and mattered completely, that’s what was clear in his eyes.

Me, Imogen, the girl he’d asked out at school, was never of much interest, but the bitch who dared to clear out and leave him to his shit, did. I wasn’t a person, I was thing, a thing with a high-pitched whine stuck in her throat. People were shifting restlessly behind the guys, wondering what the holdup was. They wanted to buy their damn groceries, and I wanted to serve them. That need had every muscle trembling, right before I wrenched my hand and the bottle free then swiped it across the sensor.

“$4.50, thanks.”

The last bit was tacked on at the end.

“Yeah, I’m pretty sure you owe me more than that with the stunt you pulled,” Mike snarled. “You pay for it.”

When he walked out of the lane clutching the drink, that gave me the pretext I needed. I pressed down a button each one us had at our register to alert security that we had a theft happening. It was for a meagre amount, but the theatre of it seemed to deter others from doing the same thing. Jade’s head jerked up and so did many others of my colleagues, all of them focussing on Mike. He got about ten steps away before male staff members ringed around him. That raised voice, his brashly declared innocence, it was all too familiar, but somehow it was a relief it was happening to someone else this time.

Because when Jade rushed over to see if I was OK, she understood.

“You alright?” She looked me over before I could answer. “Did he do anything to you? Imogen?” I just shook my head slowly, a high-pitched ringing in my ears. “How about you take a break⁠—?”

“She can ring up my order.” God, if I thought Phil’s voice was slimy before, it was positively unctuous now. Not content to allow the conveyor belt to draw his items forward, he picked them up and plonked them right next to me.

My eyes followed the shape of each knife, that and a big tub of Vaseline, all the way up to him. His smile widened, revealing yellowing teeth, some that had fine cracks in them, but it was that same hunger in his eyes that had me shrinking back, moving away from the register to allow Jade to take over. I felt his gaze burning into the space between my shoulder blades right up until I reached the staffroom. My phone was out and I was unlocking it without thought, staring at my contacts.

Who would I call, my parents? I imagined how the conversation would go. Mum, Dad, my ex walked out without paying for a Coke and his friend bought some items with a creepy smile. Friends? I didn’t really have any now. Mike had encouraged me to make him my entire world, sulking each time I went out without him. So who did that leave? My cousins in Queensland? My old property manager? That girl I met in a pub and never ended up going out for a drink with?

And Lucas.

My thumb hovered over his contact. Give me a call if anything happens… I could hear his voice in my ears, as if he’d anticipated this along with everything else. I shook my head, then tapped the contact, listening to it buzz.

“Imogen?”

His voice sounded scratchy, as if he’d only just woken up, and that had me feeling a rush of shame, but my mouth was moving before I could think better of it.

“He was here,” I said, unable to keep the emotion from my voice, though letting that slip was enough to get my brain engaging. Something in me needed to clarify, explain, minimise. “Mike, I mean. He was here and I just… need someone to talk to about it.”

“Are you finished with your shift?” he asked, completely clear now.

“No, Jade told me to go on a break⁠—”

“Stay there. Don’t move. Don’t go back to work. Just stay there. We’re… about ten minutes out. Hang tight, you can do that for me, right?”

I wanted to say yes. I needed to say yes, so that’s what I did.

“Imogen.” Jade walked in the door of the break room and any relief I felt died when I saw Jackie was in tow. “That was your ex, right? Can you fill us in on what’s going on?”


Chapter 11



Lucas

“We need to get Imogen back to headquarters,” Asher said as he jerked the car into a park out the front of the supermarket. He stared at the long windows placed along the front of the building as if they personally offended him. “That apartment… This place…”

We could all calculate security risks, but no one could do so as quickly as Ash. As his eyes narrowed, I knew he was coming up with plans and discarding them.

Whereas all I wanted was Imogen.

I jumped out of the car as soon as it rolled to a stop, striding across the car park. Kyle was right there with me, matching me stride for stride.

“You gave our mate your number?” he asked, hungry for details.

I’d woken them up, got everyone moving without spilling any of the details of last night. I clung to the memory of her body pressed against mine, the way she relaxed in increments, finally falling into the deep sleep she seemed to need. I needed the same, but couldn’t seem to rest for any length of time when I could stare at her, trace the shape of her face, the fall of her hair, the way it spread across the pillow. She was fucking everything, and I soaked up the sight of her until my eyes wouldn’t stay open any longer, figuring I could grab some rest later. What I didn’t expect was to hear her voice through the haze of sleep when I answered the phone on automatic. I really didn’t want to hear that her ex was back in town and harassing her.

I wish I could say I was surprised.

This was a theme we saw all too often. The implosion of a relationship was like a bomb blast, destroying everything in it’s path, but then the survivors would try and process what had happened.

I’d never been in a relationship, saving myself for the moment I found my mate, but I’d watched the way the different genders processed heartbreak. I’d seen women rage, cry, or go stone cold. Some slashed their ex’s tyres or went and beat up the woman that replaced them. None of that was OK, but the incidents like this were few and far between.

Mike’s behaviour was pretty bloody mild compared to the shit that we saw, but I shook my head as I got close to the front door of the supermarket. There was a common thread, though. A feeling that their partner’s thoughts, feelings, implications meant nothing. Whether it was beating their wife or just turning up to her workplace to create trouble, they felt entitled to vent their spleen in whichever way made sense to them.

And right now, I was determined to make sure he never got another chance to.

“So Imogen rang you?” Kyle was trying to keep his tone neutral. “How did that happen?”

“She was crying,” I told him as we walked inside, the harsh artificial lights, the noise of a busy supermarket, hitting me like a gut punch. “I heard her from the car. Went upstairs to check on her and she let me in.” I stopped then, staring at my sleuth mate, right as Asher caught up, glaring at the entire store as if it’d personally offended him. “We slept together.”

“What?” Asher only caught the tail end of that, but his hand was around my neck, dragging me closer. His nose worked, catching the scent that was all over me, eyes blazing neon blue. “You⁠—”

“Slept on top of the covers while she slept under them.” I slapped his hand away. “You know I’d never take advantage of Imogen while she’s going through this.”

He wasn’t my focus, though. I strode over to the service desk, pulling out a business card when the cute, curvy woman behind the counter turned to me.

“Can I help you?”

“Imogen?” I could barely get another word out, my throat closing up. The business card was pushed towards her, and then her eyes went wide as she read the script there.

“You’re here for her? I’m Jade, the assistant manager. I’ll take you through to the staffroom.”

My bear was fairly laid back. Other shifters described their beasts being a constant presence, something they needed to fight against to maintain control, but mine was usually pretty quiet. Not so now. Feeling him flex inside me, snuffle at our surroundings, catching stray, stale scents of her, and not being satisfied until the door was shoved open and there she was. Not crying this time, that was my only consolation, but that haunted look?

I stayed away from the intake area for just this reason. My brain couldn’t make sense of it, my heart hurting too much in second-hand pain for someone else’s injuries. I’d caught glimpses in children, in women’s eyes of that same feeling of hopeless fear, but never hers. Never Imogen’s, that I swore. I moved forward, sinking down to one knee, remembering my training that making myself smaller would be reassuring in this kind of situation.

“Lucas…?” Imogen seemed surprised to see me, as if she’d forgotten she’d called me, her eyes flicking up to take in the rest of my sleuth. “You didn’t have to come down like this. Look, I’m sorry, I overreacted⁠—”

“Why don’t you tell us what happened first?” Asher said, it taking conscious effort to keep the growl out of his voice. “Then we can help you work out if there’s a real threat.”

“You can go home,” Jade said, but her eyes darted to the door. “I’ll find a way to clear it with Jackie.”

“No!” Why did Imogen’s whole body stiffen? She realised and then shook her head much more sedately. “No, I need to finish my shift. I’ll talk to the guys and be right out.”

Jade nodded and then left us to it, shutting the door behind her.

I turned into a grizzly bear when free to shift, and right now brown hair prickled across my arms as Imogen filled us in. Mike had come back, that instinctive sense that his girl was slipping from his grip forcing him to leave the party. That or Phil. He was the part of this that really concerned me, but right now, I took Imogen’s hands and inspected them as she set the icepack she’d had wrapped around her fingers aside.

“Does this hurt?”

I flexed a finger gently and she shook her head. That didn’t totally convince me, but if it was sprained, she wouldn’t be able to hold a yelp of pain back. I didn’t want to let her go, but forced myself to pull back.

“I’m fine.” She tucked her hands up into a ball in her lap. “Really. It was an overreaction, calling you. Mike tried to steal a bottle of Coke.” She snorted then and smiled in a well-practised way, but there was no warmth in her eyes, just a grey haze of long-suppressed fear. “It’s nothing. I’m just being overly emotional⁠—”

“He scared you.” Asher’s eyes were like lasers every time he looked at you, cutting through the bullshit to the raw, pink meat of you. I found it uncomfortable to be subjected to it, so I couldn’t imagine what it was like for Imogen to be on the receiving end of that scrutiny. “He scared you, and it’s OK to admit that.”

“And move on, right?” She looked at each one of us. “I want to just move on from all of this, so⁠—”

“Is this the kind of stunt that Mike pulled often?” Kyle asked, his tone far gentler. “Or is this a change in his behaviour?”

“He…” She didn’t want to tell us, watching for our reaction before she admitted it. “This is a change. He didn’t mess with my job. We needed the money coming in to keep a roof over our heads.” Her fingers fidgeted with the hem of her shirt. “I guess he doesn’t need that anymore.”

We all look at each other, thinking the same thing.

Was this all Mike was going to do? Just a little public tantrum at the shock of being dumped ‘suddenly,’ or…? That unknown component with human men was what made our work so damn difficult. Mike could be about to go on a bender, drinking his sorrows away, forgetting about Imogen the moment he fell into some other girl’s arms.

Or…

The possibilities, of assault, physical or sexual, of hurting her, harm that may end in her… I swallowed hard, pushing that thought aside, not wanting to revisit it.

“We said that the next few weeks would be risky.” I kept my voice low, even as I reached out and placed a hand on her knee. My awareness narrowed down to her body, feeling the way she relaxed rather than tensed. “Maybe this is it for Mike. Maybe he’ll stay away.”

I was telling her what she wanted to hear, her head nodding along with each word, but Asher couldn’t let that slide.

“Stay with us.” Her eyes flicked up and widened as she stared at him. “At our headquarters, I mean. It’s set up to keep women like yourself safe.”

“Women like me?” The fire was back in her voice, her smile a sardonic twist as one eyebrow rose. “Women who what? Have their hands squeezed? A boyfriend that tries to steal a Coke on her dime?” She shook her head. “How freaking big is this place, because half the men out on the floor right now,” Imogen stabbed a finger at the door, “say shitty things to their wives, critique them for getting chocolate as they go through my checkout, nag them about spending too much on things she likes while he dumps expensive steak on the conveyer belt. Kids nag their mums. Mothers snap at their kids. People are mean to each other every day, but they don’t get locked away in some facility for their own safety.”

She got to her feet, flicking her hands down her front.

“Thanks for coming. I really appreciate it, especially as this was an overreaction on my part. I was scared and not thinking straight. Next time⁠—”

“You’ll call us.” I took her hand, gently rubbing my thumb over her knuckles. “Please, call us. If Mike, if Phil…”

That was the name that made her stiffen, making me and the bear come to alertness.

“Phil…” She shot me one long, grudging look. “He was with Mike. When shit was going down, he tried to make me serve him. He…” She straightened up, staring the lot of us down. “Bought a packet of kitchen knives and some Vaseline.” Her eyes narrowed slightly. “Mary’s still with you, right?”

“Right,” Kyle replied.

Her jaw tightened, but she was determined to go back to work, that was clear.

“So why the hell would he need knives…?”

We could answer that question, but she wasn’t ready to hear it. The dream, that she could get free, move on, live her life, was still there, tantalising her with the possibilities.

“Tonight,” I said, clutching at the straws I had. “We’ll be by your place to beef up security, swap over that door.”

“Right.” It was the gratitude in her eyes that had me gripping her hand tighter. “Thanks, I’ll be home around…”

“Vaseline.” Kyle growled out that word as we exited the supermarket. “Kitchen knives.” He stopped in the car park and stared at us. “Just posturing, scaring Imogen?”

“Or escalating.” Asher’s arms crossed his chest. “We’re not going to wait around to find out. One of us will be here to escort Imogen to her car at the end of her shift while the other two are carrying the door and other shit upstairs to her place.”

With a plan in place, we left, but I shot a long look backwards before getting back into the car. The unknown element, that was always the hardest part of this job, but we were on the case. We’d make clear that Mike and Phil needed to keep the fuck away from our mate at our soonest possible convenience. That kept the bear quiet as we pulled away, driving off to the security installation supplier.


Chapter 12



Imogen

I was always tired at the end of a shift, but there was no exhaustion like the end of a Saturday one. It felt like half of the city converged on the supermarket the first day of the weekend, eager to get their weekly shopping done. My feet ached, so did my back and my legs, but right as I was getting ready to go, I remembered that there was no food in the house and I’d promised to make dinner. With a sigh, I slung my bag over my shoulder and walked out to grab a shopping trolley.

“Doing a bit of shopping?”

I jumped ten feet at the deep voice, my fevered brain sure it was Mike or Phil, but of course neither of them spoke with such velvety tones. Instead, I found Asher standing there. He pulled a shopping trolley out of the bay and then wheeled it over to me.

“You escort women while they buy tampons, huh?” I asked, smiling despite myself. “That’s some service you provide.”

“When someone’s intent on harassing them and the woman is too stubborn to admit it, then yeah, I do,” he replied.

There was something completely unrepentant about him. He was being ridiculous and he knew it, not caring for a second. That had me sighing before grabbing the trolley and wheeling it forward.

I needed everything I quickly realised as I approached the first aisle, and that was a problem. I didn’t get paid for a couple of days, my savings were cleared out by the deposit for my new apartment, and I’d neglected to take what I could from my old place, thinking I had the weekend to go back for whatever I needed. I stared down the laundry aisle and wondered how long I could go before I really had to wash my uniform.

“Get what you need.” A black credit card with no markings on it whatsoever was passed over, but I just stared at it. He wiggled it in front of me, like a fisherman might bait. “Whatever you need⁠—”

“Why?”

What the fuckity fuck was I doing? If some dickhead with very pretty blue eyes wanted to buy me groceries, I was not on the kind of pay grade that would allow me to go, ‘O no, kind sir, I couldn’t possibly.’ Grab the card, a hard, needy part of me said inside my head. Take it and get the damn groceries. But I couldn’t help but stare at the hand that was trying to feed me, wondering if I needed to bite it.

“Why not?”

The guy had arrogant fuckface written all over him, as if somehow he knew that under that scar, he was a freaking gorgeous guy. Shit, even with the scar, I’m fairly sure some hoity-toity fashion house would snap him up to walk their runway, figuring that dangerous smoulder would sell a whole lot of suits. Instead, he just watched me watch him, right before I pushed the card away.

“Keep it,” I said. He was about to argue. Of course he was. “You can pay for my groceries if pitying the poor scraggly thing you saved from Phil last night makes you feel good, but…” I met his eyes, not letting the cool stare put me off. “Just realise that’s all it buys you. I’m not giving hand jobs in the back of a car just for a bottle of laundry detergent.”

“Not even the high-end kind?” He walked over and grabbed one of massive boxes that would last me for the rest of my life and plonked it into the trolley with a defiant air. I sucked in a breath, but he continued, “I’m not in the habit of paying for favours, sexual or otherwise, Imogen. I help people…” When his hand went to his scar, my eyes followed it and that had his deeply tanned skin flushing pink momentarily. “Because it helps me feel better about myself. Now, pre-wash soaker? Enzyme wash?”

“Sure,” I said with a shrug. “If you’re buying…”

And he was. I was fascinated to see a man that one, seemed to know his way around household items, helping identify things I would’ve overlooked in my overtired state, and two, seemed completely comfortable filling my trolley with everything I needed. No, it was more than that. I caught the gleam in his eyes as he considered the contents of the trolley. It was as if he got off on seeing me run up an insane bill on his dime. Daniel had talked about getting into online financial domination to bankroll my move, and I was beginning to wonder if this was Asher’s kink. If it was, would he have followed me out to my car, eyes everywhere until we got to my boot, then he plucked the keys from my fingers and went to work stacking all of my items neatly in the back?

“I guess you’re gonna want some lamb stew as well?” I asked as I stood by the driver’s side.

“If you’re cooking it, yes,” he replied.

A man walking between my car and the one next to us should’ve been a little intimidating, but for some reason, that’s not how I felt with Asher. He was massive, filling that thin gap, and yet somehow, the way I’d felt the day we met came rushing back. Safe, that’s what pulsed within me, a feeling I would’ve wrinkled my nose up at as a kid, but now? Safe was lovely, safe was everything I wanted.

Safe was fucking hot.

At that, I forced myself to smile and opened my car door, wincing at the creak.

“OK, meet me at my place and I’ll see what I can whip up.”

Pulling away from him felt wrong but I did it anyway, gritting my teeth as I put my hands on the steering wheel. I didn’t like feeling like that. In my mind, it’d all been simple. I’d find a place, move out, spend a couple of months enjoying my now stress-free life before putting myself out there. Instead, I put moves on the first guy to give me a hug. My emotions, my instincts felt all off kilter, forcing me to react in ways I didn’t understand. Instead of ruminating further on that, I put the key in the ignition and then took off down the road towards home.

Only to find the rest of the gang was waiting for me.

We passed a few of my new neighbours. A couple of guys eyed me, then my groceries with interest, that fading as Asher carried the lion’s share upstairs, but by my front door was Lucas and Kyle. A brand new door, painted the same colour as my existing one, was propped against the wall, along with all of these boxes.

“What the⁠—?”

“Security,” Lucas informed me smoothly. “These will help keep you safe. While at home, you’ll have nothing to worry about.”

If only that was the case. I unlocked the door and let everyone in.

When I put stuff away, filled my shelves and the fridge, I felt some of the satisfaction I’d intended to feel. It was like every item was a claim made by me over this space. It was mine, mine, mine alone, something I felt until I heard the sound of a drill undoing the screws of the existing door. For a moment, the entire world was given free access to my apartment, until they went to work. Hinges were replaced as were the door handle and the locks before it was set back in place. As I started pulling out ingredients for the stew, I watched the door get hung, the hinges tested, then the lock and the deadbolt.

“That’s better,” Kyle said, hands on his hips, seeming satisfied with their handy work. “So, Imogen, need a hand with anything?”

I was about to ask about the boxes when Asher and Lucas went to work. They were discussing things I had no idea about, like the difference between different models of motion sensors, when he appeared on the other side of the kitchen counter.

“Can you cut onions without crying like a baby?”

“Nope.”

His grin was infectious.

“Guess you better cut them anyway.” I nodded to the pantry. “You can test the quality of the tissues that Asher bought if you need to have a little cry.”

“Diced or sliced, and how many onions?”

Kyle seemed utterly undeterred by the idea of having weepy eyes and stinky hands, removing the brown skin before grabbing the second chopping board I unwrapped. There was a comfortable, easy air about the entire living area, replacing the alien feeling of last night, right up until I grabbed the kitchen knives from the grocery bags.

It was the same packet Phil had bought. I didn’t want to think about that, see him, hear him inside my head when I saw it, my fingers dimpling the hard plastic container they were sealed within. I didn’t want to think about anything to do with Mike at all, but suddenly I was just staring. Why would Phil need knives? Why would he need knives and Vaseline? The thought seemed to cycle over and over inside my head because I didn’t have an answer and suddenly I needed to.

Kyle reached out slowly, the sight of those very long, very strong fingers with prominent knuckles and a small white scar across one of them finally breaking my spell. He didn’t ask questions, though, simply producing a pocket knife and flicking it open before cutting through the packaging. A knife was held out hilt first and I took it with a grateful nod. I could have all the brain farts I liked later, after the carrots were cut and the celery diced.

“Damn, that smells amazing.”

I looked up as Asher and Lucas returned. The stew was in my grandmother’s old cast iron cook pot, bubbling away gently on the stove. Lucas was right, because the smell of thyme and garlic filled the kitchen.

“Just need to get the potatoes boiling and everything will be done,” I said with a smile.

“We can do that.” Kyle and Lucas looked at each other. “Asher can show you the changes we’ve made.”

Asher didn’t seem so sure about that. It was strange seeing such a big man look so uncomfortable, but he nodded.

“We’ll start in the spare bedroom.”

“While we’ll get started on the rest of this wine,” Kyle announced, rinsing off the new wine glasses and then pouring out three measures.

I’d wanted to buy something cheap to add to the stew, but Asher had been adamant this was the bottle to buy. Golden liquid beckoned me closer, but instead I followed Asher into the spare room.

“So.” I looked at the room, seeing small wires and devices subtly tucked away. “What did you end up installing?”


Chapter 13



Asher

Not enough, that’s what I felt. Nowhere near enough. Putting in a security system in a place like this was like trying to polish a turd, but here we were. Standing in a too-small room, too close to my mate, the bear shoving harder and harder to be free.

I reminded him that he wouldn’t fit into this space if I let him come forth, that he’d hurt Imogen, or worse. Terrify her with his furry visage, because she had no way to anticipate that more than one soul lived within my body. So instead, I pointed to the motion sensors attached to the windows.

“The entire security system will be synced to your phone. With a click,” I opened my own device and showed her an example of the video feed she’d get, “you’ll be able to see exactly what’s going on at your place. Is anyone trying the windows?” Her eyebrows shot up and she eyed the thin aluminium frames. “Has anyone smashed one to get in?”

“Is that likely?”

I could drown her in statistics, tell her about all the different acts of violence that were perpetrated across the city, but I didn’t. That look of wariness was enough to stop me. Each time I saw it in her eyes, it made my heart ache. Most women would question a good Samaritan buying them groceries, but only ones who’d been treated badly would accept that gift with both reticence and abrasiveness. Imogen was waiting for the other shoe to drop, anticipating unconsciously the moment when the kindness would suddenly stop, or worse, reveal itself to be an act all along. My mate wasn’t going to allow herself to be love bombed again, that helped ease my pain somewhat.

“Security isn’t really about what’s likely or not,” I replied blandly. “It’s about trying to prepare for any eventuality. This system will make sure you know if anyone is trying to get access to your place without your permission. So, let’s go through the different features and how to use it.”

It was lucky I’d had this conversation a million times before. My mouth was moving, saying the words while my mind was elsewhere. Following the shape of her body I traced with my eyes, reading her reactions, soaking in her responses. I felt like the bear was pressing too hard against my skin as we tracked her every movement, but when I leaned over to see if the system was syncing to her phone, my control began to shred.

I wanted to touch her. I wanted to tease that small curl of hair that had pulled free of her bun at the nape of her neck, see if it sprung back when stretched. I wanted to hear her suck in a breath as my fingers slid up her spine, ready to pull her hair free. I wanted to collar her throat, feeling her heart beating frantically against my palm, right before her head tilted sideways, revealing her neck to me. I wanted her with a violence, a passion, an intensity, I’d never felt before.

Because no woman had ever touched me.

Not mentally, not emotionally, but also not physically. Some had offered the latter, maybe some of the former, but I could never take them up, not when I knew she was out there.

“One day,” Ursula had assured me. “One day you’ll see that girl from across a crowded room.” The cliche had me snorting. “One day you’ll see the other half of your heart, and it’ll all make sense.”

She was right, of course. My fingers twitched, the need to touch Imogen and keep my damn hands to myself making the muscles spasm, not sure what to do, so they hung in the space behind her as we peered at the screen.

“You too,” I’d told my sister. All the light went out of her eyes then, a familiar sadness settling over her.

“Maybe…” Her eyes dropped down. “But anyway, what the hell are you going to do when you find your fated mate? She could be anyone.”

I hadn’t had a plan then, and I was still struggling to create one now. Keep her safe, I swore to myself. I answered Imogen’s questions and helped her flick through the different camera views until Kyle approached with the wine.

“Potatoes are boiling and dinner’s got a way to go, so how about a celebratory drink? It might be a little low key as housewarming goes, but at least we brought practical gifts.”

“Thanks.” I watched Imogen accept the glass, then take an experimental sip, her eyes widening as she tasted the white wine.

“Good, right?”

My prompt had her bristling and the bear didn’t care. See me, talk to me, react to me, my heart beat.

“Very good,” she agreed. “So if we’re waiting for dinner, I don’t have a TV yet, so…” A slow grin formed. “I guess we go old school. How about a game of truth or dare?”

“I haven’t played that one before,” Lucas said, joining us in the living area. “How does it go?”

Us all sitting down around the rickety dining room table apparently.

“So, truth or dare,” Imogen said, surveying us all with a smile.

“Truth,” I replied, even as the others sucked in a breath to answer. It was what was sorely needed, even if we’d have to dance dangerously along the edge of telling her too much.

“What got you guys into working security and helping domestic violence victims?”

That was the most obvious question for her to ask and I had already been formulating responses in my head before she asked it, so I replied quickly.

“It’s something I’ve always been passionate about,” I replied. “I grew up with my family, had a happy home until…” The bear surged up, ready to take out any potential danger, always summoned by these memories, but I’d had plenty of practise in shoving him back down. I showed him the room, the food our mate had prepared, Imogen, and he allowed me to retain control. “Until my parents died. I was too young to identify my family and the relevant authorities didn’t manage to find them until much later, so I went into the foster system.”

Her eyes creased then, a familiar look of empathy on her face, but it was her hand sliding closer that surprised me. Her too by the look of it, because she stopped herself from gripping mine.

“While I don’t think all or even most foster parents do anything other than their best to care for kids in their care, mine… Mine and Ursula’s foster parents left a lot to be desired.” I nodded slowly. “What happened there made me protective of her, her friends, of all women, and when I got older, children too. When I see hurt kids, I…” A quick mouthful of wine, the sour/sweet taste washing over my palate, bringing moisture to a dry surface. “I see us. I don’t want any child to go through what we did, and I’ll do everything I can to ensure that’s the case.”

“Us too.” Kyle smiled at Imogen when he got her attention. “Not the foster care thing, but… My parents fostered Asher so we grew up together, and he sucked us in with his vision.”

“Whatever we can do to make things better.”

Lucas looked too pale as he took a sip of his wine. The job, what I put him through making him my sleuth mate, it took enough out of him to make me reconsider my plan.

But not for long.

This is what I had to do, and I just couldn’t stop, no matter what obstacles life put in my way. So I turned to Imogen and asked her the same question she’d asked me.

“Truth or dare?”

“Definitely truth.” The faint flush in her cheeks was… interesting. “I don’t know you guys well enough yet to let you dare me. Maybe you’ll have me walking around the kitchen pretending to be a chicken.”

“What did you want to be when you grew up?” Kyle asked smoothly, robbing me of my turn. “Was it working in a supermarket?”

“No.” She looked at him askance for even suggesting that. “Nothing wrong with it, obviously. Someone has to do the job. We all need groceries.” She leaned forward, arms crossed around her glass. “I wanted…” She looked sideways at us, as if trying to anticipate our response. “I wanted to be an art teacher. I loved art at school and thought teaching kids to paint would’ve been awesome.”

“Not that.” Everyone told me I was excellent at reading people, able to pick up tiny micro-expressions, and I saw them now. It was in her voice, her stance. This was a revised, cut down, cultivated dream, one she’d adapted from the first real one. “You wanted something else first. Something…”

Imogen frowned, shooting me a look that was not friendly before sighing.

“OK, if you’re gonna be that picky. I wanted to be an artist.” Her eyes dropped down, and she traced strange shapes on the worn wood of the tabletop. “I wanted to paint and draw all damn day, lose myself in creating, forget the whole world existed.” A social smile was slapped on as she faced us again. “But my mum was clear there was no money to be made that way, so I needed to find something more practical to do.” Her lips pursed, but she forged on. “In the end, I didn’t do either, so… now that we’ve gotten the obligatory work conversation over, who’s next?”

I loved the way she leaned back in her chair, arm slung over the back. It made me think there was something just a little cocky about our girl in the right circumstances.

“Truth or dare?” she asked.

Kyle leaned forward, crossing his arms and placing them on the table with a kind of easy grin I frankly envied.

“Dare.”


Chapter 14



Imogen

Well, I hadn’t thought this through, had I? But in my defence it’d been a long time since I had people over for dinner, hung out with anyone other than Mike and his buddies, or played truth or dare for that matter. I was also just a little distracted by Kyle’s very big, very muscly forearms as they landed on the table. He had biceps as big as my head, I knew this because I spent a moment visually measuring them.

“Um…” I looked behind me, seeing the open pantry when an idea struck. We had a shitty game we used to play when still teens and that had me getting to my feet. The guys watched, slightly confused, as I opened a packet of Weet-Bix and placed one of the very dry, very dense biscuits of compressed wheat on a plate. Usually served with tons of milk and sugar to make it palatable, I carried it over to the table and set it before Kyle.

“Um… maybe I shoulda chosen truth.” His strange gold eyes rolled up to meet mine. “Is it too late to change?”

“Chow down.” Lucas pushed the plate closer to Kyle.

“Eating dry Weet-Bix?” Kyle grumbled. “I thought I’d just have to streak up and down the stairs or something stupid.”

“You’d rather introduce yourself to my neighbours naked?” I asked, tilting my head to one side.

“No, I⁠—”

“Eat up or admit defeat.” Asher’s responses always sounded like they were being torn out of him, but his tiny smile caught me by surprise.

“What happens if I don’t eat this arid wasteland of breakfast biscuit?” Kyle poked it with his finger.

“Then you’re out.” I declared that confidently, remembering the rules now. “You don’t get to ask or dare us to do anything.” I nodded to the couch. “You get to sit there and watch, bored.”

“Hmm…” He looked at the Weet-Bix, then me, and back again before grabbing it in those massive hands.

Weet-Bix was made of lots of grains of wheat that had every drop of moisture dried out of them, then they were hammered flat before being sandwiched together into a kind of biscuit. No fat, no sugar was added, just dry, dry wheat. It meant they were high in fibre and absolutely disgusting to eat dry, unless you slathered it with butter and a little Vegemite. I offered Kyle no such relief now. He stared at the biscuit mournfully before picking it up. Smiles broke out around the table, right as he took his first bite.

That god-awful crunch made clear just how dry this was, and then he tried to chew. The no-milk biscuit would be soaking up all of the saliva in his mouth, making it almost impossible to chew. His eyes screwed up, his jaw working frantically, but by the chuckles around the table, we all knew what he was going through. Mashing the wheat up into particles small enough to swallow needed moisture to help the process.

“Mph?”

Kyle tried to indicate something, spraying half chewed wheat flakes everywhere, then stabbed his finger in the direction of the fridge.

“No milk,” I said, shaking my head, because this brought me back. Instead, I swiped the wine bottle from the counter and filled his glass. “Eating a bowl of milk and cereal is no dare.”

I watched him swallow that bite down, his eyes watering as he gulped a mouthful of wine.

“Holy fucking shit…”

“Only about five more bites to go,” Asher observed dryly.

“Why didn’t I pick truth?” Kyle muttered over and over again to himself, right before he took another bite.

This took me back to a time before Mike, where me and my friends would sit around doing something dumb, sometimes with a bottle of wine stolen from our parents’ stash. Kyle seemed to sense he had an audience, now exaggerating the difficulty he was having with the dare. The moans, the groans, the rolled eyes, they had me cackling, right up until he finished the last bite, even sweeping his finger across the plate to eat the last few crumbs.

“Right.” Those eyes were molten gold right now and bore straight into me. “Your turn. Please say dare. Please say dare.”

“Truth,” I replied, taking a sip of my drink. “I’m not stupid. There’s a whole box of Weet-Bix there your boss paid for, and I only want to eat it the nice way.”

“How did you and Mike meet?”

My smile faded, and right then I wished like hell I’d chosen dare. My mouth would’ve been just as dry, and I’d have something to shove in it instead of it hanging slightly open.

“Jesus, Kyle—” Lucas hissed, but I shook my head.

“No, its fine.” I stared into each one of their eyes, daring them to look away. “You’d have to be wondering how I ended up in this situation.”

“Less than you’d think,” Asher told me, but didn’t explain further.

“We went to high school together.” I stared at the plate, taking in each crumb left. “He was one of the bad boys, and I was this geeky girl who spent her time in the library or the art room. Guys didn’t notice me, not until he did.”

My finger traced the graceful line of the wine glass’ stem.

“He was my first kiss, my first…” I looked up then, remembering I had an audience. “My first everything. Love bombing, the first time I read an article about that I recognised what he’d done. Treated me like I was the most important person in the entire world, which was seductive enough in itself. People thought we were the perfect couple until…”

Until the charade became too hard to maintain and the cracks started to form. Until I was forced to confront the fact the guy I’d given my heart to wasn’t who I thought he was. The cruelty, the neglect, the disinterest coupled with intense affection when I started to pull away, all had my head spinning, losing all sense of up, down, right and… wrong. I said something to that effect and then came back to the present, letting go of the past for now.

Fuck, this was way more embarrassing than I remember this game being as kids. I think the worst thing I’d been dared to do was wear some guy’s shirt, not confess my tragic relationship woes. I forced myself to smile, sitting up straighter.

“Well, you’ve heard my tales of misery. What about you guys?” I scanned the table, taking in the way each one of them sprawled in their chairs. “Any crazy ex’s in your history? No bunny boilers?”

“No,” Asher replied for all of them, so definitively I thought he killed the topic dead, but I was determined to revive it.

“No one ever slashed your tyres? Tried to turn a hookup into marriage?” I persisted.

“No, there have been no women in my life.”

“Oh. Ohh…” I glanced at all three of them, thinking I saw them more clearly now. “So you’re…?” The three of them as a gay throuple was a possibility, but how did that explain Lucas’ response last night? Bisexual, my mind supplied helpfully. He could be bi, but that meant I was grinding on… “Oh shit, you’re together?”

“What?” Lucas frowned then looked at the others. “We’re a sl— team, but⁠—”

“You think we’re gay?” The long, slow inspection Kyle made of me had me abandoning that theory as soon as it was formulated. “No, not that there’s anything wrong with being gay, but no. We work together. We’ve been close friends since high school. Also, if I was going to do dick, it wouldn’t be Lucas’. He snores.”

“And the toxic gas that escapes your arse every time you eat eggs is enough to make sure I’d never want to go near yours,” Lucas shot back.

“You think I’d be bottoming for you?” Kyle asked. “Fuck you. I give off distinct top energy.”

He reached over and ruffled Lucas’ hair, something that earned him an elbow to the ribs. When Lucas raked his fingers through it to settle his hair back down, he met my eyes.

“Me either.” His confidence seemed to be evaporating by the second. “Girlfriends I mean. I haven’t…” My eyes widened, remembering last night, the way it’d felt straddling his hips. I’d never felt like he was anything other than completely in control. He shot me a sheepish smile as if in response to that. “Never even kissed anyone before.”

Jesus. I stared openly, a small shrieking voice inside told me to look the hell away, but I didn’t. I caught the vulnerability and the strength in those golden eyes, right before Kyle interrupted.

“So truth or dare, Imogen?”

“Dare…”

Why the hell had I said that? I was determined not to. Sad stories, embarrassing questions, I could deal with all of them, but putting myself into a stranger’s control, letting them tell me what to do? I was not keen on that at all, something confirmed by Kyle’s sly smile.

“I dare you to kiss Lucas.”

It was a challenge fit for teenagers. We’d used the game as kids to ‘make’ someone do the thing they really wanted to do, just like spin the bottle, but I wasn’t a child anymore. I saw the look in Lucas’ eyes and knew what I had to do.

“I can’t.” I met the gaze of everyone here steadily and then repeated what I was saying. “Someone’s first kiss shouldn’t be from a dare. I⁠—”

“I don’t mind.” Lucas said that too quickly, with too much emphasis, and he pushed his glasses up his nose. “I mean… It’s OK, Imogen.”

“It’s not.” I got up abruptly, downing the rest of my drink before moving over to the stove to stir the potatoes. Piercing them with a fork, I saw they still had a way to go to boil, but I wasn’t the only one who entered the kitchen. The shy guy with the blushes wasn’t here as Lucas joined me. He sat his butt against the kitchen counter, watching me the entire time, forcing me to turn and face him. “What did you say last night?”

“You were upset, hurting. I didn’t want to kiss you like that,” he told me. Small sounds from the others made clear they were unaware of this situation.

“But a dare is better?” I set the fork down deliberately, feeling a terrible kind of tension inside me. It was the one that rose every time I was about to do something dumb. I moved then, closing the gap between us, setting one hand, then the other on either side of him. “It should be an amazing thing, beautiful.”

“Like it was with Mike?”

In a way, that was true. I’d felt like I was teetering on the edge of something, ready to jump off. Into adulthood, becoming a woman, everything, and Mike was right there with me.

Sort of.

His eyes were hazy, blinded by intoxication, making me wonder if it was me he was lurching towards or just any girl-shaped figure. Right then, it hadn’t mattered. I just wanted to jump, to get swept up in something bigger than me, a passion I read about in books but never saw in real life. Would I find it if I kissed him? I had to know, and so I had pressed my lips to his, trying to ignore the bitter taste of beer, the sloppy feel of his slack lips moving against mine. We’d kissed and kissed, and then we’d⁠—

“Not really,” I admitted to Lucas. That was so much easier to admit now. “That’s why you want to wait, until it’s with someone who actually means something to you. You’ll see some girl someday, and as soon as you lock eyes with her, you’ll know she’s the one. It’ll be amazing, and you’ll⁠—”

I had this whole speech inside my head, promising Lucas something I never received. But I wanted to. I’d wanted love at first sight and something overwhelming and amazing all at the same time. A storm that would tear me from all of the never-ending greyness of life, infusing it with passion. My speech died in my throat, not because I didn’t have the words, but because Lucas stepped in right then.

“Luc…” Asher growled, my first and only warning, because Lucas’ hands went to my jaw, tilting my head upwards so my eyes met his.

“And what if I found her?”

He didn’t wait for an answer, because apparently this dare was for him, not me. He swept in, smelling of pine trees and sea breeze, my tongue almost able to taste the salt, right before his mouth brushed against mine. His perfectly sensible advice from last night was shoved aside as I felt this.

This was the kiss I was supposed to have. Gentle at first, just a brush of his lips against mine, and when I didn’t pull away, he went in for more. Firm and growing with confidence, I wondered at his words. This couldn’t be the first time he kissed someone, not as his hands went around my waist, tugging me close. Someone was saying something, calling his name and mine, but I couldn’t hear it, not when there was this.

My hands went around his neck, holding him right where he was. One kiss bled into another. Was this what other people felt? How could all the grumpy, tired couples I saw come through my checkout treat each other like that when they had this magic at their fingertips? Every fibre of my being came alive, not just my lips as his parted mine, his tongue searching. The moment it touched, something would happen, my heart knew. The spark he’d struck would roar to life, burning me up. Perhaps that’s why the sounds grew louder, Asher forcing himself between us.

“Imogen.” His eyes burned with blue fire as he stared at me, making me shamefully aware of the way I was sucking in breaths, my lips throbbing in time with my heart. “The potatoes are about to boil over.”

I knew exactly how they felt, but there was no dial to turn down inside my body, so I was left to move blindly, finding my new colander and setting it in the sink. I dumped the potatoes into it, draining them before going to the fridge, only to find Lucas already there. He pulled it open and handed me butter and some milk with a small smile.

“Thank you,” we both said at the same time, forced to snort in response.

“As first kisses go, that was pretty damn perfect,” Lucas said finally.

“I… Ah…” I fought to put a sentence together, to say something, but my brain was offline as my body took control. My feet wanted to move, stepping closer to him. All good things in life were there, I just knew it, if I could just… The chill of the open fridge door finally filtered through. “I’m glad.”

God, that was lame.

“So, is everyone good with stew and mashed potato?” I asked, finally bringing my attention back to the room, and with it came a rush of shame. These guys had to have spent hundreds, if not thousands, of dollars helping me and I’d… I’d pashed one of their friends with little care for the display I was making. Kyle stepped forward and I anticipated a look of disgust or irritation, only to see him smirk.

“We’re good with whatever you feel comfortable with, Imogen.”


Chapter 15



Kyle

Watching our fated mate kiss Lucas had me feeling more hope than I had business feeling. We all knew how this went. People grieved in different ways and each woman, each child, took a different path through the process when they came to us. Imogen was on her journey now, and she needed the same thing every other woman we’d helped did. Patience, support, a helping hand when needed, but not this. I shook my head, Ash’s growl reminding me of this fact, but it was only just filtering through.

Because watching her kiss our sleuth mate felt so damn right.

There was surprise in her response, and there was only one reason I could think of to explain that. If I hadn’t despised the prick she was with before, I did right now. For all intents and purposes, it was as if this was her first kiss too.

The first time with a guy who actually gave a crap about her.

I could see it in the way she clawed him closer, as if scared he’d pull back, hungry for more. Hungry for something she had wanted for so long, but never got. I was content to watch them for hours, the second-hand pleasure making my whole body throb, right as Asher stepped forward. He noted the potatoes bubbling furiously and rather than step forward to sort them out, he broke the spell we were all under.

That no one else wanted to escape.

I shot Asher a dark look as Imogen moved away from a dazed and pleased Lucas, towards the sink, draining the potatoes as I moved belatedly to help.

“So is everyone good with stew and mashed potato?”

Her voice was somewhat shaky, making me wonder if Asher was right and we’d let things go too far, but that’s not what her scent said. The closer I got, the more that wonderfully sweet smell of honey washed over me.

“We’re good with whatever you feel comfortable with, Imogen.”

I hadn’t meant that to come out the way it did, low and growly, more bear than me, but when she looked up, I forgot to be self-conscious. I lost myself in the brown depths of her eyes, staring long past the point of being polite. Of course Asher couldn’t let that just happen.

“We haven’t finished playing.”

“What?” She turned away from me to face him.

“We’re not done,” Asher insisted. “There’s one more dare.”

“I’m pretty sure I’ve had enough truth or dare for tonight.” Her reply was prim, her eyes trained on the potatoes as she upended them back into the now dry pot. A dob of butter and some milk was added.

“So dare me.” Asher shook his head. “Dare us.” Her brows creased and I was this close to telling him to shut the fuck up, that he shouldn’t, couldn’t ruin this for us. “Dare us to take care of the meal tonight.”

“What? I can’t do that,” she said, looking through the grocery bags for a potato masher. “You’ve already installed a security system⁠—”

“A dares not supposed to be easily done,” I said because I started to see the wisdom of what Asher was saying. “Otherwise there’s no challenge.”

“So you want…?” She stared at each one of us as if we were aliens with three heads, not just shifters waiting for our chance. Unable to work out why we’d be so insistent on helping, she shrugged. “Sure, fine.” I watched her walk over to the dining table and sit down heavily. “But I’m doing the dishes.”

“I dare Kyle to do the dishes,” Lucas said with a cheeky grin.

“I dare you to help me,” I shot back.

That settled, we went to work. Asher mashed the potatoes, then went through with a fork, breaking up all the little lumps, then I spooned the mash into four bowls. Lucas added stew on top then brought her bowl over. She eyed the contents, then ours before frowning.

“Don’t you like stew?” She was half out of her seat before we could answer, noting we’d served ourselves much smaller portions. “If you didn’t like it, I could’ve made another meal.”

Imogen was about to go raking through the pantry, looking for something else, but I headed her off at the pass.

“It smells…” I sank my spoon into the soft mash and collected up some of the meat, taking a bite before groaning in pleasure. “And tastes incredible.”

“So do you guys have a dinner date later or…?”

“I didn’t know if you had made enough to last you a few meals,” I replied, trying to keep my tone light. People focussed on the emotional journey of leaving an abusive relationship but didn’t realise the financial one could be just as brutal.

“You…” She marched over to the kitchen, grabbing a chopping board and setting it down on the table, then hoisting the stock pot in the air and put it down between us. “I made dinner to say thank you, so having tiny little portions kind of defeats the purpose. Eat.”

That imperious tone, the way her dimple popped into view when her lips twisted into a smile, I liked that a whole lot. I could almost imagine her getting bossy about other things. I nodded in her direction, then dug my spoon in and tasted, only to taste heaven.

“Oh my freaking god…” Luc mumbled, and I felt a moment of solidarity. “This is⁠—”

“Amazing. Nectar of the gods.”

When I reached for the serving spoon, I discovered it’d be a fight for more. Lucas had the exact same idea, his eyes narrowing. I bared my teeth, careful not to reveal my fangs and he did the same until Imogen burst out laughing. She intervened, taking the spoon from both of our grips and then filled our bowls with the savoury dish. Herbs, the umami of lamb, celery, carrots, it all burst on the tongue, cut through with the almost sweetness of the mashed potato. I ate mouthful after mouthful until I found myself scraping the bottom of the bowl in an attempt to summon more.

“Grandma Helen’s recipe never fails,” Imogen said.

“Is there anything else you need done?” I looked the place over quickly. “Hinges lubricated? A dripping sink fixed? Anything for more food like that.”

I liked the pretty pink blush in her cheeks, right before Asher spoke.

“Do you think you could cook meals like that on a larger scale?”

“What?”

Her smile faded as my mind raced, trying to think of a way to bring it back, but Asher forged on.

“We have a commercial kitchen at our headquarters, but it can be difficult to retain staff. Good, solid, stick-to-your-ribs food like this.”

I saw then that Asher had polished his stew off super fast as well, which was saying something. He tended to treat food like it was a necessary evil, so watching him eat had my brain ticking.

His too.

“Too often the women we help are forced to cook for themselves,” Asher continued. “We have a company delivering meals for us currently, but they aren’t great. You’d have the kitchen to yourself, or we could hire staff if you liked. I’m pretty sure we could offer a better pay deal than what you’re getting at the supermarket.”

This was prime Asher, making decisions without our input, but right now I couldn’t argue. It made perfect sense. Imogen would be somewhere safe most of the day. Our bears would be soothed by the fact she was in our space. And bringing in more money? That had to be attractive to her. I turned then, anticipating her yes.

“You really take this charity thing seriously,” she said, her eyes creasing at the corners. “Helping me move, buying me groceries, protecting me from my dumb ex.” Imogen looked around the apartment, seeing all the adjustments we’d made. “But you must have other people who need your help more.” I watched her rise to her feet, go to collect the now empty dishes, but I couldn’t allow that to happen. My hands were reaching for them before she could react, dumping them in the sink, then collecting all the other things used for cooking. “Maybe you should be getting back to the real victims.”

I felt her eyes on me as I ran the water, filling the sink, but focussed on finding the dishwashing liquid and a sponge rather than Imogen’s searching look. We couldn’t avoid her for long though.

“Truth or dare?” I asked as I sank the bowls into the water, starting to scrub them clean.

“What?”

“Truth or dare, Imogen?”

My eyes met hers and I wondered then if she saw a hint of my bear. Fur didn’t appear, nor did my fangs, but he was there, staring out at her. She shook her head and then answered, “Truth.”

“Do you want us out of here? Does having us around make you feel uncomfortable? Are you longing to just have some time and space to yourself?”

“That’s a whole lot of questions,” she said.

“You opted for truth,” I replied.

“I didn’t think we were playing anymore?”

“Who said we were playing?” I removed my hands from the water, letting the bowl I’d been cleaning sink under the suds. “So truth or⁠—?”

“You being here…” She looked around, seeing we had an audience for the first time. “It feels like a parachute slowing my descent, but its not going to stop me coming down to earth hard. I need to know when its going to cut out on me, because then I’ll be in freefall, going down, down, down.” I could almost hear the sharp whine of a bomb being dropped in my ear. “The only way I’ll survive is by anticipating the moment I’ll be on my own.”

My mouth opened, ready to say something, anything, to reassure her, without revealing what we were to her, but Asher stepped forward.

“Truth or dare?”

“It’s not my turn this time,” she said.

“No, it’s not. Ask me.”

I watched her shift then, a restless energy rising in the face of his implacable stare, but she did as she was asked.

“Truth or⁠—”

“Truth.” His hands were shoved into his jeans pockets as he took control, the same way he always did. “We’ll be here, with you, until such point as you don’t want us around, so don’t worry.” Imogen and I snorted at that, because I think we both knew our brains didn’t work that way. “The job is yours for as long as you want it. I’ll have contracts drawn up, whatever you need. If you want to stay at the supermarket, then we’ll make sure you’re safe when you go to and from work. Experience tells me that people have let you down. They saw what Mike was doing and refused to step in and help you, perhaps because you weren’t ready to leave.”

He shook his head slowly.

“That’s not us. We know what we’re doing, how to help you make this adjustment. Moving beyond surviving to thriving, that’s always been our goal, now, I dare you to let Kyle finish the dishes and clean up the kitchen.”

“I…” Hope springs eternal, and it roared to the fore again in me. That tiny waver told us she was at least open to the idea of us looking after her. “I guess I can start unpacking some boxes.”

“And we can help you,” Lucas said.

“Not that box.”

Imogen leapt forward to grab a smaller one, hustling towards the bedroom with it.

“What’s in the box, Imogen?” I asked, flicking the suds off my fingers and following hot on her heels. “Imogen?”

“You said you wanted to help?” she said, grabbing the door handle. “Then do the dishes.”

The door was shut firmly in my face, but I just smiled. I’d clean every dish, wipe down every counter top, leave the old kitchen gleaming, and then… Then I’d see if I could get her to share what was in that box. With a sly grin, I turned back to the sink.


Chapter 16



Imogen

Here I was, feeling too raw, too needy, and holding a box that contained my sex toys, none of which I intended to happen today. Make some dinner for the nice man who was going to swap out my door, then try and create a home from the apartment I’d rented, that was my plan. Instead, I just stood there, heart racing as I clutched the box hard. These guys were perfect, guardian angels come to life, and that had me on edge, no matter what they had to say about it.

“Did you want the books out here or in your bedroom, Imogen?”

My stash of smut books? I shoved my box into the top cupboard of my new wardrobe, the stale smell of old wood making me wince, before I slammed the door shut and then emerged into the lounge room.

“I…”

Lucas had picked up the box, because of course he had, and there in all its lurid glory was one of my faves. A sassy looking girl wearing a whole lot of leather stood, all airbrushed and perfect, a massive black wolf at her feet, and he was studying it like it was the Mona Lisa.

“I’ll put them in the spare room,” I said, moving to take the box from him, but his hands dug in.

“You… like this kind of thing?”

“Paranormal romance?” All the hesitation went out of me at the sound of his voice. Mike and his mates teased me mercilessly for my taste in books, but it was a hill I was ready to die on. “Damn straight I do. A world where women find their fated mate, the one guy meant for her, and then he spends his life looking after her, him and his animal protecting her, making sure she has super orgasms?” I shrugged, finally wrestling the box free. “What’s not to like? Guys like porn movies, girls like porn books where the heroes are everything men aren’t.”

I stepped back.

“Sometimes a girl needs the promise of a happily ever after, and if that comes in the form of a werewolf or a werebear, I’m OK with that. There was a were-eagle once, though that was a little weird. The dragon ones were kinda hot.”

“Dragons?”

Asher asked that in a dark tone.

“A big fuck off beast that can flambé a girl’s enemies?” I was on a roll now, the words spewing out. “One with that weird dick attachment that stays locked inside the heroine until she has multiple orgasms? You have to admit, that’s kinda hot. What can I say?” I stood tall, surveying the lot of them, all three men staring now. “If I had to choose between a man or a bear, I’d choose the bear any day of the week. I’d either get mauled to death quickly or he’d shift in front of me into something a whole lot nicer than some bloke.”

I hoisted the box higher in my arms.

“Look, each box is labelled for the room its supposed to go in. If you just dump the boxes into the right rooms, I can sort out the contents from there.”

“We can help—” Lucas said finally.

“And then I’ll never know where you’ve put things. This is fine.” I went and put the box in the spare room and returned. “It’ll be a big help getting those heavy boxes put into place.” He wanted to argue, so I put my hands on my hips. “If you’re a good boy and do as you’re told, I’ll lend you one of my books. It’ll teach you how to be the perfect boyfriend when you find Miss Right.”

And she was out there, I had to remind myself as I returned back to the spare room, opening the box and slotting books into the wardrobe shelves. Some woman with a lot less baggage than me, literally. I pushed thoughts of the guys’ prospective partners to one side as I went to work.

One of the worst things about living with Mike was feeling like I had to hide my books. I’d found the covers torn off, crude caricatures drawn over the illustrations when I’d woken up after he’d had his buddies around for the night. Then came the comments. They all had a helluva lot to say for a group of men who didn’t do much other than binge drink and work.

I’d learned to sneak them into our place, hide them under the bed or in a cupboard, because god knew that Mike never looked inside one of them with any sort of care, but now… Now I lined my pretties up one by one inside the cupboard, remembering each storyline, but more than that, how each had made me feel. That drove the weird emptiness of the room out, the stale stink of old wood. Book after book was slotted into place, the box I’d stacked them in broken down flat only for me to walk back into a dance party.

The tinny sounds of a phone speaker played some track that was popular twenty years ago, and I had to laugh as I watched Kyle bump and grind his way through the dishes. He handed each one to a frankly bemused Lucas who wiped it and then put it away in my new kitchen cupboards. Kyle moved curiously well, his hips as mobile as a snake’s as he thrust against the sink, then went to work scrubbing the pots.

“So do you always have a dance party when doing the dishes?” I asked.

Asher emerged from the bathroom, obviously having left a box in there.

“This is your housewarming,” Kyle replied, and when his eyes met mine, I took a step backwards. That smile, that intent gaze told me something I really didn’t want to deal with.

“No…” He shimmied on over to me. “No…” I waved my hands in the air, but he grabbed them and pulled me forward, his palms damp from the sink water. “No housewarming. No dancing.” He paid me no mind, spinning me out effortlessly before pulling me back in.

I was reminded then of why I never went to school dances, because I could never just relax. His hands landed on my hips, helping them swivel along with his, but it felt like my body didn’t know how. I was stiff, awkward, weird, feeling like every eye was on me as he slid in behind me, wrapped my arms around his neck and took over.

As Lucas and Asher watched.

There was something so perfectly still about the two of them. They reminded me of the way big cats watched their prey, right before they struck. I was no spindle-legged antelope out on the plains, instead lumbering around the lounge room like a baby elephant, right until Kyle spun me out and into Lucas.

“Oh god, sorry!” I yelped as I collided with the other man. “I suck at this. I’m⁠—”

“Not sorry.”

Lucas pulled me close, his body shifting from side to side, like this was a slow dance, not some bouncy pop song on the radio. He stared down at me, and my eyes couldn’t help but fall to his lips, remembering the way they’d felt. He was right and I was wrong, it was too soon, so why did it take everything I had not to go back for more? As if sensing that, Asher cut in, grabbing my hand and pulling me free, but what I didn’t expect was this. For him to cradle me against his chest, his mouth going to my ear.

“Do you want this to stop?” His tone was quiet and tense at the same time, as if asking me this cost him something. “You don’t look like you’re super comfortable.”

For a moment, my mind fought to formulate an answer. His size, his presence, the feel of a strange man’s body against mine all competed for my attention. No, not just a man. It would take me 2.5 seconds to push myself away from Phil if he grabbed me. I was pressed against a strange, attractive man’s body. I sucked in a breath of his piney scent and then pushed myself away with a smile.

“Not much of a dancer,” I said. “Two left feet, but my hands work just fine. Thanks for upgrading the door and installing the security system, but I better get a start on unpacking.”

This was an invitation for him to leave, for all of them, but they didn’t, not even when I scurried off into the bathroom, putting make-up and toiletries away in the drawers. Instead, they took the boxes I emptied, breaking them down with all the ones the security equipment came in until they formed a neat pile by the door. We all moved now to the beat of the songs played on Kyle’s phone, but this dance was far more productive than the one from before, and it was one I knew how to do well. I emerged with the last box to find the kitchen sparkling, all my groceries put away along with the bags, and all the rubbish removed. I was done and that had me blinking at the three of them.

“That’s everything,” I announced, something that was redundant because they could all see that.

“We’ll dispose of the boxes and rubbish,” Asher told me. “And one of us will be just downstairs.”

“I’m on Imogen-watch duty tonight,” Kyle said with the kind of impish grin that made me think it wasn’t such a chore.

“You’re going to sleep in your car?” Shut up, a small voice inside my head said. Shut the hell up. “There’s a perfectly good bed in the spare room. I mean it’s got some weird stains on the mattress but…”

Yeah, I should’ve taken my own advice and stayed quiet.

“Are you comfortable with that?” Suddenly Kyle was a lot more serious.

“I mean, yeah. Giving you a bed to sleep in if you’re determined to keep an eye on my place, keep me safe, seems like the least I can do.” I was talking too much, explaining stuff that didn’t need explaining, but I couldn’t seem to stop myself. “I’ll grab some sheets.”

“Kyle will keep an eye on things tonight,” Asher informed me. “Do you have work tomorrow?” I nodded. “We’ll be there at the end of your shift. Share your schedule with Kyle in the morning before you leave.”

“Right. Right.”

They weren’t friends, they weren’t really guests, so I wasn’t sure what to do with them, walking Lucas and Asher to the door as they hoisted the flattened boxes into their arms with little effort.

“Sweet dreams.”

I felt skittish around Lucas, that kiss an almost tangible presence between us, but he pushed it aside as he came closer. My eyes widened as he leaned in, my tongue flicking over my bottom lip as if readying myself for what was to come, but instead of another searing kiss, I got a small one pressed to my cheek. The skin flamed bright red at my misread of the situation, but his shy smile helped alleviate my fears.

Instead, I was grinning like a goddamn idiot as he was dragged out the door by a dour Asher. When I turned around, it was to find Kyle waiting there for me to organise his bedding, so I dove into the linen cupboard, pulling out blankets and pillows. I shoved them into his arms, as if this would make things less awkward, but he just smiled.

“So how’re we feeling, Imogen? I’m happy to sleep downstairs in the car if that’ll make you feel more comfortable.”

No, I wanted to snap, grabbing his arm and holding him right where he was. Anything other than being left alone in an unfamiliar place. Instead, I kept things light.

“Me?” I looked around, the clash of familiar belongings in an unfamiliar place still a little jarring, but that would ease, I was sure of it. “I’m feeling… hopeful. Yeah, hopeful. Good night.”


Chapter 17



Kyle

Lucas had wished Imogen sweet dreams, but that’s not what happened. I’d laid down on the hard, lumpy mattress that came with the apartment and closed my eyes, ready to drop off to sleep. In our line of work, you learned to rest when you could. The bear had one ear open though, dragging me out of a dream where I was the one that gave our girl a goodnight kiss and a whole lot more, in time to hear this.

Women and children, they could make such small sounds of pain, and I was trained to listen for each one. When they had come from an environment where every unauthorised noise was a punishable offence, they learned to keep it to themselves. Imogen made one of those little whimpers right now. Even in her sleep, she was stifling her cries, sure no one would come.

But that’s why I was here.

I was out of the bed and walking out into the living room at the first sound, my human eyes still trying to focus as the bear moved my feet forwards. My hand came to rest on her door when I realised where I was. Another sound, then another, little breathy sounds of pain had my claws snicking out. No one was in the apartment but us. I knew that because no alerts were going off on my phone, so I leaned forward, pressing my ear to the door.

“No…” Her voice tore my heart out in one brutal sweep. “No…!”

The bear took control, using my sleepy state to push me aside and wrap our hand around the doorknob. We twisted it and then opened it slowly, peering in. Imogen was buried under the blankets, thrashing from side to side as we slipped in. Her hands clawed at the sheets, her head pushed hard against the pillow as her brows drew down.

“No… Mike!”

If I knew a reputable witch, I’d have paid good money to erase that prick from her mind, leaving her with a blank slate where their relationship was. He was a boil filling slowly with more and more poison, something he seemed exempt from. I was willing to bet that he wasn’t losing any sleep over the loss of Imogen. Asher had driven past his place during the day and saw a bunch of people, men and women, going in and out of their old house. That’s what had me drawing closer, her body stopping still when my shadow fell over her. That seemed enough, her breathing evening out, but that wasn’t enough for us. We had to sit down on the side of the bed to make sure.

The sound of her longer, slower exhales soothed me and the bear, so why did my hand slide closer? Why did we shift slowly but surely onto the mattress? I heard her small snort, as if sensing that change, but not for long. She snuggled back down into her pillow, making a cute little sound of sleepy satisfaction as she drifted back to sleep.

I’d done my job. Imogen was sleeping calmly again, so I could leave her to it. That would be the right thing to do. I fought a silent war with the bear, making clear that taking fur and snuggling up to her would one, damage her bed, and two, scare the freaking hell out of her, ensuring our mate never slept well again. Only that kept us in skin, stopping us from getting up and off the bed. Because then she rolled over, her hand reaching blindly, and before I could yank it away, she wrapped her fingers around mine, and dragged them closer so they were tucked up under her neck. I had to go with them or dislocate my arm trying to stay where I was.

I was lying down on the bed beside my mate. I was studying her sleeping face, tracing the shape of it, the soft brush of her eyelashes on her cheek, the full pout of her lips. I was hard and soft in a confusing combination of longing and love. I didn’t know her, even though my soul assured me I did. I was still discovering exactly who Imogen was, but my heart didn’t know that. It just started to beat way too fast as she snuggled into me.

It was that unruly organ that had my hand raising, the palm coming to rest on her back as I tucked her oh-so-gently against me. If there was a way to stop the sun rising, to keep Imogen asleep in just this position, I’d have done it right now. Anything to make this moment last, because there was nothing I like better than a good cuddle. Feeling someone close, holding them, comforting them as much as they did you, it was a strange kind of magic. I breathed the smell of her shampoo deep into my nose, felt the soft rise and fall of her body. It was like an apple scented wave that rocked me back and forth, filling me with a feeling of the sweetest contentment that lasted into sleep, until I was woken by a completely different sound.

“Oh.”

My eyes opened at her little exclamation, the bear obviously thinking he didn’t need to let me know that my girl was awake. Sun streamed through the windows, turning her hair to a dark golden halo as she gazed down at me. Her eyes were wide and uncomprehending, because of course they were. She’d gone to bed alone and now here I was…

“I heard you crying.” That was the wrong thing to say. Imogen jerked back as if stung. “You were having a nightmare. I didn’t know if you were OK and…” I hated the way her throat worked and she shifted uncomfortably on the bed. “I came in to make sure there were no issues and…” She didn’t want to hear this, that some part of her relaxed when me and my sleuth were around. It was too soon, but what else could I say to justify falling asleep beside her? “You reached out for my hand and⁠—”

“Oh god…”

“And you pulled me down beside you. From what I can tell, you slept like a baby after that.”

“Like a baby.” Her tone was vicious. “Like a little kid that needs her stuffed bear to sleep.” Well, not a completely stuffed one. “God, I am so sorry⁠—”

I yanked her down beside me, something that was probably really dumb, but I just couldn’t seem to stop myself. The man not the bear, me, Kyle, needed to stop the steady stream of self-recrimination. I needed to feel the tension easing from her body. That small moment of surrender, when she seemed to realise that I did not give two shits if she reached for me. No, that I wanted it with every breath in my body. I wanted her to feel safe, secure, perfect right now, and for just a moment that’s what happened. Her breath fanned against my chest and I counted each breath, right up until there was a sharp knock at the door.

“Who the hell⁠—?”

“Let me find out,” I said, jumping off the bed and striding through the living area only to press my eye to the peephole we’d installed in door. Fucking Lucas stood there holding a tray of coffees and a bag of pastries. I unlocked the door after disarming the alarm, jerking it open to stare at him.

“Hey…” His eyes ran up and down me, taking in my bare chest but noting that I was still in my jeans. “Is Imogen up? I brought breakfast.”

“Breakfast?” She emerged with a smile, wrapped up tight in a dressing gown rather than me, something that had me glaring at Lucas. He just strolled in like he owned the place. “Oh my god, you got coffee? I have a kettle now.”

“Yeah, but this is from a fancy cafe down by the beach…”

Their chatter faded as I returned to the room I’d slept in, pulling on my shirt and shoes. I emerged to see a cosy scene, the two of them sitting around her dining table, talking as they sipped their coffees.

Was this what it would be like? I couldn’t help but wonder. When she’d healed from whatever Mike did to her and was ready to accept us into her heart. Would she pull us closer and not feel a scrap of guilt, accepting our affection as her due? Would she talk shit with us in the morning, making shy Lucas smile, maybe even cracking Asher’s stern visage, then snuggle into me like I wished she would right now? Would we be able to meet the horrors of our job head on, her love like a light in all that darkness? Part of me couldn’t wait to find out, even when I knew I must.

“One of those for me?” I asked, sitting down opposite Imogen.

She smiled and pushed a cup my way and it warmed me through far more effectively than hot coffee did.

“I’ve got to get ready for work,” she said finally, getting to her feet.

“So when do you finish?” Lucas and I looked at each other, snorting when we asked that at the exact same time.

“Five, but you don’t need to escort me home.” There was something lighter in Imogen, something brighter as she surveyed her apartment. “Mike was pissed, but he’s not the type to make a big deal of things. He had his hissy fit. He’ll be moving on with someone else before the weekends.” She shrugged. “And there’ll be plenty of girls lining up to take my place. And I’m going to let them. Thanks…” Her look was curiously shy as she stared at me. “For everything, but I should be fine.”

“We’ll be there to make sure of it,” I said. “Five P.M. We’ll be waiting out the front.”

Imogen didn’t argue, just smiling and shaking her head before going to get ready as we walked out the front door.

“So… what happened last night?” Lucas asked oh-so-casually, as we walked down the steps.

“How about you first, mate?” I shot him a dark look. “You weren’t exactly upfront about what happened the other night. That kiss…?”

“Fine, we’ll compare notes,” he replied, “then I’m going to see if I can hack the supermarket HR records. We need to know what shifts Imogen is scheduled for because I have a feeling that Mike isn’t going to be as accepting as she thinks.”

“Right there with you, brother.”

We got into the car and drove away, but I took one long look up, finding her apartment window with ease. I couldn’t see anything but reflected sky on the glass, but I could imagine. A future where we didn’t have to leave, where we didn’t have to hack a computer to find out where she was. Where Imogen shared everything with us gladly. I understood her look of hope then, because I felt the same way.

Of course, that ignored one thing.

That men like Mike, Phil Jackson, they couldn’t allow the women in their lives to feel that kind of happiness. It was a threat to their own, and so they had to extinguish it with everything they had. That’s what I should’ve been focussed on, not my pie-in-the-sky dreams.


Chapter 18



Imogen

Some days everything just fell into place.

Lots of my regular customers came through and we had a little chat as I rang up their orders. Sandy let me know her boys had won their soccer championships. Old Mrs. Shepherd updated me on the state of her cats, Ginger and Whiskers. Whiskey, as she affectionately called him, was getting old, and I feared the day when she’d have to take him to his last vet visit. The nice couple from the apartment block across the road announced their pregnancy with some of their purchases. I smiled and chattered away, scanning and packing groceries until finally the end of my day came.

“A lot less drama than the other day,” Jade said when I went to clock out.

“About that, I’m⁠—”

“Not at fault in anyway?” Her eyebrow rose as she smiled. “Your ex is an idiot for thinking he could treat you like that.”

“And I guess I’m the idiot for putting up with him.”

My eyes sank to the floor.

“Don’t be so hard on yourself.” There was a note in Jade’s voice that made me think she knew more than she was saying. “Plenty of good people stay in bad relationships longer than they should. ‘Just leave’ is good advice, but harder to put in place.” She shook her head and then met my gaze. “But anyway, thanks for staying back today. We were getting slammed. Catch you tomorrow?”

“You got it.”

I gathered up my bag and headed for the sliding doors, needing to use the emergency button to open them. The supermarket was dark now, shut down for the night, only the night fill people left in the building, ready to restock the shelves. I walked out into the darkness, heading for my car like I did every other time.

Except at no point before had he emerged from behind it.

Not Mike. My gut instinct was right. He would’ve moved on with someone else, I’m sure of it. One little petulant display and he’d have decided I wasn’t worth it.

But Phil…

He stepped out from behind his truck, parked right next to my car with a grim look on his face.

“There you are.”

“What the…?” I stopped myself from saying anything more. There was no point. I didn’t want to hear his answers, somehow I knew.

“Little bitch.” He looked me up and down, but some hidden instinct made me think it wasn’t me he saw. “Got Mike banned from that supermarket. Couldn’t even show his face to let you know what a mistake you’d made. Got threatened with a domestic violence order, he did, and for what?”

I didn’t know anything about that, but I kept my mouth shut. Instead, my hand was shoved into my pocket to retrieve my phone.

Now was the time. Now I could call the guys with impunity because what the hell was Phil doing here? What the hell did he care about the situation between me and Mike? He was a constant but not very familiar presence in Mike’s life, up until now. When I tapped on my phone screen to unlock it, he moved.

“What the fuck do you think you’re doing?”

Gasping, my phone was slapped out of my hands and went crashing to the ground. I stared at my now damaged screen, wondering almost idly how I was going to pay to fix it, before a more immediate concern made itself clear. Phil ambled closer, his movements the unhurried sway of a man who thought himself in control of the situation.

“Gonna call those fucking boys of yours again, are you?” A faint whine built in the back of my throat, coming out as a squeak when his hand wrapped around my wrist and bit down. He ground the bones together for good measure. “Fucking slut. How long have you been taking it from each one of them?”

“What?”

I got a shake in answer, my whole body whipping back and forth as he wrenched my arm.

“Fucking little moll. One in the pink, one in the stink, and one to keep your filthy little mouth shut, I reckon. That’s what you left a good man for.”

“I didn’t⁠—”

Whatever I had to say, it didn’t matter, I could see that in his eyes. He glared down at me, staring but not seeing me. There was a kind of madness there, one that had him brutalising a woman that didn’t even belong to him.

Which had me thinking.

I jerked back, trying to break his hold but to no avail. Didn’t seem to stop me, though. Hysteria bubbled up inside me, ready to be screamed out for the whole world to hear.

But it wouldn’t care.

I’d given up thinking anyone would pay attention when bad things happened to me, and it felt like that kicked in right now. A weird kind of fatalism that jerked me out of my head and had me hovering above my body, watching what was going on. It observed Phil moving towards me, getting so close to my face, but I didn’t feel his spittle land as he shouted. Foul things, disgusting things so far away from the reality of that gentle kiss I’d shared with Lucas to almost be ridiculous.

But laughing wouldn’t get me out of this.

My body moved of its own accord, and I just watched it jerk and twitch, like a fish caught on a line. But just like a fisherman, he reeled me in, the hook biting deeper and deeper. The only thing that would save me was someone cutting that hook free.

And that’s when they arrived.

The sleek, black SUV roared up and screeched to a halt, the doors shoved open before they even came to a stop. Lucas stormed across the car park with murder in his eyes, no longer the gentle-eyed man who’d held me. Fists were clenched, his feet stamping into the ground as he got closer, Kyle leaping out of the passenger side seat to join him. It was Asher who caught my eye, standing within the open driver’s seat doorway, the engine still thrumming, right before he launched himself across the car bonnet. I don’t know how he did it, because one minute he was there and the next he was wrenching Phil away from me and tossing my attacker across the car park .

I came back to my body with a slam. Noise, hands on my face, on my arms, faces appearing in my field of vision. “Are you OK?” That was asked urgently over and over. “Imogen, are you⁠—?”

“I’m fine.”

That unnatural calm that always snapped into place did so now. Born from shame, it saved me from ever having to admit to other people what was happening to me. If I kept my shit together, no one would know better. I nodded then to confirm what I was saying.

“You’re not.” Kyle had more to say, but then Phil got to his feet. Wavering there, all three of then turned and then advanced like wolves on a kill.

“You fucking prick…” Asher’s voice didn’t sound like his own anymore. It was somehow more. There was a deep, rumbly edge to it, the sound of a big Rottweiler growling. “What the fucking hell do you think you’re doing?”

“Standing up to cunts like you.” I marvelled at Phil’s sly smile. There’s no way I’d have been that brave in the same situation. “Pricks that get between a man and his woman. Fucking arseholes, you took her away from a good guy, promising her everything, I bet. Look after her, give her the soft life, just so she sucks your dick.”

“Do. Not. Say. Another. Word.”

Asher was always in control, and now I could see why. He was losing it right before our eyes. He grabbed Phil by the shirt and hoisted him up in the air until the other man was silenced, his feet paddling helplessly in the air.

“Ash. Ash.” Kyle rushed forward, ready to intervene, but that was when Jade and the security guards came rushing out.

“What happened?” Her eyes were everywhere at once, trying to identify the cause of this fuss before they came to rest on me. “Imogen, shit, are you OK?” She saw the red mark around my wrist, angry enough to bruise later. “Jesus, what the hell did he do?”

“You’re gonna need to put him down, mate,” the security guard said in his best be-reasonable tone. His hand strayed to his walkie talkie.

“He attacked me in the car park,” I said and that had the guard surging forward. “Not Asher, Phil.”

“I fucking did not⁠—”

Phil wheezed that out when he was set down on his feet, but a twist of his shirt had his words choked off again.

“He was waiting by my car…”

That was the point when the shell of artificial calm cracked. My hands trembled and Jade noted every shake, my whole body following suit as adrenaline rushed in. Run, it told me, run. But there was nowhere to run to and that kept me pinned to the spot, because as everyone’s voices got louder and louder, I looked over their heads, catching the moment Phil’s gaze met mine and he smiled. Sly, insidious, feeling like a snake slithering across my skin, it was all the warning I got as he turned and bolted.

The Rottweiler analogy was an apt one because Asher lunged like one, ready to run him down, but Kyle and Lucas’ hands slapped down on his shoulders, hauling him back.

“Let the police handle this, mate.”

The far off sirens let us know the guard had put a call through, and sure enough, a police car turned up, two officers strolling over.

“So an assault was reported?” the first one asked.

We ended up at the police department giving a statement, but it was me they were focussed on. I was the victim and the primary witness.

“So how do you know Phil Jackson?” I was asked for the umpteenth time.

“I don’t,” I replied, studying the desk, not them. “Not really. He works with my ex.”

“And why would he be stalking and assaulting you and not your ex?”

I finally met the penetrating gaze of the detective interviewing me, seeing doubt there, and it exacerbated my own.

“I don’t know,” I replied honestly. “I don’t know. I don’t know why he’d be waiting for me in the car park. I don’t know why he grabbed me. He seemed really preoccupied with me being with the guys…” My eyes trailed across the busy police station floor, finding the three of them standing off to one side, talking more informally with a few officers. “But I don’t know why he would care.”

“Right, well, do you have anyone at home to keep an eye on you? This Phil, he’s not a good bloke. We’ll find him and bring him in, but… You need to take measures to stay safe.”

“We’ve got this.”

Asher appeared by my side, just like the angel I’d compared him to before, but this time he was the angry kind, the one that was ready to smite sinful humans. He held out a hand, and this time I didn’t question taking it.

“We need to get you out of here,” he told me as we walked between the desks towards the exit. “We need to take you back to headquarters.”

I wasn’t arguing now. The adrenaline in my blood still commanded that I run, and wherever this headquarters was, somehow I knew it’d be far, far away from anywhere Phil would be.

“Please,” I said in a small voice. “Please take me away from here.”


Chapter 19



Imogen

This wasn’t happening.

I wasn’t in the back seat of Asher’s car while he drove it like he stole it, his hands gripping the steering wheel so tightly his knuckles went white. He didn’t race down streets, then wrench the wheel to take corners at speed, the tyres squealing in protest. Lucas wasn’t in my car, driving at a more sedate pace behind us. Kyle wasn’t sneaking sidelong looks at the backseat. No, at me, as we drove. I wasn’t being rushed into the city like I was having a heart attack or something, and I definitely wasn’t holding my injured wrist against my chest like a wounded bird. That feeling of unreality grew and grew as we pulled up out the front of here.

I was definitely not being taken into one of those big, grey bland-looking office buildings that ringed the central business district, the mirrored windows now reflecting the moon’s cool gaze back to us.

Asher did not bring the car to an abrupt stop in a park out the front, his breath coming in and out in noisy exhales. I didn’t watch him fight some unseen war with himself, his muscles trembling, right before he wrenched his door open.

“Gotta go.”

I didn’t watch him stride towards the front door, the glass panels sliding open to reveal an athletic looking woman who was obviously waiting for him.

“Asher…” Kyle shot me a sheepish look. “He takes this kind of thing hard. We usually see the aftermath of…” When his eyes dropped down, so did mine, taking in the now purpling bruise around my wrist. That didn’t happen. It didn’t. “Not an attack happening in real time.”

Attack. Assault. Abuse. These were all big, big words, conjuring the weeping women and blank-eyed children I saw in movies, not this. Me, my heart beating way too fast, even as it felt like I hovered in a strange haze. It softened everything, made Kyle, the car all slightly out of focus, even as a sharp-pitched whine started up inside my head.

“Fucking slut. How long have you been taking it from each one of them?”

Phil’s insidious voice could be heard inside my head, bringing with it the memory of his vicious sneer. I shoved that aside, all of it, pulling the car door open only to find Kyle there waiting.

Not too close, I noted that, his gaze was far softer than Asher’s was, but somehow that wasn’t what I needed. He held out a hand for me to take, right as Lucas pulled up in my car. He leapt out of the driver’s seat, and I think that wasn’t just because my car really needed some work. Long legs brought him by my side in seconds, his eyes scouring my body, looking for clues, but of what?

“Are you OK?” That edge to Lucas’ voice had my teeth locking tight. “Imogen?”

“Let’s get you inside,” Kyle said, stepping in and stopping any further questions, somehow knowing I wouldn’t be answering any of them. “You can meet Ursula and then we’ll get someone to look at that wrist.”

Yes, that was what I needed, but in some ways that idea was threatening. The sore muscles were like a tether, the only thing keeping me grounded, my teeth gritting together each time I moved. If someone looked at it, fixed it, then what? Then what? My hysterical thoughts were what had me moving towards the door. The woman was waiting for me, a ready smile on her face as I approached, right up until the point she saw me holding my wrist against my chest. The way it faded, something darker rising in her eyes, replacing the good humour. Yeah, that’s what I needed to see.

“He hurt you,” she said, not specifying who, and I realised then that it didn’t matter. I did. “Come inside. I’m Ursula.” She went to offer me her hand, then thought better of it with a rueful smile. “Ginny’s the nurse we’ve got on staff tonight, and I think she’ll be able to help.”

“A guy grabbed Imogen by the wrist and wrenched it,” Lucas told the tiny nurse. “You need to check her hand, her arm, the socket.” His head whipped around to stare at Kyle. “We need x-rays. What if its broken?” His gaze slid almost reluctantly to me, his eyes widening when he saw the way I was holding it. “Is it broken? Imogen?”

“I—”

“Calm down, dipshit,” Kyle hissed. “You’re fine, right, Imogen? No breaks? You would’ve told us if it was broken.”

“Out.”

Ginny was five foot nothing, but she stabbed a finger imperiously at the door of her consulting room.

“What?” Kyle couldn’t have looked more shocked if she’d slapped him. “No, I⁠—”

“Out.” I watched her stare each man down and frankly envied the fire I saw there. “I haven’t had a chance to even introduce myself to the patient and you two are arguing about stuff you know nothing about. You.” She glared at Lucas. “I still am getting spotty internet in here, which makes it very difficult to retrieve medical records. You want to be useful? Go and sort that out.”

“I’ll be back.” Lucas sank down on one knee before me, tentatively reaching for my uninjured hand before giving it a squeeze. “I’ve just got a few things… I’ll be back.”

I nodded, unable to think of anything to say because we had the attention of everyone else in the room right now. This was weird, and I felt a strange sense of relief as he pulled away and walked out the door.

Along with loss.

That had me frowning up until the point Kyle sat down beside me, his arm going around my waist.

“It’s OK. Ginny’s amazing. I dislocated my shoulder once and she popped it in easily. She’ll fix you up real good.”

“She also asked you to leave.”

I’m not sure how Kyle lasted as long as he did under Ginny’s terrifying gaze, but I felt his arm retract.

“I don’t have to fix the internet⁠—”

“Nope, but the kids are waiting for story time.”

She shot him a meaningful look.

“Oh yeah, right.” Kyle looked down at me. “I’ll be back afterwards. Ursula knows what she’s doing, and if anyone can help, it’s Ginny. You’re in safe hands, OK? I’ll be back.”

The two other women watched him walk out the door, but I’m willing to bet they didn’t feel a wrench when he did. I sat with that, an ache that almost matched the one in my wrist.

“Men.” The nurse sat down with a sigh and then looked at my wrist. “They want to rush in and fix everything, even if they have no idea what they’re doing. So, Imogen, I’m your nurse for today. Would you be comfortable with me taking a look?”

It took effort to uncurl my arm from my chest, the muscles protesting as I moved, but I laid it down on her desk. She acknowledged the effort with a nod, then went to work. I was hissing before she even touched the skin, something that had my cheeks flushing in shame, but apparently it was for good reason. Her touch was light, barely there, and yet still I felt the dull throb intensify as she moved the fingers and my arm experimentally.

“Well, nothing’s broken. A lot of bruising and perhaps a strain? We’ll give you some painkillers and a soft brace to allow the muscles to rest while the swelling goes down.” Her gaze was too keen, like she was staring past my eyes and into my soul. “Maybe something that will help you sleep as well.”

“No.” Why did I say that? Sleep was the best thing for me. In its sweet oblivion. I wouldn’t see Phil, his frenzied eyes, hear his foul words, so it was the best place for me. “I need…” Both Ursula and Ginny seemed to hang on my every word, and that was unnerving in itself. Why the hell did two strangers care what I had to say? “I need to see Asher.”

Because in my mind I saw it, the moment when he rode to my rescue. Each man was incensed by Phil’s behaviour, but Asher… I could see it then, his feral look of fury that was almost inhuman in its ferocity. He was a wildfire ready to burn down everything in its path.

Everything that would hurt me.

“I need to see Asher,” I repeated much more firmly.

“OK, I’ll take you to my brother,” Ursula said.

Not long afterwards, I had some painkillers in my pocket and a brace and a sling on my arm, but none of that seemed to matter. I followed Ursula deeper into the building, past a room that looked like a commercial kitchen, an adjoining one acting as a dining room, a few families lingering over their meals. Another looked like a library, and in it I saw a cluster of kids sitting on the carpet, listening to Kyle tell a story about a grumpy bear. He looked up as we passed, as if sensing our presence. We didn’t stop, not even when we walked past a darkened room full of computer monitors, neon lights playing over Lucas’ face as his hands flew over the keys. To my shame, it wasn’t him, them that I needed. They were doing civilised things, gentle things, and what lurked inside me wasn’t that. Like a snake, it curled in my belly, dripping caustic venom, right up until the point we reached here.

“He…” Ursula let out a sigh as she rested her back against the gym door. Her smile was rueful but heartfelt. “He’s wound tight right now.”

“I need to see him.” Why did those words come out so hard, so fast. “I need⁠—”

“I’ll never stop you from getting near to Asher.” She nodded. “I think he needs you too, but… This kind of thing. What happened to you, it’s a trigger for him. Just know there’s buttons like this.” She pointed to a red button stuck on the wall. “Press it and the whole building will come running, OK?”

If I was sensible, that would’ve given me pause, but it felt like all good sense had been stripped from me. I was careful, planned my escape from Mike with meticulous detail, aiming to do it without help from anyone, and look where that had gotten me. Out of my old place, but still… He couldn’t even come down to do his own dirty work, letting Phil stand in for him.

Being sensible got me nowhere, so I reached out with my good hand, frowning at the slight shake there before pushing the door open.


Chapter 20



Asher

I needed to kill him

In my mind, it played out over and over. Phil, torn in half, his viscera oozing all over the ground. His fucking head torn from his shoulders, his blood fountaining over me, each splatter a blessing. That fucking sneering mouth caved in and then… The bear was right there with me, proposing more and more brutal ways for the man to die, primarily at the hands of his fangs and claws, when all of a sudden he went quiet. I was just left with the pain, the sweat, and the shock of my fists driving themselves into the heavy boxing bag over and over until he forced me to turn around.

I didn’t want my mate to see me like this. Not stripped down to the waist, sweat pouring off me. Not red faced and panting, every muscle trembling with the effort of keeping myself right where I was.

To stop from running towards her, sweeping her off her feet just to feel the weight of her in my arms.

“Asher…”

The way she uttered my name would always haunt me. Little more than a breath, I’m not sure if a human man would hear it, but I was no human. My feet moved of their own accord, taking one step than another, but when she stiffened in the doorway, I stopped. I’d never do anything to scare her. Never hurt her, make her sad.

Never lie…

That thought was a rope around my neck, cutting off the air I was sucking into my lungs, leaving me breathless.

“Asher.” Her voice was firmer now, and she stepped into the gym. Me, the bear, heard every single step on the sprung wood floor, willing her to come forward. “Asher, I…” I needed to hear the end of that sentence like I needed my next breath. “I…”

I was the one that turned into a wild animal, but she? She looked like one right now, her limbs carrying the same kind of tension a deer’s might, ready to spring away. Or run forward. Imogen forced herself to take slow, measured steps towards me, and as she got closer, I breathed her in.

Her scent was always honey sweet, but right now there was an edge to it. The sour of fear, but more than that, a strange kind of fire that had my tongue sliding across my teeth as if to get a taste of it.

“I just wanted to say thank you.” I shook my head, not wanting her to ever feel like that was needed, but she forged on. “God, what would’ve happened if you didn’t come?” That sour scent grew stronger for just a second, but it faded when she stopped staring into space, seeing the horror of it all over again. When she looked at me here, now, with her. “But you did. You did.”

“Always will.” I was too fucking close to the edge. The bear and I were always an uneasy alliance. Every day I had to bargain with him to just get through what I had to do. But now? With my mate standing right there in front of me, her eyes tracing the shape of the body that got that fucker away from her. Who’d tear apart the world for her the moment she indicated that’s what she wanted. “Always, Imogen. He’ll never get within ten feet of you if I have a thing to say about it.”

“Yes.” She nodded to herself, her confidence growing as her eyes slid upwards and then locked with mine. “You mean it, don’t you?”

This was a perilous time and the smart part of me, the bit that listened to Elodie’s advice when she did whole staff training days, told me to step the fuck back. Imogen was so bloody vulnerable right now, ripe for trauma bonding, but a relationship based on shared pain was doomed to always revisit it. I should get the fuck out of here, grab the psychologist and then make sure my mate had a session with her.

But I didn’t.

I watched Imogen step closer as if tugged by an invisible cord, but I knew what it was. The mate bond was an almost physical presence. Every muscle locked down to stop me from closing the gap between us.

So she did it for me.

Imogen’s eyes seemed to follow every trickle of sweat, frowning slightly as she watched it pool in the space between my clavicles before trailing down my chest. Her good hand twitched, the fingers shifting before her arm did, raising her hand, and I just watched. When I saw Phil threatening her, I was all action, but that certainty died now. Instead, my breath was sucked in as her hand hovered in the air, close enough to touch, but not doing so yet. My heart pounded in my ears, my lungs burned with the need to breathe, but I couldn’t until she did this. One tiny little fingertip sliding down my slick chest, it pulled the words from her.

“Why would he…? If you didn’t…?” She swallowed hard, her eyes following her fingertip. “But you… You…?”

There was a wariness in her gaze as it finally flicked up to meet mine, but that was quickly shoved aside by something far hungrier. That’s when I saw how perfect she was for me. She needed everything I had to give, everything, including the darkness, and that was just fine because I couldn’t do anything but give it to her.

“I will kill anyone who dares to hurt you.” The bear and I swore an oath right then as my hand covered hers. Her palm flattened against my abs, catching the moment I sucked another breath in. “If Phil even breathes in your direction, it’ll be his last. You will be safe. No one, not Mike, not Phil, not anyone, will be allowed to lay a single finger on you.”

“Not even you?”

Her throat worked as she stared, her gaze one part dare, one part disbelief.

“Not unless…” Shit, my mouth was now bone dry and my throat worked frantically, trying to lubricate itself. “Not unless you want me to. You tell me what you want, and I’ll make sure you get it.”

I watched Imogen, the one woman I’d ever love suck in a breath and caught the moment when the fear left her eyes. When she stared at me like I was a toy for her to play with, not some random guy horning his way into her life. Like I was hers. All the pain, the exhaustion, fell away as something settled in my chest. It was as if a vertebra that was out of alignment since the moment I killed my foster father was suddenly pushed back into place. I could take a full breath and another, each one drawing light inside me to drive out the darkness.

Of course that could never last.

“Asher…”

Elodie, our psychologist, had come into the gym without me noticing it, but her steps slowed when she looked the two of us over. With those lightning-fast observation skills, she took in Imogen and her arm in a sling, but her focus settled on me. Elodie never told any of us to do anything, something that caused all sorts of frustration in different circumstances. Instead, she famously waited us all out until the moment came for us to blurt out what we knew needed to be done. “Ursula let me know that we have a new client.”

Client, I hated that word. Too clinical, too distant to describe what Imogen was to me, and that was deliberate, I quickly realised. Elodie was reminding me of my position. That I could only protect the women and children that stayed here if I maintained some sort of distance.

“Big, burly men who are super protective,” she’d told me and Kyle. “That’s an extremely attractive prospect to a woman who’s feeling vulnerable. You will need to be careful in your dealings with clients.”

That had never been an issue for me before this. I kept my distance from everyone because that was my first instinct, but now? This was the moment when I truly realised what she meant. I would rather have pushed myself face first into a wildfire than step away from my mate, but I had to.

The bear roared, my control fracturing as he shoved and shoved against the bond. I was lucky his fur was white so it didn’t show up that much along my bare arms, there and gone again. My hands became fists again, my claws pricking my palms, my fangs aching as they snapped down. Take her, he insisted. Mate her. Make her ours before something… His pleas went unanswered so he went for broke, showing me over and over what could happen to Imogen if I didn’t claim her.

Broken bones, contusions, and sickly bruises. Scars old and new, burns and abrasions. Spirits crushed, women beaten down so much they couldn’t get up and even then it didn’t stop.

“Asher…”

Imogen stared at me, willing me to do something, anything, because I saw it then, that she wanted to claw back the moment we just had as much as I did.

But I couldn’t.

If I cared for her at all, I needed to step back, and I made that plain to the bear. Protecting her meant giving her space to heal, and there was no way I could do that if she was touching me. He didn’t relent, not until I drew my own ace card.

You remember what happened to Ursula.

The memories were shadowy, distorted by time, but my sister’s sobs? I remembered them well. Not the harsh cries of someone first confronted by abuse, but the soft, hopeless ones of someone habituated by it. He snarled, backing away, but I delivered my coup de grâce.

Touching Imogen, kissing her, dragging her down the hall to my bed where I’d do everything I’d dreamed of to make my mate happy, would be wrong right now. We’d be the looming figure in the doorway, ready to satisfy my own disgusting urges while disregarding Imogen’s needs. That was enough to push him so far down I wondered if he’d ever surface again.

“This is Elodie,” I told Imogen, introducing the two women. “She’s a psychologist who works with us. She has a quick chat with everyone who comes here.” My mate stiffened, taking a step towards me, but I resisted the urge to meet her half way. “She’ll take you to see where her office is, just in case you’d like to book a session with her at some point.”

Imogen didn’t. I could smell it in her scent, see it in the way the light died in her eyes, but Elodie just smiled down at my mate.

“If you come with me, we’ll let Asher shower and get changed…”

I watched the two of them walk out of the gym, the space suddenly cavernous. The air was stale, stinking of body odour, plastic, and iron without her scent to perfume it. Sweat cooled on my skin, making goosebumps prickle everywhere. A shower… It’d been Elodie’s not-so-subtle suggestion for me to get myself under control, but it seemed like the best way forward. Under the hot spray of the shower, maybe… Maybe I could send all the shit of the day swirling down the plughole just like the soap and shampoo. I snorted, knowing that would never happen.


Chapter 21



Imogen

I didn’t want this. I didn’t want to know where this woman’s office was because I had no intention on using it. Instead, I just stared at this Elodie as she ushered me inside a very nice room, complete with big comfy couches I could’ve sank into if I sat down on them.

But I wouldn’t.

What I needed was right there back in the gym.

When I walked in, I didn’t know what I’d see. Everyone seemed to treat Asher like he was a ticking time bomb, but it was only when I saw him work the bag that I understood it. That power, the way his fists smashed so hard into the heavy punching bag it virtually jumped on the chain it was hanging from. That should have terrified me, the way Asher picked up Phil and tossed him like a doll, but it didn’t. It really, really didn’t.

That’s why I touched him. Asher was a fire I wanted to warm my hands on, an amulet to bring me strength. His anger, his ferocity it was what I needed, not Kyle’s and Lucas’ gentleness.

Because it was the only externalisation I saw of the fury that raged in me.

“I don’t need a shrink,” I told Elodie.

“That’s OK.” She seemed utterly unfazed by everything, including what was happening in the gym. Her butt was perched on the edge of her desk as she regarded me. “Some people don’t. My job is just to make sure you know where you can get help from if you want it, and…”

Her expression was serene, kind, but her eyes set me on edge. It felt like they peeled me back in layers, like an onion, and I didn’t want that. What simmered inside me… It made sense when I was watching Asher, but here? I was being messy. Mike coming to work and making a scene. Phil attacking me. I just wanted to push it all behind me and move on.

Maybe with Asher.

When I blinked, I saw it again, the way his chest heaved. I’d never stood before a man so big, and when he was shirtless? Every damn muscle was popping, making clear just how powerful he was. It hit me like a punch to the gut, something I thought had just died.

Attraction.

Of course I lifted a hand. I couldn’t stop following the drops of sweat rolling down his chest, so I traced one with my finger. His skin felt hot, so hot, threatening to burn me alive. And I just wanted to step into his arms and see how hot he could get me, something I think he wanted too, right up until Elodie arrived. My eyes narrowed slightly as I stared back at the woman, noting the gold and diamond band on her wedding finger.

“To make sure you’re OK,” she finished finally.

“I’m fine, so…” I started for the door, but she followed me.

“You’ve been through something traumatic,” she said. “Sometimes that can stick with you. If you’re have intrusive thoughts, memories of what happened.” Like some subterranean beast, something shifted inside me then, but I pushed it back down. I’d grown really good at that. “Then you know my door is open.”

“Right. Thanks.”

I was being rude, but I couldn’t seem to stop doing that, pulling away from her quicker than I had Phil. Not sure where I was going, I just walked down the hallway. I could hear muffled voices, mothers talking to their children, kids talking to their siblings, but no adult voices, until she appeared.

“All done?” Ursula walked up toting a pile of clothes and towels. “And you survived Asher when he was in a mood. Damn, girl, you must have magic powers or something. If I walked in there, my brother would bite my head off. Now, sleep or something to eat and then sleep?”

“Ahh…” I shook my head, barely having thought about either until now. “Sleep, I think.”

“Got you a sandwich for later.” She waved a plastic blister pack with a sandwich inside it. “Just in case you’re hungry, but you are…” The woman walked along the hall, then stopped at one door, opening it with the swipe of a card. “Here.”

When I walked into the room, I saw exactly what I’d been looking for when I moved out of the place I shared with Mike.

It could’ve looked just like a hotel room. Bland walls, nondescript paintings, muted coloured curtains and carpet, and while some of that was true, little touches had been added to make the place seem more homey.

The bed had a metal frame that had been whitewashed then sanded a little to reveal the base below. The old timey look of it, complete with lots of joints and fittings, made it look unique rather than the usual cookie cutter bed frame. A nubby, multicoloured bedspread had been flicked over the mattress, and piles of pillows of various colours and textures mounded at the head. A small rug that looked like it’d been made from rug scraps was set on the floor, and there was what looked like an antique dressing table on the other end of the room, also whitewashed and distressed looking. Ursula walked over and dumped her load of fabric onto the wingback chair in the corner.

“Bathroom is in here.” She opened an adjoining door. “It’s stocked with the same toiletries everyone uses, but if there’s something else you need, just let me know.”

“Whatever you’ve got will be fine.”

Ursula nodded slowly.

“You feeling weird?” Her gaze was as searching as Elodie’s, but there was something else there. Experience, I quickly realised. “Off centre. Not bad and that’s hard, because everyone is making such a fuss and you can’t work out why?” I blinked, staring into her eyes, and she smiled. “It’s OK. I’m sure El gave you the big ‘you can always come to me’ thing, and trust me, she’s really good at what she does, but sometimes…”

Her smile faded and something real rose instead. Part of her peered out and recognised a part of me. and that wasn’t an entirely comfortable experience. I felt vulnerable and safe all at the same time, and neither state were ones I was very familiar with. “Sometimes you just need the company of fellow travellers on the road.”

She reached over and gave my shoulder a squeeze.

“Towels are there. Bedding is all fresh, so you’re good to sleep whenever you want. Mini-fridge down there.” She pointed to where it sat in an alcove by the wardrobe. “If you want a drink or something. Other than that, I’ll leave you to get settled in.”

Ursula was about to leave, but she looked over her shoulder at me before she did.

“My brother, his friends, they’re gonna want to come and find you. They get all overprotective and shit every time, but this time, shit went down in front of them. They’ll want to reassure themselves that you’re OK. I can redirect them if you want, have them running laps or cleaning shower grout with a toothbrush. You just let me know.”

Somehow she had me smiling. Maybe because I could imagine her ordering the three massive men around with ease, something I frankly envied.

“I’m fine.” If I kept saying that, maybe it would be true. “Really. You don’t need to keep them busy.”

“OK, well, don’t blame me when they all start piling in here. Just maybe don’t let them start playing doctors and nurses.” Her focus slid down to my wounded arm. “You’ve had a rough afternoon. Take it easy on yourself.”

I wanted to protest, to make clear all this was no big deal because I was already regretting coming here. Some part of me felt like this was all too much. Then the dull throb of my wrist reminded me of exactly why I had. She walked out and closed the door behind her, the sharp click making me jump before leaving me alone with the sound of my own heartbeat. Rattling around in my chest, the organ wasn’t so sure we were safe. My eyes flicked about the room, taking it all in, the pretty interior helping settle something inside me right up until the point I felt the grime.

Working all day, breathing in the recycled air of the air-conditioning, always left me feeling kinda grimy, so I grabbed a towel and headed to the bathroom. Beautiful, gleaming, and most of all clean, I switched on the shower, ready to get clean. Of course, that’s when I was faced with a struggle.

I couldn’t just get undressed. Phil had taken that from me, and as I stared into the bathroom mirror, I saw my wide-eyed stare. I looked too pale, the skin under my eyes thin and slightly bruised. This was OK. I’d work my way through it, I told myself, then reached for the knot of my sling. A sharp hiss of pain escaped me the moment I tried to move it, because getting it over my head was torturous. I was either trying to duck my head out from under the knot while clutching at my injured hand, the soft brace only partly numbing the pain that caused, or I was jerking the sling up and down and my arm with it, as I tried to get it free. My hiss turned to little noises of frustration, getting louder and louder by the second, but at no point did I think I had an audience. A little tap on the door let me know that I did.

“Imogen…?” I heard Kyle’s voice through the door and froze in a seriously awkward position. “Hey, are you OK?” I wasn’t. Somehow I’d gotten all tangled up, my shoulder muscles aching now. “Look, if you’re alright, I’ll go⁠—”

“No.”

Where the hell had that come from? Me apparently, because the doorknob twisted and there was Kyle. He took in my dishevelled appearance and his lips twitched, ready to smile, but he smothered that quickly.

“Need help?”

“Does it look like I need help?” I grunted.

Strong fingers pushed my hair aside, the other hand supporting my arm as he undid the sling knot, and suddenly I was free. He kept ahold of the brace as I straightened up. My gaze locked with his, humour dancing there. That was what drew me in, but it was the curious shade of his eyes that kept my attention.

All shades of light brown, gold, amber—they appeared molten right now, the stare going on and on, well past the point of politeness. For some reason, it didn’t get awkward. Maybe because I was starved of positive male attention, maybe because it was Kyle. Because once someone’s listened to you snore all night, all pretence of having it together goes out the window. I didn’t need to with him, and somehow that was a relief.

“Better?” he asked.

“Better.” I took a step backwards then, remembering what I was doing. “I need to have a shower and⁠—”

“I’ll wait.” He flopped down into the armchair, a children’s book in his lap. “I brought you something to read. The kids like this one and it helps them to get off to sleep.” Kyle looked up at me. “Maybe you’d like the same?”

I couldn’t help but laugh now at the ridiculousness of his offer, but it didn’t stop me from grabbing the supplied PJs. Inside the shower, once the door was closed, it was a different matter. I’d stripped naked and jumped in the shower more times than I could count, but this felt strange. Probably because there was a very attractive man sitting just metres away from me, separated only by a door.

I looked back at the white-painted surface for a moment, imagining what it would be like if I pushed it open. What would he think? What would he do? Part of me recoiled at the idea, especially when I’d had similar thoughts about Asher, but then I remembered. I owed no one my loyalty. I couldn’t cheat on men that weren’t mine, and that had me taking one hesitant step towards the door, my good hand rising. A sharp pain in my bad hand reminded me of how I got here in the first place. I jerked it back down, jumping under the shower stream before I could think twice about it and grabbed the soap.


Chapter 22



Kyle

I owed my mother a big apology.

It was damn lucky I brought this book with me, because right now, it was used as a buffer between Imogen’s eyes and my dick.

Touching her was like sticking a finger on a live wire, electrical impulses coursing through me, but they didn’t make me twitch. Just ache for her. Stroking my fingers through the strands of her hair, ostensibly to find the knot of her sling, then sliding them over the exposed skin of her neck… I wanted to take my time. To map the slope of her neck, learn every curve, every hollow, but instead, I worked the knot free. My hand went to her injured arm, holding it against her chest when I wanted to do so much more.

She wouldn’t need to do anything, an alien voice whispered in my ear. I’d look after her, wash her, dry her, and then get her wet all over again. Something made me think Imogen might like that, the sweet scent of her perfume filling my nose. But I couldn’t. Ursula had had a sharp conversation with us the minute she left our mate with Asher.

“She’s vulnerable right now.”

“I know that.” I was pacing back and forth, my brain racing.

“No, you don’t.” That stopped my feet. I turned around slowly to see Lucas was staring at Ursula as well. “You think you do.” I knew that stance, the way her arms crossed. It was the same look she gave us when she was about to square off on the sparring floor. “But you don’t. Being here, watching so many women come through those doors in various states of pain, tells you what to look for, but…” I watched her blink, then swallow, the confident—no, cocky—woman I’d known since high school disappearing momentarily. “That’s not the same as feeling it. You need to be careful.”

“Because Imogen is vulnerable right now and making a move would be a betrayal,” I replied, remembering our training.

“Because your mate has had her whole world turned upside down. Abuse has you loving, defending, protecting the one person who’s hurting you. They get you in here.” Ursula tapped her temple way too hard. “So that even when you’re not around them, you’re still feeling the impact of what they did. It skews your perspectives, has you pushing the right people away and running towards the wrong ones.” Her hands formed fists. “Don’t be the wrong ones. Don’t replicate the same boundary-obliterating, crazy-making bullshit she’s gone through, because…”

She sucked in a breath and instinctively I took a step towards her, wanting to give her a hug. Ursula held me off with an outstretched hand.

“She’s going to want you to. Being an abuse survivor sometimes means you can’t trust a single one of your instincts because they have been corrupted by the person that fucked with you.”

That’s why I was sitting here and waiting. It’s why each time my eyes strayed towards the bathroom door, I jerked them right back. My foot twitched as it rested on my other knee, the foot on the ground tapping furiously. Because each time I looked around me, the room faded away and I saw her.

Imogen was attracted to me. That made the bear roar in triumph, right as I freaked the fuck out. Staring into my eyes was one thing, but when they dropped down and spent way too long inspecting my lips, I had to fight the urge to press mine to hers. Kissing my mate would be wrong, so why did I want to do it so fucking much? My foot twitched faster and faster, the sound of the shower a siren song. My eyes slid back to the door, trying to burn through the wood and see her.

Imogen felt perfect pressed against my body when I slept next to her the other night. My breathing slowed to match hers, and right then I imagined our heart beats syncing. Beating in time, I couldn’t have felt more connected. That’s why the door seemed like a terrible obstacle, one that needed to be obliterated, and the bear, he showed me how quickly he could shove it off its hinges. We’d stride into that bathroom…

And see her looking up at us in horror, the shower curtain clutched to her naked body.

That mental image cooled any reaction I was having, my breath coming in slower as I focussed on taking longer ones. I kept my focus on my lungs filling, then exhaling, until the door was jerked open. Imogen looked around, a little wild eyed, dressed in a pair of the flannel PJs we bought in bulk. The fabric was still starchy, so it didn’t hang right and yet I’d never seen a woman look hotter.

“Feeling better?” That came out weak but she shot me a nervous smile, padding over to the bed and then climbing under the covers. I got up and followed her over. “Imogen?”

“Um yeah, maybe. Should I sleep in that sling? I didn’t ask Ginny.”

“Side sleeper or back?” I asked.

“Side.”

I moved slowly, grabbing some of the many pillows and then went to work, creating a kind of support. She seemed to understand, rolling over and placing her arm in the space I created. The way her body melted into the bed made everything better.

I hated that this happened. I hated that we came by earlier when we thought her shift was supposed to end and waited for her to come out, but when she didn’t? We’d assumed she didn’t want our support anymore. I hated that we’d accepted that. But most of all, I hated the fact that when she shuffled into place, looking so small in that bed, she had to do so oh-so-carefully to protect her injured arm from yet more pain.

I wanted to kill Phil Jackson with every breath in my body, but right now I needed to focus on Imogen.

“That’s actually good.” Her eyes rolled my way. “Thanks. So what, are you going to tuck me into bed and read me a story?”

“Damn straight.” That came out way too husky, the bear pressing hard against me, but I moved with practised ease, pushing the blankets around her until she was tucked up tight, before producing my book with a flourish. “Tonight we’re going to read The Very Grumpy Bear.”

“You’re not really.” She seemed so sure of herself from where she lay, propped up by the pillows. “I’m not a kid. I’m not even hurt that bad.”

My hand slid over the cover of the book. The edges of the hardcover had started to get a bit fluffy due to the amount of times I’d opened it, but I just smiled.

“Did your parents ever read you stories when you were a kid?”

“When I was really little, maybe.” She didn’t seem so sure about that. “I think I can remember something.”

“Well, one of the best moments in my day as a kid was when one of my…” My dads, that’s what I meant to say, each one taking a night each to read me a book before bed when I was with a kid. “Parents would read to me. It made me feel safe, like the bedroom was a protective bubble and I was right in the middle of it. So…”

She shook her head and was ready to tell me not to bother when something stopped her. A faraway look in her eye told me she was thinking something, but I didn’t know what. It softened her expression and she gestured with her good hand for me to continue.

So I did.

I’d intended to sit down on the bed beside her, but looking at the way she was forced to prop up her wrist, I thought better of it, instead dragging the armchair closer. I opened the book, and as soon as I started reading, she fell silent. Not to brag or anything, but I knew I was a pretty damn good reader. The bear came to the fore, just like he always did, giving my voice a little extra growl. When I looked up, I saw her watching me with amusement, but despite herself, Imogen’s eyes were heavy. Before I got to the end of the story, they were closed.

I wanted time to stop, to just stare at her then, but that would be an imposition. Instead, I got to my feet, taking the book with me, but when I walked out of her room, I found someone waiting for me.

“Is she alright? How’s her arm? I asked Ginny, but she said something about patient, nurse confidentiality. I could’ve looked at the files, but…” Even Lucas seemed to realise there was an issue with that idea. “Does she need food, water? Did Asher…?” There it was, what he really wanted to know. “Did Asher keep his shit together?”

“Calm your tits,” I told his with a smirk. “She’s had a shower and is asleep.”

“Shower?” Lucas was always the quiet one. Smart as a whip, but pretty much kept to himself until we became friends in high school. I didn’t see any of that now. He shoved his hands against my chest. “You had a shower with Imogen after what she’s been through?”

“I waited outside of the bathroom like a gentleman, helped her get into bed, and made sure her arm was supported when she laid down. I read her a book and then she fell asleep.”

“Oh.” The look on his face was comical, but when I grinned, he looked at me like he’d never met me before. “The growly bear book?” He studied the cover, taking in the cartoonish illustration on the front. “Is that the sort of thing she likes?”

“She seemed to like it just fine tonight,” I replied, feeling a belated sense of pride.

“Oh. Oh.” I watched him deflate in real time. “OK, well, good. Good.”

“So wanna grab a beer and something to eat?” I suggested. He was about to say no, go scurrying back to the IT department to lurk amongst the computers, but then I offered something I knew he wouldn’t turn down. “We can talk about how we’re going to get through this with Imogen.”

“OK.”


Chapter 23



Imogen

I was running through a forest.

I never questioned why I was here, only knowing somehow that it was the pine forest that was planted around the campgrounds Mike forced me to take him to. Pine needles crunched under my feet as I ran, the resinous smell filling my nose as I gasped for breath. They didn’t get my attention, though.

He did.

A dark, lumbering shape in the shadows, his pace was slower, more methodical than mine. Yet somehow he was gaining on me. I knew that because his low chuckle slid across my skin, leaving a slimy residue. My head whipped around, my muscles burning as I put on more speed.

“Little bitch.”

His curse was like a slap to my face, which had me racing on. I was trying to escape him and his venomous judgements, but dodging around trees and running until my body ached didn’t help.

“Fucking slut.”

That was almost whispered in my ear–he was that close–forcing me to whirl around to face him.

My hands went up, but to do what? He was a dark shape rather than a man in my dream–that’s what this was, I realised. A bloody nightmare, because nothing I did mattered. Phil’s features emerged as a stray bar of moonlight hit his face, revealing a mask of sadistic pleasure. My chest heaved, fighting to suck in a breath but my lungs never filled. Instead, my chest ached, my heart starting to beat erratically.

“No…” My protest was thin, weak, and he gave it all the consideration it deserved, pushing past that and walking close with the slow tread of a predator. “No. No, I⁠—”

“Got that soft life now, have you?” His eyebrow rose as his lips twisted in a vicious smile. “Left a good man for a nice room with pretty pillows.”

When he lunged forward I stumbled back, the back of my ankle colliding with a tree root, but I recovered quickly. I held my fists up, all the while knowing it was a useless gesture. There was still a small distance between us, because by the sound of his laughter, he’d just been psyching me out.

“And how’re you gonna pay for all this?” His teeth flashed in the dim light, turning from nicotine yellow into something else altogether. Sharp needles, it was like staring into the maw of a great white shark. “One in the pink, one in the stink, and one to keep your filthy little mouth shut, but for how long?”

I shook my head, slowly backing away, knowing I didn’t want to hear this.

“How long until they get sick of you? That pussy.” His eyes slid down my body. “That drooling hole between your legs is never gonna keep boys like that happy. It didn’t keep Mike from fucking around, did it?”

I was pretty sure my ex wasn’t faithful to me. All the times he went out, all the women that hung out with his friends who wouldn’t know the girl code if it reached across to slap them in the face, his complete lack of self-control, but I stayed. I stayed because I didn’t have firm evidence.

“You let those cunts inside you, you’ll be out before the night is done, kicked to the curb.” My hands formed fists. “You couldn’t keep one man. What makes you think you can keep three?” His smile got wider and wider, turning into something completely inhuman. “And that’s when I’ll find you. No one to protect you, then I’ll be able to do all the things I’ve been dreaming of.”

That unfocussed look, those wide open eyes were a window into a place I did not want to go. Unimaginable horrors played out inside his head, but a little whimper from me had his head snapping up. Why think about it when I was right here? Right there for the taking, and that’s what he went to do just now.

I knew the way his touch would feel before he managed to grab my arm. Burning hot, searing me down to the bone, his fingers gripped me despite my attempt to escape him. I threw myself back with everything I had, but every bone jolted as his hand snapped down, his fingers finding the bruises he’d left on me with jarring accuracy.

“No!”

My throat worked, my lungs expelling the word out, but just like before, I didn’t expect anyone to hear. I was alone in this dark fucking forest, not even the sound of Mike and his buddies partying could be heard to let me know there was someone around. Instead, I was alone, completely alone, trying to face down an enemy I’d never be able to escape.

“No…” Tears filled my throat, threatening to choke me, right as he dragged me closer, those needle-like teeth flashing. “No⁠—”

I didn’t get a chance to plead or beg, because there were other things in the forest. Birds, wallabies, even feral foxes.

And a fucking bear.

The sound of his roar was the only warning we got, reverberating throughout the entire forest. Birds threw themselves into the air, flapping wildly, while Phil just stared. His mouth went slack, his expression almost comical until my saviour arrived.

Did bears charge with all the might of a Mack truck in reality? I’d never know because they didn’t live in the Australian bush, but I did know that this one did. Not bushes, not trees would stop him as he came rampaging through the forest towards us. His white fur shone like the moon.

And so did his fangs.

This is how I die, my dream self thought, but I needn’t have worried. I was not the massive polar bear’s prey. Phil was. I caught the moment when my attacker’s eyes went wide, the shape of the bear reflected there, right before it attacked.

Screams, a body whipped back and forth with a violence unmatched, then a sickening snap had what remained of Phil going so very still. The bear deposited the body before him, then reared up on his hind paws, roaring his victory. My heart beat frantically, telling me that this was dangerous, that I needed to get the fuck out of here, but I didn’t.

Instead, I walked closer.

Because I’d never seen a polar bear in real life, I thought. Because he saved me. Because he was majestic, picking up the body and shaking his head again, as if to reassure himself and me that Phil was dead, before dropping it again. When I got closer, rather than seeing dark-brown eyes, I saw blue.

Familiar blue eyes.

With the logic of dreams, the bear melted away, revealing the man within. Asher stood before me in a familiar pose. Arms held slightly out from his body, every ab starkly defined as he sucked in one breath then another.

“Imogen…”

This time he said my name, and that had me moving closer. I ran now, not away from him, but towards the man who saved me.

I’d wanted to touch him back in the gym. I’d wanted to lay my hands all over the splendid, beautiful body of the man who picked up Phil like he was a doll and tossed him across the car park. Part of me wanted to just because Asher’s chest was a perfect picture of masculine strength and the other part felt he was like a fire that I could stand before, driving out the chill that seemed to have sunk into my bones. And part of me wanted to just because I knew it’d feel so damn good and it’d been way too long since I’d done something that selfish. In the safety of my dream, I could do just that, my hands landing on his pecs.

“Imogen…” I wanted him to keep saying my name like that, as if it was a prayer, an imprecation. “Imogen…”

But what we had to say to each other went beyond words. My hand whipped up and, for just a second, I gloried in the feel of his hair as I raked my fingers through it. Not for long. I tugged his head down and he came, which shocked me. No, more than that, because a man like this would never be content to take a passive role. His hands went around my waist as he jerked me against him.

“Imogen, I need⁠—”

“I know.”

Just like with Lucas, the kiss started gentle, just a little mingling of our panting breaths before we brushed against each other. Not enough, I felt that in the depths of my soul. He let out a terrible groan, like he needed me more than his next breath, no, like I was the air he needed to breathe. His grip tightened, that was the only warning I got, right before his mouth crashed down on mine.

I wasn’t in the forest anymore. I was right back in my bed in their headquarters and he was pressing me down into the soft mattress.

“Imogen.”

He sighed my name now as his mouth moved, tracing the slope of my neck, lingering when I shivered as he pressed his lips against the pulse point.

“Asher…”

“Imogen, you need⁠—”

“This,” I assured him, kissing him harder, faster.

He took my lead, kissing me back with teeth and tongue. Every part of me throbbed now, but not with pain and fear. With need, desire. Sexual attraction was like an old friend I hadn’t seen in so long I was afraid I never would again, and I welcomed it home with open arms, dragging it, and him, closer. When he settled between my legs, when I felt my joints strain to accommodate his size, then something long and hard pressed right where I needed.

“This…” I hissed, right as his hips began to rock.

He was giving me everything I needed, because that was the nature of dream lovers. They had an insight into what you wanted that no man could ever match. So he knew that his frantic rocking was driving me higher and higher, even as the blunt feeling grew more and more unsatisfactory.

“Asher—”

“I know.”

He rose above me, staring down with eyes of burning ice blue. They stared at me, saw me in a way I wondered if anyone ever had. That hurt my heart, that only in my dreams could I get the attention I craved. But then his hands moved, pulling my clothes off until we were both bare.

I stopped him with a hand as he reared above me, my eyes soaking in the sight of him. So big, so splendidly strong, I wanted to sear the memory of this into my brain and that made me aware I was beginning to wake up. I needed too much, wanted too much to stay deeply asleep. This became a race then, my hand tracing a line down his chest, just like I had in the gym, but this time I went for it. My hand slid down to his achingly hard cock, struggling to close my fingers around his shaft.

“Fuck…”

I decided then I only wanted to have sex with men who cursed like that, that threw their head back, their entire body focussed on what I was doing to them. Men who felt a fine tremor rock all the way through them, right as they thrust into my hand. We worked together for just a few strokes, finding a rhythm, but not for long. He pulled away with a curse, and for just a moment I worried I’d upset my dream lover. A few pulses from his dry firing dick made clear why. Then his hand shot out, grabbing my arms by the wrist to stop me from reaching for him, and right as he placed them above my head, his mouth came down.

Mike liked my tits. Apparently it was the thing that drew him to me in the first place, but you’d never know that when he got his hands on them. He used to maul them, as if somehow my softness offended him or something. Dream Asher couldn’t have been more different. His lips landed on my nipple, gentle as a kiss, right before his tongue flicked out to trace the aching point. Waiting until the skin around it crinkled, then his mouth descended. Sucking me in with long, slow swallows that forced firework bursts of pleasure to explode through my body, and I fought his grip.

I wanted to caress his head, rake my fingers through his hair and tell him how good he was making me feel, but right as my mouth moved, I felt them. Two long fangs, they dimpled the skin, pressing down but not breaking it as he sucked. I squirmed, because he was making me feel so good, but also because I needed to know. And my dream lover was perfect as ever, pulling free and staring at me, open mouthed.

Fangs like an animal, no–Asher had fangs like a bear where we would have our canines. He withstood my inspection, wary as a wild animal. His grip on my hands loosened, letting me go free, a silent question in his eyes. Because this was a dream, my hands went to his jaw, tracing the severe slope of his cheeks, feeling the stubble there.

All details that made this so very real.

But those fangs? I pressed a finger to one and he tolerated that, watching me warily up until the point I pulled it back.

“Imogen—”

“Yes,” I told my dream, my perfect lover. “Yes.”

A man with the fangs of an animal was nothing to me, not when human men had treated me worse than you would a dog. He’d saved me, and right now I wanted to celebrate that in the way I would’ve if the psychologist hadn’t walked in the door. I threw him down on the bed and then straddled his hips, all sounds of protest cut off as soon as my cunt landed on his cock. Instead a low hiss, the way his whole body stiffened made clear how he felt.

“Fuck me, Asher,” I commanded, far bolder than I’d ever dare to be outside a dream. “Fuck me, Asher, and make me forget.”


Chapter 24



Asher

I was dream walking.

Shifting young made it damn difficult to contain what was apparently an innate ability. Ever since the night I killed my foster father, I walked in other people’s dreams. At first it was just Ursula’s. I stood guard over her as she slept in bear form, warding off her nightmares, but as I grew older, I jumped from dream after dream of my friends, then my family.

So I shouldn’t have been surprised to find myself in Imogen’s dream.

Yet here I was, dimly aware that in my bed, my whole body was rigid as I felt her straddle me.

The first kiss of her cunt was just as sweet as the one from her lips, a forbidden, stolen pleasure. Conscious me, the one who was usually running the show, knew this was a fucking mistake, but the other half? The bear had far more control and he kept my head down, drowning in the water of sleep, if that’s what it took to feel this. Slick, wet, I’d anticipated the first time my mate touched me, but this went far beyond my expectations. A wet heat that threatened to envelope me, and my hands slapped down on her hips.

“Imogen—”

This was my last attempt to get her to see sense. What control I possessed was shredding by the second. I wanted her, needed her so fucking badly, especially when she looked like this. Naked and shining, as beautiful as the moon, her smile filled my heart so damn much it started to ache in my chest.

“Fuck me, Asher.”

A direct order from my fated mate, it could only be ignored for so long, so I grabbed her and threw her down on the bed, my body rearing above hers. Kiss her, that need throbbed through my veins, my lips trailing down her jaw, across the soft plane of her neck. My fangs bared for a second, the need to claim her riding me hard. I kissed her instead, marking her temporarily with my scent. Not satisfied with that, I dropped lower.

Her nipple was a hard bead in my mouth, my tongue pressing it against the roof of my mouth as I sucked in her sighs of pleasure. It was when her hands landed on my head that I felt myself going still, that little caress soaked up like water splashed on the desert sand. I didn’t let up for a second, tugging her nipple in harder, faster sucks, right as I pressed up into her hands. I was her dog, ready to do anything for her if it earned me a little praise.

“Oh Asher… Asher…!”

When her body started to buck up from the bed, I knew I needed to move on, unable to give the soft curve of her stomach the attention it deserved, not when she needed me here. Her hand guided me, trying to steer me closer, even as I kissed my way down the slope of one soft inner thigh, her grip not loosening up until I did this. My tongue flicked out and slid up her entire seam because I needed the salty sweetness of her. Her taste burst on my tongue, everything I’d dreamed of and more. I hadn’t anticipated this, a gut-deep hunger that rose like a wildfire, threatening to burn every impulse away but this. To sling her thighs up around my shoulders, to open her to me so I could dive in.

I needed inside Imogen, her body, her heart, her soul, but right now I had to have this. To push my tongue deep inside her, feeling her cunt enveloping it. As my jaw worked, as her grip tightened, as I heard her gasps of pleasure, I knew I was getting closer to what I needed.

But not close enough.

Her cries grew more and more desperate before she forced me to pull free.

“I need you to fuck me.” I hung from where she held my hair tightly in her grip. “I need you, Asher, please.”

I would, always and forever, do whatever the hell she wanted, but right now I knew how this had to go. The same absolute certainty that carried me through one terrible situation then the next had me moving now. My fingers tracing the circle of her entrance, her hips flexing, trying to force me in, right before my tongue found her clit.

Would it be this easy in real life? That stray thought rose and then was extinguished the moment I licked her clit, my fingers thrusting in.

“Oh fuck, I’m gonna come…” she hissed.

Yes, that. I needed her soft and wet, drowning in pleasure before I pushed myself inside her. I wanted her to feel the aftershocks of what I did now before I provoked more. My tongue flicked faster, harder, forcing more and more pleasure out of her, egged on by her sounds. She was panting as fast as a marathon runner, but it wasn’t the finishing line she was running towards, it was this. Her hips thrusted up and off the bed before her whole body went rigid. I licked her through the crest of her orgasm before pulling free. She let out a sound of disappointment as I rose up. Between her thighs, rubbing the aching head of my cock against all of that softness, her eyes snapped open and met mine.

In real life, the terrible intimacy of this moment would kill me, somehow I knew. The soft malleability of the dreamscape made this possible. For me to introduce her to my shape, my size, right before I pushed forward.

Because this was a dream, I could sink into her without having to work to help her adjust to my size. Because this was a dream, I could thrust as hard as I wanted, and she let out a squeal of pleasure. Right when I was worried that I was somehow hurting her, hands slapped down on my buttocks, hauling me closer.

“Yes, like that.”

There had been a savagery in my mate’s eyes when she walked into my gym, along with greed. She stared at me, taking all of me in, like she had a right to. I’d loved that possessiveness, hated the anger and the fear, but now I was in heaven as that messy snarl of emotion untangled.

I was fucking my fated mate. Deeper, harder, needing to get further and further inside her, I pounded, and she met me stroke for stroke. That was my undoing. I was feeling too good, my whole body suffused with pleasure as I lay in my bed. I rolled over, making my real body take the same pose my dream self was in, my hand surrounding my cock, a poor substitute for her. I rutted into it like I did her now, helpless to do anything else. My control was fraying, sexually but also mentally, my hold on this dream loosening by the second. Every thrust I made was pulling me out of my head and back into the real world.

“No, Asher…” Imogen moaned as if sensing that, clinging to me tightly, and that was the anchor I needed. It kept me right where I was. Thrust after thrust, the velvety soft suck of her driving me fucking insane, right before my world went sideways.

“So good.” Her face was red and flushed, and yet she’d never looked so beautiful. “You make me feel so good.”

“Every day I will look for ways to please you,” I swore. “Protect you. Keep you safe. L…”

I couldn’t say the last bit, not even in my dreams, so my brows creased as I powered on, through this wave of pleasure and onto the next, over and over until her nails dug deep into my skin.

“Asher, I’m…”

But I knew. My whole body was attuned to hers, measuring my strokes by her standards. I thrust and I thrust, carrying us on until we reached the natural conclusion.

Would Imogen be this beautiful when she came in real life? All I could do was pray fervently under my breath that I would have a chance to find out. My hand tightened around my cock in real life, replicating the silky clasp of her cunt as we both erupted.

The pleasure was so sharp, so intense for just a moment that it took my breath away and then it was a noisy rasp as I felt her pull away, the bond between us shattering. I came awake to the feeling of secondhand pleasure, but that faded as I felt the wet spot beneath me. Then I discovered why I was woken. My phone was ringing, the tone a very specific one I’d assigned to our fox associates. I was up and off the bed, scrubbing my stomach clean with an old t-shirt as I answered the call.

“What’s happened?”

No greeting, no niceties–I demanded an answer immediately.

“You wanna get over here.” Todd’s drawl came down the line. “That girl’s place you asked us to watch? Turns out with good reason. There’s a bloke hammering on the door, looking like he’s gonna kick it in if he doesn’t get an answer. Your mate with you?”

“Yes.”

“Thank fuck for that, because this bloke… he doesn’t smell right. Want us to take care of him?”

I remembered the way Phil’s shirt felt in my hands, the sound of the stitches along the seams popping and wished I was hearing the same thing right now.

“Nope. Need to sort this out myself.”

“Hear you loud and clear. Someone came sniffing around my mate…” I heard his growl. “They’d be breathing out of a hole in their forehead. You just need to move your arse. We won’t call the cops, but I can’t say the same for her neighbours.”

I ended the call then, yanking on some clothes and striding through the darkened building, past room after room of everyone I needed to protect, until I reached the elevator that led down to the undercover car park below. My keys were out, the door opened seconds later, and then I sat behind the wheel, revving the engine. If I was smart, I’d call the police. They’d get to Imogen’s place faster than me, but right now I didn’t want any witnesses. I’d been forced to let Phil go before.

But not now.

I took off with a squeal of my wheels, roaring up to the automatic gate and then forcing the car underneath it the moment there was enough of a gap, before tearing down the road. When I reached Imogen’s street, Rye and his skulk were all standing by their car.

“Shoulda got here faster,” Todd drawled, nodding to the building, because I wasn’t the only one that answered the call. A police car with flashing blue lights was parked on the curb, a couple of officers talking to Imogen’s neighbours. “Prick scampered as soon as he heard the sirens.”

“And you didn’t go after him?” I snapped, fangs bared, reaching for Todd’s leather jacket, right before Rye stepped in front of him.

“You said you wanted to take care of the intruder personally.” Rye’s green eyes burned into mine. “We respected that, so don’t go thinking to take out your frustrations on my skulk mate.” I let out one long, shuddering breath. “But what’s more important is what is being done about your mate.” He glanced up at the building, the shadowy shapes in the stairwell catching our attention. “I hope she’s with you, because he made a real mess in her apartment. We can provide surveillance, but we can’t keep her safe, not here.”

“You won’t need to.”

I stepped away from all three of them, conscious I was burning through goodwill and carefully crafted alliances with little thought.

Because there wasn’t enough space in my heart for good sense, not when this need burned everything else up. I’d felt Imogen’s kisses on my skin, felt her breath fan across my lips, knew exactly how it would feel when she finally surrendered to the bond. I knew that would happen right down to my bones, but first? I glanced at the two police officers walking towards their car and recognised one of them.

First I needed to prove myself worthy of her.


Chapter 25



Imogen

I woke up blushing.

That dream… the way it ended. I’d had plenty of nightmares but never ones that finished like that. It took me a moment to recognise my surroundings, but when I did, I sighed. No dingy, stinky bedroom, no snoring Mike, just… peace. The pleasant styling of the room allowed me to take a full breath, right before I went to jump out of bed.

My wrist made clear what a mistake that was.

“Fuck… fuck…” I winced, staring down at the brace and then gingerly raised it up so it rested against my chest. The angle instantly improved things. I felt around for the sling and then put that on, my muscles finally able to relax. The bruising was still a dull throb but much more manageable.

I looked at the messy pile of my clothes on the floor and knew I wouldn’t be putting them back on. They were dirty for one, but also it was hard enough to get them off, let alone put them back on again. Instead, I got up and went to the loo, then when my stomach began to rumble, protesting the lack of dinner last night, I walked out.

This felt like shuffling down the hall of a hotel in my PJs, but it appeared I wasn’t the only one. Up ahead of me, a few women and a cluster of children were ushered into a room. I could smell coffee and that lured me onwards more surely than a siren’s song. I walked into the dining room to see a lot of people had the same idea.

Tired, worn faces and tentative smiles–I saw a lot of that as I scanned the room, but it was the black eye on one woman that had my eyes widening. She met my fleeting gaze head on, her head held high, so I jerked mine down. I wanted to apologise, but I didn’t know her, so instead I went to the coffee urn and began to pour myself a big mug.

“Mum, I don’t like this cereal.” The woman with the black eye’s daughter looked up at her, pleading for other options and I could see why. Generic boxes of cereal, jugs of milk, and some fruit were all that was on offer. “I like Froot Loops.”

“I know, sweetie, but⁠—”

“Froot Loops!” A little boy ran around in circles beside her, shouting his demands. “Froot Loops!”

“Honey, they don’t have⁠—”

I heard the tremble in the woman’s voice. Just a little shake, but it spoke louder than anything else anyone was saying. It told me the story of how she was trying to stay strong, but it was hard, really fucking hard. I couldn’t produce Froot Loops out of the air, but I felt I had to. Anything to help settle the kids, take that burden from their mother. She wanted that too, I could see it in the way she frantically looked around the room, trying to summon those sugary rings of dubious origin as if from thin air, but instead it was all Weet-Bix, Cornflakes, and muesli for fuck’s sake. My mind worked, wondering where I could get something a bit more kid friendly from.

And that’s when I remembered the kitchen I saw last night.

I walked in through the door, seeing gleaming stainless steel everywhere before I spied the big walk-in cool room. I yanked open the door to see not a lot, but there was some honey and eggs. In the pantry there was some flour, and that’s when inspiration hit.

“What about pancakes?” I asked, thrusting my head through the servery window and addressing the kids. “Would pancakes do?”

The woman pulled her kids closer, and they wrapped their arms around her legs. That was a defence mechanism if ever I saw one. By clustering close, they were at their strongest, but moments later, the little girl looked up at her mother.

“Can we have pancakes?”

“Oh, well, I’m not sure—” Mum started to say.

“I’m happy to make them if you want,” I told her, and when she met my eyes this time, it was with a completely different look. I saw the sadness and frustration there, but also gratitude. If it took buying a bit of peace, she’d let me make pancakes.

“Thank you. That’s very kind…”

“Imogen,” I replied. “I’m Imogen.”

“This is Kaleb and Ava,” she said, pointing to her children. “And I’m Hannah.”

“Nice to meet you, Hannah. Do you think the kids could give me a bit of a hand? I’m short one currently.”

I held up my injured hand.

“Can we?”

I felt a little bad, but Ava’s face lit up at the idea, Kaleb going along for the ride. Hannah hesitated, then seemed to remember where she was.

“Yes, but you need to listen to Imogen. No mucking around.”

The light dimmed in Ava’s eyes considerably, making me wonder what she’d seen, but pondering that wouldn’t get her pancakes, so she nodded.

“If you could grab one of those jugs of milk?” I asked the girl.

“Are you sure?” Hannah tensed immediately. “Be careful. Don’t spill any!”

But she wouldn’t. The girl’s entire attention was trained on carrying the milk into the kitchen, though I admit I let out a little sigh when she put it on the counter.

“Good job,” I said. “Now, who’s good at cracking eggs?”

Neither of them were, and I think there was more than a little eggshell in there. I’d found a blender and whipped the mix together that way. They didn’t care, clustering close as I started to melt butter into the pan.

“Not too close,” I said. “This is gas and those flames are hot. Now, what kind of animal do you want as a pancake?”

“Animal pancakes?” Ava asked with a quizzical expression. “There’s no such thing.”

“Sure there is. You just wait and see. I’m going to make…” My cheeks flushed as I remembered last night’s dream. A power fantasy if ever there was one, I’d re-imagined Asher as a polar bear, ready to tear my enemies limb from limb, right before— “A bear. A polar bear because the pancake mix is pretty white.” Using the jug, I managed to pour out a mangled looking bear into the pan.

“That’s not a bear,” Kaleb scoffed.

“It kind of is. That’s the head, those are the paws.” Ava gestured to the pan. “He needs a blueberry for an eye!”

She leapt down from the chair she was standing on, ducking back into the dining room and retrieving a berry before handing it to me to place in the pan. It made the bear pancake look a bit owl eyed, but the kids seemed happy about it. When cooked, I slid it onto a plate and then cut it in two for the kids, adding some honey for sweetness. Lemon and sugar would’ve been better, but we had to make do with what we had. The kids declared it tasty, demanding more bears, right as they walked in the door.

“And what do we have here?” Kyle sniffed the air and then prowled closer, the kids starting to giggle. “That smells a lot better than cereal.”

“Pancakes!” Kaleb declared, holding up a chunk of his with glee.

“Is everything OK?” Hannah appeared in the servery window, but when she saw the guys, she couldn’t help but shrink back slightly. Kyle’s smile faded as he moved himself deliberately away from the children.

“Just following the amazing smell. You cooked pancakes?”

There was a temptation to step back, downplay what I’d done, but why? It was no great feat.

“Yeah, Kaleb here was sick of cereal, so I saw we had the makings of some pancakes, so I made them a few.” I held up the bowl. “I’ve got some more of the mix if you want some.”

“Get them made into bears!” Ava said, cutting the head off hers viciously. “And put blueberries in for eyes.”

“A couple of blueberries coming up,” Kyle announced, the kids launching themselves at him, wrapping their arms about his neck and climbing onto his back as he stomped around to the dining room. They giggled as he threw a couple of berries in the air, catching two out of three in his mouth, and while that had me smiling, Hannah looked sad.

“He’s so good with the kids.” That longing look broke my heart, because it didn’t seem like she was lusting after the guy, just wanting this kind of behaviour from the children’s actual father. I’m guessing instead he was the one who gave her that shiner. “Kaleb just adores him.” She seemed to notice Lucas standing there finally. “All of you”

“Kyle’s the one with the rapport with kids. I…” I caught his blush as he looked my way. “I’m not bad at cooking though.” He stepped closer. “Let me. I was going to make you breakfast anyway.”

I looked at the ingredients strewn across the kitchen bench tops and then had a terrible realisation.

“Oh.” I stepped away from the range. “These were your eggs. You⁠—”

“Don’t mind at all.” Lucas seemed to grow in confidence by the second, shooting me a secret smile. “Really, but… you could make it up to me by letting me make the rest of the pancakes.”

“Bear ones?” His lips twitched at my question, but I stepped away with a little flourish. “I’ll only accept really awesome ones that look like an actual bear…”

I was making a dumb joke, playing along, but it seemed to be the right thing to say. Lucas was way too focussed on my reactions to do a good job of the pancakes, and yet when he flipped the one he was working with, now sporting a blue eye courtesy of Kyle and the kids, I nodded in recognition. There was a pretty plausible bear shape in the frypan.

Which had me remembering.

It was just a dream. I’d taken the discourse about choosing between a bear and a man too literally, my subconscious making clear which I’d take, even though living in Australia I’d never need to worry about it. My hands rose, ready to cut into the pancake, but something stopped me. Kisses hard enough to make my lips throb, the slight burn of Asher’s stubble as he kissed lower. I looked around frantically, trying to focus on anything else but that damn dream when the man himself came strolling in the door.

Did he notice that the whole kitchen went quiet when he did? The sound of the pancakes cooking was the only thing breaking the silence. Those cool blue eyes took everything in, us standing around the kitchen counter, the plates with the remains of our breakfast on it, and Lucas cooking.

“We’re having pancakes,” Kaleb announced. “Immie made us bear ones.”

“Did she?”

His eyes met mine, and that felt insanely intimate right now, like he could see right into my head, catching the action replay of my X-rated dream. What else would explain that small smile of his? Instead, I forced my eyes down, reminding myself that there was absolutely no way that was true.

“Bear pancakes,” Lucas said, coming over to my plate and sliding another one on, even when I made a sound of protest. If I had two, other people would miss out.

“Why bear pancakes?”

Asher sat down beside me, and suddenly I was painfully aware of how huge he was. That and the pine needle scent of his cologne made me way too conscious of the actual man, my brain searching for differences between dream-Asher and real-Asher and not finding any. Instead, I was forced to acknowledge that his question was directed at me. I looked up with a smile, but that faded when I met his gaze, because it felt like he was too close right now.

“Um, I said I’d make the kids animal pancakes and I decided to make bears.” I shrugged. “Guess I was inspired by Kyle’s story time from last night.”

“The Grumpy Bear?” Kaleb perked up. “Love the grumpy bear.”

He was up and out of his chair, holding his hands out like claws, then stomping around, right before Kyle scooped him up and put the boy right back where he was.

“Pretty sure no bear would walk away from honey pancakes. Better eat them up or the big bear will steal them.”

The little boy let out a squeal as Kyle reached for his plate, batting away the man’s hands before munching on the remainder of his pancake.

“Well, someone else needs to eat this one,” I said, pushing my plate away, “because I need to get to work.”

“No.” I blinked, then stared at Asher. “That won’t be possible, Imogen.”

“What?” I patted my pockets with my spare hand, ready to look at my phone and see how much time I had until my shift, when I remembered. Phil smashed my phone before grabbing me, but after the scuffle, I hadn’t bothered to retrieve it. My phone was either crushed into a million pieces or stolen by now. I let out a long sigh, trying not to show how that loss affected me. I was still going to have to pay the rest of the contract off and that couldn’t happen without a job. “Of course it's possible. I have to make money to pay my rent⁠—”

“Your place was broken into last night.”

Phil might’ve tried to wrench my arm out of its socket, but right now Asher’s words hit like a gut punch.

“What?” I glanced at the others. “But you secured the place.”

“I got a call last night. The door we installed is still in one piece, but the door frame had dry rot. All the locks in the world wouldn’t keep someone out if they kicked it down,” he told me.

“Why?” I didn’t want to know the answer, somehow I knew. “Why? Why would anyone⁠—?”

“It was Phil.” Asher’s voice sounded like ashes. “I assume he came by to make sure you stayed quiet, didn’t press charges. He was out on bail for…” It was then he remembered we had an audience, the children now sitting there perfectly silent, trying to parse what all of this meant.

“C’mon, kids,” Kyle said. “How about horsey rides back to Mum’s table?”

“Horsey rides!”

Kaleb seemed the most resilient, instantly perking up, but Ava? She put her arm around her brother’s shoulders and steered him out the kitchen door.

“Battering his wife.”

I said the words, feeling saliva pool in my mouth. The police had told me what they could, trying to impress on me the danger the man posed.

But I did everything right. They told me to stay with the guys in their swanky facility that night, and I did. I didn’t go home, to my own bed, to my own stuff…

“What did he do?” I asked Asher, but when he didn’t answer instantly, I looked at Lucas, then Kyle when he reappeared.

“We don’t know,” Lucas replied. “A call must’ve come in last night.”

“I talked to the police attending the scene,” Asher replied, “then took a look around.”

His lips thinning, the hollows of his cheeks becoming more pronounced told me everything I needed to know, and yet it wasn’t enough.

“I need to see.” I jumped to my feet. “I need to see for myself.”

They’d told me to take everything I would miss if I left it behind and I had. We’d packed it all carefully, then moved it into my new place. The apartment I’d spent months saving for. The other night they secured it, helped me to make it mine. We’d sat around my table and Kyle had forced himself to eat dry Weet-Bix. None of that meshed with what Asher was telling me.

An hour or so later, I was walking up the steps to inspect the damage for myself.

Ursula had appeared with some clean clothes and helped me get dressed, the guys insisting on driving me over. I sat there silently in the back seat, Lucas by my side, and watched the streets whizz by. Then when we parked out the front, I caught sight of several white vans with the logos of a cleaning company stencilled on them.

Only to discover a team was already hard at work.

The apartment had smelled musty, of old wood and new bleach, when I first moved in, but who would’ve thought that would be something I’d miss. Better than this. As soon as I walked in the door, I was hit by the stench of human piss, seeing piles of my clothes, my books scattered across the apartment. A thin, animal whine of pain escaped my lips as I watched strangers move through the rooms, picking up every single one of my worldly possessions. Clothes were ferried into the laundry, the whirr of the machine telling me it was at work to clean all residue from them, but my books. My mouth worked as I staggered closer.

Mike hated my books, hated me reading because that took my attention away from him. I’d been forced to hide them, pretend they were about completely different things, the idiot jealous of the romantic heroes I read about. But through all that, I’d managed to preserve them, even if the pages yellowed with age. In one night, Phil had ruined the lot of them, tossing them around the room in a fit of pique, then fishing out his cock to piss on them.

“Phone.”

I barked the order like a surgeon might on a medical drama, but when I held out a hand, one was placed in my palm. I was told the code to unlock it, then punched the numbers in. I remembered Mike’s phone number by heart and I was willing to bet he wouldn’t even remember the start of mine.

“Y’ello.”

His nonchalant greeting set my teeth on edge.

“Why the fuck did your dickhead mate break into my apartment and piss all over my stuff?”


Chapter 26



Lucas

I hated this. I fucking hated every second of this morning, and part of me was desperate for it to end. Imogen had strode up the stairs with a head full of steam, then… It was like she was collapsing in on herself the minute she got through the front door. The cleaners and their clinical-looking overalls, the stink of the chemicals, the wreckage of the door frame, our door and locks still pristine, but worse, it was the stink of him.

That fucking arsehole had violated our mate’s space.

He obviously didn’t see Imogen’s fragility, the way she worked so hard to construct a space all her own. He didn’t know how long she’d been working towards this very goal. That even though the place was old and shitty, it was perfect to her because it was hers. But it was the sound in her throat, low and keening, at the sight of her books that broke my heart. I knew the sound of loss when I heard it. It’s why I avoided the intake interviews, when new clients were admitted to headquarters, because I couldn’t take it. It was like other people’s pain became mine. Tearing at me with razor-sharp claws, chewing chunks from me with powerful jaws, it threatened to eat me alive, but I couldn’t back away from this. I stepped forward, mentally recording the name of each book, right as she made the call.

“Whaddya mean?” She didn’t have the phone on speakerphone, but I heard the nasally sneer of Mike’s voice loud and clear. “Phil didn’t do anything.”

“Phil…?” I was so proud of the poison in her tone. “I didn’t say it was Phil.”

“Had to be, didn’t it? I knew you were a fucking bitch, Imo, but⁠—”

“Imogen.” She barked out her name like a drill sergeant. “You don’t get to call me that anymore.”

“Well, Imogen.” He sneered her name, right when I wanted to say it over and over like some kind of prayer. “You pressed charges against Phil. He’s on bail because of some dumb shit with his wife.”

When my hands clenched into fists, I saw the others did the same, because that ‘dumb shit’? It involved splitting his son’s lip, leaving a nasty array of bruises all across one side of his face.

“You didn’t need to get him in trouble with the cops,” Mike continued. “He’s a good bloke, standing up for me while you slut around⁠—”

I was crossing the floor, snatching the phone out of her hand before I even thought about it. Regret rushed through me at her shocked expression, but I put the phone to my ear.

“Look you pus-filled boil on the arse of society,” I said, cutting him off. “Your mate beat a child black and blue and had been doing the same to his wife for years. If that's the kind of person that you call ‘friend,’ I look forward to all the shitty things that will happen to you when you no doubt join him in jail if you’re hiding him right now.”

Mike’s breath was coming too hard, too fast.

“Stay the fuck away from Imogen,” Lucas snapped. “Make sure your ‘mates’ do the same.”

“Or what?”

That might’ve sounded tough if I didn’t catch the thready note of bravado in his tone.

“Or you’ll find out exactly what happens to men that mess with women we protect.”

I stabbed a finger to end the call then held the device out. Kyle took it back with a raised eyebrow, no doubt wanting to ask all the questions about what was going on in my head right now but unable to with an audience.

“Let the cleaners finish their work,” Asher told Imogen. “They’ll have the place looking like new before they’re done.” His brows jerked down as he stared at the door frame. “Better than new. The frame will be replaced and the door rehung, but…” He was going to tell her something she didn’t want to hear, we all knew that. “Until Phil is found, you need to stay somewhere we can keep you safe.”

“But work…”

Her protest was thin. Even she could see the wisdom of what he was saying.

“We can contact your duty manager for you,” he replied smoothly. “I gave Jade my number and she already has someone ready to cover your shifts.”

“But…”

She wanted to fight this, fight the reality of what she was seeing, and that’s when I knew just how strong she was. Imogen didn’t want to lie down and just accept the shit dealt to her, but she couldn’t change this.

I could fix one thing for her though.

“Show me the covers of the books that have been damaged,” I told her. “I can find replacements.”

“You can’t.” She swayed slightly and I moved forward, stabilising her with a hand on her back. “You can’t. A lot of these books are out of print now.”

“You don’t like e-readers?” I asked.

“Paper.” She shot me a helpless smile. “I like paper. The feel of it, the smell…”

Her eyes filled with tears and I pulled her close, not even caring that we were supposed to be taking things slow. I couldn’t let the one woman I’d love suffer through this alone. Hot tears stained my shirt as my hand moved in slow circles, trying to soothe her through this.

“Trust me, if something can be found on the internet, I’ll be able to locate it,” I assured her.

“Luc is the king of the geeks,” Kyle said with a weak smile. “You should see him dressed up in cosplay.”

“Cosplay?”

She peeled her face away from me and stared into my eyes.

“Not cosplay. LARP.” I swallowed hard, realising this wasn’t the time. “But yeah, I have magic fingers.” I wriggled them in the air, miming them flying across a keyboard. “Every book that’s damaged, I’ll replace, I promise.”

I’d scour every secondhand book site on the internet, and if they couldn’t be found, then print-on-demand sites you could. Hell, I’d approach authors directly and see if I could pay to have copies printed if that’s what it took.

Anything for my girl.

I felt her arms tighten around me for just a second, then she pulled away, self-consciously wiping away her tears.

“Thanks. I don’t expect you to do that obviously, but…” Her eyes met mine and I saw there a hunger, to be understood, to find rapport with someone who knew what this loss meant to her. I had a stash of comics I kept very carefully in their archival sleeves, rarely pulling them out lest the acid in my fingers damage them. I knew all too well how it would feel to lose books. “I appreciate it. I guess we just go back…”

Home, she nearly said it and the bear roared his approval inside me. While I’d never want something like this to happen, if it brought us closer together, I would always treasure that.

“Go back to headquarters and I’ll…” She frowned then, as if remembering something. “You said you wanted an in-house cook? I can’t promise anything long term, but if I can’t go to work, I may as well do something.”

“Put an order in for the supplies you need,” Asher replied. “We’ll have them delivered.”

“Can some of them be burgers?” Kyle clasped his hands as if begging. “I’m damn good at cooking burgers and I haven’t had one for ages. Some potato buns. Oh, and bacon and eggs with some beetroot.”

“Wait until you taste my burgers,” she said, daring to smile, but that was when a cleaner walked past, carrying a plastic bag filled with rubbish. The light in her eyes dimmed for just a moment, but she shook her head and stood tall. “There’s a secret ingredient.”

“Love?” Kyle asked with a cheeky grin.

“Olive oil and Worcestershire sauce,” she replied, allowing herself to be steered towards the doorway.

The two of them compared notes while Asher and I followed behind, his eyes finding mine. Sometimes it felt like everything about our job sucked. People only came to us because they were hurting, and we did our best to make sure they left better, safer than when they first walked in through the door, but this situation? It was ten times more personal.

Fur prickled across my arms, there and gone again as we drove back to headquarters, but as soon as we got inside, I was off. Kyle was discussing the different food suppliers we had an account with and Asher handed him the company card to pay for it all, then he followed me into my sanctuary. My gaming rig and the server I used to centralise all our IT needs were all sitting there, lights gleaming in the darkness as we entered.

“Find those books.” Another credit card was placed on the desk, his personal one, I think. “Find every single one of them. I don’t care how much, or what it costs to get them expedited here, but do it. It wasn’t her clothes or her documents, or even her cookware, she cared about in that apartment, it was those books.” His eyes met mine. “Get our mate what she needs.”

I clicked on the mouse, sitting back in my gaming chair, and then went to work.


Chapter 27



Imogen

Busy. I needed to keep busy. Sure I could’ve hung out in the room I was given and had a sook about what happened, but where would that get me? It wouldn’t have Phil putting my door back on its hinges, all my stuff un-pissed on. Instead, we walked down the headquarter’s hallway, Kyle giving me suggestions about what to add to the shopping list.

“Could we do a roast?” he asked and then groaned at his own suggestion. “God, a lamb roast, not overcooked, and with rosemary.”

“And lemon,” I added. “Thyme also works really well with lamb, but roast’s are a prime cut of meat. That’d be expensive to do for…” I turned to look at him. “How many people do you have staying here?”

This was important information, something I’d need when we put the grocery order in, but right now Kyle didn’t have my attention. An open door lured me forward. The room was both completely empty and yet full at the same time.

Full of kids’ art.

There were paintings and drawings hanging in frames throughout the entire building, but this room positively exploded with it. Large pin-up boards had been installed on the walls and there were artworks pinned to every spot. More still were neatly stacked on a drying rack. Rows of paint bottles were lined up on the bench by the sink, brushes placed in jars along the wall. Charcoal, pencils, scissors, paper, and a massive box of coloured pastels drew me forward.

There was nothing like going to an art supplies shop. The rows upon rows of rainbow colours, the textures, the different products, each one was all potential. You could use the materials to make anything, and that’s what had me stepping inside the room.

In my head I saw it, my hand moving swiftly across paper with just a little tooth to it, the texture grabbing at the pastels as I sketched out a rough shape. Sharply pointed pencils that drew precise lines, then were used to shade in areas, the strokes overlapping to create the illusion of three dimensionality. Soft, liquid ink that dripped on the page or was swished around in fluid strokes. A metal pen could be loaded up with the black liquid, used to apply the ink in precise cross hatches.

“You can go inside if you like.” Kyle’s warm voice and smile broke the spell I was in, making me realise I’d just been standing in the doorway staring like an idiot. I went to step back, but he was there, stopping me. “This was supposed to be an art therapy room. We had a therapist that specialised in it for a while, but she moved on. We keep it stocked. A lot of the kids like to come in here, their mums bringing them in to do some art.” He shook his head slowly. “There’s a lot of killing time when people first come here, and while we’ve got a games room and play equipment, some kids…”

Were drawn to the paper and the paint, the mess of creativity. I knew exactly what had them stepping closer, because it was what flared up in my chest, burning hot right now. Most kids loved making art and some of us, we never grow out of it.

I needed to get out of here. Seeing what Phil did to my apartment, it damn near broke me, but I was rallying, coming back stronger, so why did a room full of art supplies threaten to break me all over again? Because this room was all too familiar.

The art teachers at my school knew that with each year there were a cluster of misfits who tolerated every other subject, only coming alive when they were in the art room. We were allowed in during recess and lunch, a teacher sitting in the classroom and working on their marking as we had half an hour of pure, unfettered creativity. Each time the school bell rang I was yanked out of it, what I was working on, but more than that, out of a magical place that just made sense to me. My hand knew how to move to draw the shapes my heart dictated, my fingers clasping the pencil tight. My injured ones ached right now, ready to wrap around a pencil, a paintbrush, even delve into some clay.

But I couldn’t.

What would I draw? My subconscious had been scoured clean of inspiration after years of not doing anything creative. Mike had taken that from me. He’d come to the art room to find me because I was his girlfriend. A possession that needed to be reclaimed, he’d sneer at the teacher on charge, then nag me until I put the pencil down. Walk away from the only part of myself that made sense to me, to what? Go and hang out with his friends on the far edge of the oval, listen to them talk shit, watch them smoke cigarette after cigarette, my happiness wafting away just like the bluish plumes of smoke.

Keep busy, my mind prompted, knowing somehow that I needed to keep moving, just like a shark. If I didn’t, well, there were bigger things, far more scary things in the ocean and they’d catch up to me if I didn’t keep swimming.

“If we’re going to get burgers on for dinner, we better get a wriggle on,” I told Kyle, but before he could answer, other people came rushing into the room.

One in particular.

I knew Scott. He was Mary and Phil’s son, but the last time I saw him, he hadn’t looked like this. With a shock of brown hair and eyes that sparkled, he was cute as hell, some part of me wanting to count every single freckle on his nose.

“Mum!” he shouted, looking back over his shoulder, but it was when he turned back that I gasped. One eye was bright, raking across the room, looking for the paper he was working on last time he was in here, but the other? A sick-coloured purple bruise forced the lids to swell almost shut, and that’s when I sucked in a breath, unable to let it out.

“OK, Scott, OK.” Mary hoisted her toddler up on her hip and then walked in after her son. “Oh, other people…” She was going to say that he needed to share the space with us, somehow I knew, but when her eyes locked with mine, they widened. “Imogen?”

“Mary?”

We both took tentative steps towards the other, much like wary animals might. Not because we were a threat to each other, but… We were cataloguing the other’s wounds. She took in my arm in my sling, while I took in… A very familiar ring of bruises. Phil had used his hand to wrench me forward, and right then I thanked any god that was listening that the guys arrived when they did, because I saw then what he would’ve done next. She wore her own grotesque necklace of bruises, the imprint of each finger clear against her pale skin.

“What are you doing here?” She flushed when she realised how sharp her tone was. “Mike didn’t…” Her brows creased and her lip trembled right before she thinned them down to a line. “He didn’t…”

“He didn’t,” I confirmed and when Kyle got closer, I knew she didn’t want to hear the truth. “Phil…”

I didn’t need to finish the sentence because just saying her husband’s name was like a slap to the face. Her cheeks went bright red, then deathly pale in seconds. A hand fluttered like a falling leaf to come to rest on her chest, right as she sucked in a breath, then another. The toddler, Charlie, I remembered that belatedly, seemed to sense his mother’s mood, and his face screwed up as he began to cry. That snapped her out of whatever that was, her arms going around him as she held him close, soothing him in a series of nonsense words until the child settled again, but her eyes remained on mine.

“I’m sorry…” I wanted to stop her, to protest that she had nothing to apologise for, but she kept on saying those two words like a litany. “I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry, Imogen.”

“Don’t be.”

I didn’t know Mary especially well. We went to some of the same parties our guys went to, but partners rarely attended. The men seemed to crave male attention the most, forgetting their girlfriends or wives the minute they arrived. That lack of interest meant we often didn’t even bother to go, but she and I knew each other’s names, knew enough about the other’s lives to have an insight into the pain each one of us had experienced. Mine was far less than anything she’d experienced, and I needed to tell her that.

“I’m fine.” I lifted the sling and regretted it as I felt a sharp stab of pain, but I didn’t let that show. “Just a bit sore.”

“How did…?” She sucked in a breath then let it out slowly, Charlie wiggling until he was allowed down to go running off after his brother. “What did he do?”

“Nothing.” That replay came automatically. Denial, pretend like everything was fine, that was the only way I’d gotten through the last few years, but right now that wouldn’t work. “I mean something happened, obviously, but⁠—”

“Imo?”

A boyish voice had me turning around, and I didn’t like what I saw. A need to come running over, because I’d spent time keeping Scott amused when he was bored at parties. Mike thought it ridiculous that I’d pretend to be a lion, tiger, or bear to keep the kids laughing, but he didn’t want to know what I thought about him and his fucking mates. Alongside that, though, was something I’d never seen in Scott, a wariness that hurt my soul. He eyed me, Kyle, and his mother before following his first impulse and running towards me.

“You’re hurt?” His eyes seemed just as sharp as his mother’s, taking in the sling, but his reaction was quite different. Like a young wolf finding his fangs, his brows jerked down. “Who hurt you?” He looked behind me to where Kyle stood. “Did you?” He was only ten, but his chest puffed out, his hands balling into fists, making me think I knew how he’d ended up bruised and battered. “Did you hurt, Imo?”

The boy grew by the second as he marched forward, but I stopped him.

“No one hurt me, Scott.” Lies, always lies, that’s what Mike and his mates had me doing, but I couldn’t regret that in this instance. “Well, I did. I tripped over a pair of my shoes I left out on the floor and sprained my wrist.”

“Oh.” Scott seemed to deflate by the second, looking me over for signs that this was the truth, then shooting Kyle a quick apologetic look. “Mum’s always telling me that will happen when I leave my sneakers out.”

“Now you know why they need to be put away,” Mary said, using her best motherly voice, only a tiny waver making clear that it was all an act.

“Scott.” Another voice had us turning around to find Elodie standing there in the doorway. She smiled at the attention. “I thought I might find you here. What’re you working on today?”

The tension seemed to leach out of the room then, the boy distracted by the prospect of an audience. He dragged out his painting, laying it on the desk before stepping in to remove the paintbrush his little brother was about to shove in his mouth. At the sound of their chatter, I pulled back.

“Better get going,” I told Mary, unable to handle her haunted gaze a moment longer. That made me feel bad, but I couldn’t seem to stop it. “Looks like we’re making burgers tonight.”

I didn’t wait to hear what she had to say about that, stepping out of the room and striding down the hall.

“Imogen!” Kyle called, but I didn’t stop. “Imogen.”

He appeared in front of me, that huge body shutting out the hallway, reducing my focus down to him and only him. Those massive hands of his landed on my shoulders, the warmth of his touch bleeding through the thin cotton of my borrowed clothes. I wanted to shove him away, make a break for it, run and keep on running until I couldn’t see Scott or Mary, or even Phil, in my mind’s eye. But also I wanted…

My eyes ran over him, inspecting Kyle like this was the first time I saw him. Those broad shoulders, the way his muscles popped in his forearms as he held me right where I was. That information came unbidden, but once I noticed it, I couldn’t help but see it. Dream Asher was leaner than real Kyle, making me wonder how they were similar and how they were different. I could imagine comparing the two of them quietly, thoroughly, in a room lit only by the late afternoon sun coming in through the curtains. I shook my head as if to dislodge that train of thought.

It was like I was defrosting. Being with Mike had frozen me solid, because how else could I get through the feeling of slowly hating the man that was your partner in life, the hatred growing with each day? Kyle, he was like an open fire, flickering brightly in the darkness, luring me closer. But getting nearer meant that ice would thaw, dropping from my limbs and leaving the nerves raw and aching, throbbing with each pass of the wind, completely unprotected.

“Burgers,” I said, my smile and the word a barrier I was erecting hastily between us. “You wanted burgers.”

“Imogen…”

Kyle’s sigh made clear he wanted to say more, but he didn’t, and I was thankful for that. I marched forward because that’s all I could do. Keep on moving, keep busy and maybe, just maybe, with each step away from my past, I’d heal, emerge whole again and be able to stand by the fire with impunity.


Chapter 28



Kyle

I knew what she was doing. Watching Imogen wrench open the pantry door, then the other cupboards, she was taking stock of what we had in the kitchen with more passion than it warranted. I knew it and so did she, but something unspoken between us kept us from talking about it.

“Celery seed?” I asked, wondering if we were going to start a kitchen garden on the grounds.

“Ground celery seed is good for adding taste,” she informed me. “A lot of the foods you like use it. It can give you a salty flavour without using as much actual salt. I assume that’d be better for kids.” She grabbed out a big container of garlic powder only to find it’d turned into a solid lump. That was tossed into the bin along with the other expired items she found. “Garlic powder, minced garlic, garlic salt.”

“That’s a whole lotta garlic,” I said to myself, tapping out everything she asked for onto a list on my phone.

“Keeps the vampires away,” she said with a smile, turning to the next cupboard.

But not the bears. I thought that as I watched Imogen bend over, trying really hard not to notice how the track pants Ursula found for her hugged her arse. No easy feat, especially when my memory of that little moment from before came back all too easily.

I’d grabbed her because I knew she was running: from Mary, from Scott, from whatever had her trailing towards the doorway in the first place. Imogen’s entire face transformed when she stared at the art room, seeing something I didn’t. Her expression hadn’t registered that kind of happiness since the moment I met her. Not when we moved her into her new apartment, not even when she unpacked. No, there was a bliss in her eyes as she surveyed the kids’ artwork. Not their work, I realised, the art materials. The bear and I squirrelled that knowledge away, holding it close to our chest, right as she straightened up.

“OK, I think that’s it. So, do we just order enough for dinner tonight?” She scratched her head. “For everyone or just us?”

“I think everyone,” I replied.

“Does everyone like burgers? Are some people vegetarians, vegans?”

“Um—”

“Should we get some chicken for chicken burgers? Fish for fish burgers?”

“Yum, fish burgers.” Ursula strolled in at just the right time, taking in my look of alarm with amusement. “So I hear you’re going to do some of the cooking for us?” Imogen nodded. “Asher sent me down to give you a hand, make sure you have the numbers of the suppliers and have no problems putting orders in. Dickhead here.” My eyebrow jerked up as she nodded to me. “Real good at carrying heavy shit. Not so good at remembering important details.”

“I…” My voice trailed away and then I was forced to smile. “Resemble that statement. OK, so I’ve got the list.”

As the three of us bent over the kitchen bench, working out the dinner menu and then submitting a food order that would be sent over with the first courier available, I understood Imogen’s motivation. When it arrived, when I was ferrying heavy boxes from the back entrance and into the kitchen, when Imogen unpacked them, putting everything away exactly where she wanted them, I felt it, the blissful peace that comes from moving your body and letting your mind stop thinking.

We fell into a rhythm, Ursula peeling and chopping a mound of onions as I dumped the various minced meat into four bowls. Imogen flew around the kitchen, adding seasonings to each bowl to suit the different kinds of burgers. Once the last of my bags had been emptied, I stopped, just watching her go.

Competence was always sexy. A woman who knows what she wants and just goes for it always turned me on, so I found myself pausing to watch the way Imogen muttered to herself, adding a little herbs or spice, then going back for more. It was a weird kind of alchemy, cooking, where she mixed together the raw ingredients into something far more than the individual parts.

“What?”

With the sixth sense women seemed to have, she looked up, catching me staring. Ursula just smiled and shook her head, scraping the onion she’d just chopped into the nearest bowl before peeling the next. She knew exactly what I was going through.

“Just wondering what to do next?” I asked, even though that was not what I was thinking about at all.

“Rolling burgers. Clean your hands and make sure not to dry them too much when you’re done.” She pulled out a couple of trays and when I was finished at the sink, she did the same. An ice cream scoop was handed over and I took it without understanding why. “Helps with portion control,” Imogen explained. “One scoop per burger should mean everyone ends up with an equal amount.”

“Some of us are more equal than others,” I said, dropping a couple of scoops of meat into my palm and then rolling it into one massive burger. “I’ll put them aside for me.” Ursula snorted. “What? I’m a growing boy.”

“Growing out if you don’t hit the gym after dinner.” Ursula pointed a knife my way. “You deadlifted what, 450 last time? Time to try and hit 500.”

“500 kilos?” We both realised our mistake when Imogen looked at the two of us.

“Pounds,” I corrected hastily, my inhuman strength not something that needed exposing right now.

“Still, that’s about 250 kilos, isn’t it?”

I had no idea, but rather than meet Imogen’s curious gaze, I focussed on rolling more burgers. Her eyes were on me, the bear made sure I was aware of that, so I may or may not have popped my biceps a little as I placed the burger onto the tray. I wanted to declare it, how strong I really was, and that the bear and I would deploy every damn ounce of muscle we had to keep her safe, but not now. Not yet, I amended.

“I like to stay in shape,” I replied nonchalantly, looking up in time to see her looking me over more closely, seeking evidence that confirmed exactly that.

I liked her attention, the way her eyes seemed to measure my chest, taking in the span of my shoulders, my arms. If she just kept on looking at me, we’d get through this, somehow I was sure. As if to prove that wrong, Lucas and Asher came walking in through the door, Lucas holding a sheaf of papers.

“You’ll need to stay here for a while,” Asher informed her, and I sighed. No hello, no hi Imogen, how are you? He seemed unable to maintain politeness at the best of times, but around our mate, he was a mess. Her head jerked up and she frowned as she stared back. “I’ve been in contact with the police. They’re looking for Phil in all his usual haunts⁠—”

“At Mike’s?” Her lips thinned as she said that. “He’s just as likely to be protecting him at our… his place.”

“I mentioned Mike, and he’s down as a person of interest,” Asher replied.

“So…” I watched Imogen struggle with something a lot of people who didn’t have much to do with the police did. “He’s just out there. I saw…” She straightened up, her jaw firming. “I saw what he did to Scott and Mary.”

“He was released on bail for that.” Asher’s voice sounded like his name, grey and colourless. “It was his first offence as far as the courts were concerned, so bail was deemed a reasonable option. He’s breached the conditions of it, but…”

But to enforce that the police needed to find him. Who the hell knew where the weaselly prick was in a city this size?

“They’ll find him,” I said with all the confidence I didn’t feel. “They’ll bring him in and he’ll rot in a jail cell waiting for his trial.” Hopefully forever, if we had anything to do with it. “You just need to sit tight until he’s found.”

“I can’t go to work.” She dropped the ball of meat she was rolling into a burger. “I can’t go back to my place. I can’t⁠—”

“It must seem like all your choices are being taken away from you right now,” Ursula said, and who would know about that more than her? “But all you can do is make the best choice from the options you do have.”

“Right.” Imogen snatched up some meat, rolling it and placing it on the tray like it personally offended her. “Is the cook job still open, because apparently I’m going to need a new position.”

“Of course.” Asher’s voice was far softer now as he crept closer. He wanted to touch her, hold her close, I could see that in the way his fingers flexed. I wanted the same damn thing, but Lucas stepped forward.

“In some more positive news, I’ve found a bunch of the books that need replacing and a few more.” He set the pages down on the table beside her.

“Vixen’s Pleasure?” she said, craning her neck to peer at it. “Wolf’s Heart?” She went to the sink and washed her hands clean before picking the paper up. “How the hell did you find these? They’ve been out of print for ages.”

Yeah, how did he do that? Lucas hid away in his little geek den, but suddenly I was keen to learn his ways. That same look of pleasure I saw when our mate was in the art room rose.

“You can get these?” she asked him, as if barely able to believe it.

“All of them.” Luc started to smile. “If you confirm that you want these, they’ll be with a courier and expedited over here as fast as possible.”

Oh yeah, I was jealous. The look she was giving him was everything I wanted, but I knew. Together we would make our mate’s dreams come true, and if he started with this, I wasn’t going to hate on him.

“I…” She wanted to say thank you, to throw her arms around him, but the sling quickly made clear that wasn’t possible. She stepped back with a flush and then turned back to the meat. “I better make you all the best burgers possible if I’m going to keep this job.”

I picked up the ice cream scoop and grabbed another ball of meat and got rolling.


Chapter 29



Asher

“Well, this went well.”

My sister came to stand beside me, watching the barbeque take place. In the end, Kyle had suggested we eat outside. There was a largely unused barbeque area at the back of the property, but once word went around what was on the menu, almost everyone came outside to eat. Kyle was manning the grill, because apparently he knew the art of cooking the perfect burger. I burned some sausages one time and that disqualified me forever. Imogen wasn’t content to just stand around and wait for her food. She was dishing up salads and refreshing bowls of toppings for people to add to their burgers. I don’t think I’d seen her stop the entire time, and I was just about ready to make her.

“She’s found her feet very quickly,” Ursula continued, “your mate.”

Imogen had with an ease I frankly envied. When the police placed me with Kyle’s parents after I was returned to the bear community, I’d just sat in my room, my back pressed against the wall, not coming out for days. My adoptive parents had to coax me out like a wild animal, and Kyle was there, staring wide eyed at his new ‘brother.’ Not Imogen. She chatted away with the mothers and smiled for the children before helping everyone get their food.

But not her own.

Every minute she went without eating forced my fangs to grind together.

“Too quickly,” I growled. “She thinks she needs to prove herself to be here, to serve others to deserve a place here. That if she isn’t paying her way somehow, we’ll…”

I didn’t finish that sentence. I couldn’t, striding forward, moving between the crowds.

“These are damn good burgers.”

Slate, one of the other bear shifters that worked here said, stepping into my path, speaking with his mouth half full.

“They are,” I agreed, even though I hadn’t eaten one yet. “And I need to make sure my mate has one.”

His eyes widened and he looked over his shoulder, seeing Imogen in quite a different light now. He moved aside so I didn’t have to force him to get out of my way. People seemed to sense my mood, the crowds parting, until I was standing in front of Imogen.

“Asher…” She was trying so hard to be pleasant and useful, but that mask seemed to shatter the moment she was near me. I almost smiled to see the real her rise, if only for a second. Eyes wide and staring, her lips parted and her tongue flicked over the bottom, making me wonder. Did she see that hot, desperate, aching dream playing out over and over, the same way I did every time we got close? I liked to think she did. But she recovered all too quickly, putting on a professional smile before clacking her tongs. “Did you want a burger?”

“Yes.” I would say that to anything she might have to offer, that I knew, but that wasn’t what I meant right now.

“Veggie, beef, chicken, or fish?” she asked.

“What would you have?”

My tone was too low, the bear too close, but she just nodded in response.

“Beef burgers are a classic, and we got this special brisket mix Kyle was harping on about.” She picked up a bun and split it, putting it on the plate. “Salad? Mayo? Sauce?”

“Make it the way you would if you made it for yourself,” I replied.

“Ohh-kay.”

One wary look my way and she went to work, assembling the burger only to present it to me. I took the plate, then walked around the trestle table to her side, slowing my steps when she took one backwards.

“Go and sit down.” That came out like an order, not a suggestion and I instantly regretted that while realising I also didn’t want her to refuse. “Eat.”

“But you’re paying me⁠—”

“To do as I ask.” I sucked in a breath, then another, my brain conjuring more and more ways I could get her to do exactly what I wanted for our mutual pleasure, but that impulse was shoved to one side. “I don’t expect you to be everyone’s personal chef. This is a barbeque. People are enjoying themselves.” I turned around to confirm that. “And you should too.”

“Oh.”

I don’t think I’d ever seen my mate surprised, and I sucked in her expression right now. The flush in her cheeks, her mouth forming a perfect ‘O.’ Imogen recovered quickly though, nodding and then pulling away from the table.

“Well done.” My sister had followed me and now appeared at my shoulder, using the same tongs to make herself a burger. “You’ll have to watch out for her. She’s going to want to lose herself in work, in staying busy, to avoid what’s coming.”

I stared into my sister’s eyes, neither of us needing to explain what she meant. The price all abuse victims seemed to pay. Once you were safe, free of the people causing you pain, that’s when the real work began. Like aftershocks from an earthquake, emotions that weren’t safe to feel while you were in immediate danger came rushing up, sucking all the relief, the pleasure, everything good away.

“I’ll make sure she has all the support she needs,” I told Ursula, “but I can’t make her sit with her feelings.”

“No.” Her wry smile contained a wealth of experience, of pain I knew well. “I don’t suppose you can. Hurt people gotta hurt in only the way they can.” I watched her gaze sharpen. “Speaking of which, don’t go hunting Phil Jackson down.”

I let out an involuntary snort at that. The impulse was like a snake in my guts, roiling, roiling, growing more and more venomous by the second. I hated that there were witnesses when I had the arsehole in hand that night in the car park. The need to break that fuckhead’s neck was pressing down on me so hard. I hated that I listened to the guard, to my sleuth mates, and let Phil get away, but nothing, I mean nothing, filled me with rage more than the moment I walked into that apartment.

Imogen had just started to build something for herself. The place was old, crusty, and in need of updating back in the 80s, let alone now, but like so many people, she made the most of what she had. Each book she slotted into place, each cupboard she filled, was a ritual claiming of the space. It was hers and hers alone, and no one could take that from her.

Except he did.

Fucking arsehole, I was sure I know why Phil had staged this attack. With the bullshit he pulled, he’d contravened the conditions of his bail and would spend the months before his trial in jail. In his tiny little brain, he thought if he could silence Imogen, that problem would go away.

Except we would never allow that to happen.

He made a mistake, hurting Mary and Scott, but I could’ve pursued justice for them through the courts if he just kept his head down. He made another mistake menacing my mate, not once, but twice. Each time, someone stepped in before something happened, and that was all I needed to keep the bear back.

So in his mind and mine, I just needed to make sure I found Phil when no one else was around to stop me from making clear his actions had consequences he wouldn’t survive.

“Why would I do that?” I asked, busying myself with making my own burger. It was an effort to get me to engage with food, but suddenly the smell of the grilled meat was too tempting to resist. My sister made a rude noise.

“Because you’re you.” She turned to face me while I spent undue time picking out the perfect lettuce leaf to put on my bread roll. “Because the wheels of justice are too slow, too flawed for you.”

“That’s because they are,” I replied mildly.

“Because this is personal.” That note in her voice had me facing her. “And when your heart’s involved, your brain stops working.”

I kept my bear down all the time, but sometimes I’d let him ease forward, stare through my eyes, often when dealing with abusive fucks. In some ways that’s what I saw now. Not a bear. Ursula, like most women, did not have a beast to call forth, but instead she had this. Pain, so much pain, the sight of it frankly shocking me. She saw Elodie regularly. She trained religiously in the gym. She worked all day, every day helping people get through that tricky transition from victim to survivor. Yet as I stared back, I saw that she was still very much on that journey.

“Urs—”

“You’ll burn the world down for those you love.” Her finger buried itself in my chest. “That’s a wildly romantic idea, but…” Her smile was like the loose one you found on a bleached skull. “But when the ashes settle, what does she have? A whole lot of destruction.” My sister pulled away then, clapping me on the shoulder before joining the crowds. “You know what you need to do.”

I did.

I loved Ursula. I’d killed a man to stop him from hurting her, so that was never in doubt, but she didn’t know. There was something inside me, something dark as night, twice as dark as any twisted shit that lived inside Phil. It knew the way a man’s screams cut off the moment you tore him apart, the sound of sinew snapping. It rose now.

Phil Jackson made a terrible, terrible mistake.

I would’ve been content to see him go to jail, but by invading Imogen’s space, I needed a more permanent solution. Tonight I’d track him down, drag him out to the same remote national park he and his buddies had been partying at, and then I’d take fur. He’d see exactly what happened when a man faced down a fucking bear.

At that, I took a bite, the taste feeling like it exploded on my tongue. I rarely bothered with food because it all tasted like cardboard to me, but not this. Crafted by my mate’s hands, I caught every herb, every seasoning she’d added. My eyes found her across the courtyard and saw that she was sitting down next to Lucas. I watched the way she smiled and then took another bite of her food, hungry for the details, right up until she smiled. Brighter than the sun and twice as glorious, I knew. I’d do anything to see Imogen smile like that more often.

Including killing Phil Jackson.

I looked down in surprise to see I’d eaten all my food, so I got up to shove the paper plate into the bin. The sun was starting to set, so it was go time. I walked back inside, returning to my room and fishing out a key only I had. It opened a small anteroom where all the tools I didn’t want anyone else to find were kept. Dark-blue clothes that were form fitting and hard to see in the dark. A long knife with a cunning edge. A pistol with a silencer attached. As I started to strip down and get dressed, I heard a sharp knock on the door. Staying perfectly still, I assumed whoever it was would go away after a bit.

How wrong I was.

The sensor light flickered, making clear it was one of my sleuth mates, and in they both walked.

“Going somewhere?” Kyle asked as Lucas crossed his arms.

“Not anywhere you want to go,” I replied.

“To kill Phil Jackson?” Kyle’s slow smile, that cocky look, made clear he didn’t know anything about what he was talking about. He shared a long look with Lucas, both of them staring me down when they turned to face me. “I think otherwise… brother.”


Chapter 30



Imogen

“But you’re paying me⁠—”

“To do as I ask.”

I replayed that little exchange over and over in my head as I went to eat, barely tasting the burger. It was bad enough that I was having sex dreams about my new boss, but on top of that? He said that to me in this low, raspy voice that had every nerve ending tingling.

What else would he ask me to do? My mind couldn’t seem to leave that alone, able to see more and more scenarios. One’s where I found out exactly what it was like to touch that huge, hard body, not just dream about it. I’d pulled away damn quick, ostensibly to do what my new boss told me to, but… It was just as much to get the fuck away from Asher, to stop myself from seeing that damn dream replay for the umpteenth time. When he got up to leave the courtyard, it was almost a relief, but then Kyle and Lucas did the same.

“We’ve gotta…” Kyle watched Asher way too closely.

“Go.” Lucas said that with a warm smile. “But we’ll be back. Those burgers…” He looked almost mournfully at them, which had me smiling.

“I’ll put some aside for you so you don’t miss out.”

“Could you?” Lucas was like a dog drooling for treats and that had me smiling, getting up to put some on a plate as the two of them followed Asher inside. For some kind of meeting, I rationalised. To work out how to help more women and children, to do their taxes, something.

Something that was none of my business.

They didn’t owe me an explanation, I told myself that over and over as I went to go inside and stash the burgers in the kitchen fridge for later.

“Immie!” I looked down to see Kaleb running over. “There’s no sauce.”

Tomato sauce (never ketchup) was the condiment of choice in Australia, so I smiled and took the empty bottle from him.

“I’ll get you some more.”

That’s why I went inside, I told myself. That’s why I walked down the eerily quiet halls. Towards the kitchen, obviously, but as I went, the sound of muffled voices had my feet slowing.

“Stay here.” That was definitely Asher. The note of command made that clear.

“We’re not staying here while you do the one thing our hearts tell us has to happen.” That was Kyle, but his usually warm tones had transformed right now. There was a growly strength to it. “He… hurt her.”

I wanted to be that her I realised in a hot rush, to be the one who turned Kyle from that easy going guy into whoever this was. Someone intensely protective. Jealousy flared in my heart, burning all the way through my chest like an attack of heartburn. It didn’t even have to be him. Just some guy, any guy who’d put me first, be ready to protect me.

Not be the one I needed protecting from.

I went to walk away then, realising this was a private conversation that I had no business overhearing. My resolve held until I heard Asher’s reply.

“I know he fucking hurt her. If you hadn’t held me back, if all of you⁠—”

“Killing a guy in a public place in front of witnesses was never going to be smart,” Lucas reasoned, but even his voice held a rough edge. “No matter how much he might deserve it, but what have you got planned…?” I heard a ragged sigh. “You’re going to hunt him.”

“My beast says I have to.”

Beast? I frowned at Asher’s words, seeing that damn dream again. Not the hot, sexy part, but this. That massive polar bear lumbering through the forest, ready to smack Phil down. That made sense when I was asleep because you could walk on the ceiling or drink broken glass in dreams without even a second thought, but I wasn’t dreaming. I fought the urge to pinch myself, my fingers twitching around the sauce bottle.

“And so do ours,” Lucas replied. “She belongs to us as well.”

Us? My brain felt like it was racing at full pelt, trying to decipher their words and failing every time. They shared… Nope, that was it. I hit the wall, unable to parse their meaning any more, and it was just as well, because apparently I was no longer alone.

“Did you get lost?”

I spun around, stifling a yelp to find Ursula standing there with an amused expression on her face.

“No,” I said, then recovered, “I mean yes.”

“This place is huge. We’re always having to rescue people from the maze when they first come here. Were you headed to the kitchen?”

She nodded to the sauce bottle in my hands.

“Um, yeah, we’re out of sauce apparently.”

“Can’t have that.”

She helped me find my way and I played along, not giving away the fact that I knew how to get back to the kitchen, but when we passed by, I looked down a corridor and saw the three men standing there. Lucas and Kyle were still dressed in the same clothes, but Asher had pulled on something dark blue and form fitting.

Like a SWAT officer or something.

I met his eyes as I passed, catching the moment they narrowed and his lips parted, as if he’d explain, but I couldn’t break my stride. Right now I had to pretend to care about sauce and burgers. When we reached the kitchen, Ursula stopped and stared me down.

“You know you’re safe here, right?”

“Right.”

But the jury was still out inside my head. It was gathering all the information it could, evaluating and judging it in record time.

“The guys…” She didn’t specify who, though I’d since discovered that other men worked here as well. “They’d never do anything to hurt you.”

But she couldn’t say that about others. That statement rose, begging to be said, but I just pursed my lips and nodded. Hunt, kill, hurt, him, her, each remembered word echoed around in my head.

“Gonna need some more sauce,” she said, filling the squeezy bottle.

“I’ll put it on the list.”

I scribbled that down on a piece of paper we were using to record the details for the next order, but as soon as the pencil was between my fingers, it moved of its own accord. To record the fact we needed sauce in looping script, but then… My hand moved down the page.

I used to draw eyes in the margins of my exercise books all the time. There was something about the shapes, the details, and my growing proficiency that had me repeating the exercise. Because each time I recorded one, I felt like I connected with them, some nebulous character that existed only inside my head. And each time I drew one, two, ten, I created an audience inside my book, one that saw me, each gaze soft, kind.

I wasn’t a teenager anymore, and it wasn’t some anonymous eye I drew right now. It was those bright blue ones I saw in my dreams. I stuffed it up several times, my pencil slashing through one attempt, then the next, rejecting them until I began again. This, this was right, my hand making the shapes my mind’s eye saw. His eyes, Asher’s eyes, I realised, but also the bear’s… Ursula finished with the sauce, putting the big bottle back into the pantry before looking down at my drawing.

I wanted to hide it from her, but that wasn’t anything new. Mike always sneered at my artwork, only allowing that old painting to be hung in the lounge room because it conformed to his personal taste. She reached out and pulled the piece of paper closer, nodding at what she saw before grabbing another pencil. ‘More sauce bottles’ was written at the bottom of my list.

“Did you feel like coming back to the barbeque?” she asked.

No, no I did not. I wanted to hunker down in my borrowed room, or find the art room and steal some paper, drawing that eye over and over again. Because when I stared into it, I felt like I could do what I didn’t dare in the hallway. To interrogate that eye, the bear, the man, ask it all the questions I kept down. Instead, I swallowed hard and smiled.

“Sure. I better start the clean up.”


Chapter 31



Lucas

I stared at the gear Asher had given us with incomprehension, the two sides of me at war. Human me was really good at black ops. I slunk around video game maps, sniping my enemies, my kill ratio legendary amongst the guys I played with, but this wasn’t a game.

“You strip down and put them on,” Kyle told me, halfway through the process right now.

“I know that,” I snapped.

“You don’t have to.” I hated the measured look Asher gave me. Nothing, I mean nothing fazed him, and why would it? He’d killed a man before he was even in his teens, was a hero in the bear community, whereas all I did was sit in front of my computer and pretend to be one. “You don’t have to do this, Luc.”

“You think you’re the only one that cares about Imogen’s safety?”

I was squaring up to my sleuth mate, like he was the one that pissed on her stuff, not fucking Phil. My heart had fallen through the floor when I saw the damage. I had a stash of comics I’d kept for ages, now preserved perfectly, and I know how I’d felt if someone damaged them so wantonly. The search for replacements was all that I could hold onto to keep my bear under control, even though I knew.

There was a reason why e-comics never worked for me. That digital paper didn’t hold traces of me, flipping electronic pages didn’t evoke the feeling of the paper stock’s texture, I couldn’t hear the sound of it moving. The emotions I felt the first time I read about larger-than-life men that dared to go out and do good in the world soaked into the paper along with ink. I wasn’t sure what Imogen felt when she read her books, but she lost it–those memories, those feelings–the moment that fuck trashed each one.

And if Asher was going to make Phil pay for that, he’d do so with me by his side.

I said as much and Asher nodded, the three of us pulling on the dark-blue track pants and long-sleeve t-shirts, balaclavas shoved into our pockets as we strode out of the building. Towards one of the black SUVs we rarely used, the facade slightly worn, nondescript, every bit of chrome remade in matte black. It was made to be unobtrusive and get us to where we needed to go, so we all climbed in, ready to go.

“What’s the plan?” I felt like a kid watching his parents talk from the backseat. Kyle turned to Asher but he didn’t get a reply until Asher was out of the car park and driving down the road.

“Go to Phil’s place.”

“You have his address?”

Asher shot me a steady look in the rear vision mirror, making clear how stupid that question was.

“If we’re lucky, he’s gone back home. If we’re not, we look for clues, take fur and see what trail the bears can uncover.”

I sat back against the seat, trying to ignore the rapid thud of my heart. I didn’t go on missions for a reason, but this one? I couldn’t stay away, not when I saw Imogen’s pain, her anguish so clear inside my head.

This was where Mary lived?

I stared at the dingy street, then the run down house. She was always so meticulous, asking for an iron on the first morning she spent with us to ensure hers and the kids’ clothes were all perfectly pressed before she was introduced to everyone else. The garden full of weeds, the rusty fence, just didn’t seem to mesh with what I knew of the woman.

“Lights are off.” Asher pulled out his pistol, checking that it was loaded before jumping out of the car. We were parked a house down to try to deflect attention away from us, but waving a weapon around wouldn’t achieve that. Before I could say anything, he had it tucked into the back of his pants. “We’ll go around the side, see if we can get in through the back door.”

“Quietly.” Kyle added that for my benefit, something that had my eyes rolling.

“I know.”

“Stealth in a video game is different from real life.”

“I know that too.”

He nodded slowly.

“OK, show me what you’ve got.”

We walked down the cracked footpath, but the noise from the street made clear that we didn’t need to be that careful. Hooting cries, a scream, then a ragged cheer competed with the sounds the wind made rustling leaves in the trees as we reached the front gate. Asher tested it, freezing when the hinges screeched and jumping over the fence instead. We followed suit behind him, the sound of our feet hitting the ground swallowed by the long grass. I heard a low hiss from somewhere, making clear we had serpentine company, but one look from me had the python shrinking back, looking for far smaller prey.

Sometimes it felt like abusers announced to the world what they were. The state of the house, the way the gutters sagged and the whole yard was a ferocious obstacle course, filled with rusting junk, it felt like its decay was an externalisation of the rot in his soul. Scott had grown up in this, at risk of getting tetanus the moment he went outside. Charlie, the toddler, would’ve had to be watched every second and no doubt Mary was the one to do it. By creating a rat’s nest of rot, it both kept her down and kept her too busy to walk free of it.

“Fucking hell…” Kyle hissed as we picked our way through the mess, finally arriving in the backyard.

It was worse here. Car bodies fought with weeds for space, yet neatly pegged up on the clothesline were a line of kids’ clothes. Mary would’ve put them out the morning when Phil turned on her, then Scott. I wanted to collect the clothes up in my arms, neatly fold each one, and bring them back to her, but instead we sidled up to the backdoor. Asher produced a long knife, the moonlight shining on the blade and the side of his face as he slid it in between the door and its rotting frame, wiggling a little before popping it open.

The smell was what hit me when we got inside. Sour sweat, mould, dust, it was the stench of despair. That would’ve been what Mary felt every time she walked around the house, each attempt to tidy or clean feeling more and more hopeless. That was enough for me. I wanted to rip Phil’s head right off his fucking shoulders, but that wouldn’t be happening here. The place was empty, I could feel that in my bones, but we checked the rooms anyway.

“Not here,” Asher said grimly. “I’m calling in the foxes.”

“We’re gonna owe them our first born at this rate,” Kyle said, but Asher just stared through his lame joke.

“There won’t be any children to barter,” I replied, “not if Imogen isn’t safe. It’s like by taking Mary away, he needed to find another victim.”

“Makes sense.” Kyle’s face fell. “We’ve seen it often enough. The woman doesn’t matter, and they usually find someone else to take their shit out on if we get their wife or girlfriend free. They need someone to beat down, take out all their petty frustrations on.”

“Someone to hold down so they don’t have to face that fact they are small, pathetic little boys,” Asher snapped, right before he grabbed his phone out.

“You call the foxes.” I drifted forward, spying a laptop buried amongst all the shit piled up on the dining room table. “I’ll take a look at his computer.”

I wish I hadn’t.

This was the part of the job I fucking hated, using the skills I’d picked up in some less-than-savoury places on the internet. As a kid, the idea of white-hat hackers entranced me, their actions that of real-life superheroes, using technology to bring down fuckers who deserved it.

But just like all things in real life, the reality was far more grim.

Sometimes I’d been asked to do this, getting remote access to an abuser’s computer to find evidence that could be reported anonymously to the police, but I’d had to delegate that to contractors fairly early on. The kind of shit I found… It stayed in my mind, burned there as I struggled to accept what was there on the screen. My hands flexed as I opened the laptop, seeing at least it still had a charged battery. My gloved fingers would leave no trace as I ran through the usual passwords that way too many people used.

His name, her name, the kids names, it was none of them, but password? Yep, he’d really used that. The computer was old and sluggish to boot up, but then I saw it.

Fuck…

I prayed then, really prayed, to the bear gods or the human ones, that the boys never caught sight of this shit. Porn clips littered the desktop, and even by the thumbnails, I knew I wouldn’t like what was in each one.

“What’s…?” Kyle’s voice trailed away as the first one started. No preliminaries, the crying, tear-streaked face of the woman in the video appeared straight away, her pleas for help cut up seconds later. “What. The. Fuck.”

His brows drew down, his face turning to thunder, but it was my turn to educate him.

“This is what most of them watch. Violent porn performed by consenting actors is the best option.” I held his gaze, watching the pupils blow wide. “Non-consenting isn’t even the worst.”

“Rape porn…?”

Something seemed to die inside him as he realised that was a thing. The product of a healthy, happy bear shifter family, his parents had so much love they’d adopted Asher when he was brought back to the community. It made sense to me that he didn’t know, but I…

I’d romanticised the actions of lone wolves and vigilantes, imagining myself striding with the same kind of cool Batman did the shitty streets of Gotham, but the comic book writers pulled their punches. What lived out there in the shadows was beyond something the artists could draw. Far darker, far more horrific, and worst of all, far more common than the Machiavellian plots of the Penguin or the Joker. There was a whole industry full of people putting out this shit for people to wank to. I jerked my keys out of my pocket, inserting a flash drive I kept attached to it, and then downloaded a copy of the prick’s entire hard drive onto it.

“The foxes will meet us in a nearby park in twenty,” Asher informed us. “What did you find?”

“The usual fucking shit.” I said that between gritted teeth and he knew exactly what I meant, resulting in Kyle looking at the two of us in incomprehension. He went with Asher sometimes, was good at kicking in doors, but me? I kicked open digital doors, much more quietly and with less fanfare. Kyle was Superman all the way, using all his considerable strength for good and never wavering from his moral centre, but some of us… I stared at the computer screen, seeing it, but not really able to focus. Some of us were forced to get our hands dirty to achieve our goals.

“No one’s been past your girl’s place since,” Rye told us as Todd and Wyatt dropped down from the crumbling jungle gym they were perched on. “Your cleaning crew did good work. Barely smell the piss now.”

“Cat shifters,” Asher told him. “No one’s more meticulous. But Phil?”

“I put word around, even took a sample from the apartment to circulate through our colony,” Rye replied. “Everyone there knows if they see any evidence of this fucker anywhere, they’re to report that back to me.” He grinned slowly. “Even put a bounty on his head, to incentivise some of my more unruly… colony members.”

“You tell me how much and I’ll cover it,” Asher said.

“No need. Our mate is proving to be… resistant to the idea of forming a bond. We have not always acted with honour and she knows this.” Those green eyes glittered like cut glass in the moonlight. “Consider this part of our redemption arc. Perhaps if we help you find your way to your mate, the goddess will smile down on us.”

“We follow the ways of the bear gods,” Kyle said, “but if this will help… I’ll send up a prayer for you.”

“I would assume Phil’s not in the city. I can reach out further to the wild clans that live in the bush, but that will take some time. Our colonies are ruled by matriarchs. I can’t just approach the mother of another colony. My grandmother must make the connection.”

Mama Lisica was a notorious figure in the shifter community. Neither a force for good or ill, she was fiercely protective of her colony and would stop at nothing to keep its members safe. Previously her amorality offended me, but now? I could understand the method of her madness.

“And I suspect she will be a lot less generous in her favours.” Asher stared at Rye. “Tell her we’ll pay it, whatever it is. There is nothing I will not give the mother of foxes to keep my mate safe.”

“Be careful of that.” Wyatt looked surprised that he had spoken, but he pushed himself forward anyway. “She… she will take full advantage of that offer.”

“Let her.” I knew the look in Asher’s eyes, the one that made me think he wasn’t Batman, but a superhero far more reckless, far more self-sacrificing. The Punisher, that was him–brutal, reckless, suicidal. “Let her ask for whatever she wants because I will give it to her. A monster hunts my mate, and I must bring him down before he can get within ten feet of her. Tell Mama Lisica that.”

“So, what now?” Kyle asked, staring at the moon when we got back to the car.

“I don’t know about you, but I need to take fur.” Asher’s hand formed claws against the car window, scratching the glass. “He’s been pressing hard on the bond between us, and I⁠—”

“We’ll go to the pine forest just outside of town,” I replied. “Let the bears out, buy us some time because…” That’s what I hated about the job. Abuse, violence, rape, they were all words I could shy away from, but videos? I couldn’t erase them out of my head once I’d seen them, my guts turning. “What we have to do, it's going to push our control to its limits.”

At that we all got inside the car, driving in silence to an abandoned pine plantation. It was easy to jump over the sagging wire fence, to tear our clothes off the moment we reached the trees. The bear had never shoved forward so fast, his paws landing in the pine needles, his head turning back towards the car.

No, to her.

He saw it in his mind, the long, slow amble back towards headquarters. I tried to turn him around, to make clear what a mistake that would be. Images of being tranqued, of being shot made no difference, but this did. Imogen’s look of horror as a grizzly bear advanced upon her. He huffed at that and then shuffled forward, into the forest.


Chapter 32



Imogen

Later that night, I dreamed of the bear again.

Actually, make that bears.

The big, white polar bear of the other night’s dream ambled through the forest, but this time he brought friends. The grizzly bear was considerably smaller, almost cute, even though a sensible part of me knew he would tower above me if he reared up on his back paws. Then there was the Kodiak. I think that’s what he was, the bear almost as big as the white one, but his fur was the lightest. Almost looking like he’d sat in a hairdresser’s chair to get a balayage between blond and brown, he started to really move, loping through the forest with a rocking gait. The other bears instantly responded.

The hunt was on.

The grizzly bear nudged the polar bear as if to say let’s go, and off they went.

And so did I.

Floating free like a bird above them, I watched them get faster and faster. They were like freight trains, taking a while to get to speed, but once they did, I was tugged along with them. The polar bear was the one that I thought would take the lead, but it was the brown bear that did. The gap between him and the Kodiak began to close, and then as the bigger bear looked up, the grizzly shoulder charged him, right as the polar bear rushed in.

This was all a set up. My heart beat too hard, too fast, wondering at what I was about to see. I always looked away when the predator tore apart the baby animal in the nature documentaries, something that had Mike roaring with laughter, but I needn’t have worried. Despite the roar of the polar bear, his jaws snapped on the space just in front of the Kodiak’s throat, then jerked away.

They were… playing?

That was the only way to describe the way the polar and grizzly bears nipped at the Kodiak, right before he leapt to his paws, then rose up on his back feet and started swiping at the others. In my bed, I stifled a giggle as I watched all three of them spar with each other. Bears were powerful, but graceful wasn’t a word I would use. There was something almost slapstick about their fighting, like The Three Stooges had taken fur.

While the Kodiak was dodging the swipe of the polar bear, the grizzly darted in, raking his paws across the other bear. With more power than he intended, I think. The roar of the Kodiak echoed through the forest, sending birds up and out of their roosting spots for the night, but that wasn’t the strangest thing.

“Fuck!”

A human voice, a familiar one, the Kodiak gave way to Kyle who now stood there naked, inspecting a now bleeding claw mark that raked down his side.

“Shit, you OK?”

I shifted restlessly in my bed, my brain trying to free itself from the dream, but something kept me right where I was as Lucas appeared where the grizzly bear was.

“Just a scratch.”

Asher stepped forward, just as naked, just as glorious as he looked the other night, but the sly smirk on his face was new.

“All right for you.” Kyle jerked back when Asher went to touch the wound, and the bunch of his abs caught my attention. I hadn’t felt free to stare at those hard muscles when he slept beside me, but now? I was nothing but an eye in the sky, free to trace each one lovingly. “The two of you ganged up on me.”

“Like you normally do me,” Asher shot back.

“That’ll be healed in a day, if that,” Lucas said, his body gleaming pale in the moonlight. Those broad shoulders, those arms thickly corded with muscle, drew my eye as he stepped closer. That perfectly formed arse and long legs were new, though. Dream me was very good at conjuring the ideal male form it appeared. “Stop complaining.”

“Might leave a scar.” Kyle sounded pouty, right up until the point he looked up, a slow smile forming. “Chicks dig scars.”

“Doesn’t mean Imogen does.”

Asher’s words, they felt like a rope tied around me, tugging me down to earth as I rushed closer.

“She will on me.” Kyle tried for cocky, but now that I hovered just beyond them, I saw the flash of worry in his eyes.

“She will on us,” Lucas asserted, his chin jerking up.

Evidently dream me had decided I was the mysterious woman they were pining for.

“Then you better earn every one of them,” Asher told the two of them. “To protect her from that prick Phil, we’ll need to use every tool at our disposal.” His jaw flexed as his tone grew grim. “Even our bears.”

Dreams were wish fulfilment, that safe place where we can let our fantasies come to life, that’s what I told myself furiously, because right then he looked past his friends to a space over Lucas’ shoulder.

To where my consciousness hovered, disembodied and adrift. Just as he had the other night, dream Asher held my gaze, those blue eyes of his glowing brighter and brighter, right before he was forced to jerk them away.

“So you want us training in fur?” Kyle grinned, and I saw then something I’d never seen before. Long canines like a dog’s… No, a bear’s. “Heard loud and clear.”

One minute there was a man there, and the next the Kodiak stood, ready to attack the other two, but they took fur in seconds and rallied. I was pulled out of the dream, flying higher and higher into the sky as I watched them spar, bear paws slicing through the air even as their bodies twisted to avoid blows. Up, up, up I went until my eyes flicked open.

Light was starting to seep past the curtains, and by the sounds of the birds’ songs, it was nearly morning. I rolled out of bed with a groan, putting my sling back on with more ease now, the bruising reducing with each day. For just a moment I sat there, piecing it all together, that I wasn’t in the forest watching bear shifters fight, but here.

With a job to do.

I blinked, remembering the kids’ complaints about the supplied breakfast and that I’d planned to cook pancakes and eggs and bacon for everyone this morning. I pulled on another set of borrowed clothing, going for an easy to wear loose t-shirt and some leggings, but when I walked out into the hallway, it wasn’t towards the kitchen, but into Ursula.

“There you are!” She had the bright, chipper demeanour of someone who’d had more than one cup of coffee, or worse, that of a morning person. “I was just coming to get you.”

“To get breakfast on?” I swallowed hard. “Don’t worry, I’m on it.”

“No, to get you to come and work out with me.”

“What?” I stared at her uncomprehendingly, but the smile didn’t falter for a second.

“When you love someone who doesn’t treat you right, they teach you something dangerous.” Her gaze was intense, reminding me of her brother’s. “That you need to put everyone else first before yourself. You’re the only one you’ve got.” Her finger tapped my chest. “No one else will prioritise what you need in the same way, so… Come workout with me.”

“But breakfast⁠—”

“There’s cereal, toast, and coffee for the early risers. If they want something more exotic, they’ll either wait or cook it themselves.” That had my hands tightening into fists, something she noted with a raised eyebrow. “You’ll have your chance to wow everyone with your culinary delights. I, myself, will be first in line for your famous bear pancakes.”

“With lemon and sugar,” I said with a snort. “Or maple syrup. I got both.”

“Of course you did, so…”

Exercise sounded like hell right now, but she was right. Mike made clear who my priority was supposed to be and it wasn’t me. There was something almost naughty about walking away from the kitchen and towards the gym, Ursula shoving the doors open.

I couldn’t help but remember the last time I was here. The boxing bag hung limp on its chain now because it didn’t have Asher dancing around it. In my mind I saw him punching into it with a power no man could match, forcing the bag to swing wildly. Asher who hit with all of the power of a sledgehammer.

Or a polar bear.

I jerked my eyes away, not wanting to get lost in yet another dumb dream. It wasn’t hard to work out what was happening. The guys stepping in to help me, it was like a scene from one of my books, and for some reason I didn’t see them as my usual werewolf romantic leads. Too big, too solid, too… powerful to be just wolves, seeing them as bear shifters made sense.

Except it really didn’t.

This was the real world, and all the magic seemed to have been lost from it long before I was born. They were just guys who helped people, and right now Ursula was trying to do the same.

“Let’s take a look at your range of movement.” She watched me tense as she reached for the sling. “It’s OK. I won’t hurt you. I talked to Ginny and she said some movement would be good for the injury. Just the right movement.”

The sling was removed and she took over holding my arm up, very carefully moving it until I started to hiss from pain, trying this direction then the next.

“Leg day, I think.” She nodded to me before putting the sling back on. “Have you done squats before?”

“What, like this?”

I dropped down into a half squat, not daring to go too low.

“Kind of.” She looked me over, then asked me to do it again. “You’re letting your knees go too far over your toes. Come over here and I’ll show you what I mean.”

I ended up with the backs of my calves pressed against a weight bench, forced instead to hinge my body at the knees and hips. Over and over I performed the movement slowly, surprised at the wobble in my legs.

“Been a while, huh?” Ursula asked with a smile.

“Exercise was never something I did willingly,” I replied. “I loved art and hated PE at school. Running? Ew.”

“Sports is one thing,” she replied. “Some people enjoy it, some don’t, but being strong? Everyone likes that.”

As she stared into my eyes, I saw something I didn’t expect to see: kinship. I couldn’t say how or why, but I was willing to bet Ursula had her own Mike at some point, someone who made her feel weak when she was so obviously strong. I looked over the slim muscles of her arms and then nodded, able to see the way she would’ve dealt with Phil. A karate chop or a punch to the face, driving that fucking arsehole back with each blow, yeah I liked that idea a whole lot.

“OK, see if you can make me strong then,” I replied.

“Stronger.” She nodded and then took up position against the weight bench across from me. “Let’s go with three sets of ten and see how we go from that.”

I was sweating, my muscles were burning, and yet there was a strange kind of exhilaration about it. My thighs turned out to be stronger than I thought, able to perform the exercises she assigned me and move onto the next. Ursula was experimenting with finding the right weight for me when doing leg extensions when the doors opened again, this time to let them in.

It was hard not to see it, the way the three men walked in together in a loose group, the bonds between them clear, the easy confidence. The fact that they looked just like they had in my dream wasn’t what caught my attention, but this. Kyle ripped his tank top over his head and used it to mop his sweating brow, revealing something that wasn’t there when he slept beside me. A red, ragged series of scratches down one side of his hip, it was nowhere near as angry as it was in my dream, but its presence was enough to get me disengaging from the machine, Ursula looking up as I crossed the floor.

They stopped talking before I got close, their eyes all finding mine. With an animal-like awareness, they watched me quietly, implacably, right up until the point I stepped in front of Kyle.

It could’ve been a girl’s nails, my fingers spread apart, trying to see if it would match the scratches. No amount of stretching my hand would allow me to match it. Something far bigger, something with claws, left that mark. I looked up as my hand moved of its own accord, Kyle’s honey-brown eyes widening as I did something extremely weird. His stomach muscles tensed, a low hiss escaping his lips as I set my palm against the mark. I felt the rough rasp of the tiny scabs, the ridge of the mark, and just how small my hand was in comparison.

“How…?” My voice died in my throat, my brain realising belatedly how dumb this was, but my mouth was determined. “How did you get this mark?”


Chapter 33



Kyle

If Imogen knew that each time she touched me my whole body came alight, she’d have snatched her hand back so damn fast. I was forced to grit my teeth, no, my fangs, as a thick, liquid heat pooled in my groin, my dick perking up instantly. But having a raging boner in jeans wasn’t the same as when free balling it in running shorts, so I sent a rapid slideshow of unpleasant images through my head to try to get not so little Kyle to settle down. That only partially worked. But her words? They cooled my ardour far more effectively.

“How did you get this mark?”

“I…” My mouth was moving, needing to answer her, to explain, but I put the brakes on real fast. “I hurt myself⁠—”

“He got scratched up by a tree when we were out running,” Lucas supplied smoothly, shooting me a meaningful look. We could not tell Imogen what we were, not until she was ready.

But when exactly was that?

“This fucker tripped me.” I jerked my thumb in Luc’s direction. “Scratched me up.”

“Where?” Why did she ask that so intently? “Where did you go for a run?”

Luc and I looked at each other in confusion, but Asher stepped forward. He seemed to either avoid looking at Imogen at all or couldn’t stop himself from staring, and he did the latter right now.

“In a forest.” That was correct and all the details she needed, but he forged on. “A pine forest on the outskirts of the city.”

“Why…?” My mate’s voice died in her throat and she seemed to realise she was still touching me, so she snatched her hand back. I missed that small spot of warmth the moment it was gone. “Why would you go all the way out there? There’s huge parks right near this place.”

There was, ringing the entire city, which is why I shot Asher a dark look, mentally questioning how he was going to get us out of this situation, but he just smiled. Not answering her, just stared and watched her closely until I was forced to speak up.

“Asher likes to push us hard and make sure we can deal with a variety of terrains when training. The parks are nice, but they’re all big stretches of neatly mowed grass. The forest is full of trees to dodge around, hidden rocks and fallen logs. Lots of obstacles to jump over.”

“Right.” She looked down at her palm then, as if realising now what she’d done. “Right. Well, I better get breakfast on.”

I watched her walk away and so did everyone else, but did they do so with the same kind of longing? I fucking hated lying to Imogen. Her ex had done just that and more besides, and we hated him for it, but what did that make us?

“OK, let’s get some bag work done before we have breakfast,” Asher said, walking towards the punching bags.

“So we’re not going to talk about this?” Lucas voiced my own complaint perfectly. “That Imogen knew that Kyle got scratched up, that she seemed real interested in where we were last night?”

“No, because I know why,” Asher said, pulling on gloves.

“What?” The prick ignored me, because of course he did, focussing on getting his straps just perfect until I pushed my hand into his chest. His eyes whipped up, a snarl there before he thought better of it, but his gaze was dark as he stared into my eyes. “What do you know?”

“I’m a dream walker.” He referenced a rare ability amongst bear shifters. When asleep, they could enter the dreams of their fated mates. Shit, the really rare ones could get into the dreams of other people.

“You’re… what?”

I didn’t need him to explain what that meant. I’d learned the lore of our people at the elders’ knees, just like everyone else, but that my sleuth mate had that specific ability was a revelation.

“I can enter the⁠—”

“I know that, fuckhead.” I gave him a shove, and in skin I could get Asher’s feet stumbling across the gym floor in ways that my bear never could. “I mean this specific situation. How long…?” My throat closed over, somehow jealous of the scenario I imagined. All of us wanted to get closer to Imogen. She was the fire we all clustered around, driving out the chill of the world we lived in. “How long have you been able to do that?”

“Dream walk?” He shrugged like we were talking about whether to have black or white coffee. “Since the first time I turned. It used to be Ursula’s dreams I entered.”

“He thought I was his fated mate for a while there.” The woman herself crossed her arms and shook her head. Sometimes I forgot they weren’t joined by a blood bond. “I set him straight there. He… protected me in my dreams.” Her hand shot out and she gave his shoulder a squeeze. “Kept the nightmares from overwhelming me, but I haven’t needed that for a long time, and Imogen… She’s the one that needs you, obviously.”

“She was having nightmares about Phil.” Asher’s voice was flat and even. “The bear couldn’t let that happen so he chased them away.”

“And?”

Lucas’ barked that out.

“And then the bear relinquished control and she saw that.”

“In a dream.” Luc sounded like he was bargaining now. “In a dream, right?”

“Only in a dream,” he said. “Imogen was sleeping when we were in the forest and I… felt her presence. The bond seems to go both ways. She can walk through my head just like I can hers.”

Every muscle in my body tensed, fists formed as the instinct to reject this information throbbed through me, but there was no way to fight reality. He shared this terrible, awesome, legendary intimacy with our fated mate and I was jealous of that.

“So, you just keep her safe and show her what we’re doing in her dreams?” I asked, needing that reassurance to settle my heart rate.

“Something like that.”

I knew Asher, so it became immediately apparent he was holding back details. Luc frowned and stepped forward.

“That’s not the full story.”

He was ready to interrogate our sleuth mate, get the truth out of him with a punch to the ribs if he had to, but I glanced at the door. There was someone else involved in this situation that was far more likely to be open and honest about it. All interest in training faded as I started striding towards the door. Asher called out my name, but unless he followed that with a confession of everything else he’d dreamed, I wasn’t listening.

That didn’t come.

The bear was close to my skin, scenting the air and telling me where she’d gone. Not towards the kitchen like she’d said, but here, the art room. I stood in the doorway and watched.

Imogen was so fucking beautiful when she drew. Some wary part of her was set aside to let this out. Her real and true self was allowed to peek out, a secret part of her, just like my bear, and it had her hand moving across the paper.

Blocky, faint shapes were sketched out, giving her a framework to go back and adjust, the lines growing stronger, darker, more confident. I knew what it was before she’d even drawn in the details, knowing the shape of that head, those fluffy ears. Luc’s bear appeared on the page, becoming clearer by the second, only to be shoved aside.

Imogen drew like she was in a fugue state, her pupils flicking back and forth rapidly in time with her hand. This shape was familiar for a whole other reason, because at least some of the time, I lived within it.

My bear’s shoulder wasn’t quite that shape and she frowned, as if realising the exact same thing. An eraser was snatched up and she rubbed it out quickly, then went back for another go. The line was stronger, more certain, and then my fur was indicated in a series of cross hatches, leading down to paws that she recorded in detail. It was the chest that she paused on, though. She had a basic outline, then when it came to doing the shading, her hand slowed. An indication of fur at the crest, but when she got to the spot that still stung from the scratch Luc had left her fingers tightened around the pencil and stopped. The paper was then discarded, just like the other. Another was retrieved and before she put pencil to paper, I knew what she would draw.

Asher, big, tall, the most powerful. Asher who entered her dreams like a thief in the night. Asher, who hid the fact that his bond with her was far deeper than ours. I watched her breath come in faster and faster, her teeth sinking into her bottom lip as her cheeks pinked, making me wonder what the hell had happened as she dreamed. Her hand moved much more tentatively as she took greater care to record his bear on the page. Less shading was needed, so she focussed on the line work, going over and over to correct them until I saw a damn near perfect outline of his beast. She sat back then, the pencil left on the desk as she stared. Seeing what, that’s what I wanted to ask.

What had they done together in the safe cocoon of her dreams? What had she seen, heard, felt? Had he touched her, ran a finger down the slope of her neck and teased that stray curl there, just how I’d wanted to? My fangs ached, my bear pressing hard against my skin. That didn’t happen if I let him out regularly, but he was vexed. In his mind we’d been holding ourselves back for a damn good reason. Our mate needed to heal from another’s harm before she could see us as anything but a helping hand.

But what if Asher helped her in whole other ways?

My lips parted and I took a step forward, ready to ask her just that when a little voice broke the silence.

“Kyle!” Scott rushed towards me, flinging himself at my legs. My hands went out to grab him and swing him around because I knew it’d have him giggling. “Are you going to do a drawing too?”

“I’m sorry,” Mary said, then stopped herself. We’d told her often enough she didn’t have to apologise, and it was nice to see that taken on board. “Scott loves to draw and…” Her eyes met mine, pain and hope uneasy bedfellows there. “Having a big brother figure in his life has been helping.”

Considering the fact that when Scott arrived he was angry and spitting like a furious kitten, I’d take the boisterous boy I had with me any day.

“I’m glad.” I winked at the boy. “So what’re you going to draw today?”

“The Grumpy Bear!” he said, roaring wildly. The picture book series was a hit with kids and hey, if it operated as a little human/bear shifter propaganda, I was OK with that.

“OK, show me what you’ve got.”

But when I turned around, I saw Imogen was standing, her whole body trembling like a frightened fawn.

“Those bears are cool!” I wished one day that our mate would think the same thing, but I admit I grinned at Scott’s review of her drawings. “They don’t look very grumpy, though.”

“No, I don’t suppose they do.” She pushed the drawings his way, something that had Mary making a sound of protest. “They’re yours if you want. You can make them as grumpy as you like.”

“Oh no, he’ll ruin them,” Mary said, rushing forward, Charlie tugged along behind her.

“Nothing to ruin,” Imogen replied, not to Mary but to me. Her eyes locked with mine as she walked towards the door. “I was just going to toss them in the bin, so if he wants to rework the drawings, I’m cool with it.” Her hands smoothed down the front of her shirt. “I need to get breakfast on.”

That look she gave me as she pushed past, full of fire and rebellion, I was glad to see it but heartbroken at the same time. Betrayal, that’s what her scent told me, along with a thick stench of doubt. She wasn’t sure how to feel, and I couldn’t tell her which was right.


Chapter 34



Imogen

What do you do if weird dreams haunt you? Keep busy, of course. Making stack after stack of pancakes for riotous kids and grateful mothers kept my feet moving and my mind blank.

Well, mostly.

In between sizzling pancake batter landing in the pan and eggs and bacon crackling on the hot plate, I saw this. Asher, transforming from bear to man, Lucas and Kyle doing the same. Their eyes following mine just as they had in the gym. The way the three bears gambolled across the forest floor, but it was when I remembered that other dream, almost able to feel Asher’s lips on my neck, or were they his teeth, his hand sliding lower, that I moved. Put the pancakes on the plate, I told myself unnecessarily. Grab those eggs before they go hard. Bacon, more bacon⁠—

“Yum.”

A masculine voice had me spinning around. Lucas stood there looking somewhat wary, but he eyed the platter I was holding hungrily. “Is this breakfast for all of us or⁠—?”

“Here.” I was being rude. No, rude and stupid. Lucas had no idea what I dreamt last night, so of course he looked surprised by the fact I shoved the platter into his hands. “Help yourself.” That was said more gently, but not enough.

“Imo—”

“More pancakes!”

A little voice followed by stampeding steps told me someone else had joined us.

“No more pancakes!” Ava cut her little brother off at the pass. “You’ll be sick, and then Mum will have to clean you up.” Her arms crossed firmly. “I’m not.”

“Aww…”

I watched the little boy’s face fall and couldn’t help but smile.

“Listen to your sister. There’ll be pancakes for breakfast tomorrow, as long as your mum says it’s OK.”

“More than OK.” Hannah arrived at the servery window looking a little harried. “Thank you for this, Imogen. It’s been so hard to get Kaleb to eat anything…’

And she didn’t need any more hard things. I nodded, catching the slight tremor in her bottom lip right before she blinked and straightened up.

“And you need a bath, young man.”

“Nooo…” His cries were loud and theatrical, forcing everyone to laugh. “I’m not a boy, I’m a stinky bear!”

His growls, his hands held up as claws, it all took on a different meaning right now. Obviously the kids here were impressed by the idea of bears due to the books that Kyle was reading them, but what if…? This was a secret facility to program children to accept our new bear shifter overlords? I snorted at the idea because that was completely ridiculous. Not even in the paranormal romance books would an author come up with that kind of plot. Instead, I focussed on the situation before me.

“Was there anything else you were after?” I asked Lucas coolly. “There’s toast and butter and a variety of sauces in the dining room if you want them.”

“Um, yeah, actually.” He set the platter down so he could produce something that had my heart dropped through the floor. A box with an international shipping label was held out. “Some of your books came. I haven’t checked them because some people like to be the ones to open their packages. Be the first one to sniff the pages, y’know?”

I did know. I’d do just that in the privacy of my own room, but right now I used a knife to slice open the packing tape, only to find treasure inside. K Llewellyn was one of the OG paranormal writers, her books now gone out of print. I had no idea why because I thought they were amazing. Maybe no one wanted to update the pre-internet technology references, or the dated slang, but still… The connection she described between the shifter and his mate was unmatched. The pages sizzled almost as much as the hot plate.

The hot plate!

I quickly turned the now considerably more crispy bacon, then turned the heat down before reaching into the box. Inside were some of the books I’d never managed to find copies of. The Tiger’s Kiss and The Dragon’s Fire were not super popular with readers and released at the end of her career, so only true fans managed to find copies, and I now held them in my hands. I looked up and into his eyes.

“Thank you. I… Thank you. I’m sorry I was being a bitch⁠—”

“You weren’t.” That small smile broke my heart and put it back together again. “Those are hard to come by books. Have you read them yet?”

“No.” That came out too hard, too fast. “No, I haven’t. I found an excerpt published on the author’s website, but then she died. No one’s updated it, and they kept saying they’d republish the books but no one did. There was some legal issue…” I sighed. “And you don’t care.”

“Come and listen to me talk about rare edition comics one day and you’ll realise how much I care,” he told me. “All books are precious, but some are more precious than others. Lost due to lack of interest, pulped up and recycled, you have to wonder what was lost. Was it amazing or terrible?” He nodded to the covers. “Right now that’s Schrodinger’s book because you don’t know.” He picked up a plate, putting some food on it before handing it to me. “How about you sit down and find out over breakfast?”

I realised later he probably meant with him, but I took the plate and barely held back the urge to run back to my room. Instead, I walked there swiftly, sinking down in front of the desk and opening the first page.

Sheena was being so annoying. Her mate was a gorgeous Siberian tiger named Crispin, and in human form he was this tall, dark, and devilishly handsome man who was intent on sweeping her off her feet, but she kept dancing out of his grasp. I knew this back and forth of banter was all part of the foreplay, but right now I knew Crispin had barbs in a very intimate area and a rough tongue, and I wanted to find out how that worked.

My eyes raced over this page and the next, getting increasingly frustrated with her obtuseness. Crispin spoke in a purring tone. He was supernaturally strong, able to fight off a slew of bad guys intent on mugging Sheena with little effort and… I stopped then and looked up. My reflection stared back at me, wide eyed and way too pale, right before I looked back down at the book.

Big, crazy strong, protective, obsessive…

I was up and out of my seat without thought. Breakfast was left uneaten because I had other needs that had to be met. Leaving the books in the room had me feeling antsy. I couldn’t help but feel someone might sneak in and steal them, damage them again, even though logically this wasn’t true. I closed the door firmly, then walked down the hall, searching for the room with the computer monitors. I was drawn closer by the humming sounds of many computers working at once, stopping when I reached the doorway to stare into the darkness. Multiple artificial lights told me what was making the noise, that and a flickering screen sent strange shadows across his face.

“Lucas?” I asked.

He pulled away from the monitor as if stung, quickly exiting out of what he was looking at. That furtiveness had me smiling, temporarily forgetting what I came here for.

“Imogen!”

He blinked and pushed his glasses back up his nose.

“What’re you doing?” I moved closer, grinning, thinking I’d caught him doing something a little naughty, but all the amusement left my body when I saw his screen. Thumbnails for videos littered the desktop and each one made clear that I would not like their contents. Women screaming, women frozen writhing in pain. Panicked women, crying women… “No…” I stepped backwards, realising now that I was right and I was wrong. Part of me was convinced that he and his friends were hiding something, but I thought…

What did I think?

That he was a shifter? The idea turned to acid, burning through my brain. What a fucking ridiculous idea. People talked about it all the time, that so many of those employed to help women and children turned out to be abusers themselves.

“Is that what you’re into?” My voice was the sound of breaking glass. “This is why you ‘help’ women?” I glanced at the screen, my brain screaming for me to look away, but instead I darted forward, grabbing his mouse from between slack fingers before clicking on the closest video.

“No… no… no!”

Her scream was cut off abruptly as Lucas stabbed a finger down on the space bar.

“Jesus, Imogen.” He shook his head, the bright lights turning his glasses into a reflective mask. “I’m not in here jerking off to this shit. This is evidence.”

I couldn’t hear it. All of a sudden everyone in this entire place was suspect. I’d been here before, hadn’t I? Trusting people that I shouldn’t have. Was that what was happening right now? “This is…” Lucas didn’t want to tell me, but he did anyway and that’s what I needed to convince me. “This is a copy of Phil Jackson’s laptop. I took a copy of it when we broke into his place. I don’t want to look at a single one of these disgusting fucking files. I…”

His obvious disgust was a mirror of my own, and I needed that. Someone to say what I thought, but everyone around me didn’t. That this was wrong, bad, vile. I liked to think of myself as sex positive, but there was nothing positive about hurting someone in a non-consensual way. “I’m trying to find out which ones are shit he downloaded from the internet and which ones…”

I didn’t want him to finish that sentence, and yet I needed him to with every breath.

“Which ones he created himself.”

Fuck.


Chapter 35



Lucas

I hated the stink of Imogen’s fear, her pain. It was like burnt tyres and singed feathers all at the same time. It filled my nose, telling me, telling the bear, that I needed to do something, anything to make her feel better right fucking now, and I was so preoccupied by that I missed this. My mate sliding between me and my computer, then settling down on my lap. My arms went around her on automatic, my instincts kicking in, but the feel of her body against mine drove everything out of my head. The shit, the pain, the fucking terrible torrent of abuse in every image. The relief I felt when it was all pushed out of my mind, right as her hand moved.

“Imogen—!”

She grabbed the mouse before I could stop her, but when my hand covered hers, she shook her head.

“I’m not watching them.” She was putting on a brave front, the waver in her voice making that clear. “I’m not. I don’t know how you do.”

“Most of the time I don’t,” I admitted, resisting the urge to press my forehead into her back. Her scent would be stronger there, and as it began to sweeten again, I took long, slow breaths of it in. “We outsource it to stringently vetted teams, but even that will change. I’m working on a program that can pull metadata, identify people in the film and cross match them with public records, social media platforms. Then I…”

I sucked in a breath, then another, hating that I was showing a moment of weakness in front of the one woman I wanted to impress. I never would’ve brought this to her attention. I didn’t want Imogen feeling uncomfortable, but it was more than that.

I was her man, and I wanted to provide for her, make her feel safe without her even knowing. I wanted her to be able to take that shit for granted.

“You hate this.” I felt her shift, then looked up to see her staring down at me. “You really hate this.”

There was something almost accusatory about her tone.

“Hate’s too weak a word for it.” I shook my head sharply, realising I had no hope of pretending I had it all together. “Some of its bullshit. Actors work together to… pretend that they’re raping the female performer. It’s all consensual, but…”

I stared into her eyes, wanting to get lost in them, in the softness, the warmth of her. She was like a fire crackling in the depths of winter, driving the artificial cold from my bones, and I couldn’t help but want to hold my hands up to it.

“What kind of man gets off to that?” I asked, really wanting to know the answer. “Like I know some women get off on rape fantasies and if they’re doing that with someone they trust and have a safe word, or some way to tap out instantly, I guess that could work, but…” My eyes flicked back and forth. “That’s not what the guys that get off to this shit are thinking, are they?”

“I…” Her hand rose, her fingers flexing, but she turned back to the computer monitor and I flushed then, feeling a rush of shame as her wriggling provoked a reaction from me. My dick thickening when this poison was on the screen filled me with shame. “I don’t know.”

The mouse moved again and I peered over her shoulder to see what she was looking at.

Just like me, her mouse hovered over every thumbnail and just like me, the path of the cursor slowed. I’d changed the display settings, made the thumbnails as big as possible to try and determine what was in each clip without having to look at them, but it was only when she was sitting here that I noticed a common thread.

“Dark hair…” She hissed that out as I did the same thing. “They…” The mouse was released abruptly, the stink of fear back in her scent. I turned her around gently. Her looking at the monitor had set my teeth on edge, but now it was too much. Instead, I shifted her in my arms, so her legs lay across my lap. That was enough to keep her focus from the screen, but not enough for me. I cradled her in my arms, pulling her closer to my chest. “They look like me.”

And Mary, but I didn’t tell her that. The women weren’t identical or anything, but there was a similarity there. Slim brunettes with beautiful brown eyes, I was willing to bet that’s not what Phil saw. Victim, that’s what his head told him for some reason I’d never understand.

But right now, I didn’t give a fuck about that idiot. Just her, just Imogen.

“He’ll never get within ten feet of you,” I told her, the bear bleeding into my voice, lending me his strength. “This place seems nice inside, but it's got state-of-the-art security systems. People don’t get in unless they’ve got clearance, and we can lock it down within seconds if we need to.”

Imogen seemed to shrink down on herself rather than sit straighter. I pulled her closer, letting out a sigh when her head hit my chest. I had fully intended to keep Phil’s proclivities from her, hoping she never discovered the truth, but it was hard to regret it when she was like this.

“You really believe that, don’t you?” Her tone, it was shifting, a little spark of hope there that I needed to help grow. She moved, looking up at me. “You’re sure he can’t get in here.”

“Belief is just a feeling,” I replied. “I know it, Imogen. Men have found us, tried to get in here before now, and each time they’ve failed. Even with that track record, we regularly review our security systems, refining them. No one, and I mean no one, who works here wants to be caught off guard.” My hand moved slowly, tracing a small circle on the small of her back. “Keeping every woman and child in this building safe is the only thing we care about.”

But that was a lie.

Not about our security record but the care part. My computer monitor was a dim, hazy shape behind her head, my brain spared the horrors on the screen because I could only focus on one thing when she was in the room and that was Imogen. I watched her eyes drop down to my mouth, spending way too long inspecting it, right before she reached out and pushed a lock of hair behind my ear. That touch, that little gesture, was enough for me to spend the rest of the day on cloud nine, but this? She darted forward, stopped herself, and my whole body went rigid, my heart beating way too fast. Was she…? Did she…?

Yes, she did.

Something in her hardened, her eyes turning to molten chocolate as she stared down at me and then moved, pressing a kiss to my lips.

Fuck.

I’m not ashamed to admit that I played the memory of that first kiss over and over in my head, but that was just a dare. A game that meant everything to me and nothing to her. In some ways this was our first real kiss, because something inside her felt the tug that drew me to her every time she was in the room.

I’d analysed my performance, playing the memory over and over in my head, agonising over whether I kissed too hard, my lips were too wet or too dry. All that shit fell away as I felt her mouth on mine.

This, my heart, the bear’s heart, sang. This was right–no, better than that. This was perfect. No darkness could live in my heart, not when she was kissing me. A little animal grunt that escaped her, as if she was surprised by what she was feeling. Me too, I wanted to shout. Me fucking too. Need swirled inside me, and it felt like it was infectious, because her lips parted, letting me in.

Hot, slick, wet, that’s how her mouth felt as my tongue surged forward, and right as I struggled to work out how this should go, hers flicked out to tangle with mine. My hand slid up her nape without intending to, the need to stop her from pulling away ruling me, but I needn’t have worried. She didn’t fight my hold but leaned into it as she shifted, her legs going to either side of my thighs.

The gaming chair made a sound of protest, the seat wide enough, strong enough to take us, but the tilt engaged, forcing her to yelp. Imogen’s eyes went wide right before she felt the chair settle, then her lids drew back down. That sensual look and those bruised lips were fucking everything. I reached for her slowly, not sure if she wanted more, but she just smiled, and then her mouth came crashing down on mine.

What was happening now, her hips lowering, her legs parting to let me in, it was so different to what was on those videos as to need an entirely separate name. I almost felt a pang of pity for Phil and his ilk right then, because he’d never know what this felt like. To want someone, need someone with your entire heart.

To love someone.

That’s what I felt as she began to move, rocking against my now rigid cock, seeking something, but I didn’t know what. I cursed my lack of experience, even as my hands found her hips and pulled her down harder. Her moan of approval was accompanied by the sound of a knock at my door. It was then I realised something important. I hadn’t shut the server room door, caught off guard by Imogen’s kisses, so when Kyle came strolling through the door, we jerked apart, staring like deer in the headlights.

“There you…” His smile fell and he stared, taking in every place my body was pressed against our mate’s. Imogen seemed to take that level of attention badly, scrambling off my lap and smoothing her clothes down. “Are.” Kyle finished the sentence belatedly, then glanced up at Imogen. “I was looking everywhere for you. We’re running a messy play session in the art room for the little kids, so their mums can attend group therapy, and I⁠—”

“Need a hand?” Her tone sounded forced and overly chipper. “Sure. I can do that.”

One glance my way, that’s all I got before she followed Kyle out of the room, but there was so much in it. Something animal and hungry, something confused and searching, but also… I wondered at it long after she’d left, and I had only that damn computer monitor to stare at. Something I couldn’t put my finger on. While I didn’t hate the way this little visit had ended, I still was missing one thing.

What had brought her down to the server room in the first place?


Chapter 36



Imogen

I was a complete idiot and now everyone knew.

That was a tad overly dramatic, but hey, I didn’t exactly have an Emily Post sanctioned response to being caught dry humping one of the guys that helped you leave your shit ex by the other guy who helped you out. So right now my cheeks were burning red hot, the feeling of shame keeping my lips tightly closed.

“So one of the previous therapists had the kids playing with this paint mix.” Kyle’s voice sounded strained, which only made this ten times worse. “I think they mixed flour in with it?”

“Corn flour.” Where had that come from? Oh, me. I shook my head, then stopped. Kyle noted this and turned to face me. “They would’ve used cornflour. It makes a nice consistency in finger paint, lets kids draw with their fingers in it and then you can take a print from it with paper.”

“I knew I had the right woman for the job.” His smile was like the sun coming out from behind the clouds, a welcome sight. “I grabbed some regular flour and would’ve made a real mess of things.”

Well, I knew what that felt like. I swallowed hard and put my big girl panties on, figuring the only way to get rid of the elephant in the room was to address it.

“I’m sorry about… that.” Yeah, great apology, I thought furiously. “I’m sorry you found me with Lucas.”

“Why?” The smile faded and something else rose, turning his eyes to gold. “Did Luc hurt you? Do anything you didn’t want?”

“What? No, I…” Just admit shit, I thought to myself. Stop the foreplay and confess. Foreplay was an unfortunate choice in words, but hey, here we were. “Lucas was comforting me and one thing led to another.”

“So you kissed him?”

Why did Kyle seem so pleased by that idea? Was he ready to pimp his friend out or something?

“Um yeah, at first, then the kissing seemed pretty much both our ideas.”

“And how did that feel?”

It could’ve been a cool, clinical question, but his low purr of a tone had me thinking of Crispin the tiger shifter in the book I was reading. I blinked, remembering why I’d gone to Lucas in the first place.

To ask him if he was a bear shifter.

I could do that right now, but as Kyle stared, my nerve left me. The idea seemed completely and utterly ridiculous now, so I forged on.

“Good. Really good.” I shrugged. “Better than it has…”

Ever been, I quickly realised. No one had ever kissed me like that, with such a combination of sweetness and sensuality, which was perhaps why my fingers went to my lips. It was as if by touching them I could recover that pleasure.

“Good.” Kyle shot me a smug smile. “You can go back to him if you want more. I’d advise locking the door, but⁠—”

“You want me to…?” I shook my head. “No, you guys are employing me to help out, so I’ll help. I’ll make up some finger paint and if I want… more of that, I’ll see if Lucas is interested once the work is done.”

“OK, if that’s what you want.” A perfectly reasonable response from Kyle, but there was a strange edge to it, something that had me reexamining my memory of him busting us. He wasn’t amused, horrified, or annoyed by catching us mid clinch. Kyle seemed…

Into it.

Like he wanted to watch every second of what was happening, right before he⁠—

Finger paint, I told myself firmly, moving down the hallway to find a gaggle of kids waiting by the door.

“We’ve got some eager little artists,” Ursula said, but the truth was more complex. Some kids seemed unfazed, fidgeting and moving like a happy young child might, but others…? There were shadows in their eyes. Ones we could hopefully dispel with some art, I hoped, walking in through the door.

“Ready to do some finger painting?” I asked brightly.

“Yeah!” the more energetic kids said, coming rushing in. Kyle took over, very gently shepherding the less-certain children inside.

It was now I realised what a mistake teaching art would’ve been.

There was paint everywhere. On the tables, because we’d poured an amount on each laminated surface, ready for the children to play with, but also all over the plastic smocks we’d had to make each child pull on. In their hair (thankfully it was not the kind that would stain), on their hands, their faces. Ursula had hung around to help and was cackling at the mess everywhere.

“This is awesome,” she announced, right as a child babbled the story of what they painted to her. “Some of the kids are terrified of the idea of a mess, and you’ve got every single one of them engaging.”

A few of the quieter kids warmed up once we got started, taking the squealing, shouting cues from the other children, but some remained restrained. They worked carefully to draw different shapes in the paint, intent on recording something.

“They are,” I agreed, even if it was a little ruefully.

“Miss Immie! Miss Immie!” A little girl waved me over frantically with hands painted neon green. “Look! I drewed my family.”

I resisted the urge to correct her, sinking down to her level to look at her table.

“That’s Mummy. That’s Dan-dan.” Her brother’s name was Daniel. “That’s Bingo.” She was a dog drawn with a few too many legs. “And that’s me!”

No father, I noted that silently, even as I smiled and nodded through her explanation.

“It’s beautiful, Chloe,” I said. “Should we take a print of it?”

“Yes!”

“One piece of paper coming right up.”

Kyle swept in with a piece of paper, not noticing the way Chloe scuttled back a little too fast. Her little eyes widened, and I wondered at what she was seeing, but the little girl recovered quickly. Kyle was big, he was strong, but he was safe, she seemed to decide. A small smile formed, fragile and ready to be dashed away, but as he carefully laid the paper down to take a print of her painting, then used his hands to smooth down the paper, not hurt her, she rallied.

“Your mummy will love that painting,” I told her, reaching out, and her little hand gripped mine tightly, hope flaring to life in her chest. “She’ll be very proud.”

“All printed.” Kyle peeled the paper back and showed it to her and the girl’s face lit up, her fingers twitching as she recognised each figure on the print. “So what else are you going to paint, Chloe?”

“Kyle!” she said, pointing to the man. “Books! Bear!”

I blinked.

Inside my head I knew what was happening. All the kids seemed completely taken by the grumpy bear books, so of course that’s what they talked about or painted, but… What was with those damn dreams?

“Everything OK?” Ursula paused midway through taking a print over to the drying rack. She seemed as attuned to my mood as the kids.

“Everything’s great,” I replied, right before I was summoned forth. Another child and another wanted to tell me the story behind their artworks, and I did what they seemed to need: listen.

After what felt like hours, the session came to an end and the real work commenced. We helped the kids clean themselves up, tossing the smocks into a tub for washing, then began scraping the tables clean.

Well, Kyle and I did.

“Shit, looks like we’ve got a new client being brought in,” Ursula said, looking down at her phone. “I’ve gotta go. I can send someone up⁠—”

“It’s cool.” Kyle was the perfect guy for this kind of thing: endlessly calm and placid. He worked to scrape the paint into a big bin with slow methodical strokes. “We’ve got this.”

“You don’t meet the new clients?” I asked him when Ursula rushed out.

“Not at first.” His focus was on the tabletop, not me, so I started scraping down my own table. “Seeing a big dude when you’ve just escaped a brutal situation.” He shrugged. “Not great for making you feel safe. Honestly, when Ursula first started this place up, she wasn’t sure if we should have any role at all.” His eyes met mine. “Every woman is here because of some dickhead who went out of his way to hurt her.”

Even me, I thought idly, then shook my head.

“So it makes sense that we should steer clear until people feel secure enough to deal with us.”

“But not me.” That came out without thought. “You didn’t do that with me.” I’d finished scraping this table clean and was moving to one of the last ones that needed cleaning. “You three were all over the whole process, getting me out of my old place and into the new one, then protecting me from Phil.”

“That was different.”

He said that so definitely, as if he knew exactly why, but I didn’t.

“Why not send Ursula to install the security system?” I asked. “Change the door?”

“Well, for one, she’s shit with tools. Never seen a person strip a screw faster than her,” he replied, trying to smile but that faded under my steady regard.

“That’s not it.”

How did I know that? I’m not sure, but I was willing to bet it was the same strange impulse that told me to get the fuck away from Phil at the party, that let me know that someone was waiting for me behind my car. The same sense so many women have that they are surrounded by sharks, just looking for a bite.

The same sense men worked so hard to stifle in us.

“No, it’s not.” His acknowledgement was a relief when it came, because I anticipated the opposite. For him to pull the same shit so many guys did, deny, downplaying, and redirecting. I watched his hands shift, his palms face up. “It’s not, Imogen. You are… special.”

How? Why? In what way? I wanted to bark out those questions rapid fire, like bullets from a gun, but a customary reticence stopped me.

One I pushed back against.

This, this ‘special treatment’ was what had me coming up with weird theories to explain it. That he, Asher, and Lucas were not men but shifters, even when I knew the real reason would be something much more prosaic. So I did ask every one of those questions, watching him straighten up.

“You ever see someone and just know?” he replied, a wistful note in his voice. “With one look, you’re hooked. You don’t know their name, their life story, or how they take their coffee, but you want to.” He nodded slowly. “You really, really want to.”

“Yes.” That was blurted out, but as I heard my reply, I frowned. In some ways that’s what it felt like with Mike, but… Was that what it was? He was mysterious, notorious, cool, and remote, so when he spoke to me it was like an alien had descended from the stars to communicate with me only, but just like an alien, we had little in common once that process started. We kept looking for it though, searching for something to build a relationship on when sands kept shifting the foundations, no matter what we did. “No,” I amended, and he nodded slowly.

“Well, that’s what it was like for me, for Lucas⁠—”

“Lucas?”

That shouldn’t have been a surprise because we were pashing earlier this morning.

“And Asher.” I couldn’t help but show the surprise I felt then. “Asher too. All three of us were drawn closer the moment we saw you, Imogen. At first to protect you from Phil, but that wasn’t enough to keep us around. We’d have referred you to the triage team and organised support, but…”

He shot me a rueful smile and I saw the fear, the sadness there.

“That wouldn’t be enough to keep us coming around.”

“Then what would be?” I wasn’t fishing for compliments. This was the moment the other shoe dropped, and I’d been waiting for it to happen for way too long.

“Kyle.” Of course, that’s when Asher walked in the door. “I got news…”

His words and Kyle’s played over and over in my head as he turned to stare at me.

Those pale blue eyes felt like they burned into my skin, but it wasn’t a painful thing. How could it be when it’d happened so many times before? In real life and in my dreams, I couldn’t seem to escape them. I watched him take me in, that cool gaze taking in the paint on my skin.

The way my lips felt overly full and swollen.

I fought the urge to flick my tongue over the bottom one because they felt way too dry right now.

“Mama Lisica got back to you?”

Kyle broke the spell, referencing some woman I didn’t know.

“Yeah, we… we’ll talk about it in the meeting room. I let Lucas know he needs to join us.”

Kyle was leaving. Our conversation was over, something I wanted to protest, but of course couldn’t, not without seeming like a whiny little bitch.

“Right, well⁠—”

Kyle turned to me with an apologetic look. He was going to give me the brush off, but I got there before him.

“You go, I’ll sort out the clean up.”

“No need.” Asher pulled out his phone and made a quick call to the cleaning staff. “That’s what we pay them to do. Also, the morning mail came and this arrived for you.”

Another box was held out, heavier than the last. I accepted it as a substitute to the conversation I needed to have.

“We’ll talk more later,” Kyle said. “At dinner?”

I just nodded, then watched the two of them walk out the door.

Sure enough, a team of people walked in the door and took in the mess with a smile.

“The kids look like they had a lot of fun,” an older lady said, giving my shoulder a squeeze. “It always seems to be in proportion to the mess they’ve made.” I offered to stick around, but she shook her head. “We’ve got this.”

So instead, I walked down the hall to the library, slinking between the quiet stacks to find an armchair and a table in a corner. I opened the box and there they were, my favourite series. Hard male bodies and roaring bear shifters were on each cover as I shuffled through the contents, realising this.

This place seemed to do a lot for the women and children they housed here, but buying expensive books and freighting them from overseas? I was willing to bet they’d never done that for anyone else. I’d check when I made sure to catch up with Kyle later this afternoon, but right now, I sank into the chair and opened the first book to page one.


Chapter 37



Asher

“Word came in from one of the fox colonies. A man matching Phil’s description has been sighted in several small towns on the way north,” I told my sleuth mates.

“He’s heading to the Northern Territory?” Kyle asked. It was the least populated of all the Australian states, with a reputation for being a bit wild. Most of the movie Crocodile Dundee was shot there. “Fuck, that’ll make him hard to track.”

“Or we just let him go.” We all stared at Lucas. “I mean, if he’s nowhere near Imogen⁠—”

“That’s not enough.” I snapped, not meaning to but the bear wouldn’t allow for dissension here. “Phil, dead, that’s the only way forward.” I stared him down until he looked away. “So, how goes the examination of his hard drive?”

“Badly.” Kyle snorted at Lucas’ response, and the look they shared was intriguing, but I couldn’t allow it to distract me. “Or good, depending on which way you look at it. The guy was into some sick fucking shit.” That was self-evident and I didn’t need an internet search history to confirm that. “But from what I can tell, none of the videos are homemade.”

“He just trawled some of the shittiest places on the dark web to find them.” My jaw muscle twitched as my fangs ground against each other. “What do we know about the time stamps? When did he download them and with what frequency?”

Lucas shook his head slowly.

“More, much more since Mary came to us, and their content… It got worse after she left.”

“So he’s escalating.” I walked over to the map on my wall, blue pins used to track the places Phil had been sighted. “Any other details I need to know?”

“He really seems to like slim brunettes.”

That admission was dragged out of Lucas, probably because we all stared in response.

“He’s not the only one.” Kyle tried for humour and failed, but his knowing look at Lucas made clear there was more to that statement.

“What happened?”

“I—”

“Luc—”

The two of them glared at each other before Lucas replied.

“Imogen came to find me in the server room. I clicked out of the shitty video I was inspecting, and she thought…” He looked at the two of us sheepishly. “I was looking at porn.”

“You were,” Kyle replied.

“To get off, not make me wish brain bleach was a real thing. She saw the thumbnails⁠—”

“She what?”

I was moving forward, claws snicking out without a thought, the bear pressing hard. We did not want our traumatised mate watching shit like that.

“I explained what I was doing, and she… Imogen’s the one that pointed out all the women in the video looked alike.” Like Mary, like Imogen, like any number of women. None of them were special to Phil. Just stand ins for his sick fantasies, dolls for him to break like a wanton child. “Then Kyle⁠—”

“Oh, you’re missing a really important part of that story.” Kyle smirked at Lucas. “Tell Asher.”

That flush across my sleuth mate’s cheeks told me everything I needed to know, but I waited patiently for the details.

“I told Imogen she was safe and held her in my arms, making clear we’d do anything to protect her.” That part I approved of heartily, so I nodded. “Then she… She kissed me.” Kyle waved a hand, indicating that more detail was needed. “She kissed me and I kissed her, and we were making out until this fucker decided to walk right in.”

“The door you left open,” Kyle said. “So that anyone could walk in and catch you guys dry humping.”

“Dry… humping?”

I barely choked those words out. Not because I didn’t want just that. If Imogen initiated sexual contact with one of us, we were free to respond, but… At those crude words, I saw it, felt it. Her scent in my nose, her body bare under mine, right as I eased myself inside her. The volcanic hot suck of her drawing me deeper. My cock throbbed like a sore tooth, demanding attention, but I was forced to forge on.

“So you responded appropriately to her overtures? Good. Close the door next time, but… good.” My focus shifted to Kyle. “It seems like we’re making progress with Imogen. I obviously walked in on something today.”

“Oh, so you kissed her as well?” Lucas shot him a dark look. “Did you close the door?”

“Not kissed.” Kyle shook his head. “I… I was about to tell her the truth.” We all went quiet and he began to move restlessly under the constant scrutiny. “She’s worked out that something is going on with us, that we’ve treated her differently to other women that come to the shelter. She wants to know why.”

So we needed to tell her.

Hiding what we were was something every single one of us had been taught from a young age, but at some point, we had to confess to her what we were.

“OK, we’ll work out how we’re going to explain the situation to Imogen together.” The look of relief on each of their faces was a mirror of my own, though I would never dare express it. “But first, we need to deal with Phil. Lucas, any mention of family in the area on his hard drive?”

We all sat down around the table as he retrieved his laptop, mirroring the screen on the data projector. That’s when the long, slow, shitty process of combing through our copy of Phil’s device started.

Let Imogen lead the conversation, I thought that as we walked towards the dining room, lured there by the smell of good food being cooked. Let her decide how much she wanted to know. I wouldn’t initiate anything, but I also wouldn’t hold anything back; and while that decision was arrived at through logic and reason, that wasn’t what I felt right now.

Anticipation.

My heart was beating faster, the bear this fucking close. He wanted, needed, to get out to meet her. The dreams had been enough to keep him at bay, but that was no longer working. He wanted more.

He wanted her.

Her fingers in his fur, her hand smoothing over his head, an indication that she recognised what we were to her, but that’s not how it worked I told him firmly. Imogen making out with Lucas, so readily coming to my bed in my dream could be anything. Lust, boredom, a need to just feel something. Hell, if Elodie were to speak on it, it could be that our mate was simply seeking something to fill the hole Mike left behind.

No, not that, my brain rejected that entirely.

This was fucking killing me, but as I walked into the crowded dining room, I realised that I wasn’t in control here. I couldn’t plan my way through this, meticulously preparing for every step I took towards her. Instead, I was forced to join the line, grab a plate, and shuffle forward with the rest, waiting for her to notice me.

“Lamb…”

Imogen had looked up with a well-practised smile, her tongs at the ready when she saw who she was serving. Her eyes widened at the sight of me, and I sucked her reaction in hungrily. I wasn’t the same as everyone else here. She didn’t stare at them like she did me, and as much as I wanted to just let that happen, restless sounds from the people behind me meant I had to break that spell.

“Yes, please.”

I held out my plate and she deposited a heap of meat on it, blinking the entire time.

“You’re going to want more than that.” Without bothering to get a confirmation, she added more meat to the plate, the smell filling my nose. Roast lamb was tolerable, but when my mate prepared it? It was amazing. She shook her head and then went back to her well-practised patter. “Um, the sides are all here. Help yourself and let me know if there’s anything you’re missing.”

“What about you?” She flushed then, making clear the unintended innuendo. “I meant, when are you getting something to eat?”

“I’ll grab something to eat after everyone else.”

Imogen said that in such an offhand way, and that had my fangs grinding together. Her needs came last, that was maddening enough, but to be so blasé about it meant this was her normal.

“Plate,” I demanded, looking at my sleuth mates. Kyle apologised to the people behind him and reached across, plucking one from the pile, before holding it out.

“You’re what…?” She stared down at it. “Saving me a plate?”

“You need to eat,” I replied with a shrug. “And if you cooked, you deserve more than scraps.”

“You can come and eat with us.”

Her focus shifted then to Lucas, and I caught the moment her gaze softened.

“OK.” She nodded to herself. “Some roast potatoes then, please. They’re really good if I say so myself.”

“They look good.”

Kyle reached out to pluck one from the bowl, but she smacked the back of his hand with her tongs.

“Don’t touch the food with your hands like an animal…” This was it, the moment when she realised, because on some level she already did. I saw it in the way she straightened abruptly, her eyes flicking from me to the rest of my sleuth, but whatever instinct was kicking in, she shoved it back down. “Using the serving spoons like a civilised person.”

But we weren’t civilised. Underneath this skin suit lurked an animal, one whose heart beat for her and only her, and I hoped… I hoped she wouldn’t run screaming when she met him.

As we walked over to an empty table, I couldn’t help but remember. The bear shifter community told its history via stories because the gods knew we couldn’t write it down. There were tales of the trials we went through to earn our mates, the lengths we would go to, and most had a happy ending.

Most.

But at the end of the night, when the shadows grew long and strange things shifted in the darkness, the elders might speak. Of women who rejected the mate bond, who saw what was on offer and shook their head, or worse, left screaming, never to return. They were cautionary tales, ones each boy was told to make clear that nothing was certain. I’d been able to live with it then, the idea that someone I cared about being taken from me a familiar one. But having my family torn from me was different to this. I barely remembered them, and what I did was largely confined to the photographs I’d been given. Imogen, though…

When I looked across a crowded dining room to watch her at work, she stopped mid conversation with one of the workers, somehow sensing my attention. Our eyes locked, and we shared something then. Something complex, a tangled mess of curiosity and fear, wariness and pain, and a whole lot of other things I couldn’t decipher, not without talking to her.

“Tonight,” I said, to my sleuth mates, to myself. “We tell Imogen what we are tonight.”


Chapter 38



Imogen

Care Bear stare, that’s what my friends at school used to call dudes who’d stare at you across a crowded room but never actually approach. I was getting that from Asher right now, his gaze almost as tangible as physical touch. It dragged me away from my job, from what I was doing, stopping me midway through a conversation with one of the clients, having me pause when I was depositing meat on people’s plates.

Making me constantly aware of him.

As if that wasn’t always the case.

They were like bright points in the darkness, drawing my attention by default, because everything else faded away.

Including Hannah and her kids.

“Immie!”

I was forced to jerk my attention away from Asher, somehow able to see those blue eyes of his long after I turned to face Kaleb, smiling at the little boy’s enthusiastic greeting.

“Hey, buddy. Want some roast lamb?”

He sucked in a breath, ready to reply, but Ava moved forward with two plates held out.

“He does, please, Imogen.”

There was something so formal, so correct about the girl, but her gaze was something else. Hope and not a little fear there, which she quickly blinked away.

“Don’t want meat,” Kaleb declared. “Pancakes! Pancakes!”

Ava frowned, her expression growing stormy as she tried to deal with something beyond her pay grade.

“Bears eat meat not pancakes,” I said with a shrug, placing meat on both plates, a bit less on the one that would be Kaleb’s. “They don’t get all big and strong on pancakes. Protein is what gives you big muscles.”

He looked down at his stringy arm and then back at me, squinting.

“Really?”

“Really,” I replied. “If you want to become a big, strong bear…” I dropped the tongs and held up my good hand, forming claws before growling out the next bit. “Gotta eat meat.”

“I want lots of meat!” he told me, looking at the pile of slices with new enthusiasm. “Lots and lots!”

“Start with this lot first,” Ava said, moving to put bread rolls and roast potatoes on their plates, along with some salad. “Mum, did you want some? Mum?”

Hannah blinked, shaking her head as if to dispel a haze.

“What?” She looked the food over as if seeing it for the first time. “Oh, I’ll just have some vegetables.”

“Because you’re vegetarian?” I asked carefully.

“Oh, no.” She waved that idea away with her hand. “But meat is expensive.”

“Not here it's not.” I dumped a bunch of slices on her plate. “You need your strength too if you’re to be the mum of this growing bear here.”

“Yeah, Mum, we need meat!” Kaleb said with a growl.

“OK, OK, I better have some then.”

It was as if a light flicked on inside her, bringing Hannah back to life, but for how long? I’d never know because she helped the kids to fill their plates then. Ava watched her closely the entire time before they moved off to eat their meals and I was forced to deal with the last of the diners. But when they were gone, I was left with two choices.

Scrape together another plate of food from what was left or…?

There really only was one option. Asher making sure I got a plate of food was a lovely gesture, so why weren’t my feet moving? I delayed things for a few minutes, taking the time to pour myself a juice from a jug, but once that was done, I had to move.

The room was humming with the noise of people eating, making pleased sounds that normally I would’ve sucked up. Getting so little validation at home, I loved it when people were happy with me at work. Every smile, every kind word helped heal the wounds Mike left. Right now, I barely paid attention to it. Kyle was about to confess something before Asher walked in, something hard, something difficult to process, and I… wasn’t sure I wanted to know. At the same time I had to know, some part of me that was always on high alert not letting me relax for a second until I did.

The guys looked up as I approached the table, then shoved themselves to their feet, like gentlemen in a Regency romance. Not a frock coat in sight, there was no reason they would do this now. They seemed to realise this, looking at each other sheepishly before sitting back down.

“So you’re done for the day?” Lucas asked, shooting me a sidelong look, and I couldn’t help but stare at the sharp slope of his cheek, that full mouth. I’d lost the ability to look at his lips objectively because I knew exactly how they felt, how he tasted, the little helpless sound of pleasure he made when we kissed. I sat down abruptly, feeling a frantic pulse deep inside me at that memory.

“Unfortunately, no.” I went to draw my plate closer but Kyle picked it up and set it before me, then handed me some fresh cutlery. “Clean up starts as soon as I finish this.”

“We’ve got the dishes.”

Asher was always so abrupt, so intense that he always got my attention, but that stare? It was ten times more powerful now that I was sitting right next to him. There was bravery there, something I frankly envied. He seemed to put every damn part of himself into his gaze without apology, but I was still to discover what exactly that was. Asher almost dared me to do just that.

“Pretty sure you’re paying me⁠—”

“To help out.” He cut off my self-deprecating bullshit. “It’s what we’re all paid to do here. We… work as a team.”

“OK, I’m not going to fight my boss over who does the dishes.” I poked a roast potato with my fork. “So, did you sort out that urgent issue from before?” I asked Kyle.

“What?”

His confused expression did not bode well. I glanced over at Asher, sure he’d know what I was talking about, because he was the one who interrupted things.

“It was a security issue,” Asher replied. “We strive to protect every single person inside this building from external threats, and there are many. I was forced to pull Kyle and Lucas away from what they were doing to brainstorm ways to neutralise it.”

“Right.” I glanced down at my plate, seeing the food, but not really feeling a need to eat it. “So, did you?”

“Did I what?”

“Neutralise it.”

He would’ve had to. I saw in my mind’s eye the way he’d picked up Phil like he was a doll, then tossed him to one side. There was no way a man could have that kind of power at his disposal and not be able to eradicate all possible threats.

“We’re working on it, but it's nothing you need to worry about.” I caught Asher staring at my plate. “So eat up. You spent all of this time making a delicious meal for everyone else. It wouldn’t be fair if you didn’t get to enjoy it.”

My cheeks flushed, feeling a rush of pleasure at that compliment, and maybe that’s what had me spiking a potato and taking a bite. Suddenly, I wanted what everyone else was having. I chewed through my meal with surprising speed, hunger roaring up from somewhere hidden, not letting me stop when I was full. I groaned, feeling the way the waistband of my yoga pants were forced to stretch tight and yet… one look at Lucas, at all of them, evoked another hunger.

What would’ve happened if Kyle hadn’t interrupted? How far would Lucas and I have gone? Would’ve I have risen up on his lap so he could pull my tights off, then sank back down on the thick, hard cock I’d felt as we made out? Would the lurid colours of all of those horrific videos played across my skin as we celebrated all the physical and emotional beauty two people can conjure with a whole lot of consent and a little love? Would Kyle have opened the door anyway, slinking in, watching us, not the sick shit on the screen, with hungry eyes? Would he have told me I was doing a very good job of pleasing his friend, right before he tilted my head his way?

I’d remember his kisses then too, have them stored away inside my head, a precious memory I’d bring out every time I was bored, tired, or hurting. I’d curl myself around them like a dragon, hoarding each one. The idea played out in my head as the silence stretched on, and this time their stare? It took on a whole other cast. Maybe they saw it, because I was only just starting to see it myself. Before I was hurting too much, too scared, too harassed, too overwhelmed, but this place? It did more than just make me feel safe. By protecting me from Phil, from Mike, from the whole world, it allowed me to feel something I wasn’t sure I’d ever feel again.

Desire.

I wanted to know where things would’ve gone. I wanted a locked door and a better place than the server room, but more than that, I wanted to go right back to where Lucas and I were before we were rudely interrupted. That decided, I got to my feet.

“Better get started on these dishes,” I said, but when I went to collect them one handed, the guys swept in.

“We’ve got this,” Lucas assured me. “You should be resting your hand.”

“Or…”

I didn’t ask Mike out and rarely was the one to initiate sex. It wasn’t due to lack of confidence but more because I never got a chance to. No matter how shit things were between us, even minutes after we were screaming at each other, he was down to fuck with startling regularity. I spent most of my time trying to say no and then justify that, which just caused more arguments, so right now, I felt nervous as hell. Then my eyes met Lucas’, I saw a curiosity there, but most of all a hunger, one he was trying so hard to keep down. His eyes dropped down to my mouth, catching the way he’d left them swollen, before forcing them back up again.

“Or we could work together to get them done quicker.” My words came out fast, because if I paused for a second, I’d lose my nerve. “Then you could show me those comics you were talking about.”

My heart sank as he just blinked. Right then I was sure I’d misread the situation, though how does one explain spontaneous boners any other way? As I began kicking my own arse for even suggesting this, he grinned.

“Of course,” he said. “I’d love that.”

The sigh I let out as we went to work came from the very depths of my soul. I might not be cool and dressed in black leather like my book heroines, and the hot guy I kept eyeing wouldn’t turn into some wild animal, but a cute boy that blushed every time I spoke to him? Yeah, I could get into that.


Chapter 39



Lucas

“You need to tell her,” Kyle hissed the minute Imogen walked into the cool room carrying uneaten food in one hand. “She needs to know before you ‘show her your comic books.’”

“I thought we were going to talk to her about this?” I replied, dragging out the dishwasher rack and then stacking the plates.

“She doesn’t want to hang out with us.” Asher was trying to keep it all under wraps, but I saw it, the way he eyed the cool room door with not a little longing. “She wants to hang out with you.”

“And after I organised that really awesome finger painting session too.” Kyle looked thoughtful before shrugging. “But apparently digital forensics are a turn on for her. Are you going to play white hat hacker and maiden in distress? Pretend that she’s been hacked by some shitty cartel and all her nudes are about to be leaked if you don’t step in?”

“There’s something seriously wrong with you,” I whispered in a hoarse voice. “You’re talking about…”

Something I’d spent my life preparing to do, but really, in the back of my mind, I never saw myself being the one who took point on this. Kyle wouldn’t shut up ever, so I assumed he’d spill the beans, or Asher⁠—

“Being honest with our mate,” he said, staring me down with those freaky eyes that seemed to see right into your soul. “Set the tone for our relationship going forward.” He swallowed hard. “Give her the choice between…”

He didn’t get to finish that sentence because Imogen walked back out.

“Are you guys washing the dishes or having another one of your meetings?” she asked, cocking her hip.

“You guys should go.” Asher looked at me then her. “Kyle and I have got this.”

And I had a far more important job to do than wash dishes. I tried to swallow the lump in my throat but failed.

“My comic book collection awaits,” I said, offering her my hand. Not sure if she caught it, but the slight tremor had my forearm tensing, so I barely felt it when her hand landed on it.

“Take me to see Batman and Robin,” she said, her touch feeling like it seared my skin. “Do you read them?”

“Them and so, so many more,” I replied, leading her out of the kitchen.

We’d talked about this. Asher had even made a five point plan, but I couldn’t have told you any detail of that if you put a gun to my head. Thoughts couldn’t exist in the same space as Imogen. I was just walking, not sure where, staring down at her as her arm was tucked through mine.

“We’re not going back to the server room are we?” she asked, that frown making my fingers twitch with the need to smooth it away.

“What? God no. My room is just past that, though.”

I’d never walked a girl home. I’d never stood beside her door, hovering, not sure if I should dart in and claim a kiss, like guys seemed to do in movies. I’d never dated, spent more than a few minutes talking to a girl aside from Ursula or the women that worked at HQ, so I had little experience now. We came to my door and she stood by my side, looking up expectantly and I reached for my keycard, right as her lips parted. A small smile, teasing and light and so fucking perfect, stopped me midway. The card fell from between limp fingers and my brain stopped ruminating as instinct took over.

Kiss her, that’s what my heart beat the moment I saw her this evening, and what was a low tide became a rushing tsunami. I was helpless to do anything other than skim my fingers along her jawline, catch the sound of her breath sucked in, right before my lips landed on hers. I knew her mouth now. Only a few kisses, but I knew how our lips fit together. The cadence of our kisses, the pace, the way we gave ground only to take from the other, over and over until my grip tightened. I was pressing her against the wall, the kisses no longer enough. I needed her body against mine, just like before. No, better. Naked, hot, wet, soft, right before I⁠—

“We better take this inside.”

Those hoarsely whispered words broke through the haze in my head, but rather than look alarmed, Imogen’s grin helped ease something inside me. She wanted this, that was clear from her scent, but more than that. She asked for the one thing I wanted more than anything.

“You sure?” I asked.

“Are you?” Her smile faded and she stared into my eyes. “You said you’d never… If you wanted to wait…. If there’s someone else?”

“There’s no one else in the world I want more than you.”

I said that with complete sincerity, and that smile reappeared. My brain filed that away, wanting to make Imogen smile like that always. I retrieved the keycard hastily, then opened my bedroom door before tugging her inside.

Everything Asher had said, all we’d agreed to, was smart and well thought out. We’d addressed the issue of telling Imogen what we really were rationally, thinking of smart ways we could broach the subject, but when she pushed me against the wall, all good sense left me. It couldn't coexist with this. The feel of her. The way her lips felt, her body. Her fingers linking with mine, holding on tight, as if this was rocking her world, just like it was mine. Instead, I was helpless to do anything but hang on.

To her, to her jaw, my thumb brushing across her cheeks as I delved deeper into her mouth. Everything in me needed in her, it felt, but when we were forced to pull apart and suck in a breath, her hand was freed, sliding up my stomach. Two of her fingers traced the shape of one of my buttons.

“How far would we have gone if Kyle hadn’t walked in?” she asked, but she robbed me of the ability to answer as she popped a button. The feel of her fingertip grazing my stomach was startlingly intimate. It was the first time anyone had ever touched me with desire, and that had my entire focus. “What would we have done?” Another button popped, then another, then she slid her hand in. Her eyes burned into mine, lit by some unearthly light, like she was the one that was the shifter, not me. “Would we⁠—”

“Everything.” My hand covered hers and I gave it a squeeze. “Everything and anything you would’ve wanted. Imogen…”

This was the perfect moment, to tell her the truth so she knew just how ready I was for this, but she’d picked the weakest link. I couldn’t formulate the words, not while she was touching me, definitely not when a greedy smile spread across her face. Not even when she undid every single one of my buttons and then smoothed my shirt back.

“So I didn’t dream this.” I loved the reverent tone she used as her fingertips slid across my chest. I may or may not have tensed my abs slightly. “You really are this fucking hot.” Her eyes darted upwards. “How is it no one else has claimed you for themselves?”

She was handing me the opportunity on a silver platter, but some shitty, selfish part of me didn’t want to see it. It felt like she was here, right here, living, breathing, but I didn’t want to smell the twist in her scent, turning from honey sweet with need to sour with fear and anger.

“Maybe I’ve been waiting for you.” I tilted her chin up so she had to meet my gaze, because at least she’d have this truth. “Maybe I’ve been waiting my whole life for just this moment.”

She snorted at that, thinking I was being cheesy, but I wasn’t and that was the problem. I had been waiting for so long to find her, and now that she was in my room, I failed. To sit her down on my bed and explain things before going any further. I knew I should, that this was an act of abuse in itself, letting things go so far without her consent, but… She touched me like I was hers, and right now that felt like enough.

I pulled her close, cradling her in my arms, though careful not to crush her injured hand, just stroking her hair over and over, but that would never be enough. She shifted in my grip, hands exploring, mouth kissing, until I was forced to return the favour. Stripping her shirt off was far more difficult, the sling having to be removed carefully, but when mine fell to the floor as I stepped closer, my hands rose. While tall for a woman, she was a tiny thing to me, delicate as a bird and twice as precious. I stroked one finger down the line of her neck, marvelling at the bones of her clavicle before going lower.

Her lips parted as I traced the slope of her breast, and I had her entire focus as my finger made its lazy progress downwards. Skin prickled with goosebumps and I watched in fascination as her nipples pulled tight, forming an enticing little bead. I tested its resilience, tracing its shape, then grasping it between my forefinger and thumb, her mouth falling further open in a pant.

“You like that?”

I moved, little rhythmic tugs that seemed to rob her of the ability to respond until finally she forced the words out.

“Before this, with…” She swallowed, her brow creasing. “No, but now?” I tested her, tugging just a little harder. “I can feel that in my clit.”

Because she wanted me. Because I was one of the three men perfect for her. Because I’d do anything to make her happy, which is why my other hand rose. First to claim her breast, my palm covering it, my fingers sinking into the softness, right before I went to work on the other nipple, and she lunged forward. No longer a cool exploration of her body, her hungry kisses turned this into something hot and out of control. I was dimly aware of the sound of my zipper getting eased down right before my whole world was transformed. She pulled my cock out of my pants, and my breath sucked in as her fingers seared my entire length. I barely repressed the need to thrust into her palm as we both looked down.

“Holy shit, you really are that big.”

That was both the most perfect thing to say and completely ridiculous at the same time. We each let out a little snort, easing some of the tension, though not for long. Imogen seemed as intent on exploring my physiology as I was hers. Long, careful fingers traced the entire shape of my shaft, following the veins up until she got to the foreskin. It slipped back and forth, precum oozing freely, her strokes getting faster and faster until I was forced to push her away.

“And ready to blow,” I groaned. “This isn’t about me. It’s about you.”

“It’s about us,” she assured me, pulling free of my grip as her spare hand slapped down on my hip. I made a sound of protest as she dropped to her knees, but it was her look upwards that stopped me from saying another thing. “I’m not sure of how much I’m going to be able to swallow of this, but…” Her wild grin was everything. “I’m willing to find out.”

What could I do but cup the back of her head with reverence as she licked a stripe up the length of my dick?


Chapter 40



Imogen

I thought I hated giving head.

Previously, it’d always been attempts to push me deeper, the sounds of my gags, my frantic efforts to pull away only met with laughter, especially when I was gasping, my eyes bleary. Apparently, I needed to do it with the right guy. I mean, I saw it, felt Lucas’ length in my hand, and suddenly there was no other way to tackle it. That girth made clear I wouldn’t get much down my throat, but I wanted to know exactly how far I’d get. It was with his hiss of pleasure, the way his breath caught in his chest and stayed there, his heart fluttering like a caged bird, I was willing to bet–this time I wasn’t having anything done to me. I was the one doing it.

Kissing the head with soft lips slick with saliva, just brushing them against the hard head that poked free of his foreskin. That groan, the way he held my head like it was precious, not a handle to drag me down deeper, was everything. His cock jumped in my hand as I licked a stripe up his length and before the saliva could dry, my mouth opened to admit his head. My tongue moved around and around, wetting him, caressing him, his cock twitching in my palm at every pass. It was eager for more, and I was going to give it to him.

I was right, I didn’t get real far at all. My jaws strained with the effort of taking Lucas deeper, but the only way that was happening was if my teeth raked across his length. He didn’t seem to mind when I pulled back. Instead, his hips moved in tiny pulses in time with my bobbing head, then went perfectly still as I suctioned the end. Harder and harder, his groans grew louder, more guttural, salty precum coating my tongue as I imagined it. All of this thickness being forced somewhere much more intimate.

Mike knew I needed more than he had to give and that went further than emotionally. When I was a virgin, his smaller size was actually a blessing, but that quickly wore off. It felt like there were places inside me he just couldn’t hit, but Lucas? I looked up and then hummed, something that had his whole body stiffening. I suspect there was no way he could miss. That smug thought had my entire being thrumming, right up until the point his grip on my head tightened.

This was the moment where he failed. Where he decided his pleasure was all that mattered and he took it. Where he blew down my throat, then pulled back, tucking himself away, because when he had what he wanted, nothing else was important. I was so damn sure of that, so imagine my surprise when he pulled me free.

“Imogen, fuck… Fuck…”

I watched his cock throb in the air, then before I could think of what to do about that, I was picked up and set on an expansive, king size bed.

“Tell me you want me.” He demanded this, no longer the sweet geeky boy with the freckles. Instead, he’d been replaced by this hot-eyed demon who’s hand slid up my inner thigh. “Tell me you want this.”

As his hand covered my mound, a terrible heat began, something I’d never felt before. Hot, so hot, like I was made of honey, not flesh and blood, and to my shame, I felt a rush of something slick soak my crotch.

“Oh, I think you do.”

He seemed so damn sure of himself, that cocky smile transforming his face, right up until my hand slid down. I ringed my fingers around the base of his cock and gave it an experimental squeeze.

“About as much as you do.”

“That much, huh?” He tried for humour and instead just sounded destroyed, naked desire replacing that smile. “More than anything. More than you want your next breath.” That smile was back, but it was a small, lopsided one now. “More than a mint copy of Action Comics #1.”

“Definitely more than that,” I said with a nod, but whatever else I was thinking was torn away with my yoga pants and underwear, leaving me bare beneath him. I parted my thighs, ready to wrap them around his hips and drag him closer, but he had other ideas. Kisses rained their way down my belly until he settled here.

Fuck.

This was so damn different it was like a whole other experience. Lucas ate me like I tasted better than the roast lamb, sliding his tongue along my whole seam then using his thumbs to spread me wider. His tongue took possession of everything he revealed. Swirling around my clit until I was bucking up off the bed and into his mouth, then pressed between my thighs as he tried to work it up into me as far as it could go. The slick wiggle, the pressure of his jaw working had me squirming off the bed, but just as I felt that prickling feeling that told me I was about to come, I pulled him free. Lucas blinked, staring but not seeing me until I drew him closer.

“We need to come together,” I assured him and his head bent down to watch the way we fitted together, both of us letting out a strangled sound as the end of his cock grazed my entrance.

“Protection?” he asked, not letting himself be drawn closer.

“Oh shit…” I realised then that I posed a risk to him. I’d only had the one sexual partner, but could the same be said of Mike? “I got caught up. You’ve never done this. I should get tested first.”

“Imogen.” His warm tone drew my gaze up to meet his. “You can’t give me anything, but I… I’m assuming you’re not keen to have a baby?”

“Oh right. Implant.” I tapped my arm. “I made sure of that ages ago. No babies for me.” Well, at least not now. I was being some kind of feminine stereotype, imagining little blond-haired boys or girls with freckles across their noses, running after me as we played in a field of flowers, but I shook that little fantasy off. “So if you…”

Whatever I had to say was choked off as he pushed forward. Shit, shit, shit, there was no mistaking what was happening. My whole body was forced to flex, stretch, and open for him. Inch by inch, he worked himself back and forth, making clear I was right.

“Like this?” he grunted, seeking some sort of validation, but all I could do was moan. “Imogen?”

His cock was a heavy weight inside me and every pulse dragged against something that had me seeing stars, right up until he stopped.

“Imogen…”

He looked like he had something he needed to say, just there on the tip of his tongue, but there was no communication possible right now, verbally at least. There was only him and only me, moving together to become more than the sum of our parts. My nails dug into his shoulders, my hips thrusting back, meeting him stroke for stroke as they got faster, harder, deeper. We were like two sticks being rubbed together, heat building.

“Imogen…”

That bloody mouth, it had better things to do, so I tugged his head down, claiming it as mine. His kiss told me everything I needed to know and so did his frantic pants. That he was rocking my fucking world and he was right there with me. In some sort of insane freefall, this was like sex for the first time for both of us. The first time done with any kind of reverence. The first time I loved every second of it. The first time I had everything I needed and he did too. We stared into each other’s eyes, as if unwilling to believe this was happening, right up until the point we exploded.

Fuck, fuck, fuck.

I panted that out as pleasure slammed into me just as hard as he did, breaking me open. Every barrier, every pain, every worry or concern, was washed away by a sea of ecstasy, then when all the crap was cleared out, pure bliss followed and I surfed each wave. My head was thrown back, the sounds from my throat animalistic, but his were the same. He came with a great roar that threatened to shake the very windows, and I held him through it. His pleasure provoked yet more of my own, turning one orgasm into another, over and over, just ripples of pleasure spreading out until finally we collapsed down onto the bed.

Being held through the afterglow was really very nice. I was feeling way too snuggly, but when I tried to pull back, he hauled me right back where I was.

“Stay,” he said, his tone ragged.

“If you insist.”

I tried for humour and failed hopelessly, nestling in closer, my breathing growing slower and slower to match his.

This wasn’t what I was supposed to do. I’d intended to clean up and scuttle out the door, back to my own room. This was just a bit of fun, my first foray into singledom, but that’s not how it felt. Safe, that was my first thought, then happy, so damn happy. Happier than I’d ever dared to feel, and perhaps that’s why I stayed. Also held close and treasured, the little grunt of satisfaction Lucas made when I settled my head on his chest was everything I never knew I wanted.

“You never showed me your comics…”

My eyelids were growing heavy, but I made that one last crack as the sweet lassitude took me down.

“Tomorrow,” he promised. “I’ll show you everything tomorrow.”

But if I hoped to find solace in sleep, I was mistaken. All the warmth of before was gone, just leaving me here. The same damn forest at night, the same moonlight shifting restlessly in the dark, but this time there were no bears to protect me. A bird’s call had me spinning around one way, the creak of a tree moving in the wind spinning me back around, but it was the snap of a branch that froze me to the spot. I remembered the monstrous visage of the man who hunted me and every muscle quivered as I forced myself to look over my shoulder.

But I didn’t find Phil standing there.

Asher walked out from under the trees just wearing a pair of denim jeans. He shoved his hands in his pockets as I turned to face him.

“Nothing will ever hurt you here.”

“You don’t know that.” My reply was automatic and I looked around as if to convince myself of just that, seeing only the vague shapes of trees around us.

“I do, actually.”

“So, you’re just as bossy in my dreams as you are in real life,” I muttered to myself, but dream Asher had preternatural hearing. He snorted and then stepped forward.

“Bossy, strong, protective, obsessive.” He listed all the attributes I’d thought about when reading my books, his lips twisting into a smile. “But you already know that.”

“Why?” In my dreams, nothing could distract me. No Kyle busting in on me and Lucas, no Asher interrupting me and Kyle. I could ask the questions without allowing myself to be sidetracked. “Why, Asher? You don’t roll out the red carpet for each woman that comes here. You don’t personally oversee their protection.” He nodded, as if encouraging me to have my say. “You don’t ensure every single woman has a meal waiting for her, or give her a job when she needs a way to pay her rent.” He nodded, dream-Asher confirming all of my suspicions. “What makes me so special?”

“Everything.” Suddenly, he was standing right before me, his hand going to the back of my neck and that forced our heads together. “Everything, Imogen. From the moment I was born, I’ve known there was one woman in all of the world for me. Just one. Every step I took was one that brought me closer to her.” He stared down at me. “Towards you. I protect you because my soul screams that I must. Because…”

Asher was saying everything I’d ever wanted to hear. These kinds of grand declarations would’ve been impossible to hear in real life, but in my dreams? My greedy little heart sucked every word up. That wasn’t enough, though. He had to go and answer all the questions I’d asked and the ones that still lurked deep inside me.

I’d seen him take form as a gigantic polar bear, so that wasn’t what shocked me. Instead, it was the slow transformation. With every increment his face grew less and less human. The angles sharpened, his eyes went from pale to electric blue, and they took on an animalistic cast as he stared. That was nothing compared to this, though. His mouth fell open not to reveal all those reassuringly blunt teeth but fangs.

“I will protect you, hunt down your enemies and kill every single one, because they cannot walk the earth, not while she does.”

I remembered then, the three men’s reference to ‘she’ in the overheard conversation.

“Who?” I asked, but I knew, and his dark chuckle made clear that was obvious. He moved and pressed a kiss to my forehead.

“The other half of my heart. The only woman I’ll ever love. My fated mate.”

I jerked awake, heart pounding, breath noisy as I just stared, trying to make sense of the dark shapes around me. Lucas’ sleepy nuzzle, his heavy exhalations clued me in. I pulled free of his embrace, feeling not a small amount of regret as I did so, but when I stared down at him, tracing the shape of his face with my eyes, his own flicked open.

“Imogen…?” He couldn’t answer the questions I had, but I knew who could. I scooped up my t-shirt from the floor and then strode out of his room and down the hall. “Imogen?”

Let him follow. Let him call out my name. Let Kyle spill out from his bedroom and into the hall, summoned by some unhidden force. I dodged around him, knowing where I needed to go and not willing to let anything get in my way, not until my hand rapped on Asher’s door once, twice, three times, only for him to pull it open.

He was wearing the same jeans. His chest was bare and he had the same smile on his face. There wasn’t an iota of surprise in his eyes, only a strangely knowing air.

“You…”

My good hand stopped midway through stabbing my finger in his direction, but at the last minute, I considered what I was going to ask. It was ridiculous, impossible, a stupid dream. It was⁠—

“You have questions,” he said. “I have all the answers, but you’ll have to come with me to get them.”

It felt like every day since the moment they stepped between me and Phil had been leading to just this moment, so I stared at his hand for a second, then slapped mine into it.

“This way,” he said, dragging me towards the gym.
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Jesse

(Author note: if you’ve forgotten who he is, he was the douchey boyfriend from Cross to Bear)

I woke the same way I did every morning now, to the sound of my phone going off. I set it on silent, but apparently that didn’t preclude the rhythmic buzz of the ringer. I could’ve set it to do not disturb. That would’ve prevented anyone from waking me up, but as I rolled over, the old bed frame creaking in protest, I stared at the screen. Mum, it said in large, white letters.

Except Nelly wasn’t really my mother.

The only real maternal figure I’d known, I felt all the guilt, all the shame, a son would feel when my thumb hovered over the reject call button. But with those emotions came a whole lot of other shit and that’s what had me hanging up on her. I’d jumped in a car and let Roxy drive me eight hours away to get clear of this shit. No point opening that door.

So why did I play the voicemail when it inevitably came in?

“Hey, baby.” Mum was trying to keep the tears from her voice and failing badly. I could almost see them falling, creating a panda mask of mascara around her eyes. “Just touching base, checking in on you.” Like she did every other morning. “Thought you might like to know, your dads…” Not my actual dads, the men who got me on my birth mother and then took off without a second look, leaving other men to move in and fill the role of father, more or less. “They’ve moved out. The house… It’s so empty, Jess.”

It would be. She loved to fill the place with people. Always one for a party, my adopted mother, because when the halls were filled with noise, it quietened the voice inside her head. The one that told her she wasn’t enough, that she’d never be enough. I knew that because I had a similar one inside mine. That was the nature of our bond, one that seemed to supersede the one she had with her mates, with her own son.

“I… I miss you, sweetheart. Bjorn’s not talking to me and… Jess.”

She stopped herself from spilling her guts, that was the difference between her and my birth mother. The woman that bore me didn’t hold anything back, not even her deadshit boyfriends. When one too many had used me as a punching bag, the bear community stepped in, removing me from her care and giving me to Nelly. They reasoned that she was stable, in a committed relationship with a solid sleuth, and her own experiences with abuse would help her raise me.

Unfortunately, it helped a little too much.

“I know they sent you away, told you that you need to get it together.” There was Nelly, making up her own narrative to suit herself. “I know they’re telling you that the best place for you is away from me, but that’s not true, baby. We can make things better, together.”

But we couldn’t. Together we’d managed to fuck everything up, for my brother, for our family, for… my ex. I closed my eyes for just a second, Mum’s ramblings falling away, but when I opened them again, I deleted the message, just like I had the others. I sucked in one breath, then another, bringing my focus back to here, now. As if in response to that, I heard a knock on the door.

“You up, bear boy?”

Gregor was his real name, but here everyone called him Greg, was my boss, my landlord, my jailor. He pounded on the door when I didn’t answer fast enough.

“I’m up,” I shouted back.

“Shit, shower, and shave, boy, then get your arse out here. There’s a job coming in today.”

I shook my head and did exactly as the grumpy fox shifter said, minus the shave. He snorted at my shaggy appearance when I appeared in the garage, but I was clean and dressed in yet another fading pair of overalls, ready to work, which is all he really cared about.

“What job…?”

Just as I started to ask, a beat up looking ute came clunking into the garage car park, the ever present dust rising in plumes. There was a reason Coober Pedy was the movie set of choice for post-apocalyptic films. It was dry, insanely hot, and shitty and he was just making it worse. Dropping out of the car with the kind of cock of the walk attitude small men always seemed to put on at the pub, I knew he was trouble the moment he walked up.

“Heard you’re the bloke to see about getting my car fixed?” he said to Greg.

Greg was a fox shifter, and where there was one, there was always many. Other mechanics came strolling out of the garage, ready to take a look. That had the bloke looking squirrelly which was… interesting.

“Maybe.”

Greg was noncommittal.

“Look, I don’t have time to fuck around,” the bloke said, like he was the one with the power here. There wasn’t another garage for miles in any direction. “The engines been making this fucking noise for the last few hours of the trip, and I can’t push it past 60km an hour. The temperature gauge is in the red and⁠—”

“We’ll take a look at it,” Greg told him. “Pub’s that way. You’ll want to rent a room.” He looked the car over, as if he could see something we couldn’t. “Parts for a late model car like this need to be ordered in.”

“What?” This bloke was human, so I nearly laughed as he fluffed up like a cat, as if that would be enough to impress Greg. Even in human form my boss could put this prick on his arse so fast his head would spin. “I need to get on the fucking road, mate.” Only Australians seem to be able to use that word with such venom. “Got places to be.”

“Try your luck on the road then.” Greg took a slow step forward. He was a little bloke, wiry, but strong, and I think that’s what had the customer thinking he could intimidate my boss, but that was never going to happen. “Or buy a new car.”

“I can’t…”

I felt a moment of empathy for the customer then, because I knew well how implacable Greg was. I’d raged, swore, cursed, and generally made a bloody fool of myself when I first started here months ago and he’d just stared at me the entire time, waiting for me to exhaust myself like a child having a tantrum.

“I can’t afford to do that,” the guy said finally, minding his tone.

“Then we’ll make sure you have a detailed quote for repairs sent over to you today, so you can determine whether or not you can afford them.” The guy seemed to sense he was being dismissed, so he nodded and then thrust out the car keys. “And what was your name, mate?” Greg asked.

“Phil,” the customer ground out. “My name is Phil Jackson.”
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Kyle

Fuck, we were doing this. We were really doing this.

I watched as Asher shoved the gym doors open with a growing sense of unreality, but that didn’t stop me from hustling after them. Lucas too. I shot my sleuth mate a look then hissed, “Didn’t you tell Imogen?”

“I…”

The way Lucas’ voice trailed away told me everything I needed to know, but then my nostrils flared, sucking in his scent.

And hers.

Deep, sweet as honey, and twice as tasty, it was like nothing I’d smelled since we met Imogen, so that meant…

“You fuck…!” That came out as a hoarse whisper rather than a shout, even if that’s what I wanted to do. “You…”

I knew that if we managed to woo our mate successfully one of us would end up in bed with her first, but right now I hated that it was Lucas. Not because he was first, but because he hadn’t done what he hadn’t given the opportunity to choose to do so with her eyes open, the truth of us in front of her.

So we’d have to do that now.

“What…?” Her voice carried across the cavernous space of the gym, part protest, part plea, and she looked around wildly, wondering what the hell the big deal was, right before Asher jerked his zip down. “Whoa, what the…?”

Her eyes staring, wide open and unblinking, I’d never forget that moment, because I was watching them, not my sleuth mate. I caught the moment her pupils blew wide, when reflected in those dark depths Asher’s polar bear appeared. Then her rapidly sucked in breath, her mouth going slack as she just stared.

This was it, the do or die moment. She’d either accept the bond or reject it. My heart hurt it was beating so fast. For her, I realised. I’d known that the entire time, but it was an academic thing until this point.

If she rejected us, I’d never see her smile again. Never see the way her brown eyes sparkled when she let herself laugh, or the way her hair slipped over her shoulders. Never hear her voice. Never talk to her about some dumb shit. Never get close to her, smell her scent in the air. Never listen to the things she had to say, from simple and prosaic to so damn awful my fangs ground together. I think I knew how she felt right now, teetering on the precipice of something massive, but there was only one way forward. We had to toss ourselves off that edge and into the unknown, because there was no way of knowing where we’d land. Asher’s bear’s whuff was all the command I needed. I jerked my t-shirt off, then my shorts and then summoned him forward.

Whoa, boy. Whoa!

Communicating with the bear directly was never an easy thing. Our brains worked so very differently–right now he strained against any control I had, his nose working as his paws landed on the gym floor, right before he craned his neck to get closer to her. And she…

I expected fear, screams, for her to run out of the gym and keep on running until her legs gave out. Tales of women doing just that peppered the stories the elders told us, but they never said anything about this. A slow smile spread across her face and a spark lit in her eyes, growing brighter and brighter as Lucas took fur as well, our bears jostling closer to get to her.

“Oh my god, you are shifters?”

The bear didn’t, couldn’t, make sense of that, but this? Her fingers outstretched, even the injured hand, reaching for us. He knew exactly what that meant. A moment when our heart and hers met on an equal plane. She wanted us, the bear’s heart grabbed onto that, and as a result I was free to do the same. My eyes, his eyes, falling closed, so we could better feel the moment when her hand landed on our head.

Scratching at our fur, my back paw clawed at the air in sympathy. Smoothing her hand over my head. “Oh my god, these ears!” she said and we bent lower so she could feel them, the sensation so damn good that we went perfectly still, as if to prolong the experience. One ear was scratched, then the other, before he moved, unable to stop himself from bunting his muzzle into her side. Probably because she did this.

Her arms went around us to stay on her feet, but when she did, they slid down. She slipped under our head and that’s when we received the sweetest of rewards. Whatever I’d done to deserve a hug in bear form, I’d do it over and over again I vowed silently as she held me tight. My front paw moved carefully, hugging her right back, until the others pushed forward.

The polar bear huffed, making clear that he thought he was due a cuddle as well, so I relinquished my hold on her.

“You want bear hugs as well?” she asked, the amusement clear in her voice.

My bear chuffed at that, not liking the way our mate pulled away from us, but when she ducked under the polar bear’s head to hug him too, it made sense. So did the grizzly bear’s muzzle pressing into her back. Lucas was always patient, but his bear, not so much. His nudges had her laughing and then pulling free. Asher’s paw rose, wanting to claw her back, but he would never use that brute strength against her. Instead, he watched her throw herself into Lucas’ bear’s paws, the idiot falling backwards to the sound of her shriek, only for him to end up sprawled across the gym floor, her body pressed into the fur of his belly.

“Oh, this is nice.” She turned around and started waving her arms and legs around, like she was making snow angels, but then her head popped up. “This is why you were so good to me.” I watched her scramble off Lucas, much to his chagrin. Her feet landed on the floor and her injured arm was tucked up against her chest. “Why you needed to protect me from Phil. I’m…”

She seemed to know somehow what she was here, and that’s what persuaded the bear to relinquish his control on me. He couldn’t navigate this conversation, so I was sent as his delegate. I dropped to the floor in human form, jerking on a pair of shorts, the others doing the same.

“Our fated mate,” Asher confirmed as he buttoned his jeans. “Yes. We knew it the moment we saw you with your ex, when Phil was stalking you. We’ve known it the entire time.”

For some women, this was a terrible betrayal. They felt it wasn’t their character, who they were as a person that earned them the mate treatment, but some mystical bond they’d never heard of. Not Imogen. She stood tall then, taller than I’d ever seen her, her smile tremulous, but it got firmer by the second.

“So you’re… mine?” she asked.

“Always,” I said, my voice breaking on the word. “Just like you’re ours, if you choose to accept⁠—”

“The bond?” I don’t know where she got this knowledge from, but she threw herself at me then, wrapping her arms around my chest and pressing her face into it. “I accept. Trust me, I accept.”

I’d prepared myself for a fight for her affection, to talk her down off a ledge when we told her, but not this. Not this incredible rush of relief, of possessiveness, but most of all, of love. My eyes closed as I pressed my face into her head.

“You’ll never regret it, that I promise. Never, Imogen.”

When my grip tightened, hers did too, right as the others ambled closer.

“Well, if that’s settled,” Asher said, “we need to get you in to meet with the elders.”
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Imogen

My hands trembled as I buttoned up the borrowed blouse, and it wasn’t just because I’d spent my morning patting actual bears. Like really big, really furry bears. It wasn’t even that they were my… Fated mates, I kept rolling that term around and around in my head, and like a good meal, it got better with every taste. I’d spent my days and nights dreaming, fantasising about just such a thing, settling, I now realised, for someone like Mike; because if there was no magic in the world, I may as well be with someone like him. No, what had me brushing my hair in sharp strokes, making sure every hair was in place, was the fact that I was about to meet my in-laws.

I swallowed hard, but my throat stuck mid way, only cleared by a cough. Asher had explained it. That women rarely knew about the existence of bear shifters before being introduced to their mates. The older members of the community clustered around prospective mates, making sure the woman knew her rights, that she had multiple options available to her and didn’t have to accept the bond. I’d just stared at him, seeing that severe face, that intense expression as something else entirely.

Mine.

Not just intimidating and impressive and beautiful, but he was… mine. My fingers twitched, wanting to reach for him, but then he’d continued. I’d be taken to the meeting house where the other women often met, and they’d teach me about my new situation which was what had me taking extra care with my appearance. I plaited my hair back from my face, but then I looked too pale, the lines of my face too harsh, so I undid it again and brushed it smooth.

“Ready?” Lucas asked, walking in through the open door, but one breath in had him frowning. “Hey, you’re worried about something.”

“I’m going to meet your mother today, right?” My voice came out way shakier than I intended. “And your aunties and cousins. Sisters?” I turned to face him. “Do you have sisters as well?”

“Just a pair of twin brothers,” he replied with a smile, edging closer, that smile widening when I didn’t pull away.

God, no, instead I moved into the circle of his arms, and it all made sense then. Why I slept better when he or Kyle were asleep beside me. Why I was so drawn to them straight away. I thought it was just me being a weak little bitch, wanting another big, strong man to protect me from the first, but now. Now I could release the breath I’d been holding and nestle into his arms. He cradled me with care, like I was the most precious thing in the world, and that was true, right? That’s what the books said. That I was the only one for him, period.

“They’re idiots,” he informed me, his rumbly voice echoing in my ears. “So do not be intimidated by them for a second. If it’s not a hammer or a power tool, they have absolutely no idea how to deal with it, but…” He rubbed his hand up and down my arm. “Today is about you, about helping you adjust, though you seem to be doing a really good job of that.”

I looked up and smiled at him.

“Blame the books I read,” I replied. “While it was definitely a shock, I feel like I’ve been waiting my whole life for this moment.”

Somehow that was the perfect thing to say. His gaze grew hotter and hotter as he stared down at me.

“Yeah?” His voice was low and husky. “Me too, my mate. Me too.”

This was a perfect moment. My heart swelled at the sound of those two words, never realising how much I needed to hear them. While the journey here sucked, I couldn’t be sad at where I’d ended up. I turned then, ready to kiss him, needing to feel his lips back on mine, when Kyle came walking in.

“Ready?”

“In a second.”

Lucas leaned down then and brushed his mouth against mine, but that would never be enough. Seeing those bears, hearing their words, it opened something inside me. A hunger that was always tamped down, trodden on, shamed and rejected by Mike, but not now. Lucas was my fated mate, and that meant he wanted my hand in his hair, tugging him back down. He wanted kisses, open mouthed and hungry kisses, just as much as I did.

And so did Kyle.

He looked way too pale when we finally pulled apart, blinking as if just waking up from a dream.

“I’m gonna be really happy when I’ve earned the right to kiss you like that,” he ground out.

“Who says you need to earn it?” I gestured for him to come forward.

The way his smile faded and something desperate rose to replace it was everything I needed. At first it was a little awkward, our noses bumping against each other.

“Just take a breath.”

I wasn’t sure if Kyle was saying that to himself or me, but we both did just that and then moved as one.

Would it always feel like this? Not the wet smack of lips on lips, but something magical. Desire pooled like molten lava in my belly as my hand went to his neck. I couldn’t help but feel the corded muscle there, then the feather softness of his hair, still damp from the shower. One kiss led to another because I couldn’t seem to get enough. Kyle let out a little sound of pleasure, right as another voice broke in.

“You’re all ready? Good.”

We jerked apart at Asher’s clipped tones, but that was a weird thing too, because if the others were mine, that meant… I looked him over more closely now, taking in the fresh t-shirt and worn jeans, those cool blue eyes watching me watch him. That meant he was mine too.

“Not quite ready.” Kyle swung me around to face Asher. “You haven’t kissed our mate good morning yet.”

I wanted to protest at that and so did Asher, his breath sucked in to deny me this, but before he could say anything, he nodded. One step, another, somehow this was more terrifying than seeing a fully grown polar bear standing before me. The bear seemed all too keen for me to scratch his ears, but the man found it much harder.

Maybe Asher remembered that dream, the first one. Maybe he knew exactly how my lips would feel on his, because that’s what I thought right now. That intimidating stare took on a whole other cast, the blue of his eyes becoming molten fire, right before one finger slid along my jawline. My lips were tilted upwards and he pressed a kiss to my mouth, just a chaste one, before making a small sound of surrender.

Teeth, tongue, my mouth forced open to admit him, I was wrenched from Kyle’s arms and into his. At first, my hand landed on his chest, trying to maintain some space, but not for long. I needed this too. I needed to be cared for, wanted, desired, lo… My brain stalled on that last part, forcing me to suck breaths in when we pulled apart.

“OK, I am well and truly kissed now,” I rasped out, my head spinning.

“We should go before this devolves into something else,” Asher replied.

Into what? I wanted to ask, but I got a little preview as we drove over to the meeting house.

No one rode shotgun, leaving Asher to roll his eyes as he slid behind the steering wheel. Instead, I was wedged between two very large men in the backseat.

My men.

I found my hands moving, settling on their thighs, and Kyle covered my hand with his while Lucas picked my injured one up carefully, cradling it for the ride. That small act of affection was soaked up thirstily by my soul. It helped dispel any worries I might have about meeting the women of the bear community, right up until we pulled up out the front of the building.

It was an impressive looking community centre, complete with perfectly manicured gardens and shiny reflective windows, and I felt like anything but. Lucas slid out, then offered me his hand.

“You’ll be fine,” he assured me.

“You can smell me worrying?” I asked, remembering the different lore from my books.

“All of your strong feelings.” He shot me a sheepish smile. “I’m not trying to snoop. It just allows us to be responsive.”

“And what does it smell like?” I asked as I raked a hand through my hair, then smoothed down my clothes, making sure I was presentable.

“Like burned feathers,” Kyle answered as he joined us. His wrinkled nose indicating what he thought of that.

“Oh.”

“It’s an evolutionary feature,” Asher replied, pocketing the car keys. “It forces us to take notice of how you’re feeling at all times. Negative emotions provoke an instinctual response in us to make sure you experience that as little as possible. Positive ones…” His eyes slid down my body, but he jerked them back up to meet my gaze. “They ensure we keep doing what pleases you.”

Like he had in my dream. I flushed when I realised each time I’d re-experienced that fantasy and he’d been in the room, he’d known what I was feeling, thinking. The blush grew fiery as I remembered every time I’d thought about it.

“That scent.” He nodded slowly. “Yes, we will do almost anything to inspire that one over and over, but…” His focus shifted to the building. “Our customs dictate you must go into this situation with open eyes. You’ll talk to the elders⁠—”

“I will?” I asked, glancing at them. “By myself?”

“It’s to make sure we’re not seen to be influencing your decision,” Lucas explained as he took my hand. “It’s really important that women consent freely to the mate bond.”

That put some steel in my spine. Reject the bond? Those books always broke my heart, but now it was my turn, I knew I wouldn’t. I could jump through some hoops if that’s what it took to formalise things. I nodded and then started towards the door.

“Hi!” A beautiful woman with bright red hair waved as she rushed forward. “I’m Natalie. Nat, really, that’s what my friends call me.” Her hands took mine. “And you must be Imogen?”

“Um, yeah.” I glanced over to a gorgeous woman standing by her side. “You’ve been given the heads up already?”

“Ellie,” she said, placing a hand on her chest. “And yeah. News travels fast in this community, something you’ll get used to. So, your guys are going to visit with the male elders right now, tell their story. The older men will listen and make sure everything they’ve done is on the up and up.”

“I know this must be completely nerve wracking,” Nat said. “I didn’t have to come before the elders when I met my mates. They’re a little less formal about things than Asher.”

“Asher, formal?” I replied dryly. “I’m not sure I believe you.”

“You’ve worked that out already, huh?” Ellie asked, then nodded to the sliding doors. “Well, come through. The ladies are lovely, really. They’re here for you. If you want to reject⁠—”

“Nope,” I replied firmly.

“A woman that knows her mind? That makes things easier,” Nat said.

“Well, if you know what you want, this will just be a formality,” Ellie told me. “But the ladies can be an amazing resource. So much knowledge about the process of becoming a sleuth’s mate.”

“Great babysitters,” Natalie added. “The only people that can talk you through having two freaking bear cubs for sons.” She flushed then. “If you want kids.”

“We’re probably jumping the gun a bit here,” Ellie said, shooting her a meaningful look. “Let’s get you inside to meet everyone.”

It looked like a really well resourced library, and the stacks of books drew me with their siren’s song, but I kept my feet moving, following the two women into the space. Rather than a formal meeting room with a big table and uncomfortable chairs, ladies of all ages, shapes, and sizes sat around in a loose circle created with a series of comfy looking couches.

“This is her?” The sharp feminine voice had my head whipping around, and a pretty middle-aged woman stared at me. Her eyes widened and she came rushing over. “Oh my goodness…” Her hands took mine and she gave them a squeeze. “Oh, you’re just beautiful. Isn’t she beautiful?” she asked the collective.

“Very,” a woman with bright blue eyes said. “She also has no idea why you’re clasping her hands so tightly.” Her gaze shifted. “Especially her injured one.”

“Oh!” The first woman’s hands shook as she saw the bruises, and I barely suppressed the need to shove it behind my back. “That fucking bastard…”

“Gail said fuck,” the blue-eyed woman drawled. “This will be a good meeting.” She rose to her feet, a picture of elegance. “I’m Ingrid and I say fuck a lot too. You must be Imogen.”

“So people keep saying,” I squeaked out.

“And this is Fern,” Gail said, ushering a quieter woman over with familiar blonde hair and freckles. “She’s–”

“Lucas’ mother,” I finished for her. One hand rose and I gave her a little wave, and that had her smiling.

“I am, and please, by all the bear gods, tell me my son has been behaving.” She looked down at my wrist. “And that he made short work of whoever hurt you.”

“Well–”

“Sit, sit,” a much older woman said. “You’re making the place look untidy. I’m Flo, proud mother of two bear shifter sons, grandmother to four grandsons, two shifters, two who are not. This.” She pointed to the woman who’d gripped my hand. “Is Gail, Kyle and Asher’s mother.”

“Kyle and Asher are brothers?” I asked.

“They are both my sons,” Gail replied, “but I only gave birth to Kyle. Asher came to us when he was still a boy.”

“A boy shifter,” one of the older women muttered.

“Is that the way it works?” I looked back at Nat. “You said you had bear cubs. You gave birth⁠—”

“To babies,” she replied hastily. “That’s how it works. Boys are the only ones that become bears, but not all do.”

“Your twins will. Strong boys from good bloodlines,” Ingrid asserted, but that got the other women twittering. Apparently, this was a hotly contested topic. Gail steered me away from that with a hand on my back.

“Has Asher told you about Ursula?” she asked.

“Maybe we shouldn’t be bringing that up right now.”

Fern’s obvious apprehension had my own spiking.

“Why? What’s the deal with Ursula? She’s his sister.”

“And when Asher caught their foster father… brutalising her, he shifted far too young,” Gail told me. “He shifted for the first time at ten years old and killed the bastard.”


Chapter 44



Jesse

This Phil Jackson, I knew him.

Not the guy personally, but his type. We’d come across to the pub for lunch, because the counter meals were plentiful and cheap and the beer was cold; but when we walked in, it became apparent that Phil had taken Greg’s advice to heart. He was swaying on his bar stool, leering at the barmaid.

“Them’s some real nice fucking tits,” he slurred, and that had the publican moving, slowly strolling towards Daisy’s end of the bar. “What I’d fucking do if I got my hands on them.”

“Not a lot with the state you’re in, mate,” the publican drawled, looking Phil up and down. “Pretty sure you’d have a mean case of brewer’s droop.”

Or just mean. Phil snarled at that slight, shoving himself to his feet, and we did the same. Half the blokes in the pub got up then. The pub was one of the most important parts of town, and anything that fucked with it or its staff wouldn’t last for long. Trouble is, I knew exactly what was going on with Phil.

He’d started drinking to excess to try and stave over whatever demons were gnawing at his guts, only to make a dick of himself. That would be filtering through to even his sodden brain. He’d look at Daisy, the publican, and the rest of the pub and see that he had an audience. When he frowned, bared his yellowed teeth, it was like the dominance displays of a monkey.

But he had none of an ape’s strength, cunning, or skill.

Just a sad fucking sight, forced to use the bar to hold himself up, and I knew this because I’d done the exact same thing. That’s what Phil’s snarl was about. An attempt to deny the state he was in, the need to demand another beer riding him hard, even though he knew that was a hopeless cause, but what would be waiting for him when he started to sober up? Something ugly, I bet. I knew that because I carried that same ugliness deep inside me. But Phil admitted defeat, lumbering away, and that had me sitting back down again as I shook my head.

“You’re buying today, bear boy.” Greg never used my name, ever. I was Bear or bear boy only. Not even bear man, though that made sense. Hadn’t done much to prove myself as a man of late anyway. He threw a bundle of money on the table, then each of the guys I worked with rattled off their orders. I memorised every single one of them and then walked over to the bar.

“Hey, Jesse.” Daisy shot me a flirtatious smile, and if this was before, I’d pursue that interest, see where it led me, but not now. I just nodded in greeting. “What can I get you?”

That look of invitation was everything that Phil would’ve wanted, but I couldn’t find it in me to respond. Instead, I said hello politely and then rattled off our orders. She wrote them down in her order book, then handed it through the servery window to the cook.

“Anything else?” she asked, bending down low over the bar, showing me as much of her tits as she’d dare.

“Just…” My throat closed over, wanting to keep the words down, but I wasn’t that guy anymore. Why drive eight hours away to this shithole if you weren’t going to change? “Watch out, alright?” That smile quickly faded. “Blokes like that… They’re bad news. You have any trouble⁠—”

“I’ll let you know.”

She straightened up then, but didn’t look any less pleased for it. Instead her smile was real, shy almost, just like hers was. Maddie was never mine. I hadn’t wanted to admit that, her sweetness something I felt like I deserved, but I hadn’t. She was happy now and I was… walking away from the bar.

“Stay safe,” I told Daisy, something that earned me a nod from the publican. “Just stay safe.”


Chapter 45



Imogen

“He shifted for the first time at ten years old and killed the bastard.”

I could see it then, all too clearly, a boy with Asher’s blue eyes that was hovering in the place between child and man. Too tall and yet still with the spindly limbs of a kid, those same hands that picked up and threw Phil dripped with blood as he stood over the fallen form of some man.

“What did he do?” I rasped out. “Their foster father?”

“Well, that’s Ursula’s story⁠—”

“He raped me.” The woman herself came walking into the hallway, and the others all shifted nervously, to make small sounds of sympathy, to reach out and squeeze Ursula’s hand as she passed. She met the eyes of each woman, nodding in recognition, but it was me she was focussed on. She came to stand before me, crossing her arms, then thinking better of it.

“When they reported it in the news, it was called a ‘sexual relationship with a minor,’ but that wasn’t it. It was rape. I didn’t want that fuck within ten feet of me and there was certainly no relationship happening there. After my brother was finished with him, there was nothing of him left. Asher killed the man who hurt me because he saw me as his sister.”

She nodded slowly.

“If he was prepared to do that for me, imagine what he’d do to keep you safe as his fated mate.”

“We’re getting a little ahead of ourselves here,” Flo said. “Imogen hasn’t decided to accept the bond yet.”

“Yes, I have.” That came out way too fast, too eager, but I couldn’t seem to regret that. “I have. I’m going to accept the bond.”

“Good—” Ursula said with a grin.

“Before you know what that means?” Nat got to her feet. “Once you accept their bites, this is forever.”

“Bites…?” My brain raced, able to fill in the gaps through my reading. “They’re going to mark me as theirs by biting me on the neck?”

Nat pulled her collar away to reveal several neat scars, Ellie, Gail, Fern, Ingrid, all the women doing the same. For a second, there was a silent moment of solidarity amongst the group.

And I wanted to join them.

To count myself among their number. To be able to come here and advise other wild eyed women about what they were getting themselves into. I wanted to skip all of this and get straight to the good bit, because those moments had been few and far between. Instead, I sucked a breath in, then another.

“Yeah, I want that.”

Because I could see it in my mind’s eye, exactly how it was going to go. Not just Lucas, naked and splendid before me, but all three. Who wouldn’t want them pulling you down in between them? Who wouldn’t want their kisses raining over all parts of your body? And then right when you were sighing with pleasure, I could see it–sinking down on Kyle’s or Asher’s cock the moment their fangs snapped down, the pain making the pleasure all the sweeter. I’d ride one of them and then the next, letting them claim me in turn. Then I’d bite down with my own blunt teeth, marking them right back because I wanted every woman that looked at them to know that they were mine.

“She’s rushing things,” Flo muttered, but Gail just smiled.

“You know what you want, don’t you, sweetheart?” Her earth mother smile was exactly what I needed right now. “Something inside you knew this moment would happen, and it's been waiting, waiting for them to come along.”

I could only nod, something too big, too intense, rising in my throat. Swallowing wouldn’t dislodge it and I couldn’t confess it either, this overpowering need. To be loved, to be cared for, to finally put my bundle down and just surrender to something bigger than me. So a nod had to suffice.

“Did you have any questions or issues you’d like to discuss?” Fern asked, peering into my eyes.

“No.” I glanced from one woman to the next, seeing past their concern to something else I desired so very much. Security. “I know everyone’s concerned, but… This is what I want. It’s what I’ve always wanted, so you don’t need to worry about me changing my mind.”

That didn’t placate a bunch of the women here I could see, but they weren’t the ones who were important. Fern flushed prettily and Gail wrapped her arms around my shoulders.

“Well then, Fern and I, we organised a little get together, just in case you decided to accept the bond.”

“Little get together?” Asher snorted as we all walked into the backyard of a nice house situated in the inner city. “I’m fairly sure every member of Lucas’ and my family is here.”

And that should’ve been nerve wracking. The house looked like it should grace the cover of a glossy architecture magazine, and the garden was just stunning. The flower beds were filled with roses of every colour, the sweet perfume filling the air. However, it was the crowd that kind of intimidated me, each head turning around to take us in.

“There he is!” A diminutive older woman sprang up from her seat and rushed forward, only for Lucas to wrap his arms around her.

“Hi, Nanna, this is⁠—”

“Your girl?” She spun around to take me in, and my hands fidgeted with the hem of my shirt, trying to smooth out the wrinkles. “Hello, darling. I’m Glenda, this ratbag’s grandmother.”

“Oh, hi, I’m⁠—”

“Imogen?” A couple of large men with the ruddy faces of men who worked outside all day, their hair various shades of blond, ranging from nearly brown to white, approached. One pushed forward, shooting me a crooked smile I recognised easily, then thrust out his hand. “You look too smart to fall for an idiot like this.” The other hand went to Lucas’ hair, ruffling it before his son pushed his hand away. “You haven’t accepted the bond yet. There’s still time to change your mind.”

“Jesus, Frank…” one of the other men said, nudging the first one in the ribs, but the third just laughed, all of them ignoring this. Lucas smiled along, his mouth stretched into that shape as he went a little pale.

“Enough out of you three,” Fern said, waving them away sternly before turning to me. “Don’t worry about Lucas’ dads. They like to make a joke out of pretty much everything.”

“Except you.” One of the other dads swept her into his arms, dipping her down and then up again in time to plant a kiss on her lips. “Anyway, remember the shit your dad put us through?” A blue eye zeroed in on me. “You haven’t got a scary dad lurking anywhere, do you, love?”

“Ah, no.” I understood why Lucas plastered a smile on his face then. It was like a shield to deflect their intense focus. I’d barely seen my parents in the past few years, and I couldn’t see that pattern changing at any point. “They’re not really a big part of my life.”

“One hurdle you don’t have to jump over,” Frank said with a nod to my guys. “Play things right, and you’ll have your girl mated and yours before the end of the week.”

“No.” Asher was like a stone thrown into a pond, creating ripples by the second, but he managed something. Each one of them went quiet then. His hand took mine, as if sensing my fear, my concern that maybe he’d changed his mind. My focus narrowed down to his thumb, feeling it rub over my knuckles once, twice. “We’re not rushing things with Imogen. She deserves to be courted properly.”

Why the hell did he have to go and say that? My cheeks flushed bright red in front of all these strangers. As if in response to my blush, he pulled me into his side and then marched us forward to where yet another group of strangers waited.

“Asher!” Gail jumped up from where she was sitting with the rest of her family. “Hello, darling. Imogen, still with us? This is promising.” She cast a wary eye over the deck at the back of her house, watching Kyle chat to Lucas’ family while the man himself seemed to hold himself a little apart. Lucas’ eyes met mine across the wooden expanse, and then he mouthed the word ‘help’, forcing me to giggle. “I appreciate it’s a bit of a trial by fire meeting everyone on the first day that you found out about the boys⁠—”

“Which is why I said it wasn’t a great idea.”

Asher ground that out between clenched teeth.

“Asher…”

“You could’ve given us this one day. Just one, Gail,” he said, shooting her a meaningful look.

“If you’re going to blame anyone, blame me,” I said, looking up at him in time to catch his stare. He frowned slightly. “She asked me if it was OK, and I said yes.” I shrugged. “I admit, I didn’t realise your family was this big.”

“A sleuth finding their mates is a huge thing,” Gail explained. “I meant it to be just immediate family, but word got around.” Her hands rose helplessly.

“Then we’ll stay for a drink and something to eat,” Asher told her in a low growl, “then I’m taking my… Imogen back to headquarters.”

Her gaze softened.

“Of course, darling.” Her hand went to his cheek, giving it a squeeze, something that had me choking back a laugh. “I knew you’d get all growly and protective when you found the other half of your heart.”

“Gail—”

“Mum,” she said, shooting him just as intense a look. “Now, make yourself useful and get your mate a drink.”

Gail hooked her arm through mine and engaged in a whistlestop tour of the entire family. Names, faces, they came and went but nothing stuck. This was like being forced to sit a really important exam without having a chance to prepare for it, and I ended up saying something like that to her, which had her smiling.

“Not at all.” She nodded to the table, everyone moving to sit down now because platters of food were brought out. “This is just the beginning. You’ll have the rest of your life to get to know all of us.” Her hand went to her hip. “Whether you want to or not. As I keep trying to tell Asher, this is your family.”

“My introduction was just as traumatic.” We turned to find him standing there with three drinks in hand. A beer for him and a wine for me and Gail, something we both accepted with a grateful smile. “Come and take a look at the garden, Imogen. I’ll show you where one of my favourite hiding places is.”

Gail protested that there was food on the table, ready to be eaten, but that small smile on Asher’s face? I couldn’t say no to it, so I took his free hand and then let him lead me out. A long, shuddering breath escaped me as the sound of all that chatter fell away, and he noted that with a nod.

“They’re intense.” He was making a statement, not asking a question, so I just took a sip of the wine. Dry, light, but fruity, it rolled around on my tongue as he continued. “But they mean well. There’s a lot of love here.” We got to the end of the garden where a beautiful wrought iron swing was situated and he gestured for me to take a seat. “It was hard for me to comprehend when I first arrived.”

“My family’s not like that at all,” I replied, sinking down into the cushions. “We barely have a civil word to say to each other.” My eyes found his. “So if you’re hoping for some big family get together…”

“That never factored into my dreams of the future.” He was always so intense, but right now I sucked up that constant regard like the wine. It rushed to my head, intoxicating me in the same way. “Just you, Imogen. A woman to care for, one to protect with everything I have. One to…”

I leaned forward, ready to hear the last bit, but that’s when Kyle and Lucas came walking over toting plates of food.

“Escaped the crush already?” Kyle asked, sitting down on the grass after handing me a plate. “That took what, two-point-five seconds?”

“Your family is insufferable,” Asher replied dryly, then turned to Lucas, “and yours is just loud.”

“They’re your family too. All of them,” Kyle replied with a smug smile.

“Yeah?” Lucas fixed him with a dark look. “Then you can deal with my fuckhead brothers.”


Chapter 46



Lucas

My family were nice people. My mum was the quiet one, much like me, and my dads, while completely full of shit, never made me feel anything other than loved. It might be that rough-and-tumble, put-shit-on-you, kind of love that Australian families specialised in, but still, love. Even my older brothers, identical twins as was often the case with bear shifters, loved me.

But sometimes I wondered if they liked me.

I saw their sly smiles when Kyle coaxed us all back to the table with promises that everything would be fine. Asher was even pricklier than ever, needing to not just protect himself but Imogen too. And me? This was the moment when my family rallied around me, supported me, made clear I was the right guy for my mate, right?

“She’s hot,” Kevin, or was it Steven, said, looking Imogen over as we all sat down. Her butt hovered in the air, not ready to sit as she stared at me. “How the hell did you get a hot mate, numbnuts?”

That was me. I was numbnuts for as long as I could remember. Also dickhead, wanker, fuckface… You get the picture.

“He didn’t find you at one of those ren faire things, did he?” Steven asked Imogen. That was definitely him, the scar on his left forearm from the time we all fell out of a tree becoming apparent as he leaned forward.

“Don’t put your elbows on the table,” Mum hissed, knocking him away. “And stop teasing your brother.”

“Ren faire?” I heard my mate’s voice, and for the first time, I didn’t want to look down. Apparently her meeting with the female elders was scandalously short, that she’d decided before she even heard what they had to say to accept us. My heart beat too hard, too fast at that knowledge, but right now I felt like we were about to reach the hurdle she couldn’t get over.

“I like to do historical fencing when I have some down time,” I replied, daring to sneak a look sideways.

There was no way I wanted to bring this up today. Accepting that we turned into bears sometimes was one thing, but a girl being cool about a guy that dressed up in armour and swung a sword around at other guys also wearing armour? That seemed a step too far. I shot my brothers a dark look, mentally swearing I would do my damndest to embarrass the shit out of them if they ever managed to find their mates.

“Like a knight?” she asked, and the lack of disgust in her gaze made me feel a little better. “Do you fight in one of those things they show on TV?”

“Tourneys?” I asked. “Not quite. Our bouts are all pretty heavily controlled. Swinging heavy metal weapons at each other, they have to be.”

“Stop trying to make it sound cooler than it is,” Kevin said.

“But it is.” Her head whipped around and she stared into his eyes. “Lucas would look freaking hot in armour.”

“Um, yeah.” Kevin looked her up and down. “Standing around in a really expensive tin can in the sun will do that to you.”

“Gorgeous,” my girl snapped. “Amazing, strong, incredible, do you need me to use smaller words for you that are easier to understand?” I couldn’t help but let out a little snort, but that just delayed the rush of warmth that started in my chest and rushed outwards. “And lemme guess, you two love going fishing.”

“What’s wrong with fishing?”

Watching the twins look at each other in confusion was worth anything that might come after this.

“And you take all these photos holding up your fish like this?” she continued, showing them what she meant. The twins muttered at that because it was true. Their social media was littered with images exactly like that. “Women don’t find that a turn on at all. It’s like guys are cats leaving dead rats on your doorstep. They’re super proud of what they’ve killed while everyone else is low-key horrified.”

“At least you can eat the fish afterwards…” Steven mumbled.

“But playing with swords and ren faires?” Imogen gazed up at me. “That’s so cool. Can I come to your next tournament? I’ll go as a busty wench.” I choked on some spit as her arms went under her breasts. “Though I might need some padding.”

“No padding.” I’d barely wheezed that out, forced to cough and clear my throat. “You’re perfect the way you are.”

“Aww…” Kevin snarked, rallying quickly, but my nanna whacked him on the arm.

“Just you wait,” she said. “You’ll find a girl that will have you selling your fishing boat because all you want to do is get closer to her. She will be all that matters.” Nanna’s eyes met mine. “Just like your Imogen does to the three of you. Word is you’ve been protecting her, looking after her.”

“We’re trying to, Nanna.”

“Good boys.” Her focus shifted to Imogen. “And if they don’t, you come and talk to me. I’ll set them straight.”

“I appreciate the offer, Glenda,” my mate started to say.

“Nanna, that’s what everyone calls me now,” she corrected. “Now, tell me more about how the lot of you met. There’s been stories but that Flo, she never tells it right.”

I sat back then, letting the afternoon warmth settle over me. Now that the initial excitement at meeting Imogen was satisfied, a strange kind of rhythm set up around the table. People talked with the ease of those that knew each other well. I half listened to updates on people’s lives, who was moving house, having a new baby, the situation over at the new shifter school, but none of it really sunk in, not when Imogen was here. My eyes found the slender slope of her neck and trailed down it, almost able to see it. Her skin marked by our fangs, forming angry red marks at first, then healing to something far more discreet. If we were good enough, if we proved ourselves, then one day she’d let us formalise the bond, and then the only thing that would part us was old age.

“Have something to eat, sweetheart,” Mum said, giving me a nudge, but I couldn’t tell her this. That the only thing I craved was the woman sitting beside me, and food, wine, and beer would never cut it again.

“Are you sure you’re all safe in that building of yours?” Gail asked.

We were trying to make our goodbyes, but like most family things, leaving happened in stages. We’d gotten past the deck and out the side gate, so we were getting closer to the car, but not close enough.

“They have to be,” Mum reasoned. “It was built with all those security features.”

“Probably more secure than our own house.” This was one of Kyle’s dads. He shot us a knowing look, making clear he understood that his mate was fussing, but he wasn’t about to stop her. Gail was a mother hen, clucking over her chicks. “They’ll be fine. They’re also trying to get home.”

“Oh, of course!” She clapped her hands to her cheeks. “I’ll let you go.” I took a step further away. “But you’re sure you don’t want some leftovers? There’s so much food.”

“Because you always over cater, Mum.” Kyle stepped between his mother and us. “We love you. Lunch was amazing, but we don’t want to be eating the same meal for the next few days straight. Eat the food yourselves or take it to the meeting centre for the other ladies to enjoy.”

“That is a good idea.” Gail patted his arm sadly, but then looked past him. “Now, Imogen, if you still want that recipe?”

“I do.” My grip on her shoulders tightened and I couldn’t believe I had that right, the feel of her still foreign and unfamiliar. “That salad was amazing.”

“It’s the apple,” Gail said, sucking in a breath, ready to give us the whole recipe verbally before the sounds of her mates clearing their throats had her pausing. “But I’ll email you the details.” Her focus shifted to Asher. “You need to get Imogen a replacement phone.”

That was a sore subject. We should’ve stopped and swept the scene for details the last time Phil attacked and were still kicking ourselves for leaving it behind for him to find. The SIM had been deactivated, the device reported stolen, but still the lapse was unforgivable.

“We will,” Asher replied. “When we get back to HQ.”

“So I better let you go.” Gail rushed forward and hugged him, and I caught the moment Asher’s eyes went wide. His hands rose belatedly, unsure of what to do before reminding himself to hug her back. I glanced at Imogen, wondering if she saw it, the way he finally sank into his foster mother’s embrace, right before she pulled away. “Give us a hug, you big lug,” she told Kyle and then giggled as he squeezed her tight and then spun her around before depositing her on her feet.

My mum thought this was a great idea, moving forward to hug me.

“You did well, darling,” she said in a low voice before pulling back slightly to turn to my mate. “And, Imogen, you know you can always call us. Just because you didn’t have any questions today doesn’t mean you won’t later.”

“Like what’s a baculum?”

Kevin asked that in all innocence, only Steven’s wicked laugh made clear what they were doing.

“Baculum?” Imogen looked up at me. My throat felt like it was rapidly closing over, but it gave me the incentive to wrap all of this up.

“That’s a conversation for the car. Mum, dads, Nan, dickheads, Kyle’s family, thank you for everything, but we need to go now,” I said.

“Finally…” Asher hissed under his breath.

“We love all of you and will have you over at our place soon,” Kyle added.

“Next week?” Gail asked hopefully.

We didn’t commit to anything, turning and finally walking down the driveway and back to our car.

“So did you have a good afternoon?” Kyle asked Imogen. “I know they’re intense⁠—”

“Your families are awesome.” Her nose wrinkled. “Well, Lucas’ brothers could do with some work.”

“Something I will tell them with great emphasis the next time I see them,” I replied.

“But…” Her eyes narrowed slightly. “The need for secrets made sense before. You didn’t want to be like ‘Hey, we’ve just moved you out of your ex’s place. Surprise, we turn into bears on the down low.’”

“Right,” I said, tensing as I waited for her to finish.

“But there’s no need for that now. So…” She stared each one of us down. “What the hell is a baculum.


Chapter 47



Imogen

“Something better explored rather than explained.”

That was all Asher would say as we bundled back into the car and drove away, which just had my mind racing. In the wolf shifter books I read, they often had knots that inflated at the base of their dick, many times only for their mates, and that got me thinking.

“Is it a dick thing?” I asked.

Kyle groaned.

“How do you know that and for that matter, how the fuck are you adjusting to all of this so easily?”

“Books.” Both he and Lucas looked down at me, and I caught Asher doing the same in the rear vision mirror. “I read a lot of books. Books… well you know what kind I read.”

“No,” Kyle said, twisting in his seat. “Tell us.”

“Paranormal romance.” That came out in a rush and why the hell was I blushing. A big chunk of the reading population liked reading PNR. “One girl, one guy who just so happens to be a wolf⁠—”

“Ugh, I hate wolf shifters,” he muttered.

“Or a tiger⁠—”

“They’re arrogant dicks most of the time,” Lucas added. “Just like you’d expect a cat to be.”

“Or dragons or whatever. They see a girl and know she’s his fated mate and often there’s a… physical sign of that.”

I waved my hand through the air, hoping everything else could just be implied.

“Like what?”

Both Lucas and Kyle had turned my way now, narrowing the space down in the backseat. I felt surrounded, cocooned, and that was exactly what I wanted. It left me feeling safe, which was perhaps why I continued.

“A wolf shifter’s knot might swell when he meets her. A tiger might find his barbs start to flex.”

“How the fuck do they make a spiky dick seem sexy?” Lucas muttered. “It’d have to be painful.”

“Not if the barbs are made of cartilage.” I tweaked his ear. “Firm enough to feel, soft enough not to hurt.”

“Right, well—” he started to say, his face going a very intriguing shade of red. “We⁠—”

“Will show you exactly what you’re dealing with when we get back home,” Asher interrupted smoothly. “You can wait that long, can’t you?”

No, I really couldn’t, I wanted to say, but something about his steady gaze had me nodding. It was as if I didn’t want to disappoint him. Instead, my hands rose, coming to rest on each man’s thighs, then rubbing against the soft denim there.

“Keep doing that,” Kyle ground out, “and you’re going to find out a whole lot quicker than you think.”

Definitely something to do with their dicks then, I thought to myself, having no idea what I was about to discover.

“Kyle’s room,” Asher barked the minute he parked the car, and they all moved then. My seatbelt was unclipped, and I was pulled out of the backseat, then tossed over Kyle’s shoulder, because apparently, I couldn’t be trusted to walk fast enough. Bouncing with his every step, people turned to watch us go, which wasn’t embarrassing at all. Worst of all, Elodie saw us. Her mouth fell open, and I knew she was about to say something before we turned a corner, marching away from her, from everyone else, to arrive here.

“If you had any idea how long I’ve waited to get you in here,” Kyle said as I was laid down on the bed. He was climbing on after me, his mouth about to come down on mine. This was still so new that I felt a thrill the moment his head lowered, but Asher grabbed the back of his shirt and hauled him back.

“Don’t cloud her head with kisses,” he growled. “Not before she knows what she’s getting herself into. This is already moving too fast.”

“Too fast for who?” I asked, rolling onto my knees and shuffling closer.

The three of them at the end of the bed would’ve been an alluring sight anyway, but now that they were mine? They were so much more. My fingers flexed, even on my bad hand, because I couldn’t wait to touch. Sliding my hand up and under Kyle’s shirt, his hiss when I touched bare skin music to my ears, but then I turned to do the same to Lucas. His blush deepened as his eyes grew wide, like he couldn’t believe this was happening. It was like some beautiful dream for me too, one I didn’t want to wake up from, but Asher stepped forward. My head was tilted up, so my eyes met his and then he let me go to ease his zipper down. I sat back on my heels, touching no one as I watched the show.

Watching a man ease a hard cock out of his pants could be a supremely erotic thing. He was already hard for me. My eyes raked up and down his length, not seeing anything different to other guys except maybe his girth. Not quite painful porn star proportions, but still. I’d feel every inch of that as it went in. I shifted restlessly on the bed, waiting for the explanation.

“I need you to touch it,” he said in a low, husky voice.

“Yeah, I think I need to as well.”

My hand moved of its own accord. Hot skin, velvety soft around a steel core, that’s what I felt first. I could almost feel the blood pumping through his veins, making him even harder. Probably because his breath came out in sharp little pants, his eyes rolling back for just a second, but Asher would never lose control for long.

“The underside…” he said. “Press down on the underside.”

My brow creased, unsure of what he meant, right up until my thumb pressed down.

Guys talked about their dicks being hard, but it was nothing like this. An erection was still just soft flesh pumped up with a whole lot of blood, but right now I felt something running up the underside of his cock that was as hard as stone.

Or bone.

That’s what it felt like. As my fingers explored, I could feel it just under the skin. My eyes jerked up to meet his and he smiled slightly, but then my hands moved, destroying that. Instead, his lips fell open, chest heaving as he sucked in breaths as I asked the question.

“What is it?”

“Yours.” He hadn’t meant to answer that way, and he shook his head in response but was unable to make out any more words.

“A bone that will jut out when you mate with us,” Kyle explained, trying to use his best calm and reasonable tones. “It will lock down inside you, keeping us tied tight until we’re both done.”

“Bone?” I stared then at the head that peeked through Asher’s foreskin, and as I peeled it back a little, I saw the slit was larger than it would be in a human man’s dick. I snatched my hand away and Asher let out an almost sobbing sigh. “Lock… tie…” I stared at all three of them. “You’re going to hurt me?”

“No, Imogen—” Lucas started to say.

“You didn’t when we had sex the other night.” My tone couldn’t help but be accusing.

“You had sex?” Kyle asked.

“No, I didn’t.” Lucas held my gaze steadily, all shyness, all doubt, gone from his gaze. “I didn’t let my baculum loose because you didn’t know what you were to us. I held it back for you.”

“So, you could hold it back all the time.” It felt like I was trying to frantically bargain with reality, and we all know how that goes. “You could, right?”

“You won’t want us to.” Asher moved quickly, tucking himself away, but that wasn’t the end of things. Instead, he leaned forward, pushing me down on the bed. When I scrambled backwards, he came with me, mouth hovering over mine. “It’s something you’ll come to crave.”

“Crave a bone digging into my vajayjay? I don’t think so.” For a moment I just stared into his eyes, then the others, willing this not to be true. I wanted fated mates more than anything else in the world, but… The fact they came with built-in attachments that threatened to shred my vagina seemed like a special kind of cruelty. “I don’t want to be torn⁠—”

“That would never happen,” Asher assured me.

“I don’t want to hurt⁠—”

“We literally can’t hurt you.” Lucas flopped down on the bed beside me, but didn’t move to close the gap. “The bear would take over before we could, protecting you from the others.”

“I’m scared.”

There, that was it. A thought so much hotter, so much more intense than the others. My heart pounded in my chest, the beats getting louder and louder as I remembered all the crap I’d gone through before. This was supposed to be a fresh start, a beautiful beginning. My life was going to be just as magical as I’d always dreamed it would be. For a moment, all I could do was breathe and stare at the three of them.

“We will never rush you.” Kyle sat down on his side of the bed, watching me with those golden eyes. “You’re in control. We can go and do something else, maybe watch a movie in the theatre room or even just sleep here.” He patted the bed. “I don’t know about you, but a nap with a belly full of food seems like just the thing.”

I forced my breathing to slow, reasoning that I wasn’t in danger here. They wouldn’t, couldn’t, hurt me. As my heart rate began to slow, I nodded.

“Yeah, OK, a nap is probably not a bad idea.”

“Or I could show you how it will be.”

Asher was like a snake in the Garden of Eden, promising dark pleasures I was struggling to get my head around.

“I don’t think I’m ready for bone sex,” I replied with a weak smile.

“So we’ll keep our dicks in our pants,” he replied smoothly. “I can use my hands to approximate the feeling.”

“We can use our hands.”

Lucas stared into my eyes and that just brought back memories of the feel of him last night. Hard, clawing me closer, pushing me to greater and greater heights. He made it impossible for me to just snuggle down in the bed and close my eyes, because my mind started working. I looked at all three of them, my focus shifting to their hands. Big palms, long fingers, carefully trimmed nails. It wasn’t hard to imagine all three pairs sliding across my skin. Asher grinned then, as if he could read my mind, but I guess in some ways he could. My scent would’ve communicated my curiosity… No, let’s be honest, my desire. In some ways, that freed me of having to pretend I wanted anything else.

“No dick bones unless I say I want them?” I asked.

“Not unless you ask very nicely,” Asher replied, shifting closer to brush his mouth against mine.


Chapter 48



Asher

I shouldn’t be doing this. My very logical, very practical brain said we should step out of the room and allow Imogen time to collect herself, and that was good advice, but then I caught a lungful of her scent. Shifting and changing, it filled the room with a confusing mix of acrid fear and sweet, sweet desire. She was conflicted, and she should’ve been allowed time to deal with that.

So why wasn’t I moving away?

Why did I stretch forward, every muscle straining to stop myself from slamming my mouth down on hers? Instead, I allowed myself the barest brush of our lips, unable to stifle the growl that rose in my throat. Imogen jerked away, staring into my eyes, but whatever she saw there seemed to reassure her. Hands slid down my cheek, scratching at my stubble, before she went back and kissed me properly.

Her lips were so fucking soft. I wanted to learn every curve, but right now my mouth moved of its own accord, meeting her kiss with my own. One bled into the other until someone cleared their throat. I looked up with a snarl to see Kyle staring at me, completely unfazed.

“You know she’s our mate too.”

Academically that fact was true, but right now something hungry and selfish wanted to yank Imogen against my chest and gorge myself on her sweetness.

Because I had been waiting for her for so damn long.

Kyle’s family were the ideal foster parents. They’d even tried to adopt Ursula when I told them what had happened, but the human authorities had already placed her with another family. Instead, they reached out to them and made sure we got to see each other regularly. Every sleepover she did at our place was better than the last, but despite her love and my foster family’s, part of my heart was always walled off, waiting for her.

Imogen, it turned out. I’d barely been able to take a breath when we saw her for the first time, and it felt like I’d been breathless every moment since. When we were forced to leave her behind in that shitty new apartment. When I had to let her go to her job. But not now. I tugged her closer and under me, needing to feel her against me, and she stared straight back, as if acknowledging that, kissing me slowly, thoroughly, right before she turned to Kyle.

“You wanted that kiss?”

“More than anything,” he growled, moving forwards.

Not having her mouth at my disposal was not such a terrible thing it turned out. I kissed my way down the creamy expanse of her neck, smelling the perfume she’d put on and her scent beneath that. Filling my nose, making my head spin, maybe that’s why I bared my fangs and nipped at her skin.

Her muffled moan made clear what she thought about that, and I stared at the reddened skin, right before she pulled free of Kyle only to turn to Lucas.

“You want a kiss too?” she asked in a teasing tone.

“Only all the damn time.” He moved closer, drawing pleased noises from her throat as I kissed my way down.

I liked this blouse. I could unbutton the fabric, push it away from her body as she kissed my sleuthmate, but I stopped for just a second as I saw the swells of her breasts. Contained by a thin layer of filmy lace, I could see the shadows of her nipples. They drew my mouth forward, the lace scratchy under my lips so I was forced to shove the cups up to save them from being rubbed against rough fabric. That’s when Imogen pulled away, staring down at me, our eyes locking as I took one nipple in my mouth.

I needed her wet, soft, and overheated for what was to come, all fear driven out of her scent, only desire. I smelled that sweetness spike, right as I tugged on one nipple with long, slow swallows. Her hand went to the back of my head, keeping me where I was until I was forced to pull away and tend to the other.

But there was no need to try and do this job all by myself.

“Just like that, huh?” Kyle asked as she started to pant, her ribcage flexing, trying to shove more of her breast in my mouth. I let the nipple pop free, kissing my way down as the others moved in to take my place.

The exact moment when they latched on was clear to me. Her whole body went rigid as she let out a ragged groan, her hands slapping down on the backs of their heads. She wanted, needed pleasure, because for some reason no one had bothered to make sure she had enough before this point. No more. I flicked open the button of her jeans, kissing my way down the sharp blade of her hipbone, right before I started to peel the denim down. She tried to help me, but failed, as the others worked to tease every sensation from her breasts. But when the jeans were tossed aside, I stopped and stared.

Little cotton panties with flowers printed on them, there was something innocent about them. But when I teased them aside, I caught sight of heaven. Slick, pink, and swollen, she was already aroused but I had to push her further. I pressed my face into the gap, my tongue searching, unable to wait for a taste of her.

Salty and sweet, she coated my tastebuds, and I never wanted to taste anything else. I moved faster and faster, discovering her every fold, right before the tip of my tongue began to circle her clit.

“Yes…”

Her cry was redundant for any man who bothered to read her reactions. She grew wetter, slicker, with every lick, her skin hotter. Then my fingers slid through those soft folds, finding the core of her.

“This is what it’ll be like.” Her eyes flicked open, and she watched me as I traced the gates of heaven. “You’ll pull me close, wanting, needing me inside you.” A little nod was all the approval I needed as I pushed two fingers into her. My teeth locked down feeling that velvety heat clasp tightly around them, able to feel deep in my dick what this would be like. “And I’ll give you every inch.”

My fingers couldn’t go as far as she needed, and as I wiggled them, she let out a little sound of protest, acknowledging that. I was longer, harder, thicker, and that’s what she needed, but she wasn’t ready for that, so this is what she’d have to settle for.

“And right when I’m buried deep inside you, that’s when you’ll feel it.”

Her response was a thin, keening sound. My fingers crooked up, raking across the front wall of her cunt, right before I found it. A rough patch of skin, we’d all been taught to look out for it, knowing this was where she needed it.

“The head of my cock angled just right to hit this spot over and over.”

I began to thrust, making sure to do just that, and I was rewarded with a ragged pant at each pass.

“Making you feel so good, but…”

Her cunt began to flex, twitch around my fingers, because instinctively she knew. With each ripple, she’d work my baculum out until it was ready to shoot free.

“Deep down, you’ll know you need more.”

A frantic nod, she mutely begged for just that.

Kyle moved down then, spreading her folds to lap at her clit, but that wasn’t it. My eyes locked with hers, communicating everything I knew in my gaze. I pulled my fingers free for just a second and she reached for me, ready to push them back in, but I replaced them with three this time.

“No pain, Imogen. That’s not how we work. We can’t ever willingly hurt you, will never want to. Only pleasure.”

I shook my head, caught up now in the sensual tangle of this, feeling like I was everyone at once. Her nipple was in my mouth, being tortured to greater and greater sensual heights. Her clit rolling on my tongue like a marble in oil. But most of all, her slick little cunt that clasped my fingers like she’d never let them go.

“That’s what it’ll be like when we do this for real. My baculum will shoot out because I won’t be able to hold it back.” My fingers dug in hard, but her cry was of ecstasy, not pain. Her eyes went wide as I rubbed them back and forth, faster and faster. “This is a pleasure I can only give my fated mate, and I want it for you with every breath, every fibre of my being. Bliss for you, my mate.”

She couldn’t respond anymore, her eyes going wide. She stared at me and right through me as her body did something I wasn’t sure it’d done before. Orgasms she’d had, but like this? I doubted it by her expression. At first shocked, then elated as she rode the first wave, her hips jerking off the bed, forcing her clit deeper into Kyle’s mouth.

“Fuck, I’m⁠—”

“Coming?” My lips twisted into a smile. “Of course you are. That’s always the outcome with your fated mates. We live to make you feel all the pleasures you’re capable of and always will. That’s what the baculum is for. Your pleasure, to prolong it, draw it out, until one orgasm bleeds into the next.”

I had more to say, but she made an animalistic sound, pulling free of the others, leaving them swollen mouthed and staring as she lunged at me.

“You made your point,” she growled, more bear than woman herself, and my beast was pleased by this. “I’m not scared anymore.”

I was forced down on my back, my zipper eased down and before I could protest, she had me out and back in her hand.

Right where I was made to be.

My eyes fell closed for just a second, feeling the pleasure of her touch, right before Imogen straddled me.

“I think this lesson is over,” she said, staring into my eyes, then the others as they rose around her. “Now I need to show what I’ve learned.”

A protest was there, ready to be said, but my voice died in my throat the moment I felt her. Soft, wet and so damn good my eyes rolled back in my head as I pushed up and into her.

I was right where I needed to be.

Every single one of my sleuthmates would’ve felt the same, I was dimly aware, but this took on a different cast for me, because I’d been waiting for so much longer. To feel this kind of bliss. To feel whole. My hands slapped down around her hips and I dragged her hard against me.

“Show me what you’ve got, my mate,” I growled.


Chapter 49



Imogen

Bones inside dicks was not a sexy idea, but the reality? I was still trying to work that out. Just as I thought, I felt the stretch as he thrust up into me, but right now I craved it. Every sensation felt somehow more. More pleasure, more needy, and so I moved then, reaching for just that. Rising up was hard, as if a suction was created between us, keeping Asher right where he was, but as I reached the end of his length, it eased up enough for me to come crashing back down again.

Damn.

Part of me was all aflutter about the idea of fated mates, and the other rolled her eyes, knowing no man would ever reach those peaks, but Asher? He seemed proportioned perfectly to hit my G-spot with every stroke. The pleasure was deeper, harder, more diffuse and yet more overwhelming, exploding each time we crashed together.

Then Kyle slid behind me.

I felt his body, then his hands, sliding up my ribcage and forcing my body back against his before his hands covered my breasts. My head rolled on my shoulders, my mouth seeking his. He sucked down each pant, every moan, muffling the lot of them as I began to move faster. I needed Asher deeper, harder, faster, some terrible tide stirred with each stroke, rising high enough to overwhelm me, but I was helpless to stop, right up until Lucas took possession of my jaw, turning it his way.

“And how does it feel now?” he asked in a low raspy voice. “Not so frightening?”

“More,” I whispered. “I need more.”

The two of them felt like they melted away, becoming disembodied hands that swept over my body, teasing nipples, flicking my clit, but it was the friction inside me that had my attention. My hips shifted restlessly, changing the angle over and over, seeking something, until Asher grabbed me and threw me down on the bed. He’d been humouring my attempts, and now he was taking over.

There was no mistaking him for human. All the softness was stripped from his face, the angles growing harsher by the moment. Well, except for his eyes. They were wide open and staring straight into my soul, just a little fear there that was a friend to my own. We were working this out together, I realised. I’d never done this with a bear shifter, and he’d never had sex with anyone else before. On and on he thrust, until my nails dug into his back.

“Asher—”

“I know.”

I was scooped up, held close as he went back on his heels, never stopping for a second. We bounced together until the pleasure spiked hard inside me. Beautiful prickles of golden light filled my body, setting every nerve ending alight, and that would’ve been a perfectly lovely way to end things.

But Asher wasn’t satisfied.

“Every time you clamp down on me, you work my baculum free,” he growled. “Until I can’t hold back anymore. Tell me you don’t need that self-restraint. Tell me you need me, all of me.”

“God, yes,” I panted, clinging to his shoulders as I met him stroke for stroke, until something stopped us cold.

If I thought I knew pleasure before, that now changed. Something shifted inside him, jutting out and then digging right in, dragging a scream from me. Ragged and broken, it told the whole room what I was feeling.

“You’re OK?” Kyle loomed over Asher’s shoulder. “Fuck, tell me you’re OK, Imogen.”

“Not OK.” I laughed then at my own cowardice, the idiotic fear that would’ve had me missing out on this. “So much better than that.”

I couldn’t manage any other words as Asher’s strokes shifted from hard and brutal to much shorter, gentle ones that sent great ripples of pleasure throughout my entire body.

Honestly, I may have passed out just a little. I couldn’t see, hear anything, just this. Just him, just us. I gripped Asher’s shoulders as I came back to myself, clawing at him to get closer.

“Perfect. I feel perfectly amazing.”

“Because you are to us,” Asher growled, all that hard exterior well and truly cracked open.

I’m not sure if he realised, but I saw past the mask then. Something vulnerable, something so very intense he was terrified he’d exhaust everyone around him in his need for more. That hunger was a twin of my own, and for a moment I just witnessed that. Nodding, I made clear I felt just the same. But he was not the only mate I had, so that’s why my head rolled backwards.

“Does your baculum engage when you get head, because that seems kinda scary,” I asked Kyle.

“No, not anywhere else but inside you.” His lopsided smile had me grinning along with him. “It’s a mating thing, I think.”

“Maybe you need to demonstrate, just to make sure,” I suggested.

“You want…?” he asked.

“That’s pretty clear,” Lucas drawled, “and if you’re not keen, get the fuck out of the way.” His eyes when they met mine were full of heated knowledge. “Imogen’s throat feels so fucking good.”

“You gave him head as well?” Kyle grumped, right as his hands went to his jeans. The sound of his zip being jerked down was music to my ears. With a sigh, Asher eased me backwards so my head hung off the end of the bed, his kisses slow and lazy now down my throat. But it was Kyle that caught my eye because as soon as he had his cock out, mine widened.

“Jesus…”

Kyle looked down in concern, then shot me a smug smile when he realised why. Each one of them was blessed, but the penis fairy had been especially kind to him. Even thicker than the other two and longer, I admit I wondered if I’d bitten off more than I could chew.

“I… hope you don’t want me to deep throat that thing,” I said.

“I just want you, Imogen,” he told me, not moving closer until I waved him forward. “In anyway… fuck.”

I licked the bulbous head, his foreskin already retracted, the skin red and angry looking. His hiss of pleasure was everything.

Well, almost.

My injured hand went very carefully around Kyle’s base, but Lucas? I reached out blindly for him, my mate helpfully moving closer so I could pull his cock free and that’s when I felt an incredible sense of completeness.

My books had built sex up in my head, ill preparing me for the clumsy, messy, largely unsatisfactory nature of real sex, so this moment was like coming home. Realising something you thought you’d never have was possible. That I could be sucking one dick and working another as Asher started to shift slightly inside me, provoking more pleasure, but it was more than who was doing what to who. It was the fact that this felt so damn right. Fated, preordained, whatever. I couldn’t imagine wanting to be anywhere else but in their arms, and the fact I wouldn’t have to was what filled me with another kind of joy. One that carried me through their orgasms and mine, until everyone collapsed onto the bed.

“Bloody hell, I’m never moving again,” Kyle gasped, pulling me half onto his chest.

“I am. The considerate thing is to help clean our girl up afterwards,” Lucas chided. He returned with a hand towel and very carefully cleaned me up.

“You’re not sore?” Vigilant Asher was back in the room, moving to meet my heavily lidded gaze.

“Oh, I’m sore alright.” His frown had me pulling him down beside me. “Because that’s what happens when you get good dick. You rub me a little raw.” His frown got deeper. “Just enough to leave me feeling you afterwards.” I stroked my fingers through his hair and his eyes half closed for a second from pleasure. “Don’t worry, it’s a good thing. It’s like I’ll carry the impression of you throughout the day, feeling the ghost of you when I’m working in the kitchen.”

“Not today,” he growled, pinning me to the bed as he slid in next to me. “You feel me? It’s because I’m right beside you. I made sure the catering company has all the meals covered today.”

“Because you assumed we’d be having sex?” I asked, but I was already half asleep. Kyle was stroking my hair and Lucas had placed my feet on his stomach, massaging them as he laid across the bed.

“Because I wanted us to spend the day together as a sleuth.”

I went to roll towards him, but Kyle pulled me close, moving both of us so we lay on our sides. He pressed kisses into the nape of my neck as I stared sleepily at Asher.

“We’ll have lots of days,” I assured him as I grabbed his hand. “Lots and lots. Now, if you’re going to enter my dreams, keep it low key. No bad guys in forests. No crazy dream sex.”

“Dream. Sex?” Kyle asked.

I heard them as they discussed this in low voices, but only a little. They might have me pinned down, but sleep was coming for me, ready or not. It felt like I’d been waiting my whole life for a moment to truly relax, and now I had it, nothing would stop me.

But Phil Jackson had other ideas.


Chapter 50



Jesse

“How much?” I knew this tone of voice, this expression, but on Phil’s face it was twice as ugly. He’d sobered up a bit, but not by much, swaying slightly on his feet. The quote Greg had done up was flung back in his face. “I’m not paying that fucking much.”

“That’s fine,” my boss replied mildly. He clicked his fingers, and I slapped the grimy key ring into his hand. Greg went to hand it over to the owner, but Phil smacked it away.

“You’ll fix my fucking car, and you’ll do it for a reasonable price.”

This was interesting. Men like Phil, they rarely tackled other men head on. Their chances of coming out on top were greatly reduced, but then I worked it out. Greg was a little bloke. Not all fox shifters were, but he was. Wiry, strong as a horse, but to a dickhead like Phil, he thought he was just facing down a man smaller and weaker than him.

“This…” Greg moved like lightning, picking up the now dusty quote and shoving it at Phil’s chest, the man’s eyes going wide when he stumbled back. “Is a reasonable price. You aren’t in the city. We don’t have a local supplier for parts. Everything has to be freighted in, from petrol and oil, the brake pads. That costs money.” Each point was punctuated by a finger stabbed into Phil’s chest. “Because this is a business, not a fucking charity, that cost gets passed onto you, mate.”

Greg’s tone dripped poison, the fox rising and staring out of his grey-green eyes.

Foxes were considered vermin in Australia, exterminated by every farmer and rural dweller with a rifle, and that made the fox shifter community clannish. I looked behind me as I heard the clatter of tools being dropped as the other blokes I worked with emerged from the depths of the garage, covered in dust, grease, and a bad attitude.

And I knew just how bad it got.

It took me awhile to adjust to this when I first arrived. I’d wanted a change, had to if I was leaving my entire life behind, but it turned out that no matter how far you run, there you are. I got in people’s faces the first time I got drunk, and the fellas showed me the error of my ways. It took a few beatings to make it clear to me, that my world had changed. I had no safety net left and now I needed to find a way to adapt to my new normal.

And Phil needed to do the same.

He landed on his arse in the dirt looking confused as to how he got there, but Greg made that clear. His hands were balled into fists, ready to deliver another lesson if needed.

Apparently, Phil got the message.

“I’ll see what I can do,” he said, snatching the quote up and crumpling it as he got to his feet.

“Do that,” Greg said. “Fifty percent deposit up front before any work is done.”

We usually offered better terms than that, but an arsehole tax had well and truly been applied. Phil wanted to grumble about that, but as the boys edged closer, he thought better of that too.

“I’ll get the money,” was all he said as he shuffled away.

“Ten bucks he ends up selling that piece of shit,” Greg said, holding out a hand.

“I’ll take that bet,” a few of the boys said, slapping money down into his hand. There wasn’t much to do out here and foxes? They’d bet on who could do the biggest shit if that helped pass the time.

“What I want to know is how he’s gonna get the money?” I said and everyone turned then to stare. I’d learned my lesson and kept my mouth shut most of the time, so when I did speak, I got too much attention.

“In this town?” I saw the flash of Greg’s fangs as he grinned. “He wouldn’t want to think about anything dodgy. The humans that live here’ll take your fucking face off for trying to rip them off, and the rest of us…?”

That always confused me. I was human by default, not having enough bear shifter blood to possess a beast. When my brother and I were kids, I could’ve sworn… But puberty came and went, and I was still just the same dumbfuck kid I was before my voice broke.

So, I went and acted like the biggest dumbfuck I could. No animal to steer me straight, I went wild.

“We’ll make short work of any fuck that thinks he can tangle with us, won’t we, bear boy?”

I wouldn’t be much good to them in a fight. I was stronger, fitter than I’d ever been in my life, but that was still nothing when it came to shifter strength. I nodded anyway as he held my gaze, the other guys all barking and yipping their agreement.

“Now get back to work. There’s plenty of cars actual paying customers want fixed. If you don’t have enough to do, let me know and I’ll sort that out.”

I did. I was doing all the services, changing oil, testing batteries, the kind of donkey work that apprentices did, but right now I stared off into the growing shadows, tracing the trail of footsteps Phil had left in the dirt. Greg and the other fox shifters had a right to be cocky, but sometimes that made you blind. Humans might not be able to match their strength, but cruelty?

Nothing and no one was crueller than a human being, especially a desperate one.


Chapter 51



Imogen

The trouble with having three fated mates was that it meant you got nothing done.

I woke up slowly, that kind of Sunday, I don’t have work or anything I have to do kind of lazy awakening, and it became clear why as soon as my eyes fluttered open. A big hand spanned my back, stroking me over and over, just like a cat, and I was ready to start purring. I wiggled experimentally, revelling in how good I was feeling, right up until the point I stared into his eyes. Kyle grinned like a little boy caught doing something naughty and there was something so pure about that. Like all the world was pleasure and all I had to do was reach out to get some for myself. Life wasn’t that simple, which was why I moved up and claimed his mouth as mine. The little grunt of surprise, like he couldn’t believe this was happening either, was everything I didn’t know I needed. One kiss bled into another, then another, before I felt another hand on my shoulder.

“Got any of that for me?”

Was this the way it would always be? Waking up when I felt like it, only to have three hot guys vying for my attention? I hadn’t just landed on my feet; I’d landed in heaven. I turned then, Kyle keeping a tight grip on me lest I pull away, to kiss Lucas.

“Shit, morning breath,” he said, moving back at the last moment.

“We’ve both got it, so I guess we cancel each other out.”

That gave him permission to do exactly what he wanted. His sweet smile felt like it lit me up from the core, right before his lips were pressed against mine.

We’d had sex before we fell asleep and again during the night. Asher’s dream walking seemed to have taken a more sensual turn now, and when he teased me while I slept, I was forced to wake up and attack the three of them to satiate that lust. But with Kyle pressed against my butt, his hard length branding one cheek and Lucas grinding into my hip, suddenly that wasn’t enough. It was like being able to see colour for the first time or to get your sense of smell or taste back. The world had become a far more vivid, intensely sexual place, and part of me wanted to grab all this sensation with both hands.

And the other remembered I was actually employed to do a job here.

“Pancakes!” I yelped, pulling away.

“Pancakes?” Lucas looked completely confused.

“I said I’d make pancakes for the kids again this morning.”

I started to pull free, ready to scramble out of bed and into the adjoining shower when another set of arms grabbed me and pulled me back down again. I’d gone from being wedged between Lucas and Kyle to straddling Asher’s hips.

First thing in the morning, he lost that intense look of focus I quickly realised. Asher looked softer, more relaxed for once, a small smile forming as I tried to get free. That just ended up with me wriggling on his dick, something his body and mine seemed to like a whole lot.

“The job was just a pretext to keep you at HQ,” he told me. “You don’t need to cook anything unless you want to.”

“What?” I stared and watched the walls start being rebuilt rapidly, his smile fading until I shook my head. “You did that for me?”

“That and paid your rent for the next six months.” He muttered that, looking almost embarrassed by the fact.

“You what?”

I leaned closer, especially when Asher seemed determined not to look at me.

“Gave the real estate agent the new keys,” he said like a man facing down a firing squad. “She seemed put out by the fact there was an incident at the apartment already, but her concerns evaporated when I organised for the entire lease’s rent to be paid in one lump sum.” Blue eyes rolled back my way. “I knew you’d get all weird about that, so I figured if we found you a job to ‘pay’ for all of that, you’d be OK with me overstepping.”

Finding out shifters were real was no big jump for me, but this? I knew I needed to thank him, to make clear just how much I appreciated everything he’d done, but the words weren’t coming. I just couldn’t believe someone would do something like that for me.

“I…”

My voice cracked and tears filled my eyes, which was the worst reaction ever. His face fell, real fear in his eyes, right before I launched myself at him. My arms wrapped around his neck, holding him as tightly as I dared, until he took over, holding me just as closely.

“I’d do anything for you,” he rumbled, stroking my hair, my back. “Anything. I’ve waited my whole life to find you, Imogen. This was nothing. I’ve been smart with my investments, built up a nice portfolio of stocks. I could buy you the entire damn building if that’s what would make you happy.”

My head jerked back and then I let out a little bark of a laugh, part happiness, part incredulity. Asher was like a heat-seeking missile. He worked out what the hell he wanted and went for it, not allowing anything to get in his way, and I could see how that might be overwhelming for other people.

Not me, though.

I settled back down again, tucking my head up and under his chin, and his sigh of satisfaction was everything.

“Just to be clear, I don’t need you to do that,” I said, closing my eyes for a moment and breathing in his scent. “I… I’m not going back there, am I?”

That felt bad to say. The apartment was something I’d worked so hard to afford and I was discarding it without a second thought, but… It was always just the next step. The one that took me away from Mike and further towards what I wanted to become.

Happy.

I had no way of anticipating what it would really take to achieve that.

“Not if I can help it,” Kyle said, sliding in beside us. “The security on that place sucked. We did what we could, but…”

“And I nearly had a heart attack when I saw the crime stats of that suburb.” Lucas was now standing at the end of the bed, splendidly naked, and I took a nice, long look at all of him. “We don’t want you going anywhere.”

“But we will go wherever you do go.”

Asher regained my attention with his intense declaration. His eyes burned into mine, making clear that him and that beautiful floof that lived under his skin would not be dissuaded.

This was when I pushed back, tried to assert my independence, but nope, I was happy right where I was. Having three attack bears at my beck and call did that to a girl. I snuggled back into Asher, felt Kyle’s arm settle around my waist, then Lucas’ body press into my other side as he laid back down on the bed.

“I do have to get up and make pancakes though,” I mumbled.

Kyle groaned. “I knew it was a bad idea getting you cooking.”

“The kids really seem to like them,” I said. “And the mothers need a break.”

“If this is what you want.” Asher pressed a gentle kiss to my forehead. “Then that’s what we’ll do.”

“We? We?”

Some moments later, we were all showered, dressed, and in the kitchen. And I had three assistants at my disposal.

“Mm…” Kyle’s arms went around me. “You smell like vanilla.”

“And you just made me muff up the bear pancake,” I grumbled. “Have you ever seen a bear that looks like that?”

“Umm…” He looked guiltily at the blob forming in the pan. “It still looks like a bear if you squint really hard.”

“So, close your eyes you mean.” I sighed and flipped it over. “Maybe one of the parents could have that.”

“Two eggs sunny side up, crispy bacon, and a sausage for Georgia?”

Asher was like a machine in everything he did. He took orders from the ladies, putting each one on the metal strip above the prep bench and then worked through them with maximum efficiency, barking at the others to retrieve ingredients.

“This looks amazing,” Georgia said, looking just a little guilty as she accepted the meal, and I knew what she was feeling. That it was hard for her to accept this small moment of kindness from someone else. I hated that she might feel this way, but also knew it was all too common. We’d both been taught to put what we wanted to one side for far too long. But when I saw the bruises on her wrists as her sleeves slid up to take the food, I looked away.

No matter what Mike had done, it was never as bad as that.

I wasn’t the real victim here, and so I focussed on the job at hand, looking after the people who were.

We worked as a team, cooking meal after meal until finally everyone was fed. Dishes were stacked neatly in the servery, the ladies all working together to clear the dining room, but now it was our turn.

“Ugh… I’m guessing we can’t just leave this to the clean-up crew?” Kyle said, eyeing the stacks.

“They’re flat out cleaning all the rooms,” Lucas replied, grabbing a bunch of plates and slotting them neatly in the dishwasher. “And then they get to clean the art room after you make a mess in there.”

“But I could think of much more fun ways to spend our time.”

Kyle slotted in behind me as I scraped the grill clean, pressing his body into mine, which meant I had to arch up and into him. I could too, vividly remembering how amazing they all made me feel, but that moment couldn’t last long.

“Amazing breakfast…” a familiar voice said, and I turned around to find Elodie standing in the doorway. “Oh.” She blinked, taking in the four of us before smiling. “Imogen, did you have a minute?”

She was being perfectly polite, so why did this feel like I’d been called up to see the principal at school?

“Um… sure.”

Kyle stepped away, and I missed his warmth as I followed her out into the dining room.

“So, people talk a lot here,” she explained sheepishly. “I admit I’m relieved that you know about the situation with the sleuth.”

“You know too?” I found myself talking in a low voice, then shook my head, realising I didn’t need that.

“All of the staff do. A lot are members of the bear community already,” she explained. “There are other shifters…” I leaned in further, wondering who else took fur at will. “But anyway, I just hoped to touch base. Things are…” She glanced back at the kitchen. “Moving fast, as they are likely to when the newly mated get together. I just wanted to make sure you’re OK with everything.”

“I’m fine.” There was a defensive edge to that reply. Still humming with a curious kind of energy, my mate’s regard, their touch, felt like it filled me up with a golden light. Her question, innocent as it was, threatened to dim it. I shook my head and tried again. “I’m fine, really, but thanks for checking in.”

“OK.” She had her misgivings; I could see that in the slight tightening of the skin around her eyes. “Well, you know where my office is.”

“I do.”

“Amazing breakfast, by the way. Definitely an improvement on what was being offered before.”

“Thanks.”

My reply felt weak, ineffectual, but Elodie didn’t press any further.

“Just know that the entire community here is ready to support you in any way you need, not just your mates.”

I stood there for some time after she turned on her heel and walked out. She’d squeezed my hand, there and gone again, and I felt it after she’d left.

“All the dishes are stacked.” I turned to find Lucas standing there. “They’re washing but I’ve got to get moving. I’ve got a class.”

“You’re a student?” I asked, glad for the excuse to redirect my focus.

“Teacher.” That flush in his cheeks was very intriguing, drawing me closer. “Some of the older kids, they saw me practising with the sword one day and wanted to learn more about it, so I started a class.”

“I want to see,” I said, no doubt in my mind. “Please?”

“You don’t even have to ask.” Lucas shook his head as if that would dislodge his broad grin. “Any time you want to spend with me, I’ll take.”

“Well, show me your weapon, bear boy.”

I cackled as he took my hand and tugged me down the hall.


Chapter 52



Lucas

There were two times in my life when I felt everything just fall into place: the moment Imogen accepted our bond and the moment I picked up a wooden practise sword.

Like a lot of guys, I’d come to the sword academy to learn how to wield a sword like the guys I admired on the big screen. I wanted to be Geralt, grunting fuck as I fought monsters in the The Witcher, or Connor McGregor, fighting to be the only one left standing in The Highlander. I wanted to be Inigo Montoya from The Princess Bride or even Luke, wielding a lightsaber. Learning about actual sword craft was a whole other thing. What was cool and flashy on the big screen would get you killed in real life.

Something I told the kids.

“So we won’t learn how to double wield?” Heath, an older boy asked as he clasped his fencing mask under his arm.

“Double wielding is dumb.” This was James, a teenager who’d come to us recently, but with an encyclopaedic, theoretical knowledge of swordplay. “It leaves you with no ability to use a shield to protect yourself.”

“Maybe I’d be so fast I wouldn’t need a shield,” Heath snorted.

“No one is⁠—”

“That fast,” I replied, silencing the lot of them. There were five children that came to me to learn about swords, and the others were getting restless at the arguing. “We all need to defend ourselves because with actual bladed weapons…”

I drew my sword and held up my shield, something that had the kids stepping backwards. Elodie had been a little concerned about the class, wondering how this would work with kids that had seen abuse in their own homes. My focus was entirely on their reactions, checking in with each one to see how they responded. I didn’t move until their pupils returned to normal size and their breathing evened back out.

“With an actual sword, one slice in the wrong place and it won’t matter if you’re fast or not. You’ll be bleeding out on the field.”

And this was the thing. I watched brows draw down and chins get thrust out, hands forming fists. Like me, these kids wanted to learn about something that made them feel strong, competent, capable, rather than being ground down all the time.

“So that’s why we use shields.” I nodded to the rack I’d built at the back of the room. “Grab one and your swords and make sure to put the padded jackets on.”

The kids moved as one, rushing towards the wall to pluck up the wooden weapons down and pull on jackets and helmets as Imogen drew closer.

“Did you want to have a go as well?” I asked.

“Oh no.” Her hand slid down my bicep, and I may have flexed it just a little. I wanted, needed, those two feelings of pleasure that came from having a sword in my hand and her touch to come together, fuse and become greater than the sum of their parts. “I think I just want to watch this.”

Her eyes met mine, and I admit I searched them for a hint of mockery, her tone for a snide edge, like I often heard when my brothers found out what I got up to in my spare time. Instead, I just saw all this warmth and affection, maybe even…

“Are we going to focus on parrying?” James asked, the first to rush back, helmet pulled on, his sword held at the ready. “I feel like I need a lot more work there.”

“We will,” I replied. The kid was amazing, but his obsessiveness about this topic could get a bit much for the others. “We’ll be practising the same thrusts we performed last time and then using a technique to parry that thrust. Alright, let’s get everyone lined up, masks on, and hold our swords in longsword.”

This was with the point upwards, the blade at the ready. I smiled as the kids did just that.

“Good, now let me see you all thrust on my count. One, two, thrust.” The kids moved as one, thrusting their sword forward with various degrees of efficacy. I walked up and down the line, getting them to do it again as I made a few corrections.

And Imogen watched me.

Or rather, drew me. I’d brought a clipboard and some paper and a pen with me because we tended to take notes to forward to Elodie. The kids didn’t stay at HQ indefinitely, just until their mum’s got on their feet and their abusers were facing some form of justice, from jail time to domestic violence orders preventing them from coming anywhere near the family they hurt. We then handed on the case notes to their social workers, schools, and therapists to help keep a continuity of care. Imogen ignored that, taking a seat on the gym floor and flicking forward to the blank pages before the pen flew across the page.

I wanted to pull away, look at what she was drawing, but that wasn’t what this hour was about. The kids needed me, a male figure who could model healthy ways of interacting with children. The sword play was almost irrelevant, except to us, especially James, it wasn’t. If I’d sat him down and asked him about his situation, he’d have clammed up, gone silent and staring, like he was when we met him. Instead, he stared at me, giving me his entire focus as I demonstrated the next movement.

“OK, someone’s thrusting at you with a big sword,” I told the kids. “You don’t want that to stab into you, so what do you do?”

James’ hand shot up and some of the other kids rolled their eyes, but I’d deliberately posed the question to give him a chance to answer. I made sure he didn’t info dump, but he needed an opportunity to feel strong as much as the others did.

“You sidestep,” he said with great authority.

“Because you can just dodge out of the way of a sword,” one of the girls, Eleanor, said with a shake of her head. “It’s not a video game.”

“No, but by having your sword raised, ready to block the thrust,” I said, “you can use their momentum against them. James, did you want to demonstrate?”

He did and he didn’t, I could see that in the nervous roll of his eyes, but he stepped up anyway. He held his sword correctly and then asked in a tight voice, “Am I attacking or parrying?”

“Your choice,” I said, because that was the important thing. In some ways it was the hardest on teenagers, coming out of an abuse situation. Right when they were taking tentative steps towards independence and adulthood, the person who was supposed to be supporting them through that cut their legs out from under them. So, giving him the choice, putting him in control, was deliberate.

“I’ll parry,” James told me through gritted teeth.

“Like you’ll be able to stop Lucas.”

Heath’s fatalism made my teeth lock together. I could see it in the way his sword point dropped, all hope fleeing, and that despair was a contagious thing.

“We’ll see, won’t we?” I said, before turning to James. “OK, so how’s this going to go?”

“You’ll thrust by stepping forward,” James’ voice was stiff, conscious he had an audience now. “I’ll deflect your blow.” A rude snort from Heath earned him a long look from me. “And redirect it past me.”

“Where you want it to go.” I nodded. “That’s it. So, ready?”

James firmed his grip and then nodded sharply before pulling his mask back down.

It was tempting to screw it up, to not use the skill I’d worked hard to develop, but James would’ve noticed that in an instant and been offended at me babying him. I didn’t use the bear’s strength when the man’s was more than enough, stepping and thrusting my sword at the boy in the same moment, the momentum carrying me forward. James flinched but rallied quickly, pulling his feet together and twisting his blade to catch mine and redirect the weapon into the space beside him.

“Whoa!”

Heath’s look of shock as well as Eleanor’s and the rest of the group’s surprise was everything, and when James pulled his mask off, I saw it. An inability to believe what just happened, quickly replaced by a joy that it had.

“How did you do that?” Heath asked, excited now as he rushed to James’ side. “I thought he was gonna skewer you in the guts.”

“He used Lucas’ strength against him,” Eleanor informed him with a nod, a lesson she’d internalised due to being a comparatively smaller girl.

“Show me how!” Heath demanded, and so James did.

“So, what do you think?” I asked Imogen as I ambled closer. The kids had worked out how to perform the manoeuvre now and were practising over and over. Sounds of laughter, of squeals of surprise, and grunts of determination filled the room, but it was what we didn’t hear that was important. No cries of pain, hurt, or misery. Each moment we avoided that was a good one for me, but I needed to know what my mate thought.

“It’s beautiful.” She set her pen down on the clipboard, a rough sketch of me teaching James on the page. Her eyes met mine, and right then I felt seen. “Like I would’ve killed to have lessons like this when I was a kid. Sport sucked, but learning how to be a sword-wielding shield maiden? I’d have been a lot happier about being in PE, but… These kids aren’t learning to LARP.” Her gaze burned into mine. “You’re building them back up after their dad’s or mum’s boyfriends knocked them down.”

“Trying to.” I looked back over my shoulder, but my focus was always drawn back to her. “Sometimes I don’t know how successful I am or if this is a good thing. James… he’s kinda bonding with me, needing someone who understands the sorts of things he likes. His dad…” I didn’t want to talk about what his so-called father had done to his son, somehow feeling like that darkness didn’t belong here. “I can’t talk about that for privacy reasons⁠—”

“But he was a bad guy, and he hurt his son.” Imogen’s eyes drifted sideways to where James parried over and over again. The skin around them creased as she frowned. “That’s so hard to believe and yet… It happens.” Her hand gripped the pen so tightly her knuckles went white. “I just wish there was a way to stop all child abuse.”

We all went through this phase, wanting to stamp out the problem at the root, but there was something innate in human beings. To want power and in some, they took strength from beating down, hurting those smaller, weaker than them.

“We all do,” I said, crouching down beside her, my hand going to her back. My eyes trailed over the bruises on her wrists, now yellowed and mostly healed. Imogen flushed at the attention, so I redirected my focus to her lips, right before I kissed her.

“Lucas’ got a girlfriend!”

The sing-song voice had us breaking apart to see the kids had all stopped and were smirking at us. Well, all but James. He wasn’t done, was never done, and Elodie had been forced to have a word with me about it. Some kids who survived an abusive situation blanked everyone and everything, refusing to engage, but others? They clung to the nearest person who showed them kindness.

“I do, and now you guys are going to play king of the hill.”

The kids all lined up quickly because they loved this part of the lesson. Each one was given a turn to fight the ‘king,’ and if they managed to hit the king, they took the flimsy plastic crown I picked up from the weapons rack and became the next liege.

“Who was king last time?” I asked.

“James, and Heath was the time before that,” Eleanor said sourly, so I dropped the crown on her head. Her beaming smile made it all worthwhile.

“OK, our queen awaits, ready to defend herself against your attacks,” I said with a theatrical wave. “Show me what you’ve learned.”

She crowed when Heath tried to stab her, his blow going wide because he wasn’t trying hard enough, dismissing Eleanor because she was a girl. Instead, she knocked his blade away and then used his stumble forward as an opportunity to tap his chest with her sword point. He went to protest, but I shouted, “Out! Back of the line.” Grumbling, he did just that as the next person stepped up and had a go.

Eleanor was usurped by James, but he didn’t reign for long, one of the other kids taking his position with a swift blow. He really did need to work on his parrying. He muttered something to that effect as he went to the back of the line. Around and around they went until every child had some time as king before I was forced to wrap things up. The gym doors were thrust open, and a noisy gaggle of kids came streaming in with Kyle at the lead.

“OK fair knights and beautiful ladies,” he told them, “time to wrap things up because its rumble time!”

The younger kids all screamed and ran for the supply closet, looking for balls as my students packed everything away.

“That was amazing.” Imogen sidled up to me, her arm wrapping around my waist. “Teaching the kids was great, but… you wielding a sword? I might have had a few role-playing ideas.”

“Oh really…”

I was intrigued, but Kyle had to come running up.

“You’re here. Good, I need another team leader.” She let out a little yelp as a whistle on a lanyard was dropped over her head before he turned to the others. “Red team with the lovely Miss Imogen! Green with me!”

“Red team?” my mate hissed at me. “What do I do with a team? I failed PE at school.”

“Lead them.”

I pressed a kiss to her forehead, not wanting to leave her for even a second, even though I knew I had to. Asher was pushing hard for a complete analysis of Phil’s computer, and while the algorithm I’d written helped with that, it merely sorted through all the information, highlighting stuff I needed to personally discard or forward on.

For Imogen, I thought, nodding before pulling away.

“I’ll see you tonight?” I asked.

“You better, or I’ll come and find you in the server room and drag you off to bed.”

That mental image had me grinning as I left the room.


Chapter 53



Kyle

There was playing games, and then there was dodgeball. I grinned as I waved everyone over, the kids already hyped. Imogen looked considerably less so, but that would change.

“OK, we need to go through the rules again to make sure we’re all on the same page,” I said. “What do we not do?”

“Throw a ball at someone’s head,” one of the kids said. “If you do, you’re out.”

“And where do you go if you’re out?” I asked.

“Against the wall or picking up dead balls. You can’t go back on the field,” the group answered, their responses well practised.

“That’s right. If me or Miss Imogen say you’re out, you need to go instantly. If someone else reckons you’re out, you need to tell us, and we’ll make a ruling and…”

“Your word is law,” the kids said.

“That’s right.” I blew into my whistle. “What does that mean?”

“Stop on the spot,” one kid said.

“Don’t throw any more balls.”

That was Scott, his expression a little rueful, because he’d been ruled out for doing just that.

“Alright, let’s play nice so everyone has some fun. Green team, we’ll have a little team meeting.” I shot Imogen a look full of theatrical menace. “We need to crush the reds, so we’re going to talk strategy.”

“Crush the reds!” my kids chanted, and I left a somewhat bemused Imogen to deal with an equally martial group of kids. She recovered quickly, making clear she had her eyes on me with a gesture of her fingers. That was OK, as long as I had her attention. That was what mattered.

It was tempting to think about it, this morning, last night, yesterday. My mind was still trying to grasp it. Imogen was my mate, I’d adapted to that, but… She said yes. I glanced at her with a triumphant look backwards, knowing now that no matter how this game went, I’d won. Every day I spent around her was some kind of victory.

But I didn’t mind complementing that with a win on the gym floor.

“OK, huddle up, huddle up,” I told the kids, and they clustered closer with conspiratorial giggles. “We need to wipe the floor with the reds.”

“Crush them!” one of the girls said, pounding her fists on her chest. I’d have to have them running laps after this to burn through some energy, but this was why I did this. Not to inspire blood thirsty rage in children, but… to give them a chance to play, have fun, be kids and provide them a safe space for just that.

“So, we can’t actually crush them, remember?”

The kids all nodded dutifully, remembering the rules of play, because the first time I’d taken a bunch of children for a game, it hadn’t gone well. I’d underestimated the sense of justice in some kids. Kept stuffed down by their home environment it’d come roaring back in the gym and several kids got into a dust up over it. Elodie was forced to have a long talk with me about how to manage the situation.

“It isn’t about removing all risk,” she’d said when I admitted defeat and wanted to cancel the whole thing. “These are kids that are hurting, but they still are children. What they need is what was lacking when their dads were around. Calm, predictable, but also expert adult supervision. One that anticipates the problems that will absolutely crop up and has a response prepared for them.” She shot me meaningful look. “That’s your job.”

“This is about having a good time and working together,” I told the kids now. “So we need to play fair and not hurt anyone. Alright, what’s our strategy?”

The older kids moved in then, providing advice and discussing the various strengths of our team members. One of the little kids was like a weasel, not able to throw especially hard, but no ball would ever land on her. An older kid would shadow them as the smaller one grabbed the ball, then toss it to the thrower who would try and get someone else on the other team out.

This is why we played the game. It was simple, raucous, and allowed the kids a chance to run around and howl like animals if only for a little while. It was the collaborative play that was the best part of the whole game, though. They learned quickly that by playing as a member of a team, they could succeed, and that was the most important thing.

“Red team, are you ready?” I asked, and Imogen shot me a determined nod. “Miss Imogen and I are going to put the balls out and then we can get started.”

The kids started to shout, but I only heard her voice when she joined me by the pile of balls.

“What do we get if my team wins this?” she asked me with a sly smile.

“Satisfaction,” I replied. “Bragging rights. You, of course,” I tugged her closer, “get anything you want, but you don’t have to win the game to get that.” I liked the flush in her cheeks so much I was always thinking of new ways to inspire that. “And if I win?”

“I’ll do something you’ll really like.”

Her teasing tone, her lingering look made me suddenly uncomfortable. I was in a gym full of kids, so thinking naughty thoughts was totally not appropriate, but they came anyway. I had a lifetime of fantasies stuck in my head and had just been waiting for the chance to act them out, though now was not the time. I tucked them back inside my head and then walked across the court. Red balls were lined up on one side of the centre line, green ones on the other.

“Everyone ready?” I asked, watching the kids form lines on either side. My team fell into a loose pattern based on our plan, so I turned to Imogen and raised an eyebrow. She nodded and then we stepped free of the playing field, and I blew the whistle that unleashed hell.

Kids came streaming onto the court in a great mass and my whistle was back at my lips when I saw a few from the same team squabbling over balls. For a moment, I thought I was going to have to intervene. Games either went awesomely or the same patterns of behaviour cropped up. Fears that they would never get their chance to play if they didn’t push others out of the way, that there was only enough fun to be had and you had to snatch yours or get none. But the other kids shouted out instructions and advice, counselling some of the potential malcontents out of their mindset and got them playing.

“Jenny is out!” I shouted as a green ball hit someone from the other side.

“Um…this person is out?” Imogen said, pointing to one of my boys.

“Peter, you’re out!” I jerked a thumb at the sidelines and while he looked pissed initially, he brightened up when I clapped him on the shoulder. “Good job, mate.”

From then my focus narrowed down, trying to follow every pass of the ball, every attempt to recover them. Kids names were called out each time they were out, leaving a skittish handful.

“C’mon, green!” some of my team who were already out cried from the sidelines, and that got the others up and doing the same. Their own misery about getting out was set aside as they became part of something more.

Little Ava was sliding across the floor to avoid the trajectory of a red ball and one of the older kids dove forward, deciding to risk a catch. He held the ball up triumphantly when he succeeded, his face flush with victory. The red team member that threw the ball turned and marched off the field to join the rest, but it was close. We were down to three team members each when Imogen came to stand beside me.

“This is insane,” she said with a wild grin.

“Better than geeks playing with swords?” I asked.

“Different,” was all she would say, her eyes on the children. “But they love it, all of them. They’re having a ball…”

Her voice trailed away as a member of her team lobbed the ball high, like a volleyball serve and then it came spiking down. Ava was right in its path, darting to one side, then the other to get away from it, but she ended up lunging to the wrong side. The ball was going to hit her, and her mouth opened in a silent wail, right as one of the older boys leapt forward. He scooped her up and dropped her to the side, as the ball slammed into his chest.

“George is out!”

I didn’t want to say the words, but I had to. Any diversion from the rules created a seething web of jealousy and resentment, though if I had any concerns, I lost them as George jogged to the sidelines. One look from him made clear he’d sacrificed himself for the girl. I nodded back, the boy a teenager now, so too old for physical displays of affection, but a man’s regard? Yeah, he soaked that up. It was something I saw over and over, something we worked hard to grow, a protectiveness in the older boys in the group.

Because they knew exactly what would happen if they didn’t.

Each one had seen what damage a man could do if he chose to use his strength against those he cared about rather than to help them, and what we worked hard to present was another way. One where we men helped, supported, and protected the women and girls in our care, not hurt them. George held my gaze for some moments, then went and joined the other older boys, the lot of them conferring on the game, and I felt a warm flush of pride.

“And so are you,” Imogen added belatedly. “This is more than just having fun. This is a lesson.”

“The two things aren’t mutually exclusive, no matter what Asher will tell you. Kids learn best through fun.”

I stared at the court, dismissing another couple of children who got out, leaving only two remaining. Ava and one of the bigger boys from the red team, which had me stiffening.

Both stood as close to the centre line as they dared, but Ava’s fingers sank into the ball. She shifted restlessly, but I wondered at what she saw.

“C’mon, Ava!” my team cried from the sidelines, trying to encourage her, but I saw the shake in her arms when she raised the ball.

She was bracing herself to get hit, and that’s what had me marching forward. I hated to intervene in the game, but this… I couldn’t just stand by and watch her get taken down, but the other boy, Harry, did something I never would’ve expected, making my heart clench in my chest. Rather than use his superior strength and reach, he held his arms wide. The red team shouted out theatrical boos, but there was no real animosity. We really had created a safe space, I realised, right as Ava lobbed the ball at Harry’s chest. He stepped into the throw, catching it square in the chest.

“Green wins…” Imogen said under her breath, but she rallied quickly. “Green wins!”

All the kids came rushing onto the court, sweeping up Ava and carrying her around on their shoulders. Her smile was everything, more surprise than anything. Her eyes were wide, not from fear, but that she couldn’t believe that’d just happened. I made Harry my focus, though. I cut through the kids and found myself offering him my hand.

“Good job, mate.”

My voice was all raspy, a big lump of emotion threatening to choke me there and then. All the while, he grinned.

“It’s just a game, right?” he said, shaking my hand firmly.

“Just a game,” I agreed, pulling him into one of those rough hugs we men excel at.

Sometime later, the kids were all gone to the next activity. When we were picking up the last of the balls, Imogen turned to me.

“You’re trying to break the cycle with this place, right?” She dropped a ball into the bag. “That’s what everything here is about. Not just providing a safe space for women and children, but⁠—”

“A place for men to learn to be strong without hurting others.” I nodded slowly. “Most days it feels like a drop in the ocean, but… the more time I spend around young men, the more I learn.” I carried the ball bags over to the storeroom. “Boys are actually more likely to cry when they’re really young than girls. Men are just as innately emotional as women, though perhaps in a different way. The trouble is they’re given so few legitimate means to express it.

“Anger is about the only one. Exterminate your enemies, crush them so you don’t have to feel anything other than triumphant, but we know how that works out.”

I knew that Elodie had some concerns about Imogen. In her heart of hearts, I’m pretty sure she thought we were rushing into things, and some of the ladies of the bear community thought the same, but… Part of me felt like Imogen had been walking away from her ex months, if not years, before she met us.

“With them submitting to other men’s shit all day. Their bosses, their customers, their managers, but where does all that anger and frustration go? On the people he loves. He treats the bond between him and his family, not as something precious, but as a liability he can exploit to let go of some of the rage he’s experienced all day. I don’t want that for any woman,” I said, my eyes boring into hers.

“I don’t want that for any of the girls or boys living here, but most of all.” I stepped closer then and her hands gripped mine just as tightly as I held hers. “I don’t want that for you and any children we may or may not decide to have.”

I watched Imogen then, saw my words take root, and something small and hopeful began to grow. She shot me a little smile that then widened.

“I want that too.”

“So… we could get some practise in before we decide to have cubs?” I offered her my arm, but she just pushed it away.

“Maybe later,” she replied, softening her rejection. “I’ve got three mates, not one, and I’ve hung out with you and Lucas. Now’s the time for me to find Asher.”

“See if you can pry him away from his computer.”

“Because he’s hard at work running this place?” she asked as we walked towards the door.

“Because he’s hunting Phil Jackson.”


Chapter 54



Asher

The problem with data is there’s always too damn much of it.

I scoured through the list of videos Lucas’ algorithm had identified for me from feeds we’d been able to grab through less than legal means. Speed camera footage, business security camera footage, anything to help me find fucking Phil Jackson. Australia was a big, broad, brown country, and the prick could’ve been anywhere, which had the bear shoving hard against our bond.

If I’d let him out when I had him, there’s no way the beast would’ve allowed Phil to get free of his paws. The bear may well be right. He might’ve turned Phil to a bloody smear, but that wouldn’t have been the end of our problems. Guns pulled and aimed not at our enemy, but at us, right before they put a bullet in our brain. I showed him that mental image to calm him down.

Which just left me here, staring at the damn screen before moving the mouse to click on the first video as I looked for the beat-up, white Toyota ute that Phil drove in the footage. But right as the video started to play, my phone rang.

“Asher.”

“And a good morning to you too.” Rye’s voice came down the line in a slow drawl.

“What news have you got for me?” I asked, not willing to play games.

“Good news or bad, depending on how you look at it. We know where your prey is.”

“Where?” I straightened up in my chair, every muscle locking down tight. The bear stiffened with me. Get him alone, back out in that forest, he urged. I’ll do the rest.

“Some… distant relatives have placed him in Coober Pedy.”

That was a damn long drive from here, but I was up and out of my chair, wedging the phone between my ear and shoulder as I grabbed my keys.

“Keep him there.”

Rye chuckled. “No intervention is needed. His car shit itself out there.” I sent up a brief and heartfelt prayer to the bear gods right then. “And the only garage for one hundred clicks in any direction…?’

“Is owned by this relative,” I deduced. “I can be there in eight hours.”

“Be where in eight hours?”

A new voice, feminine, and more beautiful than any other woman’s, had me turning. There she stood.

My mate.

“Don’t let the prick go anywhere and you’ll… have my eternal gratitude,” I told Rye.

That was a fucking stupid promise to make to a fox. He’d use it, abuse that offer, wringing more from me than the initial favour warranted, but I couldn’t think straight, think smart, when she was standing there. Imogen’s hair formed a loose halo around her head, a little mussed from whatever she was doing before this moment as her eyes searched mine.

“You got it.”

I heard Rye’s voice dimly as I ended the call and moved towards her.

When our fingers touched, when I had her hands in mine, I had to hold myself and the bear back. She caught when fur prickled across my arms, her eyes widening. This was the moment when she’d pull away, when she’d see the claws form and then fade away, confronted by my animal nature. Instead, she shot me this winsome smile and gripped my hands tighter before squaring up to me.

“Where do you need to be in eight hours?”

There was no hiding anything from her, not now. She knew what we were, what I was, and that meant she deserved honesty going forward.

“Coober Pedy,” I told her.

One eyebrow shot up and her focus sharpened.

“Going opal fossicking?” she asked, because the desert town was one of the biggest centres for opal mining in Australia, if not the world.

“Hunting,” I replied, watching her closely for her reaction. She knew what I meant, nodding slowly.

“You want…” She swallowed hard, no doubt remembering the stories Ursula had told her. “You need to… end Phil.”

She understood. That knowledge lit a fire in my chest, warming me down to my bones.

“I have to, Imogen.”

There was a reverence to the way I lifted my hand and stroked the fingers through her hair. Part of me tried to memorise the sensation, right before going back for more. “He can’t walk around in the world hurting women.” She sucked in a breath to argue, but I pushed on. “He can’t be out there fixating on you.”

Her hands went to my wrists, bringing them down to her jaw.

“But he’ll never get within ten feet of me. The three of you? Three massive, fuck-off bears?” Her eyes bore into mine. “None of you will let him touch me.”

I loved her confidence in us, but she didn’t understand. There was no level of risk when it came to her that I was comfortable with. However, when she grabbed my hand and dragged me to my chair and sat me back down into it, I went, especially when she climbed into my lap.

“You’re my fated mates. You’ll always keep me safe.”

Her fingers trailed down the side of my face, tracing the shapes there, then scruffing through my stubble. Her fingers skated over the scar and right when I expected to see revulsion, there was only a gentle warmth in her gaze. It was then I saw what she was doing, stalling, distracting me. It was working because the bear was no longer stamping his paws. Instead, he was calm, still, leaning into her touch as much as I was.

“This place locks up like Fort Knox, doesn’t it? Why don’t you trust what you’ve built?”

I did. Every day I did. We’d had shitty husbands and boyfriends find us before, but our security protocols repelled even the most persistent attempts to get to their victims, so why was this different?

Because I lived every day with the guilt. When Phil attacked Imogen, I was focussed on her, not him, getting him as far away as possible from my mate before attending to her injuries. Then I saw those fucking videos.

Nobody’s daughter deserved to be treated like that, and while I knew it happened every fucking day, right now I could only focus on him. If Phil was dead, his blood on my claws, if he took his last breath staring at me, piss spreading in a puddle under him, then that would be a strike back. For Imogen. For all women. My arms locked tighter around my mate, dragging her closer.

“I trust our security protocols,” I told my mate in a careful tone. “I trust my sleuth, but…”

I had more to say as she twisted in my grip, straddling my hips, yet it all seemed to fade away as she settled back down again. Her scent was warm, thick, and sweet like honey, and it felt like my anger couldn’t exist in the same space as it. The bear looked at me with one sleepy eye, then closed them, leaving just her and me in the room.

“But?”

She smiled then, a wicked one full of confidence, and I loved it. Never had a woman adjusted to becoming a shifter’s fated mate as easily as Imogen did. I was starting to think she needed to put together a reading list to be disseminated by all other bear shifters when they met their mates. Imogen moved her hips slightly, her grin widening as she realised exactly what effect she was having on me. Of course my dick was hardening. It, like me, was eternally at her service, so when she kissed me, I was right there with her. When her lips touched mine, all thought of Phil, of any other man, was driven out of my mind.

There was a wildness to my mate. Her fingers raked along my scalp and then grabbed at my hair, giving it a yank to pull my head back slightly, opening my mouth to hers.

“Shit, sorry!” she yelped, but I just grinned.

“Don’t be.” I pulled against her grip and her hand tightened, creating a prickling sensation all across my scalp as she watched in wonder.

“I’m hurting⁠—”

“You’re not.”

“You want me to⁠—”

“Take your fill of me?” I nodded slowly. “Always. I’m bigger than you, stronger than any man you’ve been with, and I can take anything you’ve got to dish out.” My eyes stared into hers. “Take me, Imogen.”

That seemed to remove any remaining concerns. That little animal sound of hunger, I needed it, right as her mouth slammed down on mine.

Our kisses were open mouthed and messy, without finesse, and I didn’t know what had stirred this in her, but I was right there with her. Thrusting my tongue into her mouth as my hands clamped down on her hips, dragging her right down on the ridge of my cock. Her little gasp had us pulling away for a second as I checked in, but then she moved. Slowly, in an undulating wave, it felt like her lycra-covered cunt traced the entirety of my length with that movement. Her teeth sunk into her bottom lip, just as I lunged forward to suck that pain away.

“Stay…” she murmured between kisses. “Stay right here.”

So that’s what this was about? She thought she needed to have sex with me to keep me from driving to Coober Pedy? That was enough to make me want to stop, but she mistook my reticence, shoving up my shirt before I took over, wrenching it off. Her hands smoothed across my chest, her look of fascination something I drank in, right before I did the same to her. The oversized t-shirt she’d borrowed from Kyle was dumped on the floor, just leaving her.

Those beautiful little tits barely needed a bra, and perhaps that’s why I shoved the cups upwards. Or maybe it was because then I got to see her pink nipples that pulled tight in the cool air, that made me want to turn the thermostat down as far as it could go, just to see her response. Heat and cold, that’s what I’d apply in that scenario. Her skin would prickle with goosebumps right as I lunged forward.

My tongue flicked across one nipple, feeling the hard point skate across it, right before I captured it with my lips. “Asher…!” All she needed to do was keep calling my name like that and I would be her eternal slave. The nature of our bond meant she seemed to understand that, murmuring it over and over as I sucked one nipple hard, then let it pull free before turning to the other. Her hands wrapped around my head, holding me there, forcing me to take swallow after swallow of her, as my hand slid down. Yoga pants were a gift from the gods, hugging my mate’s form and highlighting the delicious curves of her legs and buttocks, but also stretching far enough for me to shove my hand down the front.

She was always volcanic hot and wet for us. A small cheer of self-congratulation went up inside my head but only for a second before I slid my fingers along her seam, wetting the fingertips. It made each movement easier, to trace the shape of her as I kept on sucking that nipple in slow pulses, her little cries music to my ears. It was the sound she made when I found her clit that caused the noise inside my head to quieten. I could only listen to her, her pleasure, her mumbled urges for me as my fingers moved faster. To clamp down around that sensitive bud, then flick it faster and faster.

“Asher…”

She began to move restlessly, pulling away, her movements spasmodic, her hands jerky as she tried to reach down between us and undo my jeans. I didn’t need her little hand around me, stroking my cock. Fuck, I was ready to unload just watching her. Hands freezing, eyes going wide as the realisation hit. That she was going to come, right before my finger slid inside her.

Not enough, I knew that in the way she frantically clamped down around me, seeking more, seeking something harder, faster, thicker, deeper. I pumped her through this little orgasm, watching her ride the wave like an expert surfer. But there were more, bigger ones to come, and when she shuddered through the last wave, I went to push her harder, only for her to slip free of me. The chair wheels squeaked as she pushed me back, falling to the floor between my knees.

“Imogen…”

I didn’t like to see her like that. If anyone was going to kneel, it was me. At her feet as I kissed every damn toe for existing, for bringing the endless ache in my heart to an end. Instead, she ignored my sound of protest, looking up at me with mischief in her eyes, right as she slid my zip down.

“Commando…”

She said that with an air of reverence but was extra careful as she fished my length out. Before I could say a word in protest, she licked a stripe up the centre of my cock.

Wet, hot tongue, it was too close to the feel of her cunt, and that’s what had my hips bucking upwards. I wanted inside her. Deep as I could go, locked down forever and never parted. That was an impossibility, but it didn’t stop me from wanting it.

“Imogen…” My hand went to the back of her head, ready to pull her free so I could spread her out on my desk and eat her whole. Her mouth sucked the head of my cock in. “Fuck!”

“Mmm…” That little muffled sound of second-hand pleasure undid me. I was helpless in the moments before her hand wrapped around the base of my cock, but now I was completely her slave. Let her lick me, suck me deeper and deeper, but the sound of her choked off gags had my eyes flicking open. I saw the tears in her eyes and went to pull her free. She wouldn’t relent, the dark look she shot me making clear what she intended to do: test her limits pleasing me.

“Baby…” I could barely choke out the word, the need to unload down her throat riding me so fucking hard. “You’re making me feel so good. Not so deep. Fuck, yes, there.” She pulled back, her tongue swirling, then pressing hard on the sensitive spot just under the head, making my hands slam down on the arms of my chair and dig in. I shifted slightly in response to each suck. “Just like that, baby.” My hands went to her hair, stroking it back from her face so I could see each moment my dick disappeared into her mouth. “Fuck, I… Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck!”

I needed to come, but I wouldn’t—not in her mouth—and I told her that.

“Not like this. Imogen, not like this.” Her eyes flicked upwards to meet mine again. “In you. Need that pretty little pussy full of my cum and you coming around it, sucking it out of me.”

Her mouth pulled free with a pop, her lips red and swollen as she smiled up at me.

“Promise?”

I had her yoga pants lying in a puddle on the floor in one second, the keyboard shoved aside in the next as I sat her down on my desk, right as I rose.

“Always,” I told her as I notched my dick at her entrance, then thrust in before she could respond. “Always, my mate.”


Chapter 55



Imogen

Oh my god, I’d come in here for a reason, but I forgot about all of that when Asher’s cock was pushed inside me. Hard, thick enough to make me want to wince, then hum with pleasure as he bottomed out, the first stroke drove all thought out of my head but this. Asher, him, his pine forest scent, the way every muscle in his body flexed as he held himself back, because he didn’t want to hurt me. My legs locked around his, not letting him pull as far back, then dragged him deeper.

“More…” I whispered, something I would’ve never dared do before him. “I need more.”

“Fucking hell…”

He groaned like a man losing his soul, or maybe finding it again, the desk creaking as he slammed deeper. God, yes, that percussive slam had aftershocks of pleasure rocketing through me with every stroke, and what was even better was I knew more were to come. Over and over, he thrust into me, his pelvis grinding into my clit with every pass, but just to make sure I was getting everything I needed, his hand slid between us. His thumb rubbed against that swollen nub, making me gasp.

“Yes… Yes…” I panted, grabbing for real now, feeling like a limpet clinging to a rock as the waves crashed around us. “Asher, yes…”

His eyes flicked open, meeting mine and that’s when his strokes slowed somewhat. My nails raked across his shoulders, trying to urge him onwards, but somehow, he knew exactly what he was doing. We gazed into each other’s soul, right as I felt his baculum shift.

Never had I craved something so much. It was like they’d awakened something in me that would not be denied anymore. It was tender, soft, and so very sensitive, so my whole body stiffened when he locked tight. If I was panting before, I was a squirming mess now, the feeling too much. It was almost like I was dying to pee, but that quickly transmuted into this. Like I was floating in a cloud-filled sky of bliss, unable to do a single thing but just feel. By the look on his face, Asher was feeling the same.

“Im…” He couldn’t even grind out my full name. “I…”

“I know.” I kissed his lips, his nose, his cheeks, his scar, claiming each part of him until he pulled my mouth back down on his. A hard, stinging kiss, it was the perfect counterpoint to the sweetness of this sensation. “I know, Asher.”

I wrapped my arms tightly around him, burying my face in his neck, because suddenly I felt it. When he told me what he intended to do, a faint sense of foreboding started in my chest and it rushed forward now, threatening to rob me of this pleasure.

“Don’t go,” I whispered. “Please. I couldn’t stand… I need you here, with me. Let the police find Phil. Let them take him in, please.”

“Imogen—”

My name was the sound of a heart breaking, but one way or the other, one of us would get hurt. So if we stayed inside the building, we had the best chance of surviving this.

“Please, Asher.”

We stared into each other’s eyes, right as everything came to a screaming conclusion.

Every pulse of his cock provoked one in me, my cunt snapping, fluttering around him. This was ecstasy, but one with sharp teeth. I felt shredded, flayed, every defence broken down as I bared myself to him in more ways than the physical. Perhaps that’s why I tilted my head sideways. I wasn’t sure if this was the way you were supposed to do it, but it’s what felt right. Animals offer up their most vulnerable spots as an act of submission, and I did the same now.

“Fuck, Imogen!”

I heard his bear in his roar then, right as his fangs clamped down around my neck and dug in.

Part of me had been terrified it’d hurt, but I needn’t have. Sexual pleasure was a small thing compared to this. His soul finding mine and locking tight in ways we could only imitate physically. I felt him, his goodness, his sense of purpose, his strength rushing in, right before I heard his voice inside my head.

So, this is how you handle differences of opinion. My eyes went wide as I stared at his smile. I admit, it just makes me want to argue with you more if this is the way it ends.

But you won’t. I studied those cool blue depths. You won’t, Asher.

I couldn’t hold this back, not when he was right inside my head. Visions of him hurt, him injured, shot, beaten, broken somehow. I didn’t even know how Phil would achieve that, but that didn’t stop me from worrying. Over and over, Asher being hurt, killed, taken from me played out until he nodded slowly, his smile fading.

It hurts you, the idea of me leaving HQ.

I didn’t know how to put it into words, so I showed him.

Meeting the three of them, watching them step up for me and keep me safe, it felt like a beautiful dream I was always going to wake up from. It couldn’t be real life, not after everything else I’d been through. Anything that might snatch this happiness away from me was pushed aside with as much violence as I could muster. But it was more than that. Ursula had told me the bare bones of what had happened with her and Asher, and I didn’t need to pry more from her, not when it became clear. Killing her abuser had freed her.

And hurt him.

I stroked Asher’s face as if he’d fade away seconds later, trying to memorise the planes of it, but right as I stared, my vision blurred. I blinked harder and harder, not wanting to miss a moment of this when he reached up. My tears were wiped away, but more came to replace them, until he moved forward and pressed his lips to my forehead.

You don’t want me leaving. I couldn’t answer, the feeling of wrongness building by the second and he knew. He could feel it right along with me. So I won’t. I hated feeling like I was stopping him from doing something he needed to. I would never do anything to hurt you, because…

Feeling that rush of emotion coming from someone else. A heat, an affection, a need, but more than that. He stared mutely into my eyes, waiting for me to see it. A love, that’s what it was. His love for me rushed in, and my heart ached in response, an answering fire flaring to life in my chest. I was forced to fling myself at him and hold tight, because it was the only way I could bear it. His hold on me was far gentler now. Asher stroked my hair and let me be in my feels until I looked up shyly at him.

Stay, I told him through our link. Just stay.

For you, anything.

There was a timelessness about the room. The door was closed, the curtains drawn, so you didn’t see the light change as the sun moved overhead, but at some point, I was forced to pull away. Asher moved quickly, grabbing his t-shirt off the floor to mop up the mess, very gently cleaning off my now sensitive flesh.

“Well, if I’m going to get the police to do my dirty work, I’m going to have to review more of this footage.”

“Show me.”

That was delivered awkwardly as I pulled my clothes back on, but any embarrassment I might’ve felt was extinguished by his smouldering look. Asher followed my every movement with all the fascination of a bear on the hunt. I was willing to bet salmon, or whatever they ate, didn’t sidle up to the bear, though, snuggling back into his lap. His arms went around me, and he unlocked his computer.

“At first I was going through security camera footage, looking for clues as to where Phil had gone.” Asher’s lips were just by my ear, making me shiver as they brushed against the shell. “But I was also searching for evidence of…” I looked over my shoulder as his voice trailed away. “We feel like his abusive behaviour is escalating. He’s feeling small, weak, being arrested for hurting Mary and then having to get bailed out until his hearing, and that’s not a good thing. It makes him more likely to lash out. When he hurts a woman, he feels strong again.”

“He can’t hurt me.” I stared into his eyes. “He’s just one dickhead and you guys are bear shifters. He’ll never get within ten feet of me without becoming a bloody smear on the concrete.”

I saw then Asher’s fangs as he grinned at that idea, but the happy moment wasn’t to last. His mind was always racing, I realised, jumping to the next conclusion.

“No, he won’t ever lay a hand on you or Mary, but…” He stared at the screen, then pulled up the first lot of security footage. “There are other girls out there. It won’t make him happy to transfer his rage to her, but he’ll do it.” Asher’s focus intensified as he scoured the video playing. “He’ll have to find another victim, or he’ll be forced to face the fact that he’s a complete piece of shit.”

I turned back to the computer screen and stared myself, hoping all we ever saw was boring footage of cars passing by on the road.
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Jesse

There was something wrong with this Phil guy.

I saw it when he was fall-down drunk in the middle of the day, then again when he thought he could bully Greg into reducing the cost of the repair bill. This was a man who thought he could push people around, move them right where he wanted them.

I knew that because I’d done that often enough myself.

But sitting at a bar, nursing the same fucking beer for hours, the glass well and truly warm as he stared at Daisy? Yeah, I’d never done that. I had a girl to go home to, and then I didn’t. Trying to find someone to replace Maddie hadn’t worked out really well for me. Hooking up with someone else hadn’t looked like this, though. Phil watched Daisy’s every move with a weird kind of hunger that made the leers of every other prick in the place seem like nothing.

“Your shot.”

I spun around with a silent snarl to find Greg standing there, meeting my gaze with equanimity. Probably because he could’ve jammed his pool cue so far up my arse I’d have to open my mouth so he could chalk the end.

“Right, got it.”

I leaned over the pool table, trying to assess the balls and find the best shot to take, but Greg just snickered.

“Head’s not in the game.” He nodded to the bar. “Wants to be somewhere else. She’s pretty.”

“Not as pretty as you, but…”

One of the other foxes I worked with ruffled my hair, forcing me to shove him off.

“Fuck off, it’s not like that.”

“What’s it like then?”

I knew this look from Greg. He’d stare right through you, into the depths of your soul if you weren’t careful, but I didn’t want him to see this. That turning my back on Phil felt like turning around on a feral wolf or a bear or something. You could almost feel their hot breath on the nape of your neck.

“There’s something not right about that bloke,” I said, then took my shot, sending the green ball spinning uselessly to the centre of the table.

“Got that, did you?” Greg gave me a slow nod. “Pretty perceptive for a human, bear boy. Cunt stinks.”

“Fear, death, and not his own,” one of the other guys said, collecting up our empty beer glasses, ready to return them to the bar. “He’s bad fucking news. Someone needs to keep an eye on Daisy.”

“I will.” I left my cue propped against the pool table. “My heads not in the game. Someone else can take over.”

“Because you’re in looove…” another guy cackled.

But that wasn’t it. Daisy was gorgeous, but I didn’t feel the pull towards her like I had Maddie. Looking at the barmaid was like looking at a perfectly restored vintage car. I could admire her beauty while knowing I was never, ever going to get my hands on her. Right now, I focussed on carrying the empty glasses over, both Phil and Daisy looking up as I approached, but with completely different expressions.

“Hey, Jesse.” She blushed when I got close, then took the glasses from me. “You didn’t have to do that. I was coming over to grab the empties.”

To give her an excuse to get the fuck away from this prick.

“Saved you the trip,” I said, pushing them closer.

“So, is there anything else I can get you?”

I saw it all, everything she was offering then, both spoken and unspoken, and so did Phil. Those piss holes in the snow he called eyes narrowed, his mouth forming a thin line. Wanting him even more fucked off, I put on my best smile and answered Daisy.

“Let me drive you home tonight?”

I knew what she was thinking. I could almost smell the sweet scent of her surprised arousal as she stared at me.

“Oh, OK, yeah, that’d be amazing. I get off around twelve.”

“I’ll be here,” I promised, raising my voice just enough to make sure that dickhead heard me, then I rattled off the drink order.

“I’ll have another beer,” Phil said, shoving his warm one away from him with so much disgust it slopped on the bar.

“In a sec,” Daisy replied, barely sparing him a look over her shoulder. My order was prioritised, each drink lined up before I paid for the lot, then I turned and carried the drinks back to the pool table.

“She’s into you, that girl,” Greg observed as he sipped his fresh beer. “If you come in late to work tomorrow morning, I won’t dock your pay.”

“Daisy’s not the girl for me,” I replied as the others made ribald jokes. I met my boss’ green eyed gaze head on. “I’m not sure any girl is anymore.”

“Roxy will be pleased to hear that,” he said, turning back to the table to take his shot, but that had me frowning.

“Why the fuck would Rox give a shit about my love life?” I asked, but he just shrugged.

“Why the fuck would she ring me up, begging me to take on a new apprentice when I had no need for one?”

Mum always said don’t answer a question with a question, but that was all I was getting. Greg potted his first ball, then his second, moving around the table to finish the game in a series of economical strikes of his cue. The bloke who’d taken over from me groaned, but then the next competitor racked the balls, ready for the next game.

By the time midnight rolled around, most of my companions had gone home, and so had much of the bar. Not Phil, though. He sat with the beer he’d ordered when I was standing there, only taking a few sips from it. I still had a pool cue in my hand as Daisy called for last drinks, starting the closing procedure, and I didn’t put it away. They made a reasonable weapon of sorts, and if push came to shove, I’d shove the end of mine right into Phil’s face, breaking his nose. I almost wanted that to happen, but he stayed right where he was, pushing his glass forward to be emptied when Daisy and one of the other barmaids cleared away all the glasses.

She wasn’t his focus.

The cues were subtle, but there if you needed to look. When Daisy bent over to get something from behind the bar, many a bloke stared into the deep V of her cleavage, but not Phil. It was when she was closing out the till that he really perked up. Phil looked like he counted each bill out, just like she did. I was moving without a thought, coming to stand by the bar when she looked up.

“You want the stools up on the bar?”

“You don’t have to do that,” she said with a shy smile.

“It’s OK. My brother…” My throat threatened to close at the mention of Bjorn. I hadn’t heard from him since I’d left town, and why would he contact me? I’d fucked him over in the only way I could. “My family owns a bar in the city.”

“Yeah?” Daisy cocked a hip. “Maybe I’ll have to go and have a drink there next time I’m in town.”

I nodded in response, moving fast to stack stool after stool on the bar. Part of me liked the way it created a wall between her and Phil, though the stools wouldn’t provide any real protection if anyone tried to attack her. I kept on stacking stools until I came to his.

“Look at you.” His sneer was supposed to intimidate me or something, but there was nothing a weaselly little prick like Phil Jackson could do that would hurt me. “Fucking beta cuck. You think doing her work for her will get you into her pants?”

“That what you think?” I stepped closer, making clear just how much younger, taller and fitter I was than this fuck. “Why am I not surprised that the only time you do anything for anyone is when it’s so you get something in return?”

I was exactly the same, I realised. I’d done this kind of shit to Maddie more times than I could remember, and that flush of shame turned into something hot and angry when I stared Phil down. “Well, last drinks have been called and yours is poured away, so off you toddle.”

I waved him away like one might a child, the idiot jerking himself to his feet in response. He barely stood as tall as my shoulder, and that had him turning beet red. His nostrils flared and he snorted like a wounded bull, right before he pulled away.

“Don’t want to hang around here anyway. If you cunts would just fix my fucking car, I could get out of here.”

“Gotta get that deposit together first…”

I meant that as a snappy retort, but as soon as the words were out of my mouth, I looked over at the till. Daisy was halfway through counting the ten-dollar notes, staring at everything taking place. While I don’t doubt a dick like Phil would’ve liked to get his rocks off with Daisy, what he needed was far more prosaic.

The money in the register.

“Finish closing up,” I told her in a firm but gentle voice. “I’ll go and lock up all the doors.”

I’m not sure if the publican would’ve approved of my methods, but I moved everyone on, getting them out the door, their glasses whisked away.

“Thanks,” she said when I came out of the kitchen, after putting each glass through the washer. “You’re better help than Kelly is.”

“Hey!” the other woman said, retrieving the mop bucket.

“We’ve just gotta finish up the floors and then…” Daisy’s hand slid down my shirt, plucking at the buttons. “You can take me home.”

“I’ll sweep,” I told Kelly, stepping away from Daisy’s grip, “if you mop.”

“You got it,” the other woman replied.

About half an hour later I saw Kelly to her car and then Daisy and I slid into the cab of the truck I was borrowing from Greg. The silence was a strange one, heavy and laden with subtext.

“I—”

“What’s that stone?”

Daisy pointed to the small charm hanging from the keyring. Greg had put it on with a snicker, because it was a metal image of a bear, a greenish stone in its paws.

“Just a joke.” He’d meant it to be a cruel reminder of which keys were mine. I was the son of bear shifters, so a bear charm it was. “The fellas, they call me… It doesn’t matter.” I turned the keys in the ignition, the old truck rattling to life. “Where am I dropping you off?”

She gave me her address and I eased the car forward, turning right.

Coober Pedy is a tiny town, so it didn’t take me long to reach her place. I killed the engine and turned to face her only to find Daisy had already taken her seatbelt off and was leaning forward. Those beautiful tits were all on display, but I didn’t rise to the bait. They were like works of art, able to be observed for their beauty, but you didn’t put your dirty mitts on them.

“Did you want to come in for one last drink?” she asked, and I sighed. My hand rubbed over my face. I felt impossibly tired. It felt like I’d been here before, and a well-worn road was laid out before me. I could take her inside, then to bed, ensuring she was safe from any threats outside, then rut her hard, fast, getting my rocks off and hers too, if I had a mind to.

But then what?

If fucking barmaids solved all my problems, I’d be the happiest man alive right now, and I wasn’t.

“That bloke at the bar, he’s got me worried,” I confessed. “The way he’s been looking at you, it isn’t right.” She flushed then, thinking she was getting some big declaration of attraction, but that wasn’t it. Daisy was just some girl to me, but even some girl didn’t deserve to be hurt by a creepy fuck. “Until he leaves town, I’ll pick you up at the end of your shift, bring you home, like one of the bouncers should’ve and…”

“And?”

That seductive little purr she let out each time a guy approached the bar felt different in an enclosed space.

“And I’ll stay out here, make sure you get inside safe.” The light died in her eyes, but I forged on. “Lock your doors behind you and your windows. I’ll give you my number, in case you need⁠—”

“Don’t worry about it.”

She was hurt and I hated that, but I didn’t know what else to do. Because the longer I looked at her, the more I saw another barmaid. One with beautiful red hair and green eyes that rivalled the crystal on my keychain, who just like Daisy, saw through my shit and wasn’t too impressed by it. This girl wanted nothing more to do with me, obviously thinking I was leading her on, but I waited and watched for the lights to flick on in her windows. Hers was the only silhouette I saw. As the night air breezed through the car, I felt a shiver as the sweat cooled on my skin and that had me looking down.

Were my arms always that fucking hairy? I turned my forearm one way then the other, the fair hair gone from blond to white right now. It had to be the moonlight bleaching it pale, didn’t it? Because as I looked closer, that white gleam faded. I glanced up and saw the moon had gone behind a cloud and worked out that had to be it.

Because I’d been through this before.

When I was a kid, I was sure I saw white fur prickle across my skin, my nails lengthening. All preparation for when I’d meet my bear, Mum assured me. Her warm words were like a lifeline then, helping me keep my head above water through adolescence, but now? They felt like a death sentence. All my hopes and dreams had died because I invested myself too much in her assumptions about me.

Nelly didn’t see me, not really. It was herself that stood there in ragged clothing, with filthy feet, when I was first brought to her home. It was her own inner child or some bullshit that she cared for. She had to believe that I’d have a bear, that I’d be the one that would find a sleuth and earn my mate’s favour, because that way I got all the same things she did to get her out of her shitty situation. Imagine her disappointment when it was her own son that got all of that. In her mind, he didn’t deserve it. She’d muttered something to that effect to me often enough. He had it easy. He grew up with a loving family in a nice home. He didn’t need a bear.

But he got one anyway.

And me? I was just some fuckup sitting outside a girl’s place like an abandoned dog and that had me turning the ignition again before driving forward. My job for the night was done and it was time to rest again, just to get back on this fucking hamster wheel all over again.


Chapter 57



Imogen

“What’s this?”

There was a forced lightness about Kyle’s voice as I stood stirring a big pot of lamb stew. The way he pushed my hair aside, his fingers forcing a whole-body shiver out of me as he traced the mark Asher left, had my hands releasing the wooden spoon to slap down on the metal counter. Something in that touch made me want to arch my back and part my thighs, letting him, letting all of the sleuth, take me right here in the kitchen. Instead, Kyle pulled his hand away and confronted Asher.

“You marked her?”

Need, jealousy, and a hunger to do the exact same thing is what I got from his tone before I dared to look up and watch the drama as it unfolded.

Kyle’s just being protective, Asher informed me. It’s what he does.

“Yes,” I replied to Kyle. “That’s what happens when I ask for it, isn’t it?”

“You…” All the steam seemed to go out of Kyle then. His brows creased as he searched my face. “You wanted it?”

“I want it all.”

There was still a part of me that couldn’t believe that I had the right to reach out and stroke Kyle like this, finding the hem of his shirt and sliding my hand underneath. His skin was shockingly hot, his stomach muscles bunching in response to my touch. His eyes bore into mine, looking for evidence to support or disprove my statement.

“All of it?” That left me reluctant to speak, the words feeling too big for the kitchen. Asher left off slicing up breadsticks for garlic bread and moved closer to me, but Kyle stepped in his way. “Imogen?”

“That’s what I said, didn’t I?”

This was all an act, me putting my hands on my hips like I was some cocky girl rather than just me. But fake it before you make it, right? Kyle’s lips finally twitched up into a smile.

“Then you better come with me.”

“Where?” I squeaked, but he just grabbed my hand and pulled me out of the kitchen.

“Tell your mate to hold down the fort,” Kyle called over his shoulder, “because we’ve got something better than stew for you.”

That was all the clue I got before I was dragged upstairs.

“We don’t use this part of the building much,” Kyle explained as we walked past room after empty room. “It was built just in case we had enough clients needing somewhere to stay. As of yet, it hasn’t really been used, so we decided…”

“You aren’t going to leave me hanging like that,” I snapped, pulling my hand free before looking around me. Dimly, I heard the muffled sound of someone cursing long and hard about something. I drifted closer, wondering at the source of it, only to find this.

Heaven, that’s how I’d describe it later, because that’s what it was. A far larger room than the one I was currently staying in, but it was nowhere near as finished. The generic grey curtains in every room were replaced by these sage green ones with a nubby texture, the pale grey walls restful on the eyes, but that wasn’t what I was focussed on. Firstly, the massive bed spanning the entire wall on one side, big enough for one woman and three bears to sleep on. Two, boxes and boxes of books. My fingers twitched, wanting, needing to pick up and fondle each one, but it was the last thing that really caught my attention. Lucas sat on the floor with a screwdriver in hand and the beginnings of a bookcase on the floor, a screw hanging from his lips. It dropped to the floor when he saw me.

“I thought you were off getting Asher?”

“Asher’s done enough for today,” Kyle informed him, walking further into the room, and I couldn’t help but follow him. “And anyway, I think Imogen needs to see this. It’s her room.”

“Mine?”

I’d been excited about my apartment, willing to overlook how old, dated, and worn out it was because I knew that’s all I could afford, but this? I saw that they’d already created two bookshelves and set them against the wall opposite the bed. I’d be able to stare at my pretties before I went to sleep, gloating over them like a dragon might its hoard. My feet took me closer even as my brain stalled, unable to believe what I was seeing.

“Of course it's for you,” Lucas said, putting the tools down. “You don’t think Kyle would ever read for fun? Well, nothing more weighty than Men’s Health magazine.”

“Oi!” Kyle’s response was automatic, but as he considered what Luc said, he shrugged. “Though I guess that’s true. I could put all my back issues…” My eyes jerked up to meet his, narrowing without thought, so he threw his hands up. “In the bin, obviously.”

“So…” Lucas’ cheeks flushed pink. “Do you like it? All the girls kept going on and on about the Billy bookcases on the videos I watched, and⁠—”

“It’s perfect.”

My hands slid over the painted, white wood, then the decorative trim they’d bought to link each bookcase together. It would look beautiful, elegant, and like a library of old by the time we were finished, but more than that.

It’d look like something I’d dreamed about my whole life.

They got it, I realised as I turned around. Maybe not the books and the desire to read, but they understood that I loved it, and as a result, spent all this time and money making sure I had the perfect place to do it. Tears filled my eyes as I moved closer, and this time I didn’t even try to hold them back. They spilled down my cheeks as Kyle and Lucas rushed towards me.

“Hey, if it’s not right—” Luc started to say.

“It’s right. It’s better than right.” I clung to each one of them, burying my face in their chests. “It’s everything I could’ve wanted.”

“See, I told you,” Kyle hissed over my head as his arm wrapped around me.

“OK, fine,” Lucas replied, hugging me close with his other arm.

They rubbed small circles on my back as I just experienced it. At first, there was a painful flush of pleasure that seemed to dismantle my carefully constructed defences so fast I was forced to suck in a breath. That transmuted into the sweetest of pains as I thought about the time and effort they’d put in. No one had ever done anything like this for me, and it felt like I was still struggling to get my head around the fact they had. But most of all was a certainty I shouldn’t have felt. That they’d do this kind of thing for me over and over, rising to meet whatever need I had, that’s what had my fingers clawing at their sides. It wasn’t that they were doing nice things that made me feel like I loved them.

Just that they were willing to put my needs first at least some of the time.

“I need to make you dinner,” I babbled. “Your favourites every night. Just tell me what you like.”

“Imogen—” Lucas chided.

“Steak and blow job day? That’s every day for you guys. Every damn day. Steak with Diane sauce. Steak Kilpatrick. Surf and turf.”

“Imogen—”

“Don’t like steak? What about roast lamb and apple pie?”

The words were spilling out, because by saying them, I didn’t have to admit how they were making me feel. I felt like I needed to even the score, each act of kindness weighing the scales down further in their favour. I was accruing debts I could never pay for.

That I didn’t deserve.

I sat with that feeling for a moment, my eyes taking in the bookcases, the boxes, the bed, and then finally them, wishing that I’d claimed them too. Then they’d see it. How this made me feel.

How being cared for made me feel about them.

I needn’t have worried though. Each man searched my face and seemed satisfied by what he saw.

“So, I brought you up because I wasn’t sure how you wanted your books shelved,” Kyle said.

“Alphabetical or by series?” Lucas added. “I was thinking by series.”

“Series.” I was smiling so wide it felt like my face would crack. “Definitely by series.”

Sometime later, Asher appeared by the door with a bottle of wine tucked under his arm and four bowls of stew on a tray. The savoury smells drew me forward. Well, that and I felt strangely protective of the books. Luc had managed to find so many of my favourites and more besides. There were covers and titles I’d never seen before, begging to be cracked open and read. Instead, I took the tray from him as I felt something like a featherlight brush against my mind.

So they did good? I could hear the good humour in Asher’s voice. Then let's have some dinner and maybe… some more truth or dare?

Truth or dare?

He moved forward as the others rose to their feet, glad to leave the torture of tackling IKEA assembly behind for dinner.

“Man, this smells amazing,” Kyle said, pulling one bowl towards him as he sat down, well clear of the books thankfully.

We’d come full circle, eating my grandmother’s stew again as the three of them laboured to make my life better, about to play a silly kids’ game, but when I stared into Asher’s eyes, I saw something there now that wasn’t present before. A sureness, a confidence in me, in us and that made me wonder what exactly he’d dare us to do.


Chapter 58



Lucas

I had been taking notes since the moment we met Imogen, trying to work out what made her tick. Books and art, that’s what I got loud and clear, though what the hell she had stashed in that box she’d hidden away when we moved her in plagued me. Maybe there was something else in there, something else she needed, and I wanted to be the one to provide it.

Because doing so filled me with this warm feeling that filtered all the way through my body, better even than a spoonful of her stew.

Maybe because that wide-eyed look of wonder was just as delicious. My mate looked like a kid in a candy shop, and I wanted to find a way to make every day like that. An art studio, fully stocked, next door? The possibility of studying art or even writing at university? Whatever she wanted, that’s what I needed to provide, but right now I tried to just enjoy this.

“The stew’s amazing, Imogen,” I said, even though I wanted to say so much more.

She flushed, her cheeks going even pinker.

“If I’d known about this I would’ve made something fancier.”

“You don’t need to do that,” I replied. “All we need is you…” My throat felt like it was going to close up, because while I’d heard tales of bear shifters finding their mates, they omitted this.

At some point you had to put your whole self out there, vulnerable and aching, and hope your mate still chose you. That’s what these books contained–I knew because I’d gone far beyond her list of damaged books.

Finding rare books was my jam, and I’d emailed every contact, every rare bookshop I could to find each one of her wish list, but as I trawled through the listings, I found more. More books with similar themes, with strong reviews, that other readers with similar interests to my mate had bought, so I’d purchased them as well. That meant each box contained her past–books that were well loved–but…

It also contained a future.

Of discovering new books, new authors, and new characters to fall in love with, and this time I’d be right there with her as it happened.

I wanted to start pulling books out, showing them to her like a kid proud of their finger painting or something, but before I could, Kyle set his bowl back on the tray with a clunk.

“So, truth or dare you said?” He grinned at Asher. “I’ll go first.”

“Of course you would volunteer.” Asher rolled his eyes. “OK, truth or dare?”

“Dare.”

That smug smile, the way he looked Imogen over with complete certainty, I wish I had that kind of confidence. She wiggled a little where she sat before putting her bowl aside, but in the end, she wasn’t the one to assign a dare.

“Read a sex scene from one of Imogen’s books.” Asher’s dry tone had me snorting and Kyle’s jaw muscle flexing. Nothing had him running for the door like reading. “Imogen?” Asher nodded to the boxes. “You can assign the reading material.”

“Somehow, I’m part of Kyle’s dare?” she muttered, but she went to the boxes anyway, running her fingers along the spines and that’s when she looked up.

Her eyes met mine, widening when she realised exactly what I’d bought her, but she pulled one book out with a shirtless man and a bear on the cover. A quick flick through the pages told me this was a favourite. She opened it on a specific chapter and then tapped the page.

“Bastian…” Kyle cleared his throat and then glanced around the room, actually looking uncomfortable for once. “Bastian pulled Joanna closer, his mouth finding her neck as he tugged her hard against him. His rock hard member throbbed at the scent of her, the feel of her, as she…” He glanced up at Asher. “Exactly how much am I reading?”

“How about when they seal the deal?” Asher drawled.

“Right. So, as she moved against him. The heat of her sought his, her hips moving instinctively, setting a rhythm that had them both groaning…’

As fun as it was listening to Kyle fumble his way through this, I couldn’t focus on the words, not when Imogen was in the room. Instead, I watched her grin, laugh, and then blush just a little, her hand rubbing against the carpet as he continued. It was her scent that undid me.

The sweetest honey when she first walked in, with just an acidic edge of surprise, that quickly softened as she saw everything we’d done so far and what we intended to do before we were finished. What I intended for us to do to complete this job.

That selfish thought took my breath away, unwanted and unneeded. I’d brought Kyle in on the idea from the start because that’s what you did as a sleuth: worked together as a team to please our mate. But I wasn’t doing that right now. I was just watching him make her laugh and sigh with a book I’d hand selected. I wanted to be the one to read it to her, I realised. Away from everyone else, I wanted her tucked up against me, hopefully naked and happy, I wanted to choose whichever book she preferred, and I’d read it until she was done listening and needed to choreograph her own sex scenes. But right as frustration rode me, Kyle finally came to an end, performing a little seated bow before tossing the book back into the box.

“OK, that was amazing.” Imogen tried for sarcasm but just ended up sounding all breathy. “If you’d read me a book like that…” He got a hot, secret little look before she forged on. “Well, things would’ve progressed so much faster.”

“Books are the way to a lady’s heart and between her legs. Got it,” Kyle said. “So, who’s next?”

My lips moved, wanting to say something, anything, if it meant having my turn, but Asher cut me off.

“Truth.”

“This bite…” Imogen said. I saw it now, lurid and red, but I knew it’d fade down to something close to her natural skin colour. “Why is it so sensitive? Like, not painful.”

He’d claimed her? I stared at Asher, but he was entirely focussed on Imogen, so instead I got a sheepish look from Kyle. He knew as well, that while we were working, Asher… I watched my sleuth mate slide in behind Imogen, placing his legs on either side of hers as his fingers pushed her hair away. Asher pressed a gentle kiss to her neck, his lips fitting the bite he’d left upon her, and it was then I saw exactly what she meant. Her whole body undulated against his, fluid as a wave, as he sucked the skin.

“Oh! Oh…”

Imogen was putty in his hands, soft and open to him, her hands going behind her neck to hold him right where he was. His tongue worked, then his fangs did, provoking more and more sensation from her until her breath was coming in little pants. Rather than bringing her to climax, he pulled away, eyes burning like blue fire before he growled.

“It feels like that because you’re mine.” His focus shifted to us. “All of ours. Because the bear gods are kind and would only ever make the marking process a pleasurable one. Every time one of us touches this mark going forward, you’ll remember how I made you feel, how all of us will continue to please you every day we have together.”

A gentle kiss against the mark had her shivering.

“So, truth or dare, Imogen?”

Dare, I mentally prompted. Say dare, because I knew what I’d do. I’d dare her to come to me, curl in my arms and stay there for the entire night, just for the feel of her. I’d dare her to open the boxes and see every selection and give me her thoughts. I’d dare her to read every book, now, later, for the rest of our lives. Of course, that’s when she turned around and faced Asher with hazy eyes.

“Dare.”

“I dare you to let me give you another set of bite marks to match those.”

Kyle’s voice silenced me, his light tone doing a terrible job of masking how he really felt. Like always, he was making a joke of the thing that was actually really important to him. Imogen didn’t see that, though, her eyes jerking to take him in, searching, then softening before she moved a little closer. Crawling on her hands and knees, I hated that, it forced me to move forward and remove the tray, the bowls shaking as she was pulled into his arms.

“Is that what you want?” she asked.

“More than surf and turf. More than lamb roast. Even more than steak and blowjob day.” Imogen snorted at his reply, but he forged on, tucking her hair on the unmarked side of her neck away. “More than anything else in the world.”

“Oh well, in that case…”

She barely breathed that out, rising up on her knees before dropping her head. I looked away before I saw them kiss. A wet sound told me everything I needed to know. That he kissed the skin first, making her sensitive, long for his touch, right before he struck. A strangled sound and I was forced to look back in time to see her arms being thrown out wide like she was falling, right before he caught her.

Fangs dug into skin, arms went around her, holding her tight, right as she fought his hold. I rose up, ready to free her, when I saw I’d misread the situation. Imogen wasn’t hurting, trying to get away from Kyle, but to get closer. She clung to his shoulders, his mouth closing over the mark he’d made, sucking hard on the skin, right before they pulled back to stare at each other.

He’d know just what was going on in her head, that’s what killed me. Every thought she chose to share, every feeling. They’d be tied as tightly as two people could be, bound at the soul level. That would happen for me too, I knew that academically, but rational thought was shoved aside as the bear flexed within me. He was always a pretty chill presence inside me, but not now. Claws formed and fur prickled across my arms as he pushed forward, wanting to insert himself in what was happening.

But that’s not how this worked.

Each of us in turn would find the moment to claim our mate, and mine would come. Just not now. I admit I had fantasies of this each time I bought a book or selected furniture, thinking of the moment when I would finally know Imogen was mine. Perhaps that’s why I was moving towards the door now.

“Lucas—” Asher said.

“Just a minute.” I paused in the doorway and held out a hand. “Just give me a moment, please.”

Just one second to collect myself, to keep all the feelings that raged in my breast and drove the bear mad tamped down. Now was not my time, I breathed that terrible knowledge in and then out, but it would come. It would surely come. With a nod, I walked down the hallway, intent on letting the rest of my sleuth enjoy theirs.


Chapter 59



Imogen

If you’d told me I’d enjoy being bitten before meeting my mates, I would’ve laughed. It sounded hot on the page, but in reality? Apparently it was so, so much better. When Kyle held me close, all I could smell, feel, and hear was him. His ragged breaths, his lips pressed against my neck, kissing his way down until I made a little whimpering sound, making clear what I wanted. He sucked in a breath and then he struck.

I thought it was just sex that made it feel so good, but that was not the case. The second his fangs sank into me, I was moving against Kyle. Rubbing myself against his thigh, trying to get some kind of rhythm going that matched the rapid flutter of my heartbeat, but that spell was broken when I heard Asher call Lucas’ name. My eyelids felt heavy, welded together, but I wrenched them apart in time to see my other mate walk out the door. For a moment I could only stare, unable to work out why that would happen when I heard his reply.

“Just… give me a moment.”

I only read MF romance, so negotiating more than one mate was something I was unprepared for, though it wasn’t hard to put two and two together. I looked back at the boxes, then pulled free of Kyle, crawling towards them.

“Who bought me the books?” I asked.

“What?”

Kyle stared in incomprehension and I felt a pang of guilt. That was the vibe for this afternoon apparently.

“Who bought all these books?” I opened one box then another, so many more than what I asked for stuffed in there. It made sense that they’d bought so many book cases because there were hundreds, if not thousands, of books inside.

“Luc—”

“Lucas did.” I scrambled to my feet but stopped, feeling like I was torn in two different directions. “Lucas did all this for me.”

“I helped,” Kyle said, then his face fell. “Oh.”

“This was his grand gesture.” We all turned to see Asher standing in the doorway. “This was his attempt to make you feel happy and secure here, Imogen. I was working to keep you safe. Kyle was trying to keep your spirits up, but⁠—”

“Lucas was making a space for me.”

I made for the doorway, but Asher only moved aside a little.

“And where are you off to?”

“To make it up to him. To let him know how much I appreciate everything he’s done. To tell him…” My throat worked but no sound came out. “To tell him…”

“That he’s enough,” Asher finished for me as he stepped aside. “Go. He’ll be in his room.”

“Wait…”

I felt bad leaving Kyle behind, but I reached out and touched his mind, trying to show him everything I was thinking, feeling.

You need him the most right now, he said carefully down the link.

I need all of you, always. Somehow the mate bond made it so much easier to admit. Why pretend if someone could see straight into your soul? All of you, at all times.

That’s something a man never gets sick of hearing. Kyle’s voice was like a warm hug inside my head and knowing it’d always be there helped settle something within me as I ran down the stairs.

“Everything OK?” Ursula asked as she caught sight of me.

“Lucas? Have you seen Lucas?”

“He went⁠—”

Her reply was cut off as I followed the direction her finger pointed in and then I moved. Weaving between groups of people, walking past open doors filled with women and children, but not my mate, until I heard the muffled sound of heavy metal music playing at top volume behind one door.

“Lucas?” I knocked sharply on the door. “Luc?” My hand worked the handle, but it didn’t budge. “Lu…”

My voice trailed away as the door was jerked open and in the darkness stood a now shirtless Luc. His chest heaved, brownish fur forming and then fading away as he stared at me, his eyes molten gold as his fangs bared.

“Imogen.” The bear was talking, not the man. “You need to step away.”

“Can’t do that, big guy.”

“Imogen—”

“You see this guy, he bought me a library and you know what happens to little girls that watch Beauty and the Beast?” He shook his head slowly, his face partially transforming before returning back to its human form. “They grow up to be women with lady boners for libraries and the monsters that lurk within them.” I took a tentative step forward and watched his muscles twitch with the effort of holding himself back. “You found all those books for me, Lucas.”

“That’s what you needed,” he growled.

“Do you have any idea what it's like to know that there’s someone…?” I glanced left to see the rest of my mates arriving. “Someone who’ll always prioritise what I need. That will listen and care rather than smirk and dismiss me. That makes me feel seen.” I grabbed Luc’s hand, no, his claw, and held it tight. “You gave me all that and more with that library. I love it, Lucas. I love…”

I stepped over his threshold, but it felt like I was doing more than that. Shedding the me that had been and replacing her with someone else. An Imogen who had never been hurt, had no wounds to mend, was complete and whole in herself and because of that, she could offer that soul to another.

“I love you, Lucas.”

I was jerked closer then, into the darkness, the loud drumbeat competing with the rapid flutter of my heart as Lucas gazed down at me. Fur and fangs receded and so did his claws, his hand moving to stroke my face.

“I love you,” he said. “I’ve loved you since the moment I saw you and every day since. Each time we had to leave you behind felt like my soul was being ripped from my body. Of course I noticed what you liked. All I wanted to do was make you feel safe and secure and… loved.” He nodded at that. “And you did before, with Kyle. I didn’t mean to take off, but⁠—”

“You’d performed a really big act of service and Kyle took credit for it?” I suggested.

At that we both turned around to find the man himself holding up his hands.

“Hey, that was not deliberate. I was just…” Kyle shook his head. “Being a thoughtless dick, as per usual. Sorry about that, but that’s the kind of man you tied yourself to.”

“A good man,” I corrected, because right then the memory played inside my head of Kyle with those kids. “One that’s not always super self-aware, but a good man.” My focus shifted to over his shoulder where Asher stood in the background. “All of you are. That’s why it was so easy, all of it. To accept the bond.”

My neck throbbed just like my body did. Kyle had stirred the embers Asher created, but the only way they could be truly quenched was together.

“That’s what I need from you now.” I realised I’d gone about this all the wrong way. They didn’t need me to make anything or do anything for them, they just needed me. That I was the most valuable person in the room was such a strange feeling I was still trying to adjust it, but perhaps this would help. Lucas stared back at me, not the bear, though his beast still lurked there somewhere. “Complete me. Complete us. Complete our⁠—”

“Yes.” Lucas tugged me closer as the others entered the room. Dimly I was aware the music was turned off and the door was locked shut behind them as they followed us towards the bed. “Yes, fuck yes, Imogen. I’ve been waiting for this moment for so damn long and I…”

Words failed him and I understood why. As much as I loved books, sometimes there weren’t enough words to describe things. Instead, he just had to show me. His mouth crashed down on my lips, branding that first as the bite marks on my neck throbbed, and perhaps that’s what summoned Kyle forward. He shifted my hair, then brushed his lips against the marks.

“I…”

“No more talking,” I said, pulling Lucas back down, kissing him harder, faster, deeper, until he took over.

His lips seared a burning trail down my neck, his nipping little bites a foreshadowing of what was to come. My skin felt reddened, swollen, and sensitive right before he licked a stripe upwards.

“Luc…”

Whatever I had to say was choked off as he lunged forward with a feral growl, his claws pricking my arms. I was his, all his, and now he was going to formalise the process. Fangs bit into my neck, the link snapping into place, and that had my eyes opening, because I could feel all of them. Asher’s smug smile, Kyle’s reverence, and Lucas’… I blinked, barely able to believe it.

That’s what you were feeling?

A weird tumble of strength and insecurity, love and pain, along with a belief that I’d never really want him the way he was that was shoved aside by something bigger. Us. Lucas saw himself then the way I saw him. Tall, golden, strong, so very strong. Strong enough to be considerate, loving, sweet with me, right when I needed it. He gazed down into my eyes, his hands caressing my cheeks as we both felt what we meant to each other.

How important each one of us was.

So now that’s settled, can we get back to the good stuff? Kyle asked as he kissed my neck.

We’re having a moment here. Lucas’ reply was wry.

I can think of an even better way to spend our time. The bed dimpled and Asher crawled closer with all of the intensity of a hunting bear. Lucas let me go far enough that I could kiss his sleuth mate. Far, far better.

I smiled into his kiss, but that was quickly lost in the feel of Asher. The rasp of his stubble against my skin had my nerve endings awakening, rousing in anticipation and with good reason. Hands moved, sliding up my sides, balling my hair at my nape so my neck was free to be inspected, and each bite mark kissed with ponderous slowness, letting me know how this would be.

I’d wear their marks with pride, even if they had hurt to get. I’d have a reminder all over my neck of the bliss I experienced every time I was near them.

This is so much better. Kyle’s voice threatened to cut through the haze of Asher’s kisses. I can feel what you’re feeling, know exactly what you want. Like this.

My whole body jolted as I felt fingers pinch down on my nipples cruelly, but right as I was riding the sharp edge of pleasure, more hands moved. Sliding down the front of my yoga pants, fingers closing around my clit. They could synchronise things now that our minds were connected, working together to drag me to higher and higher heights of pleasure.

Like this. Lucas’ voice inside my head was completely different. Deep, masculine, and utterly confident, he knew exactly what he was doing as he pushed two fingers inside me. Here, right here.

“Yes…” I panted, feeling his fingers rake against that sensitive spot, but it would never be good enough. They could never reach far enough, deep enough, lock down hard enough to make me come. Instead, I was teased with the possibility of it, what it would feel like when one of them finally locked down inside me, and that’s where my mind went then. I pulled back from Asher, staring into his eyes, as I showed all three of them exactly what I wanted.

One after the other, delving inside me, harder, deeper, until I clawed at their backs for more. Then they’d unleash that bony protrusion, giving me exactly what I really needed. Those tiny little strokes that made me feel more than any man had before. My eyes stared into Asher’s, watching the way the pupil expanded in response to what he saw, but it was Kyle’s arms that went around me.

That’s what you want? I could almost feel his words feathering across my skin. Well, I won’t make the same mistake twice. Looks like it's time to step up, geek boy.

I was turned to face Lucas, who scowled at Kyle over my shoulder.

Geek…

Whatever retort Lucas was about to make was choked off as Kyle pulled my shirt up and over my head. Lucas’ fingers flexed, wanting to touch me, but not daring to until he looked into my eyes, seeing past them and into my soul.

He knew what I wanted, and that filled him with a flush of pleasure. More than that, because he knew he could provide it. The books were a crapshoot. He’d worked so hard, scouring reviews and blog posts about each one, trying to guess if I’d like it, but he didn’t have to guess now. He could see straight into my heart and that allowed him to peel my pants down, then pull me hard against him. Some movements, a zipper being pushed down and then…

He was right where I needed him to be.

Part of him shied away from the fact it hurt just a little to take him, but the rush of pleasure that came afterwards seemed to reassure him.

It forces me to feel you inside me, I told him, stroking his hair back from his face as I began to move. It creates an ache that just gets worse.

I never want you to hurt, ever, he told me with a little growl.

Not even when it feels so good? I rose up, focussing on the suck of my body against his, as if my cunt was reluctant to let him go, testing that bond, before I was forced back down again. Not even when it feels so right?

Up and down with greater and greater emphasis, I moved, until our hips were slamming into each other. Lucas couldn’t allow me to take control for long, rolling us forward so his body loomed over me.

Like this? he asked, stabbing forward, my breath was driven out of me and I was glad then of the mental link. I’d never be able to utter a thing, my breath coming in too fast as my legs locked around his hips.

Exactly like this.

There was something hopeless, reverent in my tone, as I surrendered. To the sensation, to the feel of him dragging my pleasure out further and further until the entire world was narrowed down to just him and me.

Yes, Lucas, yes… I sobbed, whispering that over and over. My nails clawed at his back, leaving mating marks of my own, until things came rushing to a head. I thought I’d had sex before, but what happened now was so different as to need a new name. His eyes went wide, staring into mine as he felt my pleasure and I felt his, the two strands twining together to become something far greater.

Now, I whispered inside his mind. Give it to me. All of it.

His mouth closed over his bite mark as his baculum jutted out and locked down inside me.


Chapter 60



Kyle

So that’s what it felt like.

The first time I was told about our unique physiology, I’d thought it was all some horrible joke. We were raised to treasure the women and girls in our community, and yet when we were with the one we’d always put first, we were supposed to…

There was a violence to it, a brutality that never sat right with me, until I felt a pleasure so damn perfect it brought tears to my eyes.

That’s what we did each time we locked down inside Imogen. We did that. I couldn’t help but puff out my chest with pride, right as my eyes pricked with tears.

We do. I turned at the sound of Asher’s voice. We do, and we will today. Each one of us needs to claim Imogen in every way, have her feeling blissful because…

He showed me then what he knew, sharing the news that the foxes had passed on.

I didn’t want to know, the darkness that came with it feeling like it tainted the space, and Asher nodded as my unconscious push back. That was his job. He took on all the shit, lurking in the shadows so the rest of us could walk in the sun. But that wasn’t fair. My mind grabbed at his, even though everything in me wanted to pull away, sucking up every detail of what he’d discovered, what he’d been told, but most of all, what he intended to do.

You never intended on mating her?

That thought was like a drop of poison in a sea of pleasure.

I don’t want her joined to me, not when… I knew the feel, the smell of his bear, and it was the polar bear’s fetid breath I felt in my face as he shouldered forward. Asher agreed to stay here because he knew what the outcome would be if he’d driven up to Coober Pedy. Phil would’ve been dragged out to some abandoned opal mine, torn the shreds so small only the dingoes would be able to retrieve each piece as they gnawed his bones clean, scattering the evidence of what my sleuth mate had done to the winds. Not when I’d be forced to kill the man that threatens her.

Her panting breaths were what brought me back to the room, part chuckle, part disbelief, it took on a different cast now. A pleasure snatched from the jaws of death and destruction, but that hungry beast, just like Asher’s, would only be held off for so long. It came for us all, and I wondered how much time we’d have. Not for long, though, because our impudent little mate’s eyes found mine.

She was feeling really good right now, flush with pleasure, but that wasn’t enough. Her previous life felt like it had suppressed something in her that would no longer be denied. Imogen wanted to grab happiness with both hands, and that brought me forward.

Well, look at you, I said, because I was helpless to do anything else but.

Revenge, death, they were all shoved aside as I studied her face. Too red lips, swollen and begging to be kissed, eyes half-closed but glittering in the darkness beckoned me further. Soft kisses, slow ones at first, ones she shared with me, then Lucas. He made a strangled sound as his baculum was forced to re-sheath itself, and something in me wanted to mop up the mess they’d made, carefully tending to her sensitive folds. The other stared down as I turned Imogen to face me, taking in every inch of her, flushed and red and so wet now, before I pushed forward.

Yes! Her cry was a call to arms, forcing me forward, to thrust inside the most perfect velvety heat, my fangs locking down lest I rut her into the bed. Yes. Her hands went to my hair, stroking the slope of my nose, my cheeks. Yes, that, Kyle.

But—

I had ideas, so many ideas that came from long, lonely nights, then fevered ones when we found Imogen. Ones where I was the hero, ploughing her over and over as she experienced a string of mind-blowing orgasms that she’d never recover from.

But that wasn’t what she needed.

Her hands stilled and so did I, our gazes locking tight as I began to move again, not in response to some idealised dream I had about my sexual performance, but her. Every thrust was in response to her reaction, my pace set by her, and that’s when we found our rhythm. It wasn’t me fucking her, or her doing the same to me, but instead the act became a manifestation of us. Over and over with every stroke, we reaffirmed this bond, until her eyelids threatened to flutter closed.

No, no… They flicked back open, wide and staring. Stay with me, Imogen.

Stay where and to do what? My conscious mind wanted the answer, but my body, my heart knew. Together, locked tight and bound together not via chains of obligation, habit, or fear, but with love. Over and over, that’s what I pumped into her, how much I loved her.

One little nod from Imogen was all it took to undo me. All thoughts of legendary lovemaking fled in the face of her. What she needed, that’s all I’d ever be, and that’s what I became right now.

If she loved me locking down inside her the most, then that’s what I’d do. If she loved the hard feel of my baculum pushing through her softness, then she’d have that feeling over and over. I’d rise, ready to serve her, and even if I couldn’t, the others would. They moved now, stroking her, kissing her, pressing their lips to her neck, her mouth, her nipples.

Her body moved like the sea, rising and falling in response to the tides we stirred, but I was a ship slicing through them, ready to anchor. The shape of her mouth as she let out a yelp, then the lazy smile that followed afterwards, I’d remember that. I would bring out the memory and treasure it over and over until the moment I died. That and the look of shock on her face as she rolled her eyes my way and stared straight into me. I came then, locking inside her as our souls did the same, unable to hold a single thing back.

All for you, I told her in a whisper. Everything for you.

She rose up, testing the bond between us, to wrap her arms around my neck, and I collected her up, just burying my face in her neck to suck in the syrupy sweetness of her scent. Then I rocked her back and forth, just to feel her move against me, each movement dragging another helpless spurt of come out of me as her cunt milked me dry.

Lucas’ groan made sense to me now because it felt like my heart was being dragged out of my chest when my baculum released and snapped right back into place, ready to serve her again.

But now wasn’t my time.

“How’re we feeling?” Asher’s voice cut through the thick atmosphere of Lucas’ room, seeming too loud, too intrusive. “You’ve taken a lot today. Perhaps it's time to rest?”

“I’ve been waiting my whole life for this moment.” Imogen was slurring her words just a little, as if drunk on us. “Don’t you go and try and take this from me now being all gentlemanly and shit. I didn’t ask for that, Asher. I didn’t dream of a man in a tuxedo who owned a Fortune 500 company coming and pulling me from obscurity. I dreamed of a beast…” She stared at him intently, and that was the first time I’d ever seen anyone match his intense gaze. “A bear. Are you the bear for me?”

Imogen was so damn perfect, because if cool, calculated Asher was trying to hold back, that was smashed the moment she appealed to his beast. Claws appeared on the ends of his fingers as he dragged her under him, his muscles shifting, his bones flexing as fur prickled across his skin.

“Always…” the beast growled, and that had Lucas and I shifting. “Always and forever, so you need to be sure about this.”

“Sure enough to wear your bite mark on my neck for the rest of my life?”

Imogen was as bold as brass, and Luc and I glanced at each other, wondering if she knew what she was messing with. We were about to find out. He shoved himself inside her to the sound of her cry and then went to work showing her the error of her ways.

“Look at you, taking Asher’s cock.” Imogen’s eyes flicked up to meet mine, and I saw the haze of lust and just a little fear there. “You’re doing so well.” My words, my hand sliding down to thumb the mark on her neck, had the fear fading away, the lust rising harder in its place. “Getting everything you ever wanted.”

Because that’s what lurked inside her. A hunger that no man had been able to satisfy before. Perhaps because they were just human, whereas we…? I rose up and kissed her lips as Lucas moved.

Fingers to her nipple, lips on the other, his tugs following Asher’s punishing rhythm, we were dragging her along at a galloping pace. But she was meeting us stroke for stroke. Her hand gripped my hair, not letting me pull back for a second as her hips snapped. Smashing into Asher’s, it had him panting, growling, half gone to fur. With the beast riding him, he knew before she did the moment when she hung on the edge of pleasure, teetering, ready to jump off, but not yet. He grabbed her, eradicating any reticence and leapt out into a sea of pleasure that threatened to drown us all. His back cracked, the beast ready to claw its way out, but Asher held him back. Right now she needed only one part of the beast and that was his baculum.

She was so, so sensitive, her poor G-spot battered into submission by everything that had happened today, but she had one more orgasm left in her. Dragged from the depths of her soul, it set her whole body aflame and we warmed our hands on that heat, riding the waves until she fell quiet.

There were no more open eyes or soul stares or whatever. Imogen collapsed onto the bed, cradled in Asher’s arms, but while she fought to catch her breath, I saw a terrible expression in my sleuth mate’s eyes. I wasn’t there when he killed Ursula’s attacker, but I think I knew the madness that lurked there.

So what do we do? I asked him, because since the moment he was fostered in our home, I looked to my big brother for direction. He was worldly, hard, and scarred when I was just a dumb kid, and sometimes I felt like I’d never really grown past that.

We keep everything that is precious to us safe, he said, gazing down at Imogen’s now sleeping form, as if that was all it took.

Whatever it takes, Lucas added. Whatever it fucking takes.


Chapter 61



Jesse

“Jesse, love…”

The next morning I was sitting on the same shitty bed, listening to the metal springs creak and Mum go on. I closed my eyes, as if that would block it all out, but only this would. My thumb hit delete message, and for just a moment there was blessed quiet.

And a little more.

When I was a teenager, there were moments that felt like they were supposed to be more than they were. I’d walk into a party or the school corridors and feel… something. That the body I’d lived in my entire life didn’t fit quite right, wasn’t the correct one, and yet when I looked down I just saw brown skin and blunt nails like I always did.

So that’s what I saw then, right?

That white-blond arm hair was back, or was that just the harsh light of the desert sun peeking in through the crumpled Venetian blinds? I turned my arm back and forth, flexing the muscles and felt… What? I shook my head, forcing myself to my feet. The room felt extra small when I did so, the window no longer at eye level. What the…?

“Bear boy. Getting real sick of waking you up each morning.” Greg’s voice cut through my fanciful thoughts, bringing me right back to Earth. The room was the same. I was the same: fucked. “Get your arse out here.”

So I did. He was the last mechanic in the whole state who was willing to teach me what I needed to finish my apprenticeship at an embarrassingly advanced age. The least I could do was fucking show up. I shrugged on a clean pair of overalls and then walked out into the garage to find everyone else had already started.

“You can help Andrei today,” Greg said, gesturing to one of the other foxes who was currently bent over an engine bay. The man in question stared at me balefully, then turned back to what he was doing. No further instruction, no explanation, that was the MO here. I learned by watching closely and trying not to fuck up.

“We’re getting this engine out today,” Andrei told me when I came close, eyeing my hands when I rested them on the front panel. His eyes narrowed until I snatched them back, and that’s when I saw… What? Blunt nails that needed a good clean.

“You got that keyring?” Greg called out across the crowded floor.

“What? Yeah.” I fished them out, the green stone on the bear keyring flashing for a second. “You want it back?”

“Just keep them on you,” he told me before turning to deal with something else.

“Right. Right…”

“You finished fluttering your eyelashes at the boss, bear boy?” Andrei sneered. I shook my head, focussing on the job at hand. “You look like a big cunt. I’ll undo all the bolts and bullshit holding this motor in and you’ll hoist it up.”

Something I’d never done. A familiar feeling rushed through me, of shame, of inadequacy, because that was the beast I’d ended up instead of a bear. A black dog that ate my soul in great gulps every day I walked the earth, ready to devour me whole if I didn’t keep going. I reached over and grabbed the chain of the block and tackle and then nodded.

Andrei moved near silently, only cursing to himself, not sharing any information with me until now.

“Hold it firm, boy!”

His sharp bark, the epithet of boy when I was a fucking man, that would’ve been enough to tip me over the edge before, but not now. Because I’d developed some kind of iron control after leaving home? No fucking hope of that. The need to snap, snarl, bite his fucking head off for disrespecting me like that rose, the black dog inside incensed by the insult, but he wasn’t the one in control.

I was.

My biceps popped then strained as all the supports that held the engine in place were removed one by one.

“Andrei…”

The foxes were cunning pricks, nasty ones too, and that was evident in Ivan’s expression as he came over.

“Yeah?” Andrei looked up in irritation, but when he caught the other fox’s smile, he followed Ivan’s gaze as they both stared at me.

“I was thinking of getting a beer after work this arvo.”

You mean the same thing we did every single day because there was fuck all to be done here but go to the pub? I wanted to snap that, but this was the game he was playing. It was already way too hot, the steel slippery in my hands. I couldn’t hold the engine suspended forever, and that was the whole point. Andrei leaned against the front panel of the car and so did Ivan, chattering like he was in a mother’s meeting, not midway through a job.

They wanted me to drop the engine, to give them yet another opportunity to put shit on me for being a weak human. I’m not sure what Roxy thought, bringing me up here, but surely this wasn’t it. I wrapped the chains tighter around my hands, a dangerous fucking move if ever there was one. The weight of the engine, when I inevitably let go, was enough to sheer my hands off at the wrists. I’d bleed out on the floor, and Andrei and Ivan would just step over me, complaining about the mess.

We should have a fucking proper engine hoist, but fox shifters didn’t need to use machinery like that. With their strength, a simple block and tackle set up worked fine for them, but I wasn’t a shifter. Every muscle quivered and shook as I tried to hold on. They kept shooting me sidelong looks, waiting for me to crack, but I forged on. I wouldn’t, couldn’t, say the words that they wanted to hear. Hurry the fuck up, was one lot. What the fuck are you doing? was another. Or worst, I can’t hold this anymore.

But I knew something that they didn’t.

I’d taken plenty of kickings in my life before I was sent to live with Bjorn’s family and that had taught me a hard lesson. That as long as you were still breathing, you could survive anything. Perhaps in a different form than before, one more battered and broken, but still. You would keep taking one step after another, always moving forward.

But that ignored a crucial law of physiology.

Muscles exhaust themselves when put under strain and then they fail, my small sound of pain making clear that. I was losing this fight, no matter what I thought or felt about it.

“Fuck’s sake, Andrei!”

The two of them stared at me, cruel smiles on their faces, and that brought too many memories back. Of men towering over me, fists raised. Of my birth mother watching everything happen with sleepy eyes and a dopey grin. I wasn’t a child anymore, and I did not have to put up with this shit. I threw my whole body into the chain, trying to use my weight as counterbalance, and that’s when something miraculous happened.

I should’ve collapsed, the chain ripping my skin as I let it go, gravity finally winning. The engine should’ve gone slamming back into the engine bay, shearing off what restraints remained and going crashing to the floor. The torrent of abuse would’ve started, telling me how fucking shit I was.

But that’s not what happened.

Bolts broke and metal groaned as I wrenched the engine up and out of the bay and then I pivoted before letting the chains go so the engine slammed into the concrete floor.

“Well fuck…” Andrei walked over and nodded at the engine. “That’s one way to get the thing out. You fucked up some of the engine bay in the process.”

“Maybe don’t play fucking games when I’m holding a damn engine!” I snapped back.

Tools clattered to the floor and I remembered then why no one fucked with foxes. It was never just one. Where there was one shifter, there were many. Green eyes bore into mine, watching my every move until I jerked myself away from Andrei.

“I’m having a smoke.”

I waited for someone to shout, to tear me a new one as I walked out the back into a cordoned off area where old car hulks rusted back into the dirt, but they didn’t. There was only quiet and stillness and this. Adrenaline, I rationalised, pumping blood frantically through my blood in response to danger, carrying oxygen around, but it felt like more than that. I was damn near immune to its effects. Each time I drove drunk, or did something reckless, I felt an adrenaline surge and that was nothing on this.

I reached for my cigarettes in an attempt to calm myself and instead my hand closed around the keyring. The metal felt white hot, then ice cold, forcing me to snatch my hand away in time to see a bear-shaped burn mark on my palm.

“What the⁠—?”

“Are you done?” Greg appeared in the doorway with a frown. “Break time is later. Work now.”

My teeth ground together, forcing me to swallow back my shitty response, but he was the boss here. I nodded and then walked back inside.

“Don’t help Andrei. He needs to fix up your fuck ups. There’s oil changes for you to do,” he told me with a dismissive nod.

Back to doing the same fucking shit I had been doing since I arrived here, learning nothing new, but I didn’t say anything in response. I just moved forward like a good little bear…

Like a good little boy, that’s what I meant to say. A good little boy.

I grabbed a wrench and a dolly and slid under the nearest car, going to work.

“Did you piss in that bloke’s cereal or something?” the publican asked when the day ended. We’d come straight to the pub after work, not even stopping to get cleaned up. Daisy looked up when I approached, but glanced away quickly. However, she wasn’t my focus, he was. Phil was using that overly loud bullshit tone blokes do when they’re talking a steady stream of shit. I knew that because I’d done the same more than once.

“Not that I’m aware of,” Greg replied, pushing money across the bar. “Prick can’t pay his repair bill.”

“Not surprised with the way he’s drinking in here,” the other man said with a shake of his head. “Just giving you a heads up, he’s out for blood.”

“Ours?” I blinked, wondering who’d said that and surprised to realise it was me. “Or Daisy’s?”

“I told him to leave the barmaids alone.” The publican was so fucking oblivious, because it’d take a whole lot more than that to shake a prick like Phil off someone’s tail. “He’ll be kicked out if he keeps hassling them.”

He should’ve been turfed on his arse the first time, a voice growled in my head. He never should’ve been allowed to approach the girls, but that’s not how places like this worked. They had young girls working the bar, not big blokes, because it sold drinkers a fantasy. That each time a guy bought a beer from her, he was buying just a little of her time. Maybe she’d look at him, see him and her heart would flutter in her chest, like his did when he took in her shapely form. Maybe she’d reach out and touch him, choose him above all the other fuckheads clamouring around her feet and then he’d have it all. A hot, wet pussy to sink into, but also the adulation, the approval of his fellow men.

“Make sure you’ve got enough security,” I said in a low, rumbly voice. “Ensure the boys are on high alert.”

“You volunteering?” The publican looked me over with new interest. “Someone said you made sure Daisy got home in one piece last night.”

“So that’s why you were slow getting your shit together this morning,” Greg said with a sidelong look my way. “Balls deep in⁠—”

“Don’t say it.”

Why the fuck was my hand out, gripping my boss’ shirt by the collar? Why did his green eyes roll up to meet mine, sheer devilry dancing there as his lips twisted in a smile?

“Aw, someone’s crushing on the barmaid,” Ivan cackled and I wondered how the humans didn’t hear it. The high-pitched chitter of a fox in his voice, the sound completely inhuman.

“That’s the way, isn’t it?” I pushed myself back from the bar. “It’s always gotta come back to someone’s dick. We’re supposed to be the bigger ones, protective ones…” Sometimes it felt like everything my foster fathers had tried to teach me was just a bandage slapped over a weeping wound, the blood stopping it from sticking. Other times, like now, it all fitted together. “But if that’s a power that men possess, we’re really slow to use it. Because using your muscles, your strength, to stand up for a woman usually means stepping up in the face of not another woman, but a man.”

I didn’t want a beer, a meal, anything, right now. If I was home, I’d have my pipe out of my pocket, packing the cone full of weed in seconds. That acrid, herbal stink would calm me back down, keep the adrenaline tamped down, but I didn’t smoke drugs anymore.

So what could I do?

My eyes found Phil’s across the pub, his eyes narrowing at the same time as mine did. My fists flexed, ready to drive them into his stupid fucking face. That’d make me feel really good, but I didn’t do that anymore either. Instead, I jerked out a chair, sitting down with a thump to watch the prick turn back to his friends and continue his bullshit, right before a beer was pushed in front of me.

“Your instincts are good, when you listen to them,” Greg said, sitting down beside me and so did many of the others. “They’re telling you something important.”

“To get the fuck out of this shithole?” I replied, looking the pub over with a weary eye.

“That and something else. You’ll work it out at some point.” The bloke always had this fatalistic little shrug he used when dealing with difficult customers or cars and I was on the receiving end of it. “Or you won’t. The goddess know.” He raised his beer then, the last rays of the sun glinting in the amber depths. “To the goddess.”

“To the goddess,” the other foxes said, performing their savage little ritual.

I didn’t. The bear gods had deserted me a long time ago, I decided, from the moment I was born. That’s when I realised why Phil bugged me so much. It wasn’t his bullshit or the fact he tried to bully his way through life, but that all that was the result of him trying to escape something he never would.

That he was a small, small man in a big world and he’d never be anything more.

I lifted my glass then, unconsciously saluting a man I never thought I’d feel a moment’s connection with. Yet here we were. Here we fucking were, two small men together.


Chapter 62



Jesse

In class, at my brother’s bar, or even when at one of my parent’s parties, I could always tell when shit was going to go down. Perhaps growing up the way I did meant my brain was primed to pick up the tiny details. A body tensed, a squirrelly look, or a raised voice, I’d catch each and every one of them, right before things erupted.

And my spidey senses were going off right now.

The night was drawing to an end, most people having staggered off into the darkness, and now my workmates were planning to do the same.

“Staying to moon after that girl again?” Greg asked. “We’ll leave you to⁠—”

“No.” I could count on one hand the amount of times I’d contradicted my boss, and his eyes widened slightly in response. “You… You told me to trust my instincts.”

“And what’re they telling you?” He picked up my hand and turned it, revealing the burn there, now ugly and blistered. “Bear boy.”

Something I couldn’t, wouldn’t understand, that’s what I thought as I got to my feet. It was the end of the night. Returning our glasses to the bar was a kindness, helping the staff finish up the night that bit faster.

That wasn’t it.

Phil and I, that moment of connection deepened as he moved too, but his hands strayed to the knife at his belt. His eyes told me everything I needed to know if I could just decipher the madness there. A warning, that was clear, his glare made clear that if I dared to step in between him and his prey, I’d regret it.

But I was just as sure I’d regret it if I didn’t.

Daisy looked up when I approached but her narrowed eyes, the small look of disappointment, was her undoing. She moved away from me, not closer.

Right into Phil’s arms.

He was up and over the bar as the sound of a fox bark rang through the air, that meaty arm wrapping itself around a slim throat, that knife pressed against the skin.

“Don’t.”

Where had that voice come from? The depths of my soul, it appeared. It rumbled louder than the music coming from the speakers, silencing everyone in the pub.

Just not him.

“No, you don’t.” He jabbed the knife up, and I sucked in a breath so hard it felt like my whole chest would collapse, right as a little scream rose and then was choked off.

“No, no, no…”

His grin when Daisy clawed at his hands, her face growing redder and redder as he cut off her airway slowly, was like pure poison. I couldn’t walk out into the world knowing some men looked like that. When they heard her cries of pain, of fear, it just got wider, a horrible light flickering to life in his eyes.

“No,” I agreed, my palm burning, the blister bursting, blood and fluid running across my fingers. “No.”

My hand slammed down onto the bar as other men muttered warnings. What I didn’t expect to see was the wood creaking and splintering, the shape of my hand impressed in the lacquered surface. I stared at that and so did Phil, both of us frowning for a second before he recovered.

“Keep the fuck away.” The point of the knife left a pink mark in its wake as it scored Daisy’s skin. “I’ll fucking gut her like a fish.”

That wasn’t a threat, it was a promise. He was breathing too fast, filling the air with the stink of his arousal. This was the moment he’d prepared for over and over, jerking his pathetic little dick, because it never got as hard as it did when he thought about hurting someone like he was now.

Yeah, me too.

I jerked away from the bar, moving with a speed and power I’d never felt before. There was something bittersweet about this because I’d wanted to for so fucking long. To be more than a helpless little boy, more than a useless man.

To be the bear I’d felt like I was destined to be.

My hand burned so fucking much, the pain shifting into agony, but I couldn’t pay any attention to that right now. Everything was a blur. Daisy’s wild eyes, her cries for me to stay away transmuting, her blonde hair becoming reddish, her eyes green. Phil was shouting something loud and incoherent, but it was the yapping of a tiny dog, unable to conceptualise how fucking unimportant he was.

Right as my entire world was torn open.

He was there all along, that was my last thought as a motherfucking polar bear landed on all fours inside a pub in remote Australia.

“Fuck…”

Those slack lips, the way the knife fell from Phil’s limp fingers weren’t enough. Not even when a thin trickle of piss pooled at his feet. Daisy shrieked and sprinted away from the man, but our focus was entirely trained on him.

He thought himself a predator, but he was the prey.

Watching him snatch up the knife and hold it up was laughable, and we roared in his face, watching his nerve break. The moment he turned and ran was delicious. Wild yips and barks followed me out into the night as we gave chase.

Our paws were made for rolling over ice floes and tundra, not desert, the air too dry, still too hot, but off we went. Phil threw a frantic look over his shoulder, his little legs working so hard to get him away from me, but it would never work.

One paw slammed into his back, flattening and driving the air out of him in the same moment. His breath came in ragged whoops as he tried to fill his lungs again, but we knocked him sideways. Rolling like the broken body of a dead deer, he was on his back, staring into my eyes.

“No…” he gasped, trying to get back up and failing when we shoved him back down. “No, no, I’ve got money—” My roar silenced him, echoing through the entire town, making clear what I thought about that.

“So you did have money.”

Greg strolled up like this was any other customer negotiation, only the gleam of his eyes, the claws at the end of his hands, making clear how close the fox was.

“Yes, yes, I’ve got some…” Phil corrected himself quickly. “Lots, lots. Enough to make it worth your while⁠—”

Our paw slammed down beside his head, making clear what we thought of that idea.

“I’m not the one you need to plead with here,” Greg said. “Bear boy…” Our head whipped around and we chuffed at the fox shifter. “This bear shifter here, he’s the biggest fucking predator here right now, and that makes him judge, jury, and executioner.”

The thin wail of police sirens made clear that role might be taken away from us, so we reared back on our back paws, making clear just how futile trying to escape was. Phil would get arrested, maybe charged for a crime, but he’d plead some bullshit before the human judge, get out on bail, and plan his next atrocity.

This was a man who stank of death and degradation, other people’s blood somewhere under his nails. It was a particular kind of stink that I’d hoped to never smell again. The men that hurt me, knocked me around just to hear me scream or cry, and then laughed at the wanton cruelty of it. I couldn’t help but see every fucking one of them right now, the bear and I as one as we pulled a paw back, ready to make Phil a bloody stain on the ground.

“There’s some of your kind looking for this fuck.” Greg rarely raised his voice and he didn’t right now, just shooting me a sidelong look, like he was asking me if I wanted beer or a rum and Coke at the bar. “I know you want to kill him, and if that’s really what you want, take him out into the darkness.” His claws flexed and the rest of the fox shifters clustered closer. “We’ll deal with the cops.”

Yes, that, the bear decided, but Greg wasn’t finished.

“But the bears that want this fuck? They want revenge on the man who hurt their fated mate. That might cause some tension in your community, denying them their prey.”

One noisy breath, then another, came and went, but on the third, I pushed forward. Like emerging from beneath the water’s surface, I stumbled out of the bear’s skin and my foot slammed down on Phil’s chest when he tried to rise. He wasn’t moving me anywhere I didn’t want to go. Greg slapped a roll of gaffa tape in my hand, the pain of my blistered palm gone now.

“Bind him up, throw him in the back of the truck I leant you,” Greg instructed, turning to face down the headlights that were coming closer. “Drive him back to the city. The bears you’re looking for? They have a women’s refuge⁠—”

“Close to the city,” I finished for him, knowing exactly where it was.

I was supposed to put some hours in there when they were still building the place but got drunk instead. Time to make amends, I thought, stretching out a length of tape and then using it to bind the weaselly fuck’s wrists and ankles, slapping an extra piece over his mouth so when I tossed him in the tray of the truck, his cry was muffled to near silence. With new clothes found and some water and food, I was in the cabin of the truck, looking in the rear vision mirror before turning the ignition over and putting the car into gear.

“Ring Bjorn,” I told my phone, the sound of its rhythmic buzz filling the cab as I set off down the road.


Chapter 63



Imogen

After having a marathon sex session with my fated mates, the next morning should’ve been lovely. Sore, but in that wonderful, well used way. Instead, I was awoken by the frantic buzz of someone’s phone.

Asher’s phone.

“Yes.” His tone was clipped as he answered the call. “You have him? He did?” A long pause. “And you didn’t kill him? No, you have my gratitude.” I stared at his back, wondering what the fuck kind of mate I had if he could talk about murder so coolly. “Don’t bring him here. He can’t get within ten feet of this place. I’ll meet you at the forest out near Mount Crawford. Not many campers out there at this time of year. Let me know when you’re about an hour away.” I rose up and off the bed, unable to feign sleeping while he had this conversation. Those blue eyes rolled around to meet mine. “Thanks again.”

“What was⁠—?”

“Phil’s been found,” he told me in a quiet voice, but even that was enough to wake the others. Kyle groaned and then raked his hand across his face, but Lucas’ eyes flicked open instantly.

“He’s been found?” Luc rolled into a seated position, slapping around on the bedside table for his glasses before staring at the two of us.

“Who’s been found?” Kyle looked almost comical, blinking owlishly and looking around the room for clues. He found them in our sombre mood. I was instantly dragged closer to him, hugged to his chest like a teddy bear.

Except he was the bear.

And so was Asher. I remembered his polar bear perfectly, those ice-blue eyes marking him as a shifter rather than as a natural bear, but I felt like I saw a shadow of that massive beast lurking behind him then. The same intense gaze that would’ve been used as he tracked seals across an ice floe was directed at us now.

“Phil Jackson,” he replied finally. “He’s been found, so we need to go into lockdown.”

He punched a number into his phone and put through a call.

“Urse? Meet me in the conference room. We need to go into lockdown. Yeah, he’s been found. See you there in five.”

Asher jerked on his clothes like they personally offended him, which was the only outward sign of what he was feeling. I rose up off the bed, going to place a hand on his arm. He stilled, staring at me midway through zipping up his jeans, then shook his head.

“Stay here… please.” The last bit was dragged out of him it felt. Asher wanted to bark orders, command each one of us to do what he wanted, I felt that in my bones, but he held that impulse back for us. “Stay with the rest of our sleuth. Stay safe.”

But what about him?

I pulled someone’s t-shirt over my head and then my yoga pants, following him out the door and down the hall, my legs forced to move fast to keep up.

“Asher? Asher!”

“So he’s been sighted?” Ursula bit every word off, looking up when I came floundering in through the door after Asher, Lucas and Kyle joining us seconds later. “You want a lockdown protocol put in place.”

“He can’t find this place.” Asher’s control was shredding as he paced back and forth. “And if he does, he can’t get in. Cancel the food and laundry orders for today. Tell all the staff they are either staying home or staying here for the duration. I should…” One glance my way, then his lips thinned. “I should be able to remove the problem quickly and efficiently.”

“No, Asher…”

This was a dream. No, a nightmare, and I was stumbling towards him but not getting any closer.

“I’ll take fur, that way it’ll look like an animal attack and then… And then…”

“And then what?” I snapped, stepping forward, because he thought I didn’t see it. If eyes were the windows to the soul, the fierceness of his radiated from his, but that wasn’t all. There was a pain there, an unending scream of one that he was always trying to keep down but couldn’t right now. “Then what?” I asked again, much more softly.

He didn’t want to tell me, I could see that, but I moved closer anyway. My hand went to his cheek and his eyes closed for just a second, turning to press a kiss to my palm.

“Then I make sure you’re safe.” His eyes flicked back open and stared into mine. “That’s what has to happen.”

“And what about you?”

I didn’t really know what I was doing, the psychic link we’d established just… there. Maybe I should’ve spent longer with the ladies of the bear community getting schooled on this, but I dove in–to his mind, his heart.

The first thing I saw was a beautiful green pine forest, a dense hush punctuated only by this. His ponderous steps and Phil’s much more frantic ones. I admit seeing the prick stumbling, then doing his best to run away from us was a gratifying sight. To be the one that inspired fear, not the one running scared was a pleasure I’d never experienced.

But such things came at a price.

The view of the forest fractured, there and gone again, replaced by a thin scream. Ursula’s I realised. I don’t know how I knew, but I did. There was darkness and blood, so much blood.

And pain.

The forest, blood, the forest, blood, my view of both scenes flickered back and forth until I was shoved out of Asher’s mind, but not before I saw this. A young boy, no, a young man, with blood on his hands, an anguished expression on his face. That faded as I stood before the man he had become.

“I have to, Imogen.” Asher’s cool fractured then. “This must happen. A man with needs like his, focussed on you, he can’t be allowed to exist.”

“Ash—”

Ursula tried to speak, but he cut her off with a jerk of his hand.

“You… have to be safe.” His hands shook as they rose slowly, letting me pull away if I wanted to, but instead I stepped into his grip. Asher’s thumbs brushed against my cheeks. “You have to be. Imogen, you’re my heart. You must be because my chest aches every time I’m around you, and sometimes I’m not sure if my heart is gonna take another beat, not until you look at me.” His touch was so gentle, the same hands that had dripped with blood before. “I love you, my mate, and I would do literally anything to keep you safe.”

“At what cost.” I mumbled that into his palm, then met his eyes. “At what cost, Asher?”

“I will pay any price.”

My hands gripped his wrists, not letting him pull free.

“Maybe I don’t want that. Maybe that’s not what I need. Maybe loving me is keeping you safe because that’s what I want.” I looked past him to where Ursula stood, because she was the only one who had any kind of prior knowledge about this stuff. She nodded slowly. “Maybe it's not me or you, but us.”

He sucked in a breath, ready to argue, but that was when Ursula broke in.

“You know she’s right.” She stepped forward, arms firmly crossed. “What you did… You freed me, but then you went to the bears and got therapy and shit and I went to the group home.”

“You know that’s not what I wanted,” Asher growled, turning to face her. “I asked Gail, begged her, to find you.”

“And she tried, but people weren’t keen on placing us together after that.” Ursula tried to smile to settle him. “Look, if Phil broke in here and was waving a gun around, then it's him against us, and that’s one thing.” The air in the room seemed to thicken by the second, all three bear shifters growling in response to that. “But going out to a forest to execute someone? That’s a whole other thing. Ash.” She moved closer to him, bending down to meet his downcast gaze. “That’s not you.”

“If you think that, you don’t know me as well as you think you do.”

Her snort helped dissipate the tension in the room.

“Oh, I know you plenty. Enough to know that you won’t be satisfied if anyone else takes control of lockdown.” His head twitched, ready to deny what she was saying, but as it sank in, he stopped. “Especially as we can’t alert the clients to what’s happening.”

It wasn’t his sister but me that he stared at, Asher’s arm going around my waist and hauling me closer. The feel of him, his scent, and the tightness of his grip helped shove the slivers of memory I’d seen away, replacing the past with the present. My arms went around him, holding tight, tighter than I needed to.

“Let’s just keep everyone safe here. Please, Asher.”

I felt his sigh when it came, vibrating all the way through me before I dared to look up.

“Anything for you.” His hand brushed my hair out of my face. “Even this, my mate. But, now I need to make a call to the foxes.”


Chapter 64



Jesse

I’d wanted a bear my whole fucking life, but now I was forced to fight to keep him back.

We were kilometres away from Coober Pedy and half of the way to Adelaide when I saw the fur ripple across my forearms, my hands becoming claws until I had to take one long, slow breath, then another and force him back. He wasn’t keen, my bear. My polar bear.

It was hard not to smile. There was no one around, so I grinned like a fucking loon. Well, no one but fucking Phil. I glanced into the tray of the truck, making sure the prick was still there and realised I’d need to do something about him before too long. Out here people didn’t cross paths often and wouldn’t think much of a bound man, but closer to the city, things got a little more civilised. I flicked on the indicator, even though there was no one for miles on either side of the highway, and pulled over. I was ready for a piss anyway, so I pulled on the brake and killed the engine before getting out.

Phil was looking a little worse for the wear. He’d rolled around in the tray a bit if the scrapes and bruises were anything to go by. What a pity. Nothing worse than he’d intended to do to Daisy, so I felt no guilt whatsoever, just shot him a nasty grin as he started grunting behind the mask of tape across his mouth.

“Got something to say, Phil?” I asked, unzipping and pulling my dick out, ready to ease the pressure in my bladder. “No?”

He wouldn’t be saying much by the time I returned him to the city. If this dumb fuck had tried to attack someone’s fated mate… I stopped and blinked, suddenly realising something. If I was a bear now, did I…? Right then, I saw a familiar set of green eyes, her lips twisted into a wry smile, the view capturing my entire attention, which was a mistake. I heard a series of grunts, the wild wind of mallee country whipping them away, but it was the great thud that forced me to come back to the here and now.

The dumb fuck had wriggled himself up and out of the tray, landing like a sack of potatoes on the ground beside the truck.

When I walked around, I could tell he was questioning his life decisions, trying to suck breaths in through his nose. I reached down, ripping the tape off his face because he was going an alarming shade of purple. My job wasn’t to kill him before we got to the city, so I made it easier for him to suck in breaths, watching him flop there like a landed fish.

“You right there, mate?” I asked.

“You fucking cunt.”

I waved the piece of tape in front of his face, smirking at the stubble I saw stuck to it. That shut him right up.

“Yeah, I’m the cunt that’s got you trussed up like a Christmas turkey, ready for delivery,” I said and reached for him, making my first mistake.

Jesse could’ve beaten the fucking shit out of Phil, but the bear? He lunged forward, demanding control, showing me exactly what we should do. Rip his head off, leaving his limp body fountaining blood all over the road, his corpse left for the crows and the dingoes to pick at, maybe discovered once he was too far gone to decomposition to identify. Shit, the bear even showed me our fangs digging into his soft belly, chomping down mouthfuls of flesh in fur. That had me regaining control, a wave of nausea shoving the bear back and making clear that I’d need to stop somewhere for more water and some fuel.

“And you need to get back in the tray.”

The bear pushed back then, the sneaky fuck, my claws snicking out and puncturing the tape in several places, right as I dropped Phil down. His head bounced on the metal tray, his eyes blinking, right as I grabbed another piece of tape and put it over his mouth.

“Stay quiet.” The growl made his eyes widen. “Don’t make a fucking sound when I roll into the service station. Trust me, you won’t like the end result.”

Another dark spot grew in his groin, and that had me grinning. Message received, I got back into the car and started forward.

“Brother.”

When I was just about to pull up to the next town, the call came through from Bjorn. Just like before, the sound of his voice evoked a strange response. Sadness, anger, but most of all this… longing. Wanting something I’d never get due to my fuck ups. I cleared my throat and answered him.

“Hey,” I replied, “did you get the number of the sleuth that’s looking for this bloke?”

“I got it.” Bjorn let out a hissing sigh. “You gonna fill me in on what this is about?”

I wanted to. Part of me was still a dumb kid unable to believe I had a big brother like him, babbling out whatever shit I could think of to keep his attention on me. But not now. I’d gone out to the desert to grow the fuck up, and I needed to show him I had before I could tell my story.

“The foxes I was working for said they got word that a sleuth was chasing this bloke. I’m just bringing him down for them.”

“Right.” Nothing got past my brother. He always knew when I was holding things back, but he let this go. “Well, Asher and his crew are who you’re after.” I knew Asher. Everyone did because the guy had a reputation no other young guy could match. That and a smoking hot sister gave him a kind of cachet amongst the bear community. “I’ll forward you his contact details and address so you can organise a drop off.”

And keep Bjorn and his sleuth out of it if it all went to shit. I shook my head.

“Appreciate that.”

I heard his sigh and knew his mind was churning, just like it always did.

“Come by the house after you sort this out. The dads… they’d like to see you. Things have been tough since they kicked Mum out. You haven’t heard from her, have you?”

So he hadn’t? My smile faded and not for the first time did I wonder what the hell was wrong with Nelly. She had her fated mates and a big strong son, but somehow that wasn’t enough for her. She couldn’t let go of the past, where her parents mistreated her, part of her unable to believe she had it so good. When I came into the picture, I was a lightning rod for the discomfort she would never acknowledge. If she fixed me, she could fix herself.

So where would that leave her now that I’d found my bear?

“Nope,” I lied, for his sake as much as mine. “I’ll be in contact when I arrive, see when works for you, Maddie, and the boys.”

“Do that.”

When the call ended, I put through the next one to Asher. Meet him in the forest by Mount Crawford, he said. This was a long fucking drive. I hadn’t slept a wink and I couldn’t with Dumbfuck rolling around in the back of the truck, so this is when human me would’ve reached for some go-ey to keep my eyes open and my hands steady on the wheel. Instead, the bear flexed inside me. We’d rest when the hunt was over, when this prick was unable to hurt a single woman ever again. Until then, we needed to push on.

I underestimated just how tired I’d be when we arrived.

My eyes burned, my hands shaking as we rolled along the winding roads around Mount Crawford. I admit all the green of the grass and the pine forests was much more restful than the endless flat plains of dry dirt and scrubby trees of before, but in some ways that was a bad thing. I needed to rest badly, so when I rolled up to the camp ground, I did so gratefully. Hand this prick over and… As I got out of the car, my phone buzzed, letting me know a voicemail had come through.

Coverage was spotty as fuck this far out and I groaned when I saw who it was from. Asher flashed up in my notifications. Should’ve fucking killed this prick when I had a chance in Coober Pedy, I thought furiously as I stomped over to the back of the truck. Phil had been covered over with a tarp so no one could see what I was carrying in the tray, which worked well then, not so much now. I was focussed on my phone, not the tray as I walked around the back of the truck.

So I didn’t see him move.

I definitely didn’t see him swing a fucking wrench at my head, the metal colliding with my skull, knocking me out cold.

“Change of plans…” I heard that dimly as the darkness swallowed me whole. “The foxes…”

The foxes what? I wanted to ask, but that rest I needed. I was getting it now in spades.

“Are you alright, mate?”

It took a while for me to answer when I finally woke up. One long groan, then me writhing against the ground, my hand going to my head and instantly regretting it. Hit in the head, possible skull fracture, the bear informed me in a series of images. There was something almost sheepish in his manner, as if he figured he should’ve seen it coming.

But why would we?

We thought we were returning to the city as conquering heroes, bringing the bad guy to justice, and instead… I blinked, winced, and then forced myself to open my eyes to see a park ranger leaning over me.

“I’m guessing by that head wound that you didn’t just pass out here from having one too many beers?”

“What? No…” I sat up, the whole world spinning, but it didn’t improve when it stilled. No truck, no phone, no fucking wallet, I realised, patting my pockets.

“You were knocked out and had all your shit taken?” the ranger said with a long slow nod. “I’ll call the cops.”

“No, my brother…”

His lips pursed, but he was an older bloke who’d obviously seen a thing or two in his lifetime.

“I’m legally obligated to report this,” he said, pulling out his phone.

“And I will, don’t worry,” I replied, staring into his eyes, feeling the bear push forward. We stared him down, making clear who he needed to listen to. “My brother can come pick me up and take me to the police station to report this.”

The muscle in his jaw flexed as he considered my proposal, then when he nodded, I felt a rush of relief. That barely cut through the pain throbbing in my head, though.

“Yeah, alright.”

He handed over his phone and I tapped in the number I’d memorised by heart, listening to the rhythmic buzzes until Bjorn finally picked up.

“Ready to talk already?”

“I’ve got news,” I said, cutting my brother off. “That… parcel Asher wanted me to bring down? It’s been stolen. Got knocked out cold with a hit to the head and some prick stole my car and all my shit.”

“Fuck… Where are you? Mount Crawford?”

“At the campgrounds,” I replied.

“Sit tight, brother. We’re on our way.”

As if I had a choice otherwise. I handed the phone back with a grateful nod, wincing as the pain in my head exploded.

“My family is on their way.”

“I’ll get you some water and some pain relief,” the ranger said. “Pretty sure you need to see a doc… Huh, that cut doesn’t actually look that bad.”

And I needed him gone before it healed before his eyes.

“Thanks, I’d appreciate it,” I told him.


Chapter 65



Asher

“He what…?”

I’d told Imogen that I wouldn’t go after Phil Jackson, but when I heard Bjorn’s voice down the line, I was ready to go back on my word.

“Jesse fucked up.” Bjorn said that in the long-suffering tone I sometimes used with Kyle. “I’m gonna make this right, Asher.”

“No need.” I didn’t mean to bite the other shifter’s head off, but I couldn’t seem to stop myself. “You and your family have done enough.” Bringing a fucking monster back to my city, providing the arsehole a target to aim at. “I’ll take it from here.”

“What’s happened now?”

Lucas appeared at my shoulder, and I was grateful then that Kyle had Imogen upstairs unpacking her books. I thought all we needed to do was sit tight and let the foxes go to work. Rye and his team were heading to Mount Crawford…

Where the only person they’d find was the wounded brother of a bear shifter.

Not Phil. He now had a car, a phone, and money.

My number and the address for this place.

I turned towards Lucas, my throat working but the words wouldn’t come out, because this was all my fault.

I should’ve ignored what everyone said and went to Coober Pedy. I could’ve dispatched Phil in one sweep of my claws, then tossed him down an old mine shaft for the vermin to find, and no one and nothing would get close to my mate. Instead, I’d listened to them and their concerns, allowing them to push my hard won instincts aside.

I’d been here before.

My heart thudded too hard and too fast as I remembered the way it felt in our foster home. The house seemed airless, like you could suck in all the breaths you liked and never really fill your lungs. The floor creaked and the doors slammed, and then there were the strange sounds at night. Like mice trying to hide their squeaks from the cats that roamed the halls, my ears had pricked up and been pulled from sleep because of them, but each time I was found roaming the halls, I was sternly told to get back to bed by my foster father.

But why was he always there to shoo me back to bed?

I found out why soon enough.

He was too… involved in what he was doing to stop me opening the door, scrambling back when I staggered inside, tears streaming down Ursula’s face.

“Hey.” My sister walked in then, tearing me away from my reverie and forcing me to face not the child she was, but the woman she’d become. “Bad news?”

I glanced at Lucas.

“Seems like you’d want your head of security involved,” he replied.

“Phil is at large in the city,” I replied, my voice like ashes. “He has a car⁠—”

“That’s not the bad part,” she said, staring me down. “He could be making for the border, getting the fuck out of Dodge⁠—”

As if in counterpoint to that, my phone started ringing, and the name on the notification had my blood running cold. ‘Jesse’ it said. Except Jesse had lost his phone to Phil, so the fucking prick was the one who was actually calling. I stabbed my finger at the screen, answering the call and putting him on speakerphone.

“Hello?” I responded.

“Pretty fucking formal for a bloke who wanted me killed.” Phil’s voice was like a slimy hand sliding across my skin, leaving behind a sticky residue. “Didn’t manage it, though, did ya? Must’ve been real disappointed to turn up to that forest and just find that pretty boy lying there. Or did you knock him off thinking it was me?”

“What do you want?”

Playing his game, getting caught up in his bullshit wouldn’t help things. This was like negotiating with a gun man. I needed to get control of the situation, find out what his list of demands was.

“What do I want?” I heard the bravado there. Phil was winding himself up, trying to work himself back into a position of strength. “What do I want, Asher?”

The sound of my name had my heart sinking. Jesse had obviously put everything into his contacts.

Including the address here.

“Seems like you’ve got a real nice place. Close to the city and everything. People don’t usually like women’s shelters that close to the central business district, but I guess you pulled some strings with some friends.” I stayed silent, knowing that an overblown ego like Phil’s couldn’t resist revealing all. “Be a real pity if something happened to that place.” My response was choked off, but somehow he heard my hiss of breath. “Aw, don’t want all of those little broken dollies getting hurt?” His chuckle was like nails on a chalkboard.

“What do you want?” I repeated, unwilling to be drawn into this shit.

“What do I want? What do I want, you piece of shit? What I’ve always fucking wanted.” All amusement was lost from his voice. “My fucking wife and kids back. You’ve got ‘em, don’t you? Them and that little bitch, Imogen.” I heard the muffled sound of a man’s voice in the background, making clear Phil wasn’t just speaking for himself. “You’ve been there the whole fucking time, taking men’s women from them for what? Some sick fucking scenario you’ve got in that place? Whore them out? Whore my children out?”

My claws stabbed into the conference room desk, shredding the wood, because it was the only way I could get through this.

“I’m coming for what’s mine, you fuck, and there’s not a lot you can do about it. See you soon.”

“Fuck!” I roared as the phone went dead.

“We need to evacuate,” my sister said, her face ghostly pale. “We need to get everyone out of here now.”

“To go where?” Lucas snapped. “Mobilising that many people at the same time just leaves us vulnerable to attack. We don’t even know what kind of threat this dickhead poses.”

But I did. More than anyone else in my sleuth, I did. I was the one who did the background checks on the abusive partners of our clients. I was the one who tracked them silently, ensuring they no longer posed a threat. Most of my dealings were with the police, but sometimes…

I brought up a contact and put through a call.

“Rye.”

The fox shifter’s tone was dry as he answered the phone, noise in the background making clear he was out somewhere.

“I need eyes,” I told him, my tone a bee’s dick away from being a command. “Everywhere, all across the city.”

He whistled.

“That’ll cost you a pretty penny, and bear boy, you’re running up quite the tab.”

“I’m about to max that out,” I replied. “I need bodies, fighters, strong shifters⁠—”

“Asher, it sounds like you’re starting a war here.”

“Not a war, defence. I need every single fucking shifter in this city who’ll accept payment to mobilise around our headquarters.”

“You’re looking at a direct attack on the shelter?” All amusement was gone now as I finally got his attention. “Fuck, the women⁠—”

“I know.” My voice broke then, because it felt like this place was just an elaborate pipe dream that I’d seduced a bunch of vulnerable people into believing in. I told them they would be safe, secure, protected and… “Whatever it takes. What does Mama Lisica want?”

“You don’t want to know, mate,” Rye replied.

“Yes, I do.” I rubbed at my forehead, trying to ease the pain there, but it didn’t stop throbbing. “What does she want?”

“Blood.” He let out a sigh. “The old witch, she knew this was coming somehow and told me if you ever asked, you’d pay in blood.”

I’d done so before and I would do so again, something I told the fox shifter, but he just snorted.

“Not all of it, dickhead, but a sample. You know she’s gonna use it for magic, right? Magic you’re not necessarily going to like.”

Ursula and Lucas drew closer, their wary looks making clear what they thought about this idea, but it wasn’t their blood that would be shed.

And I’d do anything to keep it that way.

“Tell her she’ll have it, but if one drop of blood from any of the women in this place is shed, just one…”

“Enough said,” Rye replied. “I need to get off the line and start making calls.”

“Initiate lockdown protocols,” I told Lucas and Ursula. “Let Mary know what’s going on, quietly though. Don’t let the kids find out what’s happening.”

“And the bears?” Lucas asked. “Are we going to contact the community?”

“My next call,” I said. “Go and I’ll activate the phone tree.”

It was only when the room was empty that I could bring up my foster mother’s number. With shaking hands, I scrolled through my contacts, finding her name.

“Asher?” she said. “What’s up, darling? I shouldn’t assume, but you never call⁠—”

“Gail.” No, that name didn’t feel right, not when this woman had spent so much time holding me close, stroking my hair when I had nightmares, listening to me even when I didn’t want to talk. “Mum…”

She sucked a breath in

“Oh god, what is it? Are you alright? Is it Imogen? She accepted the bond, didn’t she? Asher?”

“Imogen’s fine and she wears my mark, but…” I closed my eyes, pressing my forehead against the wall, feeling that customary wave of shame that always drove me to do better. “The shelter is facing a threat, I don’t know how big and⁠—”

“I’ll contact the council.” Her no-nonsense tone was exactly what I needed to hear right now. “You’ll have every able bodied bear shifter at headquarters within the hour if I’ve got something to say about it. Nothing will happen to my babies. Nothing, you hear me?”

The call went dead and so did I, because for just a second, all I could do was suck in one breath, then another, but the sound of the shutters rattling into place had the bear moving even if I didn’t. All he ever wanted to do was protect what was his and now he’d have his chance.


Chapter 66



Jesse

“Well, well, if it isn’t sexy fingers.” Razor jumped out of the passenger side of my brother’s ride and walked towards me. “What the hell did you fuck up this time?”

Rough hands went to look at my wound, but I shoved him off. His muscles locked tight, ready to stop me with shifter strength. Not this time. His eyes widened as I knocked his arm away, forcing him back. His eyes shone, head cocking to one side, but before he could say much more, Bjorn rushed forward.

“What the fuck happened?”

“You want the short version or the long one?” I replied, crossing my arms.

“Short one now, long one on the drive back home,” my brother replied.

“I brought the prick down, arms and legs wrapped up with gaffa tape, as asked, but he got free.” Razor snorted at my answer. “I was already half-dead from sleep deprivation. I was on the road for eight hours after a long day at work.”

“You?” Crash looked me up and down. “Work?”

“Will you lot shut the fuck up?”

I rocked back on my heels, stunned at my brother’s snapped retort. His sleuth was as well because all of them fell silent. Big, bad Hawk just lurked in the background, nodding slowly in my direction to indicate I should continue.

“He caught me off guard. Last time I looked, he was bound up and pissing himself, but when I walked around to the tray, he smashed me in the head with a wrench. When I was out of it, he took the truck, my wallet, and my phone.”

Bjorn pulled me close and for a moment my heart lightened, but his fingers went to the wound, checking it over with careful fingers.

“Can’t have been too hard.” There was a taut wariness to his tone. “It’s damn near healed.”

The bear had been pacing back and forth inside me since the attack. He was keen to rip the face off the park ranger, despite the bloke helping me out, and he pushed forward now. Not to take fur, but to make clear he was here. The others swore, sensing my beast, but my brother? He held me at arm’s length, looking me up and down.

“This part of the long story?” he asked, daring a small smile.

“A real long one,” I replied, “if you’re keen to hear it.”

“Yeah, alright.” He turned and faced the others. “One of you get in the back in the bitch seat. Jesse’s riding up front with me.” My brother’s eyes met mine. “You alright with that?”

“Yeah… brother.”

“So you took fur in a fucking pub in the middle of nowhere and scared the literal shit out of this prick?” Crash asked as we walked towards my brother’s bar. My head was feeling better and better the closer we got into the city, and right now I’d murder a beer. “Fuck, sexy⁠—”

“Don’t call him that.” Hawk never said much, so when he did, people paid attention. He stared at his brother, eyes narrowing when Crash wouldn’t look away. “That’s not Jesse anymore.”

He had no idea how much I needed someone to fucking say that. Every day I tried to be a better man, but it just felt like I failed over and over and over. Of course I couldn’t say that, could I? That’s not what blokes do, so instead I just acknowledged that with a chin tilt.

“No, he’s not.” Bjorn’s arm was a comforting weight around my shoulders as he steered me inside. “Fair warning, Maddie will be here by now. Word would’ve gotten out and she’d have hightailed it over.”

“You know I won’t cause any problems there.” I stopped midway up the bar steps and shot him a sidelong look. “I didn’t get it before, but now…”

A sharp nod, a stiff one, but there was real warmth in his smile. We walked inside to the musical sound of women talking.

Seeing your ex after a while was supposed to be a bit of a gut punch, right? But that wasn’t what happened. Maddie was looking damn fine in a pair of tailored slacks and a pretty blouse, one of the boys’ jackets draped over her shoulder, but my eyes skated over her to the other woman.

Roxy was the bar manager, had worked for my brother for years. She kicked me out for being too drunk, stoned, or when I came in looking for trouble. Fuck, I think she even held my hair back when I spewed, then handed me a mop and made me clean up the mess, but that’s not what I was thinking right now. My feet slowed, then stopped, the others grumbling as I stood in the middle of the doorway, staring like a fucking idiot.

“You sure about that?”

Razor was always too sharp, that’s where he got his road name from, but those eyes saw more than they should. He followed my gaze and saw it wasn’t his girl I was staring at.

It was mine.

Jesus, I owed my brother an apology, a thousand of them, as my heart started to gallop from a standing start. Every muscle tensed, the hair on my arms prickling as the bear pressed forward. Her, he said, with complete certainty, obviously having tried to show me just this many times before. There was a reason why I kept coming back to this bar, and it wasn’t Maddie, my brother, or the cheap booze.

It was my fated mate.

She looked up then, smiling, the skin around her eyes creasing slightly as if she was squinting into the sun, not just looking at me. Her head shook in the tiniest of movements as her eyes slid up and down my body. My hands formed fists, my forearm muscles popping, peacocking like some kind of bird shifter trying to impress his mate, not a fucking bear. My beast growled inside me, making one thing very clear.

We needed to start the process of wooing Roxy very soon. He was done waiting, and if I didn’t sort shit out…

But I wasn’t worthy.

It took next to no effort to provide him the kind of evidence that had him sitting back on his haunches, dejected. This was why he’d never shown himself before. The bear comes to those who possess a bear’s spirit, and there was nothing strong, bold, or brave about my behaviour. I felt him recede, which put me back in control of my body, so why did I feel this awful loss?

“Babe.” Razor slotted in behind Maddie, kissing one of the bite marks they’d left on her neck, and her eyelids fluttered at the feel of it. “You got word, obviously?”

“Of more than just your news.” She raised a hand and waved it at me. “Hey, Jesse.”

“Hey, Maddie. You’re looking well.”

This was the kind of stiff, awkward conversation strangers had with each other, not former lovers, but perhaps that made sense. We were strangers to each other in so many ways. The man I was didn’t exist anymore, but neither did the girl I dated. She’d been replaced by someone who was loved, treasured, and pampered, and it looked good on Maddie.

“So what’s happening in the wild world of accounting?” Crash asked, depositing a kiss on his mate’s lips, and I tried to look everywhere but there.

Shit, not there.

Green eyes that widened when they locked with mine, Roxy’s tongue flicking over her bottom lip, I followed every movement until I was forced to look away.

“Well, well, well…” Had her voice always sounded like velvet rubbed over my skin? “Look what the cat… the bear dragged in.”

“Bear?”

Maddie leaned forward to examine me more closely.

“Focus, babe.” Hawk tipped her chin his way, then kissed her. “You said there was more news?”

“Um… yeah, the bear community phone tree has been activated.”

“Oh no, someone run out of fancy-schmancy wine again?” Crash drawled.

Maddie was about to contradict him when the sounds of rumbling motorcycles filled the air. Roxy grabbed a baseball bat from behind the bar and Hawk reached for a pool cue, right as the doors of the bar were thrust open.

“Word on the street is you bears are looking for an army to protect some women and children?” Animal was a wolf shifter that ran with the Steel Dragons, half his club coming strolling in through the doors behind him. “Fucking shit up is what we do best, but fucking up some dumb human who wants to lay hands on a woman?” He punched his fist into his other palm. “I’ll pound the fucker into the ground for you for free.”

“What the fuck happened while we were out?” Bjorn asked his fated mate.


Chapter 67



Imogen

“So, I’m thinking we’ll put these two series…”

Everything was supposed to be fine. I was setting up my new library with Kyle, everyone needing to sit tight until this shit was over, but then I heard the rattle of metal shutters as they slid down over the windows.

“What the hell is that?” I asked my mate.

“They’re securing the building.” His expression changed completely, becoming grim as he strode out of the room.

“Securing the building? Why are they securing the building? Kyle?” I left the books I was holding on the shelf and went after him. “Kyle!”

“Stay up here!” he shouted over his shoulder, then stopped. “Actually, maybe you should come downstairs. If the situation has changed⁠—”

“How could the situation have changed?” Kyle stopped then, turning around slowly, his expression making clear that he didn’t want to answer that question. “I thought… I thought Asher was dealing with Phil elsewhere.”

He didn’t answer me, instead pulling out his phone to take a look at the screen. His expression told me what had happened before he did.

“He didn’t. Whoever he got involved, they couldn’t…” My mind raced, seeing it now, that old recurrent dream. Phil lumbering through the forest after me, larger than life, his hands claws as he… “Something went wrong.”

“Something went wrong,” Kyle confirmed in his best ‘be reasonable’ tone, “and the best thing to do is to join the others and stay calm.”

No one ever tells you to stay calm unless there’s ample reason not to. I shook my head but kept my protests to myself. I’d said too much already, hadn’t I? Asher knew what Phil was like, knew he’d become a threat, and I’d dissuaded him from making that problem go away. For good reasons, but still. In the end, I met Kyle’s eyes and then nodded.

“Looks like they want us all in the gym,” he said, reaching out to take my hand. “Let’s head down there now and find out what’s going on.”

My feet felt like they barely touched the carpet, skimming over it as we ran downstairs and joined the throngs of people massing towards the gym entrance. Ursula stood in the doorway, a professional smile fixed on her face as she greeted people coming in through the door, Elodie on the other side doing the same thing. It didn’t work, though. I saw women wrap their arms around their children, tugging them closer, hunching over them as they moved inside, some whispering fiercely to the others as they entered. The whole group jumped when the doors clicked shut, only to turn to face Asher as he strode forward to take position at the front.

“You OK?”

I nearly flung myself at Lucas when he appeared by my shoulder, my hands reaching up automatically, wanting to touch him everywhere, reassure myself he was alright. He pulled me close and pressed his nose into my hair. Kyle squeezed my hand and so did Luc as Asher started to speak to the crowd.

“Everyone must be concerned right now,” Asher said. “I wish I could say there is no cause for alarm, but we’ve become aware of an external threat to the building.”

“Phil rang Asher,” Lucas hissed in a low voice, pitched only for our sleuth to hear. Somehow his voice was the only one I could really listen to, not Asher’s. “A bloke from the community brought Phil to the forest, but he managed to get the drop on the courier before anything could be done about that prick.” His meaningful look made clear what he meant. “Stole the guy’s car, wallet and… phone. Phil rang the last number Jesse called⁠—”

“And got Asher.” I stiffened then, almost able to imagine how that conversation went. My gaze skimmed across everyone’s heads, locking with Asher’s. For just a second, my mate paused in his instructions, but he quickly recovered, forging on.

“And the address to this place. Jesse had it punched into Google Maps so he could come here after… it was done.”

“And now he knows exactly where we are.”

My chest heaved, because it wasn’t hard to see it. Phil leaping up from out of the crowd, just like he had that night in the car park. I pulled free of their grip, one hand going around my now mostly healed one. My fingers found the shadows of the bruises he left and Kyle shook his head when he saw it.

“He won’t lay a fucking finger on you,” he growled, some of the women nearest us shifting and turning around in response. “He won’t. When we built this place, we talked to a lot of contractors that work in highly secure spaces. There’s no way he’s getting in…”

So why were we all clustered in here like mice hiding in the walls as the cats roamed outside?

“Imogen.” Asher appeared before me as everyone started talking at once. Their voices, the sound of a baby’s wail, felt like nails on a chalkboard, but his voice cut through. “I need someone to organise some snacks and drinks. Would you be OK doing that?”

“Yeah, of course.”

My replay came out before I’d even thought about it, but I found myself nodding in confirmation.

“Kyle, stick with Imogen,” Asher ordered.

“I’ll stay with her too,” Lucas replied, stepping closer to me.

“Mate, I need you manning the CCTV feed. I’ll be able to give you some other staff to assist but…”

Lucas pushed his glasses up his nose and then nodded.

“Yeah, right, of course.” Then he turned to me, pressing his head against mine as he pulled me closer. “Stick with Kyle at all times. Promise me that.”

“I promise,” I replied with a weak smile because I had zero intention of doing anything else. If the guys thought this building could be trusted, then I’d stick right here.

“Good.” His lips pressed against my forehead, and I felt the warmth of that mark long after he pulled away. “I’ll see you soon. Phil will get taken away in handcuffs and left to rot in jail until his trial, you’ll see. We just need to get through this…”

And everything we planned, dreamed would come to fruition, that went unsaid, as if voicing it would somehow taunt the gods into snatching it back from us. I squeezed his hand and then stepped back, letting him go.

“We need to go,” Asher told me. “There are reinforcements coming and⁠—”

“I’m sorry.” He stopped and frowned at my words, peering into my eyes, despite the fact people were calling his name. “I’m sorry. You were right. You could’ve… sorted this situation out and none of this would’ve happened. I’m⁠—”

“Do not say sorry.” His voice was as taut as a guitar string, ready to be struck. “Don’t. You didn’t want our relationship tainted by another person’s blood.” My eyes met his and it felt like they burned with blue fire. “You were right.” His smile was small, fragile almost, which did not mesh well with what I knew of the man. “In some ways this is perfect. When he tries to force his way in here, the police will arrest him again. Phil will get put away, forever if I’ve got anything to say about it.” His hands went to my arms and they felt like the only points of warmth in the entire room as he rubbed them up and down. “We just need to get through this and then everything we want will be ours. Believe in that.”

Believe in me, that was the unspoken message, and I forced myself to smile back, nodding quickly. One last hurdle, just one and we’d be safe.

“I’ll go and rustle up some snacks,” I said. “There were boxes of chips and biscuits in the store room, and I can make up some urns of tea and coffee.”

“That would be amazing.”

One more forehead kiss and then he was pulling away too, leaving just me and Kyle.

“So we need to brew up a massive batch of coffee?” Kyle kept his tone deliberately light.

“Right this way,” I said, walking out of the gym.

The corridors were quiet, too quiet, that ghostly feeling that big places take on when emptied making me feel unreasonably jumpy. I reached for Kyle’s hand, clinging to it as we walked down the hall towards the kitchen.

“Kyle.” Both of us jumped ten feet when Ginny appeared from around the corner. “Thank god I found one of you. A bunch of people have arrived out the front of the building.”

“That’ll be the be—our families,” Kyle replied, craning his neck to look out past the foyer, but the glass doors were screened off now.

“Are your family bikers?” she asked, and as if to underscore her point, we heard the muffled roar of multiple motorcycles revving their engines. The sound grew and grew, feeling more and more sinister. Mike occasionally went to biker parties, but I didn’t think he or Phil were associates or anything, so who were these people?

“Bloody hell…” Kyle shook his head sharply. “The phone tree really did get activated. Some of our… distant relatives have MC contacts, and they must’ve decided to get involved.”

He looked down at me.

“I need to go outside and find out what’s happening.”

“No.” My hand clamped down on his forearm, able to see too many horrific scenarios just then.

“It’s OK.” He turned and placed his hands on my shoulders. “I know these guys. They’re rough, but their hearts are in the right place. Good guys to have in a fight.” Ginny let out a ragged sigh, and I found myself doing the same. “I’ll be back shortly. Just go sort out the coffee and then head straight back to the gym.”

I didn’t want him to go, but I saw his bear. No matter what shit Phil thought he could pull, nothing would stand against the might of a massive freaking bear stamping its paws on him. I nodded and let him go, turning to Ginny.

“So this is all very exciting.” She was using the same jolly tone nurses used when giving kids their vaccinations or something, like she knew this would be painful but was trying really hard not to show it. “I mean⁠—”

“Ginny!” God, was everyone on edge today? A woman jogged up to us, looking flushed. “Nathan is having another asthma attack.”

“Again? Goddammit, I knew those preventers weren’t working well enough. How bad?”

“We started administering Ventolin, but…”

When Ginny turned to me, I knew what she was going to say, so I said it for her.

“Go. I’m just grabbing tea and coffee. I won’t need you unless I spill hot water on myself. I’ve got this.”

“You sure?” The nurse asked, but she was already edging away. A child with his airways closing down trumped babysitting me and I told her that. “OK, I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

But she wouldn’t. When the two of them rushed away, that same deadly stillness settled back over me like an oppressive weight. I pushed through it, walking quickly towards the kitchen, not really feeling like I could take a breath until I got to the doorway.

Only to find I wasn’t alone.

“Stay here.” Mary’s terse tone was familiar. It was the panicked one mothers used when they were terrified for their kids but needed their compliance. She gestured to the space under the workbench. “We’re playing hide-and-seek and you need to hide here.”

“Won’t Dad be able to find us?” Scott asked in a wavering voice, but he pulled his little brother closer.

“Not if you stay in here. He can’t get to you if you stay in the kitchen. Just wait until Imogen arrives. She’ll look after you and make you some more pancakes, OK?”

My heart clenched in my chest as I saw her blink back tears, Scott’s face way too pale.

“But what about you, Mum? What about you?”

“I’m just going to talk to your father.”

She was trying to be strong, I could hear it in her tone, but if I heard the moment when her nerve failed, so did her son.

“No, Mum!”

His hand shot out, grabbing at her pants, but she was forced to brush him off.

“Not for long. I’ll be right back, I promise. Just stay here and⁠—”

“We’ll make pancakes?” I stepped forward, and their focus shifted abruptly to me. “You got it. Scotty, can you go into the pantry and find some flour for me?”


Chapter 68



Imogen

“What the hell are you doing?” I hissed at Mary as soon as the kids left the room.

“He’s here.” Mary held up her phone, showing me an anonymous text exchange. “Or he will be shortly. He’s coming for me. I thought we were safe, but he… but he…”

Intended to burn the place down if that’s what it took. My eyes flicked back and forth as I read the disgusting text messages he’d sent her. Phil’s diseased mind vomited up wild theories about what went on in this building, and to my shock, I realised he thought he was the good guy here. He was liberating his wife and children from danger.

“I can’t find the flour!” Scott shouted from the pantry.

“In the big blue container,” I called before turning back to Mary. “Stay here,” I urged. “You don’t have to go any⁠—”

“No.” My eyes went wide as she shoved me backwards, then started for the big fire doors at the end of the kitchen. “No, you don’t know. You don’t understand.”

But I did. Phil’s treatment of her was like Mike’s of me. They conditioned us to accept, no, expect this shitty behaviour.

And not believe in anything better.

That complete loss of hope, that things could improve, that there was any point in trying to resist, was writ large in her eyes. She turned and bolted for the door. I heard the sound of the metal bar being shoved down, right as the exit was shoved open.

“Found it…”

Scott appeared triumphant, his little brother in tow, but when he saw the door and heard the fire alarm, his face fell.

“Mum? Mummy!”

That shout cut straight through me, forcing me to move.

“Stay right here. Right here, you hear me? I’ll go get your mum.”

I pivoted sharply and went running after Mary.

The world seemed too bright, too harsh, as I stumbled outside, but I stopped blinking the moment I saw a familiar car pull up.

Mike’s

What the fuck was my ex doing here? Ferrying that fuck Phil around, it appeared. He looked over as he came to a screeching stop, frowning when he saw me, then Mary, but Phil’s expression was completely different. Feral, monstrous, I wanted to say inhuman, but unfortunately it was all too common for someone of my kind to sport a cruel smile just like his. He strolled towards a now frozen Mary with a casual air that didn’t fit with the atmosphere. Alarms, motorcycles, and more and more cars were pulling up, making Mike squirrelly.

“We gotta move, Phil!” he shouted.

“Not before I get what I came for,” the other man snarled.

He started to march towards his wife like he had a right to, but everything in me knew that couldn’t happen.

Phil’s here! I tried to broadcast that thought out, hoping my mates would hear me, and sure enough I felt their reassuring presence as if they were standing next to me. He’s here and he’s trying to take…

I couldn’t finish that sentence, my eyes locked on Phil’s hand as it reached out, reaching to wrench Mary’s arm out of the socket, like he had mine.

And that couldn’t happen.

I had no idea where this bravery came from. The last time I’d tangled with Phil had ended badly. I hadn’t learned any skills or developed superhuman strength, but for some reason I felt like I could feel each one of my sleuth’s bears inside me as I raced forward.

Stop him, that’s what my heart beat. If Phil got her in that car, I wasn’t sure she’d ever get out alive. Those videos, the disgusting shit he jerked off to, played out in my mind, but this time she was the unwilling victim. She screamed, she cried, she was beaten senseless, and that’s when I saw all the consequences Phil would never recognise.

The devastation it would cause in her children’s lives was unimaginable, and yet I saw the tears rolling silently down their cheeks as I leapt forward.

“NO!”

My shout was my mate’s, the sounds of some many shouts, of roaring bike engines filling my head. For a moment, I thought I had this because Phil went stumbling backwards. I had to get Mary back inside, away from this fuck, so that when the cavalry arrived…

A good plan, the one that Asher snapped inside my head, but that was never the way things worked out.

Mary and I weren’t people anymore. We were little other than blow up dolls, each one interchangeable victims of the sick fantasies inside Phil’s head. So he rallied fast, his hand snapping out and around my wrist, grinding into the nearly healed flesh.

“Run…” I gasped. “Run!”

A shove from me was enough to get Mary moving, all her previous feelings of self sacrifice dissipating as she faced her abuser again. She turned tail and ran, and I was glad to see it, right before I was jerked closer.

Phil stank of beer, piss, and a body long unwashed. If that wasn’t enough to have my gorge rising, there was his face. He leered down at me, his eyes sliding across my body.

“Well, well, look at what we have here.”

“Get the fuck in the car!” Mike snapped. “We’ve got company, and lots of it!”

Phil and I were galvanised into action, him trying to haul me closer to the car, me pulling with all my might against my aching wrist, my teeth sinking into my lips.

No.

No, no…

NO.

Imogen, stop⁠—

Don’t—

Their voices were a dread chorus inside my head, commanding me to stay right where I was, and I tried, I really fucking tried. Because now it was me starring in those videos, my likeness shared across the dark web long after I’d taken my last breath. I fought for me, for them, for us, and the place we were building together, but it just wasn’t enough. Phil’s ham-like fist crashed into my face, and my head jerked back with a sickening snap, right as everything went black.

Come find me…

That was my last thought, a tiny little plea sent out as unconsciousness claimed me.
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Lucas

I was up and out of my seat the first time Imogen’s mind touched mine, but something in the cameras caught my eye. Movement out the back of the building, by the fire exit…

Phil’s here! she shouted, as if right in my ear. Here’s here and he’s trying to take…

Mary, I knew that as sure as I knew my pulse had started to thunder. Like so many of these fucks, they would do anything to get their claws back into their victims, knowing that these women, these children were psychologically vulnerable in a way only they could manipulate. Somehow Phil had got to his estranged wife, convincing her that she needed to come to him, lest he…

None of that mattered as I watched the screen, momentarily paralysed as I saw my girl go running towards the prick.

No, I thought, shaking my head over and over. Where the fuck was Kyle? But all conscious thought left me when Mary was shoved back and he…

Claws shot out so fast my fingers ached, and the seams of my shirt stretched, then popped, as I strode from the room. The bear and I raced towards the front of the building, only to find Kyle and Asher doing the exact same thing.

“Where the fuck…?”

My question for Kyle died in my throat as I saw it. Phil had his fucking hands on my mate, right when I promised he would never get within ten feet of her. His fingers closed down over the bruises he’d left before, and her breath sucked in as he wrenched her forward, and then his fist was raised. A roar that came from the depths of my soul erupted, echoing out into every corner of the foyer, only to be met by others from the outside. The shutters rolled up too damn slowly, right as I heard those fatal words.

Come find me…

He had her. He had Imogen.

I stared at Kyle and Asher, seeing the same stricken expressions as we came running out to find that chaos reigned.

Half the bear community was massed outside and more besides. Contractors and dads stood side by side with fucking wolf shifter bikers, and Rey and his crew rolled up in their sleek black car seconds later.

None of that mattered.

“The police are coming.”

One of Kyle’s dads pushed forward through the crowd to inform us, and the far off wail of a siren confirmed that, but it wasn’t enough.

“Gimme your bike.”

Asher sounded like murder. Probably because he looked the same as he marched up to the closest biker. Bjorn, that’s what his name was, threw his leg over the bike and stepped free with a nod.

“It’s yours, brother.”

Asher didn’t acknowledge the gift, revving the engine before turning to us. “Bring back up,” he ordered.

My sleuth mate roared off the footpath and straight into traffic, forcing cars to stop abruptly, their hands slamming down on their horns, but he didn’t care.

And neither did we.

“Keys,” Kyle barked at his dad.

“Son, do you think⁠—”

“Keys or I take fur right fucking now,” I snapped, “and follow on paws.”

He handed them over reluctantly and that seemed to trigger something in the crowd.

“We found our prey?” a massive wolf shifter biker asked with a wild grin. “Then we hunt!”

I dimly wondered what the fuck our neighbours in their neat office blocks around us thought as we tore off down the road, cars and bikes quickly joining us as we sped up the streets. There was no question of which direction to take because the chaos was apparent as we passed. Cars stopped midway through intersections as we streamed forward, ignoring the traffic signals, the rules of the road, everything. We normally obeyed human rules, kept quiet, small in their presence, lest they turn on us.

But this time they crossed a fucking line.

No one, I mean no one was ever going to lay a fucking finger on my mate again and I tried to send that promise out to Imogen frantically as we raced forward.

“Rye?”

We were gaining on Phil, but the streets weren’t our friends. We were on a major thoroughfare around the city, unable to get close enough to cut Phil and his dickhead mate off and end this fucking thing. Kyle muttered something to that effect as I took a call from the fox shifter.

“We’ve got our people moving,” he told me. “Asher paid for the full participation of our colony and he’s got it. We’ve got cars moving to intercept this cunt at every major road, but now might be the time to make contact with some of those friends you have in the police department.”

“On it,” I said, ending the call without another word. I tapped on my contacts, bringing up the number of a detective we had a lot of dealings with.

“Detective Lowell,” he barked. “You saved me a call. Want to explain why the majority of the shifter community is careening through the city in a high-speed car chase?”

Bruce Lowell was a police detective, but like quite a few members of the force, he was also a wolf shifter.

“Phil Jackson has my mate.” His silence told me everything I needed to know. “He knocked her unconscious⁠—”

“Got it. We’ll coordinate our cars from here, stop this fuck in his tracks, but… Who’s on the bike?”

I looked up through the windscreen and saw a police chopper flying overhead.

“Asher.”

“The killer? Are we going to have a problem, Luc? We were able to cover up his little ‘mishap’ when he was a kid, but this…”

“Just get there before he does. Do whatever the fuck you have to,” I snapped back. “Otherwise you’ll be explaining to your superiors why there was a polar bear rampaging through the city.”

“Right.”

“Hold on,” Kyle ground out as I ended the call, my hand slapping down on the ‘oh fuck’ handle. He wrenched the car sideways so hard the whole thing lurched to the right. For just a second, I thought he’d roll the damn thing, but he corrected swiftly, ducking around the car in front of us and hitting an empty stretch. His foot went to the floor, the car accelerating rapidly as we raced on.

As we caught up to Asher, I craned my neck. I’d apologise to Kyle’s dad later, but my claws punctured the roof upholstery, shredding it as we got closer. Of course, right as Asher floored the bike, racing up on one side of the ute that had our mate in it, they veered right abruptly, barely missing several cars as they crossed an intersection without warning. Asher followed without thought and my whole body stiffened as I saw a car spin towards him. He was forced to swerve abruptly, so fast he lost control of the bike, dumping it on the ground hard.

“Fuck, is he…?”

When Asher rose up, my heart was in my throat, and when I saw him swell in size, I was right there with him. He strode through the intersection with his arms outstretched, claws at the ready. His feet moved faster and faster, his gait changing as he moved, from the sprint of a man to the lope of a polar bear on the hunt.

“He shifted. He fucking shifted…”

We had an incident a while ago with some kids doing that in a school gym, necessitating a coordinated effort to expunge the video evidence from the internet. I’d been part of that task force, but I knew we’d never hide this. Too many witnesses, that’s what I thought as I stared at Kyle and he did the same to me. He was about to wrench the car sideways, the lot of us taking fur like our beasts demanded, right as black cars came streaming out of the side streets to form a blockade in front of Phil’s car.

We had him right where we wanted him.

Kyle slammed his foot down on the accelerator, rocketing us forward.

When our feet hit the asphalt, I knew this was a turning point. Not just for us, our sleuth, but for all of shifter kind. More choppers thrummed overhead, the logo of the news channel whose headquarters was only a few buildings down from us emblazoned on the side.

“We can’t…” Kyle stared at the sky, the lines of furious drivers, and trashed cars. “We won’t…” His eyes went wide as he stared into mine, but my focus was dragged away as I heard Asher bear’s roar.

“No, we can’t hide anymore,” I said, yanking my shirt off and tossing my glasses inside the car. “I don’t know what comes next, but I know this. I’m not walking away from this until Imogen is in my arms.”

“That’s it, brother,” Kyle said, his smile wild. “Let's go get our girl.”
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Asher

I knew madness well.

Blood red and turning my head to fire, it burned away all conscious thought and replaced it with this.

Imogen, just Imogen.

I would burn the motherfucking world down to ashes for her, so taking fur in broad daylight in one of the busiest intersections in the city was nothing. Less than nothing. My hands became claws, my feet paws, and with a great shout, he came forward, the other half of my soul, forced to stay down for so damn long. All doubts and concerns fell away, replaced only by this.

A murderous impulse.

Cars skidded to a halt around us and we slammed our paws into their bonnets, then smashed their windscreens and crumpled their roofs as we stampeded over them. Police sirens screamed and so did people, but it was the idling car in front of us that I cared about. A car tried to surge forward, but we stopped it with a roar, the human inside shrinking back as we sailed onwards.

And that’s when he got out of his car.

He was a tiny figure, weak and wobbly-kneed, but it was the blood leaking from his forehead that had my attention. I needed more of it. I knew how it tasted, coppery and sweet, the screams they made right before I crushed their throats that much better. He would make the same sound, I thought as we raced forward. The driver threw himself out of the car, staggering away, but I didn’t care for him. Instead, I reared up in front of this man who dared to attack my girl.

“Looking for me?” Phil’s sneer was wrong and so were his words, and I roared my disgust. “You gonna actually do it this time?”

I didn’t know what that meant, lunging forward, my paws landing on his chest as I shoved him to the ground.

He felt my breath on his face, hot and stinking of blood. There was a perfunctory attempt to struggle out from under my grip, but the scream that accompanied my claws burying themselves in his flesh made clear that this was a bad idea.

“You gonna do it?” He smelled wrong, felt wrong, but that didn’t stop my muzzle from dropping down until my nose was almost brushing his face. “Fucking do it, you gutless cunt. Just do it.”

His surrender, the way he tilted his head to one side, baring his throat, was a grotesque imitation of what Imogen had done when she accepted our bond, and perhaps that’s what summoned her.

“Asher…?”

The bear had his prey right where he wanted it, but her voice had us jerking our head up. She stumbled out of the car, slipping as she went, forced to grab at the door until we rushed forward.

And so did everyone else.

Kyle slapped his paw into Phil, sending him sailing across the concrete and Lucas was right there, snatching him out of the air as bikes and cars came streaming forward. Fox, bear, wolf, and fuck, even some of the cat shifters, appeared on the scene, surrounding us, trying to protect the sight of three animals utterly alien to this country at work. I didn’t care about them, about the world–just her.

Her fingers in my fur, her face buried in my chest, it was only now that I could take a full breath, over and over, smelling her sweet scent.

But also blood.

I whirled around, ready to exact the same amount of blood that Phil had shed from his corpse, when her grip on me tightened.

“Asher…” Her eyes pleaded mutely with me, her throat working, too dry to say much, so her mind touched mine. Asher, I’m safe. You came for me. I’m here and he’s over there… She snorted despite herself. Being tossed around like a football by a couple of bear shifters. How…? Her eyes met mine again. How do we walk away from this?

A pertinent question. Police cars pulled up abruptly, encircling us, and while many of their number knew of our existence, they couldn’t allow the general public to have the same knowledge. The crackly sound of a bullhorn cut through the chaos, a familiar voice addressing me.

“Asher, you need to stand down.” Detective Lowell’s voice was full of alpha wolf command. “This needs to end now, and only you get to decide how.”

With the bear’s eyes I saw it, police officers securing the scene, guns raised.

“We’ll fight the cunts off,” one of the bear bikers shouted to me. “We stand with you, Ash!”

“Ash…” Ursula jumped off the back of a motorbike and walked towards me. “It’s time to wrap this up.” Her eyes flicked upwards to take in the news chopper overhead. “I’m not sure we’re going to be able to use hackers to hide the footage this time.”

“So we won’t.” I came back to skin and then picked up Imogen in my arms. “Are you alright? Did he hurt you? Imogen?”

“He knocked me out, and my wrist is going to be out of action for a bit.” The limp smile she shot me had my heart clenching. “So maybe no hand jobs for a week or two.”

“Hand…” I shook my head sharply. “He should die for this, for daring to hurt my mate, for thinking he had a right to.”

“Pretty sure he’s questioning his life choices right now.” She nodded to where a limp form lay on the road, the rest of our sleuth poking him with their claws. “But unless you’re cool with having one less sleuth member, we need to get over there and intervene.”

Stand down! I said sharply, straight into the minds of my sleuth mates. Their bears resisted. We did not have the hierarchical structure of a wolf pack, so I had no alpha bark to use, instead having to show them this.

“Give them an excuse,” I told Kyle and Lucas as I moved closer. “Give them any excuse and they’ll shoot you like the animals you are, just to try to resolve the cognitive dissonance inside their heads.”

“The fuck they will.” One of the men I’d come to call father strode forward, tugging his shirt up and over his head. “If humans don’t put bullets in the heads of men that beat women, they aren’t doing that to my son.”

“Harry…” Gail said, her hand going to her mouth, right before he took fur.

“So that’s what we’re doing?” a massive wolf shifter said with a wild grin. “Fuck yeah.” His leather cut was tossed aside and he leapt off his bike, turning into a wolf seconds later.

This seemed to create some kind of seismic shift, man after man–and even some women–transforming, until the intersection was filled with foxes, wolves, bears, and even a tiger and a lion.

The onlookers filmed everything.

This suburb now knew what we were, which meant the city would, and even the world before the end of the day. No matter what I’d been taught, I couldn’t bring myself to regret that. I knew this brought the potential threat of shifter hunters down on us, but… I walked forward, towards the police, fixing Lowell with my gaze, then the other officers I knew that were also shifters.

“Fuck…” I watched Lowell mouth that, right before he set the bullhorn down and then stripped off his shirt and tie to take fur in the form of a beautiful black wolf that trotted forward to sit down and face the rest of the police force.

Grips on guns faltered as more and more officers took fur, leaving a far smaller number to stare, aghast.

“We are shifters.” My voice rang out across the entire intersection, because if people were going to film this, then I would get my message out there. “We’ve lived among you for centuries without incident. We don’t want violence. We don’t want to hurt anyone.” I looked down then at my mate, catching her staring up at me with shining eyes. “If anything, we like it less than humans. So many of you seem content to bully, harass, abuse, and kill those we think are the most precious.” I nodded slowly. “Women. We’ve tried to minimise that harm from the shadows, but we’re stepping into the light.”

My eyes went to Phil, who groaned as he flipped himself over, Lucas and Kyle padding over to join us.

“So I say this.” I looked up into the sky at the news chopper. “You might want to think again next time you raise a hand against a woman, slink after her down a dark alley, because you don’t know what might be waiting there for you.”

I was dimly aware of the sounds of my fellow shifters’ howls, yips, and growls as I carried the one human I cared about in this entire intersection back to our car.

“We need to get you to the hospital now, make sure you’re alright.”

“People ask if a woman would choose to be with a bear or a man if she was alone in the woods,” Imogen said, staring at me, then Lucas, then Kyle. “I choose the bear, the bears, every time.”

“Just keep choosing us,” I said, “and I promise you’ll never regret it.”
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Jesse

“Time for a fucking beer!” Crash shouted as we walked through the door of the bar.

“Got to race through the streets of the city without getting pulled over by the cops.” Animal’s grin was wide. “Saw that prick get thrown around like a rag doll, then⁠—”

“Take fur for the whole world to see.” Draco was Animal’s club president, the man’s wolfish smile spreading. “Not hiding in the shadows anymore.”

But what did that mean? That thought felt like a total buzzkill in the jubilant mood as everyone spilled into the pub and I wanted to shove it aside, but right as we walked towards the bar, I saw the real mood killer.

“Jesse?”

My brother’s arm was slung around my shoulders like it belonged there, like we were blood in truth, but at the sound of Mum–no, Nelly’s–voice, it was slowly pulled away.

“Bjorn?” Maddie rushed forward and into my brother’s arms, her hands moving over his jacket, then Crash’s, and the rest of the sleuth. She was acting like a normal human being, checking in with the people she loved and making sure they were OK. “Oh my god, I saw the news report⁠—”

“Later, love.” Bjorn pressed a kiss to the top of her head. “Let a man get a beer into him first before we talk about the wide ranging implications of shifterkind being exposed to the whole world.”

When he steered Maddie towards the bar, when his sleuth followed him, that was the point when Nelly turned to see if her son was OK, right? Nope, and that’s when I saw it. The wedge that was always working its way between me and my relationship with my brother.

“Jesse!” Nelly rushed over, ready to grab at my shirt like Maddie had Bjorn, but I grabbed her wrists before she could touch me and gently but firmly pushed them away. A small frown, a look of pain, they were the things that killed me before, but not now. The bear shifted inside me, growling at her presence. For some reason, my beast and my foster mother were enemies. “You’re back in town.”

“Obviously.”

I crossed my arms, staring her down.

“And you found your bear?” Tears filled her eyes, and I hated that, hated this, hated everything to do with this messy shit. “I knew it. I told your d…” Her voice trailed away and she shook her head sharply. “I knew you had one in you. Jesse, you know what this means?”

I did. I had no fucking idea how I’d ever prove myself worthy of Roxy, but while I didn’t want to even try, the bear had other ideas. His mind was churning the entire time, proposing idea after idea. Most of them entailed bringing her the best fish to eat caught by our paws, or slaying her enemies for her. I made clear neither was likely to work.

“No, what?” I replied in a voice so sharp anyone else would’ve fucked right off.

“We can be a family now.” She flushed, seeming to remember the insurmountable obstacles in the way of that. Her fated mates had left her, and Bjorn barely acknowledged her presence. “Just the two of us.”

I swallowed hard, feeling the seductive pull of it. Nelly was everything I thought I wanted when I was placed with their family.

Just not what I needed.

It would be easy to put the blame on her, to make her responsible for the fuck up I became, but that was on me. She might’ve had no problems putting boundaries in place for Bjorn, but she couldn’t bear the same thing happening to little baby Jesse. That didn’t stop me from putting my own into place.

Like right now.

“Just the two of us?” Bikers might be big, tough fucks, but they were like bitchy schoolgirls when shit went down, clustering close as they sensed a fight brewing. “The two of us?”

She followed my gaze back to the bar to where Bjorn and his sleuth stood. Razor turned around, that devil’s grin of his on his face, but my brother’s expression was quite different.

Pain, why the fuck was I surprised to see that? Of course it had to hurt. Being passed over by his own damn mother was unfortunately something that I shared with him. Mine did because she was too fucked up by her addictions to spare a thought for me, and Nelly…

She was addicted to the idea of me.

Co-dependent, I think that’s what they called it when one person ignores their own need for healing to focus on someone else’s entirely, enmeshing their sense of self with yours.

“Jesus, Nelly⁠—”

“Mum.” She stood tall now, correcting me sharply. “I’m⁠—”

“The woman that helped me, cared for me like I was her own, right when I needed it.” Bjorn took a step towards us. “More than her own child, and that’s the problem. You’ll never be able to fix me.” She flinched as if I’d slapped her. “I’m not yours to fix.” I put a hand on her shoulder and saw the hope in her eyes. “Focus on yourself. Get help.”

I killed that hope dead, turning on my heel and walking towards the bar because that’s what Nelly forced people to do. Her mates had taken the unprecedented move to walk away from the one woman they’d ever love. How could I do anything less? She’d never give up, let this shit go, until I forced her to.

“Not so sexy fingers after all,” Razor said, slapping me on the shoulder as I walked up to the bar. “Rox, get the man a beer!”

“Already on it.” She appeared then, and if I thought that previous moment of recognition was a gut punch just because it was the first, I was wrong. Her eyes locked with mine, burning me all the way down to the depths of my soul, right before she smiled. “Here you go.” I blinked, forcing myself to focus on the beer, not her. The feel of the bottle, the cool of the condensation, the noise returning to the bar. Anything but her. “A bloke working past his mummy issues? That’s kinda hot, y’know.”

I looked up, wanting, needing to read Roxy’s expression, but she was gone, walking down the bar to serve other customers. Razor noted the way my claws snapped out, digging into the bar with a raised eyebrow, then smirked as he raised his beer in my direction. I tapped my bottle against his and then drank down a long mouthful.

Hours later, I was still on the same beer. Nelly left with some persuasion from the bouncers, so that should’ve had the tension leeching out of my body. It didn’t.

“Thanks.”

My brother settled down beside me on a barstool, his focus ostensibly on the insanity raging around us. People were drunk on beer and spirits, on the victory of today, but who knew what the hangover would be like tomorrow.

“For what?” I asked.

“That shit with Mum.” His elbows came to rest on the bar. “I… I fucking hated you for so damn long.”

“Seems like a reasonable response.” I nodded slowly. “Before I came along, you had a family.”

“Mum always told everyone that would listen that she was tough, that she ‘built a bridge⁠—’”

“And got over her childhood?” I finished for him, the two of us shaking our heads. “Yeah, I know. Pretty sure if you’re actually over things, you just move on and don’t talk about it all the time. She needed therapy, lots and lots of fucking therapy.”

“But she felt she didn’t when she had you.”

I felt his focus shift to me, and for a moment I resisted the urge to meet his eyes. Probably because when I did, his eyes were full of all of it. Humour, exhaustion, pain, and love, the last one the hardest to see. Because I didn’t deserve it. I’d never deserve it, because as Roxy moved closer, wiping the bar clean, I felt what he must’ve each time he saw Maddie. A terrible burning need to leap over that bar and bury my hands in all that beautiful red hair, making her mine before the whole fucking bar.

“I know. I know, Bjorn.”

“Brother,” he corrected, nodding for me to continue.

“I…” How did I say this? How did I put into words the betrayal I’d committed every fucking day. No wonder why my beast hid deep inside me. Why the hell would he push forward in someone so fucking unworthy? “I fucked up.”

“You have said that a few times before,” he said.

“But I get it now.” His eyes bore into mine. “I get it, and I should’ve before, and I’m fucking sorry. To you, to Maddie, to the guys, everyone.” I shoved myself away from the bar, the shame threatening to bring me to my knees, so I better stay on my feet. “I’ll go⁠—”

“What’re you intending to do now?” His question was mild. “Go back to Coober Pedy?”

I should say yes. Staying away, living in that arid hell hole, as far from my brother and his happiness as I could get, that was a proper fate for me. Instead, I looked back at him over my shoulder.

“You’ve always been good at knocking heads and…” The doors of the bar were thrust open and a bunch of fox shifters came slinking in, the tension in the room building instantly. “We’re dealing with a lot more trouble here. None of us can spare the time to keep the bar safe for Roxy⁠—”

“Yes.”

That was my only answer as I marched forward, snatching a pool cue from a bloke about to take his shot, spinning it as I met the fox shifter phalanx head on, just in time for the bouncers to come rushing in sporting bruised faces.

“Evening, fellas. Seems like you’re not welcome here.”

“I’m here for Roxy, not you, bear boy.”

I could tolerate that epithet from Greg and his crew. They demanded my respect and I gave it to them, but this fuck? I took in the narrow face, those green eyes and dark hair, and shook my head, my grip on the pool cue tightening.

“Well, mate, that’s gonna be a problem.”
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Imogen

There’s nothing like coming home as a conquering hero. I wasn’t, of course, since I managed to get knocked out cold in my first fight, but you’d never know it by the crowd that greeted us when we returned from the hospital. I sucked in a breath as we parked out the front of HQ, seeing the masses of people and balloons standing by the door.

“What the hell…?” I muttered.

“Everyone wanted to come and visit when you were in hospital,” Kyle explained. I’d had to stay overnight with a suspected concussion. “So we made them wait until you got home.”

“I made them wait,” Asher said from the driver’s seat. “You organised a bloody party.”

“And it's not just our people that have decided to attend.”

Luc’s eyes slid sideways and mine followed. A massive contingent of the media begin to rush forward, microphones and cameras waving.

“Change of plans,” Asher growled, turning the key in the ignition. “We’re parking underneath the complex.”

“No.” Everyone looked back at me when I spoke. “No. They can’t touch me, not when I’m with you,” I told them. “And we’re not hiding. We can’t anymore.”

Asher’s fingers tightened around the steering wheel, his knuckles going white. I’m pretty sure he was regretting the hell out of his decision to out shifter kind. If he didn’t at the time, some terse conversations in the hospital corridors with members of the bear community definitely made clear the damage he’d done.

“Right.” His focus shifted to the other guys. “Let's get Imogen, get everyone, inside straight away. Don’t stop to chat. No statements made to the press.”

“Why would we do that?” Lucas drawled. “You made a pretty definitive one.”

Kyle snorted, trying to stifle a smile, and that had me grinning. Lucas’ lips became a thin line, every muscle twitching with the effort of trying to stay serious, so I leaned forward and kissed him. His lips softened instantly, kissing me back gently but sweetly.

“OK, don’t do what I did,” Asher growled, and at that, we all moved.

As he turned the car off, Lucas opened his door and then scooped me up in his arms and started hustling me towards the door. Ursula saw what was happening and moved, trying to step between us and the press, throwing her arms wide, but they weren’t going to be dissuaded. A bun fight of sorts broke out as each journalist tried to get closer, but when they threatened to overwhelm Asher’s sister, Kyle strode forward.

“Get back!” he roared. “This is private property and you’re trespassing!”

I’m not sure who had legal jurisdiction over the footpath, but people stopped in their tracks. Cameras rose and shutters whirred as photo after photo was taken of my mate as he stood there. They didn’t take one step closer, though, some primitive instinct kicking in.

Human beings have always been scared of the dark. Maybe we now knew why.

“Inside, everyone, now,” Asher barked as Lucas carried me forward, my arm unable to loosen its death grip on his neck until we were all safely inside. He slapped his hand down on the button that had the shutter rattling down the minute every last member of the welcoming committee was in the foyer.

“Well, that was exciting.” Gail came forward, looking a little flustered. “How are you, darling?” Her razor sharp eyes took in the bruise on my forehead. “That is still looking nasty.”

Fern, Lucas’ mother, stared at it as well, making me feel just a little self-conscious.

“Did you need an ice pack?” she asked, but before I could answer, I was hit with more questions. “Did they give you any pain relief?”

I sucked in a breath to answer, but Lucas got there first.

“They did and I’m going to take Imogen to my room so she can take her pills.” His voice was firm, which had me staring up at him in admiration. “Maybe round up this insanity and take them into whichever room you set the party up in.”

“Who said anything about a party?” Gail asked, all innocence, but he just stared her down. “Fine, it's in the dining room. There’s food, drinks, some fun things for the kids⁠—”

“Excellent,” Lucas replied. “We’ll see you in there.”

“You’re being very take-charge right now,” I said, now I was sitting on the edge of Lucas’ desk. He was patting his pockets, looking for the medication I was sent home with. “It’s kinda hot.”

“Kinda…?” He shot me a speculative look full of heat, then shook his head as if to dislodge those thoughts. “I was going for manly and protective.”

“Very manly. Very protective,” I repeated dutifully.

“And very forgetful.” Kyle appeared in the doorway and slapped the small packet of medication at his chest before he turned to me. “So I’m a complete idiot.”

“No.”

“Yes, I am. I let the mums know when we’d arrive, thinking they’d do something nice on your return, but bear mates don’t do anything by halves. If there’s a petting zoo and a chocolate fountain in the dining room, I won’t be surprised,” Kyle sighed.

“So that’s my future?” I looked up at the two of them through my lashes. “That’s what I’ll do one day for our kids?” You could have heard a pin drop, all of the muffled noise coming from down the hall dropping away as the atmosphere thickened. “I can become one of those insufferable mums who’s all in my kids business because…” I hadn’t heard a peep from my own family, which tracked. “That’s how much I love them.”

“I hope so.” Lucas smiled when I focussed on him. “I admit I think you’d be an amazing smothering mother.”

“You could totally cross every one of our kids’ boundaries, getting in their faces about everything,” Kyle continued.

“Be overly involved.” Lucas slapped his forehead. “You could be one of those boy mums that talk about never wanting their son to find a mate because that takes him away from you.”

“Terrify your daughters-in-law!” Kyle grinned and that had us all smiling. “Become a just-no MIL.”

My first giggle was one of those awful snorting ones, and that started them laughing, which just had me cracking up more. Was this hysterical laughter or the good kind, I wasn’t completely sure, but I knew this.

We were together.

Phil was in hospital, under police protection, because he’d be facing a magistrate as soon as he was well enough and being put in jail until his trial. I knew this because Mike was already cooling his heels in a cell for his role in what happened. The bad guys had been defeated, and we’d won the day.

But…

We giggled about our potential future, because we had no idea what was coming. The world had changed overnight and we’d changed it.

The guys noted my shift in mood and then went to work. Kyle popped my pills from the blister pack and Lucas retrieved an ice cold Coke from the bar fridge in his room, so I swallowed the medication dutifully.

“There you are.” Asher appeared at the doorway looking paler than normal. “Imogen, if you need rest⁠—?”

“I’m fine,” I said with a wave of my hand.

“Then we need to confront the hordes in the dining room,” he said, like he was a general facing battle, not a man with a room full of his loved ones waiting for him. “Ready?”

I slipped from the desk, even as Kyle and Lucas moved to steady me, but I didn’t need it. My head hurt a bit, but I was otherwise unscathed because of them. My hand gripped Asher’s and we walked down the hall together.

“There she is!” Gail said, rushing forward as soon as we entered the room.

People were all so very lovely, but I admit I was glad to be now sitting in the corner of the dining room, a table and a bunch of chairs between me and the crowds. The bear community was… intense.

And now I was one of them.

That was both lovely and overwhelming at the same time, a feeling that Asher seemed to share, sitting by my side, a quiet but watchful presence. So watchful he stiffened and then got up as Mary approached.

“I’ll go grab you a drink,” he told me, squeezing my hand, seeming to sense the woman wouldn’t get any closer if he was there.

“Thanks,” I said, staring up at him for a moment, then smiling at the woman as she crept closer.

“I…” Her voice cracked on the first word and her face fell, her hand fluttering through the air. “I…”

“Come and have a seat,” I said, patting the chair next to me. “This party is insane. The kids seem to be having a ball though.”

There was no petting zoo, but there was a clown who was making balloon animals for the kids. It was one of the many bear dads in a costume, I think. The kids wanted balloon bears, lots of bears, it appeared.

“I’m sorry,” she said finally as she sat down, able to speak when her eyes were focussed on the crowd, not me. “Phil⁠—”

“Is a fucking prick,” I replied.

She snorted, smiled, stopped herself from smiling, and then let out a nervous laugh.

“Yes, well, he is.” Her fingers picked up a discarded serviette, worrying the paper until she forced them to still. “And what you did… I’m sorry I… I’m just sorry.”

“We both are, aren’t we?” I smiled as Scott got his bear balloon. He roared and waved it around in the air, his little brother laughing. “I don’t know about you, Mary, but I never said yes to this when Mike asked me out.” I dared a brief look her way. “I didn’t say yes to being talked down to, treated like shit, being his personal maid.” I twisted slightly towards her. “I don’t think you did either.”

“No.” Her chin wobbled a little but her muscles tensed to firm it. “None of it. You’d never believe it, but when we first met…” She turned my way as well. “He was such a great guy. Attentive, interested in what I had to say.” She started to laugh but that was cut off abruptly. “He used to bring me flowers every day. From his mother’s garden, but still.”

“Love bombing.” I had a language for that now. “I don’t know if it’s deliberate or something some guys just do instinctively, but it's what happens. For a short period of time, they’re the perfect guy.”

“Long enough to suck you in.” Her voice was like razor blades scraping against gravel, her eyes narrowing. “Long enough to make you love them. No, not them. The idea of them, an ideal they can’t maintain, never intended to maintain, until they have you right where they want you–even at the end.”

Her expression was stricken.

“I thought he was going to kill everyone in this building.” Her words came faster and faster. “I thought he’d blow the place up.” My hand snaked across the table and gripped her hand. “I thought…”

“I know.” I gave it a squeeze. “I know. You didn’t take the kids outside because you wanted to protect them, protect all of us.” The look of pain in her eyes killed me, because it was completely unearned. She’d done nothing but been brave enough to leave Phil. “You’re the real hero.”

“I nearly got you killed!”

“No, Phil did.”

My eyes went wide then, remembering my own shame. Mine was much more prosaic, the marks Mike left on me not physical, but still there. They had me shrinking back from my fated mates when they came into my life, despite the fact all they did was look after me. He conditioned me to keep away from the people who wanted to help.

So he could still hurt me.

“We aren’t the ones that should be apologising.” My heart lightened in ways I couldn’t really quantify. “We didn’t do anything wrong. We…” My gaze locked with hers. “We were the victims.”

Mary gripped my hand right back then.

“We were the victims,” she said with a nod and for just a moment, we sat with that idea.

Not for long, though. Mary’s youngest started crying because the balloon bear had popped and she was forced to pull away and pick him up, settling her child on her hip. I watched it as if it was a TV show playing out, not reality. Everything felt a little strange, unreal. Perhaps that explained the way I jumped when Elodie came and sat down across from me.

“I know you’re probably not super keen to talk to me,” she said with a wry smile. “That makes sense. Not everyone likes talking to psychologists, but after what you went through, I just wanted to make sure you knew my door was always open if you want to talk.”

“I do.” My reply was instantaneous, blurted out without thought, and she blinked in response. “I wasn’t ready before, but now…” I nodded. “Yeah, pencil me in for an appointment. I think I’m ready to talk.”

Author note: reading a lot of reviews has made clear that some readers get super upset if there’s any story threads left open, even for minor characters. They view this as a cliffhanger, though that’s not the actual definition of one. If you’re one of those people who’ll have a terrible reading experience if everything isn’t tied up in a neat little bow, don’t read any further.
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Asher

Some weeks later

“He’s dead?” I’d been in two minds about allowing Imogen to see the news today, but the others made clear that trying to keep something back from a fated mate that could see inside our heads was stupid and pointless, so I looked over the breakfast table and into her eyes. Relief, that’s what I saw, then compassion as Imogen looked across the room to where Mary and her family sat eating. “Phil’s dead?”

“Appears to have been an accident,” Kyle said, barely suppressing a smirk. “Very sad.”

“It’s not helping our side of things, though.” Lucas was flicking through his paper, then went to the headlines. “The prime minister has declared a state of emergency about the whole shifter thing.”

“Probably in response to pressure from world leaders,” I replied. “Big questions are being asked. Is this just an Australian thing…?”

It wasn’t, we all knew that. While the First Nations people of Australia had people who could shift into native wildlife, the ones they saw that day were the colonial imports like us.

“Not that we can do much about it,” I said. “What does everyone else have on today? I’m going to be stuck in meetings with leaders from the different shifter communities. Everyone’s still trying to deal with the fall out. Luc, Kyle, you’ll be around tonight? I have to step out for a little while.”

“Step out?” Imogen’s eyes met mine, and not for the first time did I relish the fact I could stare right back. “Where to?”

I fobbed her off with a story about a meeting about funding, but what it really was, was this.

That night I got dressed in dark, unobtrusive clothes. Rye had assured me that my part in this ritual was a small one, over and done with quickly, but never trust a fox, that’s what everyone said. Instead, I slotted weapons into my jacket, my ankle holster, and the back of my jeans, making sure I had something to deal with almost any eventuality before setting out.

“You’ll be safe?”

I blinked and turned to find Imogen standing there, dressed in those cute bunny pyjamas I pretended to hate but secretly loved.

“Of course I’ll be safe,” I replied. “It’s just a⁠—”

“Funding meeting.” She looked me up and down, holding herself back from rifling through my mind to find the truth. “Right. Well, after you’re done at this ‘meeting,’ you’ll come and find me.”

“It’ll be the first thing I’ll do,” I said, walking towards her.

“And you’ll give me a kiss.”

I smiled, my hands going to her jaw as I pressed one to her forehead.

“Of course.”

“And then you’ll tell me all about this ‘meeting.’”

That had me freezing on the spot, and her eyes rolled up as she stared into mine, making clear she could get any and all information she wanted right now, but she didn’t.

“Whatever you want, my mate.”

Those last two words were the most beautiful in human history, I had decided. Every day I treasured the fact that she wore my mark. With a nod, Imogen reached up and tugged my head down, kissing me long and slow, until all thoughts of what I had to do tonight were replaced by a need for her. My body was hard, aching, and protested loudly when I finally pulled away.

But I had to.

No one double-crossed a fox and lived to tell the tale. Mama Lisica had put out the call and I had to answer, so I pressed one last kiss to Imogen’s forehead and then turned to leave.

Across town, I reached the fox colony. Once farmland, they’d bought up a lot and created a massive compound before urban sprawl built up around them. As I drove up to the gate, a couple of fox shifters peered into my windshield, then nodded and waved me in as the electric gate rolled open. I drove up the long, bumpy dirt track that led to the main house, only to be greeted by Rye.

“You got rid of Phil,” I said, not bothering with small talk. Rye merely shrugged his shoulders. “So what do I owe you for that?”

“Nothing.” He gazed over at a huge bonfire, the dark shapes of the rest of the party I would be joining tonight limned by the flames. “You made clear that we are the good guys and that we will have no tolerance for humans who hurt women.” He shook his head. “My fellow fox shifters were merely making that position clear to the other prison inmates.” His smile was slow and vulpine. “Also helps establish where they sit in the pecking order now.” His eyes met mine. “At the top. Now, Mama awaits and you know⁠—”

“She doesn’t like that?” I nodded. “I know.”

Without a word, he led me forward. Surrounding the fire were drunken lads and more sober men, cackling women, some hoisting small red-haired children up on their hips and swaying back and forth, but they were all just background noise compared to her. Once a great beauty, you could still see the vestiges of it in her bone structure, Mama Lisica, the matriarch of this fox colony turned to face me.

“Asher, darling.” Her fingers were covered in chunky silver rings, the semi-precious stones gleaming in the firelight as she offered me one hand. I took it and brushed a kiss across one lot of rings. “You’ve come.”

“To pay my debts, yes.” My hands were clasped behind my back. “I always do. So, did you have a phlebotomist on standby, or⁠—?”

“So clinical.” She tilted her head to one side, those green eyes still keen. The red henna of her hair glowed brighter in the firelight. “We do not need such modern advances. We will do this the old way.”

Blood magic was bad, but I would give whatever was needed ten times over if that’s what it took to keep my Imogen safe.

“Then let us do things the old way,” I replied in a clipped tone that had several of the closer foxes hissing. “I mean no disrespect, Madame Lisica⁠—”

“So formal.”

Her gold tooth flashed as she grinned.

“But I have a mate who doesn’t know where I am or why I’m here, and she wants me back where I belong.”

“Then let us proceed.” Mama turned and flung her arms wide, getting the attention of everyone here. “Now, my darlings, bring forth the supplicant.”

I expected some fox that was in trouble, for my blood to be used to curse him or her. Mama was notoriously fickle and capricious in the way she dealt with her colony. Perhaps even a shifter of another kind who hadn’t paid their debts.

What I didn’t expect was to see my sister be led forward by several male fox shifters.

Every muscle locked down, a shout rising in my chest, but Ursula shook her head sharply.

“I’m here of my own free will, Ash. This needs to happen.”

“What needs to happen?” The old witch’s smile widened at my hastily snapped question. “What?”

“No communication between siblings?” she asked. “That is a bad business. Families must always talk, but no matter, the ritual has already begun. Now we have your input⁠—”

“What ritual?” Hands slapped down on my arms and I glared at Rye and Todd, promising a long and bloody death at the end of this. “What fucking ritual?”

“Be careful, bear boy,” Mama purred. “You are in sacred space now. Intent is what matters, that and power. Your sister came to me, as she thinks I am the only way she can get her heart’s desire.”

“You should’ve come to me, Urse.”

I stared at that familiar face, able to see the little girl she was, but she stared me down as a woman, not a child. Unending, uncompromising, she made clear she had done things exactly how she wanted, just like she always did.

“This is the way it has to be, Ash,” she told me, her hand moving slowly, glacially slow, right before Mama’s snapped out to take a hold of it.

I felt the press of Mama’s knife against the back of my hand, her grip unearthly strong as she began to mumble in a language I didn’t understand. Words of power, they had to be, because I felt them prickle across my skin. Foxes yipped and cried out as the wind picked up. Embers from the fire went spiralling into the sky, and right as Mama’s voice rose, so did her knife.

She stabbed the point into my fingertip, and as the blood welled there, she did the same to Ursula. Our fingers were pressed together, held tight by Mama’s grip as my sister turned to face me.

“You found your strength when you killed our foster father,” she told me. “I just found pain and weakness.”

“You of all people know that’s not true. He was the weak one, preying on a child!”

“Telling me I’m strong isn’t the same as feeling strong.” Tears pricked at my sister’s eyes, and my heart broke all over again, because it’d been so long since I’d seen them. Not afterwards, not when I had blood on my hands, not even when I went to visit her months later. “Neither is training, honing my reflexes, or building my skills. None of that makes me feel strong, and I’m sick to fuck of feeling weak. Give me this, just a little bit of your strength, Ash. Just one little bit. It’s all I’ll ever ask for, I promise. I know I should’ve asked you, but⁠—”

“Choose.”

Mama cut through my sister’s speech, her voice a feral growl.

“Choose what?” I shouted.

“Your bear spirit is strong. It’s why you are the perfect candidate. Too strong. Give some of this to your sister and be at peace, Asher. Be at peace.”

I didn’t know what the fuck I was doing, and right now I wanted a twenty point PowerPoint presentation outlining the proposal along with a cost-benefit analysis, but I knew I wouldn’t get it. Instead, I had to trust. A tear slid down Ursula’s cheek because she knew just how hard that was for me. To me, the world seemed full of people with shitty motivations that they hid behind a smooth veneer, and that killed me.

But if someone I loved asked me for something, I gave it, every time.

I drew her close, remembering the way I did last time. There was blood on my hands then, but so much more. I’d been sticky with it, tainted by it, and had shrank back from marking my sister with it, but not this time. I pulled her in and pressed a kiss to her forehead, right as Mama said the words.

“Release the power within you and give your sister what she needs.”

I didn’t know what that was until I saw it.

Hums went up around the crowd, and three men stepped forward to watch the process closely. Their eyes shone with green fire and red, reflected from the bonfire, as my sister fought for her life. Ursula’s muscles leapt on her bones, twisting and turning her in brutal directions, her joints going to strange angles.

“What did you do?” I snarled, feeling the bear shift inside me. He could burst free and lay waste to this entire gathering in seconds. That bloodlust I lived with every damn day since the moment I first shifted pounded in my heart.

And hers.

Ursula was shifting.

Her eyes went wide and staring, the previous brown bleeding away to the most perfect blue, right before her bear shoved forward.

Women didn’t shift into bears, that was our collective wisdom. No one had been able to explain why, but now I knew. It took a special kind of rage to want to become one of the largest predators in the world, and my sister possessed that in spades. Her roar split the night, sent fox shifters running off into the darkness, all but Mama and several of her grandsons.

“Well, look at you.” My voice quavered like a child’s as I held my hand out, the massive polar bear chuffing as I got closer. Her muzzle extended, her nose working, as she sniffed at my fingers. “No one will ever mess with you again.” Her growl made clear what she thought about that. “Come back to skin, Ursula. Show me you’re not lost to me. Show me you can.”

The bear fought it, stamping its paws and rearing back on its back legs, but not before it melted away and my sister dropped down to the dirt below. One breath, then another, one of Mama’s grandsons rushed in with a blanket, handing it to her as she rose.

“The bear elders are saying you have too much bear in you,” she croaked. “That’s why you revealed us to the entire world. Well, not anymore.” Her smile was shaky, yet triumphant, like a woman who’d just birthed a baby and in some ways she had. A new version of herself. One that could defend herself just as violently as I could. I sucked in a breath, wondering if I could even shift anymore, but I felt the bear inside me. Calmer, an easier presence to live with–something had been taken from me, but it wasn’t anything I missed. “I took the extra bit.”

“You should’ve told me.” I wrapped my arms around her, holding her close. “You should’ve fucking told me what you had planned.”

“So you could argue with me?” Her voice was muffled by my chest, so she pushed me backwards. “Remember when I suggested changing the coffee supplier?”

“Jarrod’s sells single origin Arabica of the highest quality,” I replied stiffly.

“And I needed this.” Her hands went wide, the slight shake there doing nothing for my confidence. “You took on my pain when you first shifted, and now it’s back in its rightful place.”

I couldn’t argue with her. If she thought I was stubborn, then it was a trait we shared. I had no idea how long this would last, something I would quiz Mama mercilessly about when we were done, but not now. I watched my sister step backwards, the fox shifters who’d watched the most closely clustering around her.

“We’re going for a run,” one said, gazing down at her. “You could come. No one will see a fuck off huge polar bear on our turf.”

She made a show of nodding.

“Don’t mind if I do.” Her gaze strayed to me. “Go back to your mate, Ash. Your job here is done.”

“I’ll see you tomorrow?” I asked.

“Late,” the fox shifter replied before shooting me a lethal grin. “Real late. C’mon, Ursula.”

I watched them as they disappeared into darkness, trying to make out their shapes until I was forced to stop.

“This is what it cost to mobilise your entire colony?” I asked Mama. “This?”

She shrugged.

“I would do anything for family, just as you would, bear boy. Now, I need a drink. Will you join me?”

I shook my head, knowing this was a deadly insult in fox quarters, but there was somewhere I needed to be. One part of my soul wanted to be out rambling in the dark after my sister, but most of it.

It needed to be right here.

I walked into the room, catching the way the stray band of light illuminated the three of them, their bodies tightly entwined. In some ways, they were too beautiful to disturb, but with that sixth sense she had, Imogen’s eyes fluttered open.

“You’re home?” Kyle snorted and Lucas started to snuffle. “What happened?”

“Everything,” I said as I climbed onto the bed. “Just everything.”
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Imogen

A year later

For a while, I’d faffed around cooking and doing odd jobs at HQ, but the guys staged an intervention.

“As much as I love having you as team leader in dodgeball,” Kyle said, “this isn’t you. You can’t spend hours mucking around with kids⁠—”

“You can because you are a child still,” Lucas shot back.

“We don’t need you to integrate yourself into our life,” Asher forged on, shooting them a dark look. “What we want is for you to decide what you want to do with yours.”

“We’ll support you no matter what you decide,” Lucas said, pulling me into a hug, and right then I stood within the safe haven of my sleuth and wondered…

Which led me all the way to here.

Standing in front of the art department of the University of Adelaide, just staring at the massive building, not able to take another step forward. My hands were sweaty, the handle of my folio slipping from my grip, which was when Kyle stepped forward and took it from me.

“They’d be lucky to have you,” he assured me.

“More than lucky. Cole is a grumpy prick ,and even he said your work was amazing.” Lucas stepped into view, focussing me on what was important. “If you can impress him…”

Then I could impress anyone. He smiled when I straightened up and then marched towards the door of the building.

Upstairs was a long corridor of people waiting for their interviews, big black portfolios everywhere. They were all babies too, just out of high school. It was hard not to see it, an opportunity missed. I could’ve been doing that too when I finished school.

But ruminating on the past wasn’t going to help me.

Elodie was actually really good at her job, and I felt a little embarrassed at how I’d brushed her away before, but she was very understanding.

“Let’s focus on how we’re going to move forward, shall we?”

We would. I stepped up to the desk of the person handling the interviews and gave them my name and then waited.

I’d had to get used to people staring. After the news reports, people did it all the time. Usually with some weirdly constipated look as they tried to place where they’d seen me before, their eyes widening when they put two and two together. One of the other applicants did that, right as my name was called. I leapt off the chair I was sitting on, and my mates did the same, but I was forced to put a hand on Asher’s arm.

“Just stay here. I’ve got this.”

I didn’t have this.

As I walked in to face a panel of art lecturers, one man’s nose grew pinched. His eyes hardened as he took me in, then he turned to the others.

“This is that bear girl.” Without even waiting for a response, he faced me. “You’re⁠—”

“Imogen.”

I placed my portfolio on the massive desk in front of us and unzipped it, flicking through to the first example of my work. Unfortunately, that was a watercolour of a grizzly bear. Nature illustrations were what I was best at, I’d quickly worked out, and Cole said this was one of my best. So I stood there and tried to let the art speak for itself.

“A bear,” the man said with a snarky sigh. “Of course it is.”

“Well, it's really quite well done.” One of the women rose and then pulled the portfolio closer. “Exquisite colour usage. Brushwork needs a little work, but you’re demonstrating some real skill here.”

“The complexity of the shading in the fur is well done,” another man said, then shot me a mischievous look. “I’m guessing you have a plethora of models willing to sit for you?”

“Some,” I replied, then flicked to the next watercolour. “These are some studies completed en plein air, out in the wetlands…”

Bitchy dude lost some of the attitude, all of them clustering closer to look at my work, and that’s when I let out a little hiss of breath. See me, I thought furiously, see what I can do.

So they did.

Weeks later, all three of them were clustered around my computer, staring at my emails. One from the tertiary admissions centre was sitting there unread.

“C’mon, open it,” Kyle said.

“Stop.” Lucas nudged him in the ribs. “Imogen might not be ready yet.”

“I’m not sure why.” I looked up to see Asher smiling down at me. “You’ll get in.”

“Do you know something I don’t?” I asked, mind racing. “Did you pull some strings? You did, didn’t you?”

“No strings to pull, and I definitely have no sway with the university,” he replied. His hand covered mine, moving the mouse over the email, but not clicking yet, the others doing the same. “We’ll do this together.”

My finger and theirs clicked on the email and it opened before us.

I dimly heard Kyle’s yelp and felt Lucas squeezing my hand. There it was on the screen.

Imogen, You have been accepted into the Bachelor of Creative Arts program…

“Holy shit,” I said, raking my hands through my hair. “When you met me, I was trying to get out of a dead-end relationship, surviving in a dead-end job, and now…”

“Now you’re exactly where you’re supposed to be,” Asher said, leaning forward and pressing a kiss to my lips. “Happy.”


What happens next?



As you can tell, this is either a jumping off point for a brand new evolution of the Ursa Shifter series, or it’s the end of it. Basically sales will dictate how that goes. I’d love to write Jesse and Roxy’s story and Ursula’s too, as well as just stories of girls openly finding their sleuth, rather than all the secrecy. It’s in your hands, gentle readers! Hype the series up and get people reading, otherwise yeah, it means I need to hang this particularly hat up and look at other shifters to write.

Holly’s book is coming. It’s looking like December 2024/January 2025 at this point.

Thank you to all of the readers who’ve made this series the success it has been. I appreciate it more than I can put into words.
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Trigger Warning



Trigger Warning

My reader group voted on the content of this novella, no doubt expecting some cute, easy story about Natalie and her sleuth’s children as babies.

Um… yeah, I can’t write that.

I have one son (who I love to distraction), but his birth and my adjustment to becoming a mother was HARD, despite doing everything I could to prepare for it. I had treatment resistant PND and PNA that got me as close to suicide as I’ve ever come. I have definitely pulled my punches in this story, but you’re gonna see a bit of mental health representation in this story.

One really important note: I couldn’t successfully breastfeed, and my birth and child rearing story is not yours, so you will find some stuff glossed over, is not accurate, especially when the sleuth starts adjusting things to help Nat. Don’t use a short story as a how to guide nor as a roadmap to predict how child rearing will go. I am very much pro-mother doing what she needs to, to raise her children happy and healthy, so if your preferences aren’t reflected here, that’s not supposed to be a critique of what you are doing/did.

These are some triggers to keep in mind when reading:

	Post natal depression and anxiety, but I’ve put you in at the ‘getting help’ stage, not dragged you through chapters of triggering stuff where possible

	The story deals with the early days of caring for two babies, so if pregnancy and child rearing are a trigger, especially struggling with it, you might want to steer clear of this one

	Breastfeeding struggles




Chapter 75



Natalie

If I loved my babies so much, why did I want to cry each time they did?

It felt like I’d barely put my head on the pillow when a familiar wail started. Of course when one baby cried, so did the other, so for just a moment I lay there, doing what the maternity care nurse suggested and seeing if they could self-settle. No such luck. How I was supposed to just let them cry, I had no idea, when the sound was like a knife to my chest. Stabbing me over and over in the heart, it made every muscle tighten and my boobs leak. I was exhausted. So deep in sleep deprivation I couldn’t have told you what day it was, let alone the date, if you put a gun to my head, because that wasn’t required of me.

This was.

Rising in the grey gloom of early morning and stumbling across the bedroom towards the kids, I was halfway off the bed before Koda snorted awake. He blinked owlishly, then turned towards the crib, and that had the corners of my eyes aching.

“They’re up again?” he rasped; his voice too hoarse, too sleepy for a man who would be wielding power tools all day. “Little buggers. I’ll⁠—”

“Go back to sleep.”

I didn’t want that. Misery loves company and all that, but I knew I had to move. Not only were our children not self-settling, but the others were starting to wake up too. Lars grunted something incomprehensible as Thorn grabbed a pillow to cover his ears. Alaric shifted restlessly in the bed, so I went to move quickly. I’d asked the guys more than once to set me and the babies up in another room, away from them. This was met with a flat and very definite no, but I was willing to bet they were regretting that now.

“Go back to sleep,” I hissed at Koda. “I’ve got this.”

“We’ve got this.”

His dark eyes glittered in the shadows and then he moved soundlessly, padding across the floor. Just like always, baby Kai looked up at his father, falling silent until he was picked up and set against Koda’s shoulder. He patted the little guy slowly, holding him close as I moved to pick up Sven.

Such a look of outrage on his face. Those indignant blue eyes, that flushed red face, it had me scrambling to free a breast and settle him against it. His latch was strong, the lactation consultant congratulated me, but I wasn’t feeling so grateful about it right now. It felt like he was pulling the marrow from my bones with every suck.

“Here you go,” Koda cooed to Kai, our son starting to get fractious. “Here you go. Mum’s got you.”

I did. Nothing in the world prepared me for twins, the parenting books useless in this regard. It took me weeks to realise I needed to feed my babies simultaneously or be resigned to being awake twenty-four seven for round the clock feedings. My back pressed against the chair as I felt the rush of let down. It was the weirdest damn sensation when it first happened, but now… Now I was too tired to react. My head fell back against the chair, the upholstery so soft. I could just close my eyes, couldn’t I? Just for a moment as the kids filled their tiny tummies. Just…

“Hey.”

My eyes flicked open, red, raw, and burning to find Koda standing there. No, worse. He’d moved in to support Sven who’d dropped down in my arms. His little face was about to screw up because he’d lost contact with my nipple, those frantic little pants making my heart race.

“Oh my god…” I hissed, not daring to give full voice to the fear rocketing through me. “Oh my god, I nearly⁠—”

“Did the best you can.” Koda’s voice was firm and allowed for no argument as he re-situated the feeding pillows. Sven’s body was now supported better and so was Kai’s.

“No, Koda…”

His eyes found mine, and even in the gloom I saw it, the silent concern. It was judge, jury, and executioner in my eyes. He was watching me closely, seeing all the ways I was fucking things up, but I was so damn tired. I was just so tired, and I⁠—

“I think we need to look at a pumping and feeding schedule,” he said.

If the children’s cries cut into me, his words went far deeper. My bottom lip quivered and no amount of self-control could make it stop. Probably because I was all out. I was running on empty in every respect, and yet there was no relief to be found. I couldn’t sleep, couldn’t rest, couldn’t⁠—

“No,” I said, just as firmly. “No. They’re my babies and I’ll feed them.”

Because for time immemorial that’s what women did, right? They fed singletons and twin babies in fields or caves, in draft cottages, and here I was, in a climate-controlled, very nice place in the middle of a city, with a purpose-built twin feeding pillow wrapped around my body. I had every help, every advantage, the least I could do was just do this.

“You need to sleep,” I continued.

“Nat—”

“You’re up in…” My heart sank when I saw the glow of the alarm clock’s face. “In three hours. You’ve got that big job at the national library.”

“We finished that a week ago,” he said in a quiet voice.

“Well, whatever job you’ve got on, you need to have had enough sleep to be safe on the work site.” My voice started to waver. “I can’t have anything happen to you.” I stared past him to the bed. “To any of you. Go, sleep.”

I knew exactly how badly lack of sleep could affect tradespeople. Sleep deprivation was akin to being drunk after a certain point, your reaction time and focus shattered. They couldn’t safely wield power tools or do their job, and other firms would sweep in and start taking the company’s work from them. We needed to stay competitive, stay on people’s lips when they thought about restoration work.

But if sleep deprivation was that bad for you, what did that mean for me?

I’d spent so long wanting to have children, and now…? Now I wondered at the insanity of it. I couldn’t do this, I told myself, over and over as the babies fed, even though every day proved me otherwise. Couldn’t infer there was some sort of choice in the matter, whereas I had to cope. I had to collect up my children when they were done feeding, at the same time for once. I had to hold them close, smell that special scent that only my kids seemed to have. I had to feel their tiny little bodies pressed against mine and know with my entire heart that I would do anything, literally anything, to protect them. If that meant going without sleep for a bit, then that’s what I’d do.

Calm returned.

Burp the babies, change their nappies, get them snuggled back into the wraps they slept in, because it was the only thing that stopped their arms from waving around wildly, and then settle them back down.

Oh, and love them. With my whole heart, I gazed down at the two of them, nestled in against each other in the crib. In the womb, in the world, they were tied tightly by a bond I didn’t understand, but I’d make sure they could enjoy it. Safe, secure, warm, and with full bellies, their little eyelashes fluttered against their cheeks as their eyes closed. I hushed and hushed them–the sound apparently like the sound of my heart, the nurse had informed me–over and over until they finally dropped off to sleep.


Chapter 76



Koda

“Nat’s going to break soon.”

My twin, Thorn, looked up from where he was making the morning coffees, the muscle in his jaw tightening.

“I know, but she won’t fucking let us help.”

“She’s worried about the business,” I replied.

“About the business, about our sleep, about the babies, about everything but herself.” He raked his hand through his hair, then winced at the knots. Self-care had taken a backseat since the birth of the kids. “How many times did the babies wake up last night? Three, four⁠—?”

“Six.” Alaric walked in looking perfectly pressed. He’d already showered and got dressed, his wet hair neatly combed back from his face. “At least I think it was six. I admit I lost count after a while.”

“Is this what Mum went through with us? Because fuck…” Thorn shook his head. “She needs something way better than breakfast in bed for Mother’s Day. Like roses. No, a whole rosebush. A garden replanted with her favourite roses.”

“Or just help when she needs it.”

Lars walked in and yawned so hard his jaw cracked, then went over and grabbed a coffee.

“Thank you, Thorn,” my brother said in a mocking tone.

“Thanks, fuckface,” Lars replied before drinking deeply from the cup. “So, it's time now? We’re staging an intervention for Natalie?”

As if in response to that, we heard a wail from upstairs. That was quickly joined by our other son, the two of them engaged somehow in a screaming contest to get Nat’s attention, when all they needed to do was let out a little peep. One heavy footfall, then another had us all converging by the stairs, then racing up to find the one woman we loved staggering towards the crib.

It couldn’t keep going like this. Nat couldn’t keep going like this. I watched her hopelessly from the doorway, seeing the way she moved. She looked more like a zombie than a mother right now. I rushed forward, collecting up Sven, and Thorn grabbed Kai, both of us holding them closely, which had everyone remembering why we did this to ourselves.

They were perfect. From the moment the twins were born to now, they were just the most beautiful kids in the whole world. Sven’s blue eyes met mine, and for just a second, I imagined something was going on there. I smiled down at him, giving him one of my fingers to play with, but when he shoved it in his mouth and sucked, it was quickly discarded with a wail. I didn’t have what he needed. That fucking killed me because the only one who did was Nat, and she was completely tapped out.

She collapsed into the nursing chair, Alaric forced to rush forward and set the nursing pillow around her. We moved forward with the children as she tugged her shirt up. I’d fantasised, sexualised, and stared at her breasts for far too long, but right now they just looked swollen and angry. I jerked my eyes away as soon as the nipples began to leak. We helped her get the babies into the right position, and then the satisfied little grunts of them feeding filled the air.

Almost masking the sound of her crying.

Dry sobs, with no tears, I’m not even sure she knew she was doing it, but her whole body quivered as they racked her. She was forced to suck in long, shuddering breaths, and that’s what drew me closer. Nat didn’t like us interfering when she was feeding. The babies could be incredibly fickle for little people that needed to eat every couple of hours.

That was the moment when everything changed for me.

Natalie was my wife, my love, my fated mate. There was no one else I loved more than her, not even our children. I cared for them so deeply it terrified me, but she was the other half of my soul, and right now hers was slowly disintegrating. She wanted to have it all together, to be the one who did the lion’s share of the baby raising, but it was apparent this wasn’t possible. She was the strongest person I knew, and if she was breaking, then shit was getting real. I glanced at the others and we all moved.

Lars grabbed a pillow and put it gently behind her head and Natalie looked up at him in both alarm and gratitude. Thorn and I moved in to take the kids the minute they were finished feeding, whisking them away despite her sounds of protest. Onto the changing tables we both went to work, taking off their nappies and cleaning them up, then getting them back into their wraps.

We both started to perform that strange little dance, part jiggle, part shushing, part rocking, trying to imitate the way it felt when they were tucked up inside my fated mate, close to her heart. The sound of her blood through her veins, her rocking movements, we needed to replicate it to get them back to sleep. Sven fought it, wriggling and making an angry sound and that got Kai perking up, but they couldn’t resist the pull. The rhythmic motions had them settling, and that’s when Alaric swept in. He picked up Nat like a groom carrying his bride over the threshold, and in some ways that was, but it was away from the marital bed, not towards it. He kicked open the door and then carried her down the hall.

“Alaric. Ric!”

I heard her cries but they were muffled by the walls, so we both set the babies down and followed him.

“No.” Nat was like an animal possessed, the whites of her eyes showing. “No, Alaric, no, the babies⁠—”

“Are fine.”

Lars was a prick, but he planted his feet now and stood in her way, unable to be moved by anything.

“They’ll wake up.” Did she hear how hysterical she sounded? “They’ll wake up and I won’t be there. Or worse.” She went perfectly pale. “What if they don’t wake up? What if SIDS⁠—?”

“No.” Alaric stepped forward, hands outstretched like one might with a feral animal. “No, love⁠—”

“You’re supposed to be at work.” It was as if she saw him for the first time. “You’ve got that job…” She started to wave her hands around frantically. “The job! The job!”

I knew then that she couldn’t remember which job or when, that time and space had stopped for her. That she was too tired to engage with concepts she’d been dealing with her whole life, that’s how exhausted she was.

“Natalie.” Alaric sounded exactly how I felt, like he was hanging on by a thread. “There’s no job.”

“There has to be.” Her face fell as she stared at the lot of us in incomprehension. “There is, otherwise…” Her chest started to heave. “Otherwise why…?”

Why had she been doing this? We’d all asked ourselves the same question, and yesterday we’d reassigned all our work to other members of our team. This situation, it couldn’t go on. Today was the first day of turning a corner, because I was terrified by what could happen if it didn’t.

“The business can go to fucking hell for all I care.” Alaric darted forward, pressing his forehead to hers. “It doesn’t matter.”

“But you⁠—”

“You do.” I wove my way through the crowd and sank down at her feet, trying hard not to clutch at her hand. “You’re the only one that does. Just you. The kids need you the most right now and we need…”

“We need you to be healthy,” Thorn stammered out. “Happy.”

“And that starts now.”

Lars crossed his arms and stared her down, right as we heard a knock at the door. Nat stiffened. Beyond the initial baby rush, she hated people coming past, the whole experience exhausting, something we’d told the family when we’d talked to them.

“Who’s here?” She was like a hound with a scent in its nose. “They’re making too much noise. They’ll wake the…”

Right on cue, twin wails cut through the air, and my mate collapsed in on herself. Just a small moment to shed a couple of tears and then she steeled herself, ready to get up and attend to them, but I shook my head.

“We’ve got this,” I told her. “The babies have just been fed, so right now they need soothing.”

Just like you do, I thought to myself.

“Come and have a lie down in here with me.” Alaric was trying hard to sound confident and calming, but we all heard that shake in his voice. It turned out to be a winning combination. For him, she could curl up under the covers. For him, she could nestle down against his chest.

“You’ve got the tiddly winks,” Lars told me and my brother. “I’ll deal with the mothers.” We heard a raucous voice. “And fucking Holly.”

We had a plan, now we needed to put it into place.


Chapter 77



Lars

Whose bloody bright idea was it to have kids? I thought as I ran downstairs, but of course I knew. We’d all thought it was the way to go, but to be fair, when my mate was panting, in heat, I was thinking with a whole other head. Now the big one was left to try and work out a way through this. Never a-fucking again, that was for sure, I promised as I strode into the living room. I couldn’t. We couldn’t. Nat was fading away by the day, her skin always bruised and papery thin. My girl… the babies seemed to be sucking the marrow from her bones.

“What’s happening?” Mum appeared in my path. “What are you doing down here? Is Natalie sleeping? She should be sleeping with the babies.”

“Good morning to you too, Mother,” I replied.

“Easier said than done with twins.” Meryl’s grimace told me everything I needed to know. She’d managed to raise Koda and Thorn without killing them, which made her a superhero in my book. “One wakes the other and then they both start up.” A thin cry from upstairs had us all looking upwards. “I did try to warn… I mean, prepare, Natalie.”

“And she didn’t listen?” Holly’s voice was sharp as a razor’s, and her eyes cut into each one of us. Not for the first time did I wonder if she had some fox shifter in her. She had the same kind of squirrely energy. “Shocker. Look, here’s the dealio with my bestie. She thinks she needs to do everything herself.” She ticked off one finger. “She never asks for help. God only knows how long Fuckface was treating her like shit before she decided to leave him.”

“Should we be using that kind of language when there’s children in the house?” Jane asked.

“Pretty sure they’re too little to learn swear words right now, and while they seem to have preternaturally strong hearing, they won’t be able to make sense of what’s being said,” Holly continued. “Nat’s also really good with martyrdom.” Her eyes narrowed as she focussed on me. “She’ll have some story in her head about protecting you lot.”

“Work.” I bit that word off. “She thinks she has to do everything because we work with tools all day, but even on the weekends, she refuses to take a break.” I began to pace, unable to stand still while I discussed this. “She hasn’t slept properly in months.”

“You must take time off, Lars.” Mum appeared in front of me with a frown. “Your mate needs you.”

“I know.” My feet slowed and so did my tongue. Perhaps because my whole throat was closing up. “I know, Mum, but I don’t know how to help her. If we try to take the babies, she gets upset, but she also cries when she has them. She looks so tired, but she’s always doing things. We only just talked her out of continuing her studies, deferring for now. It’s like she doesn’t know how to stop.” I glanced at each one of them hoping the fuck they knew what to do, because I didn’t. Perhaps it was some kind of secret only women understood. “And I don’t know how to make her.”

“Pumping,” Mum said, looking at the other ladies.

“And perhaps supplemental feeds of formula,” Jane suggested.

“She seems to think that formula is the devil’s work,” I said.

“The babies are four months old,” Meryl said. “It’s been amazing that she’s been able to exclusively breastfeed until now, but fed is best.”

“The supplemental feeds could be breast milk if she finds pumping works for her,” Mum added.

“I’ve got some of those antihistamines that knock you out, leave you a drooling mess,” Holly said, holding up a pharmacy bag.

“You’re not giving babies them,” I growled.

“Not for them, dipshit,” Holly said. “For Nat. She needs to sleep, but more than that, she needs to see that sleeping isn’t for the weak. If she gets a good night’s sleep, she’ll be better able to cope with the kidlets when they scream, because damn…”

I wondered what the fuck the twins were up to because the babies started to cry again.

“Colic,” one mother said.

“Gas. They need to be properly burped.”

“Swaddled tight.”

“Not too tight.”

“Put outside in their prams. It's what we do at home, even in the middle of winter.” Everyone looked at Mum. “What? Whole generations of Norwegians have done this, and no one can accuse us of not being strong.”

“OK, let's find solutions that won’t have CPS being called on us,” I said before facing the lot of them. “Talk to me, please.” That last bit felt tacked on, but I admit I was never great at social graces, and being on edge just made that worse. “I’ve been reading baby books, but they’re all focussed on the one kid and basically tell us to see a paed.”

“Have you taken the children to a paediatrician?” Jane asked carefully.

“We’re on the waitlist for one, but we have been since before the kids were born.” My feet started moving again. “There’s not enough fucking specialists in this town to meet people’s needs. I will throw money, big money, at anyone who can help us.”

A hand went to my arm, stopping me in my tracks, and I looked up to find Meryl there.

“Babies are hard. Twins are even harder. You’re all doing the best you can, but…” She shot me a familiar smile, but it was a whole lot prettier on her face than Thorn’s. “Sometimes it takes a village to raise a child. We are your village. Let's put some tea on and discuss a plan of attack.”

Gods, yes, that.

I was a tough bloke. I’d gone toe-to-toe with some mad fuckers on building sites who seemed to need to prove who had the biggest balls before they could settle down and work. Hell, I’d dealt with Nat’s crazy ex, but who knew my own children would be the biggest hurdle? I sucked in one breath, then another, Mum shooting me an empathetic look before I strode into the kitchen.

Turn the kettle on, get the coffee cups out, find the tea bags and the sugar, these were all things I knew how to do. I grabbed at that tiny feeling of competence because I knew it wouldn’t last. Then as the kettle boiled, my fingers gripped the edge of the counter, the laminate creaking in protest. If I kept going, I’d crack it, and then we’d be forced to redo all of the countertops, but I couldn’t seem to stop. I just couldn’t.

Because somehow in the process of getting every damn thing I’d ever wanted, it all went to shit and I had no fucking idea what to do about it.

The kettle boiled and I poured the hot water into the teapot, then put everything on a tray, even finding some biscuits in the back of the fridge before I walked back out into the dining room.

“Hit me with it, ladies,” I said as I set the tray down. “Gimme every bit of advice you’ve got, and don’t worry about holding back.” I sank down into a seat. “I can take it, because…” I glanced upstairs, almost able to see the three people I loved most in the world through the floorboards. “I can’t take this anymore.”

“Admitting that is the first step, son,” Mum said, giving my arm a squeeze. “Now, let's work this out together.”


Chapter 78



Alaric

Nat was breaking my heart.

I held her cradled in my arms, unable to hold her too tightly lest I crush her, and for a moment I just listened to her breath. Too hard, too fast, like she had just run a marathon, but by increments it began to slow. Her head rolled onto my arm, and that little wiggle to nestle in closer was everything I needed. It was almost as if I could feel each one of her muscles relaxing, and when hers did, so did mine. But of course that could never actually happen, could it? She couldn’t be allowed to just sleep like every other person. Something happened and the babies started crying again, and she came to with a start.

“The babies⁠—!”

“Are fine,” I assured her, my grip tightening. “They’ve just been fed. The twins have them. You’re fine.”

I knew a bloke that survived a horrific workplace accident. A beam crushed his legs, but killed several of his team, and he witnessed all of it. I saw the same haunted look in Nat’s eyes as I had in his when we talked. He’d discussed never being able to relax, always being on alert, his nervous system sure it needed to be watching at all times to see if anything worse was about to happen, but… That hypervigilance sucked all the joy out of life, because right alongside that understandable urge was a knowledge that there was no way to anticipate every bad thing.

Nat wanted to protect our children with every fibre of her being, but if she didn’t let herself rest, she’d never allow herself to actually enjoy them. I stroked a hand through her hair and then tucked her in closer.

“Take a deep breath with me.”

“What? No, I need⁠—”

“To take a deep breath with me.” When we were first mated, I’d felt it, the moment our heart rate synchronised. Sometimes it felt the same air was being passed back and forth between us, but not now. My heart felt slow and ponderous, ground down by the insanity of raising twins, and she… Hers was like a bird’s, just as frantic, just as fragile. I needed my heart to come back to life and hers to rest a little. My fingers laced through hers and I gave her hand a squeeze. “Please?”

Her eyes rolled up to meet mine and she stared for a moment before nodding. Air whistled through her lips as she sucked in a breath, then let it whoosh out as she shot me a dark look.

“Done. Now can I go and check on the babies?”

“Why can’t Koda do it?” My voice broke on that, because she didn’t realise. Natalie had been trying so hard to do everything, it left us with nothing but a feeling of hopelessness. “Why not Thorn? They are the kids’ fathers. We are the kids’ fathers.”

“Because… Because…” Her throat worked and so did her limbs, like an animal trying to free itself from a trap, but I couldn’t let her skate away from this. I was trying my damndest to take her lead and support her in any way I could, but right now I couldn’t stand by and watch her hurt herself anymore. “Because it's my job. I’m the mother. I’m supposed to know, aren’t I?” I’d never heard my mate sound so vicious, but the blade of her anger wasn’t directed at me, but herself. “I grew the babies in my belly.”

“You did and you were amazing,” I replied, because her pregnancy was pretty chill. Her energy levels remained pretty good and she didn’t have a lot of morning sickness or anything. “Watching you give birth… I’ve never seen anyone so brave, so magnificent, as when you brought the boys into the world.”

“That was the easy part.” Her voice was ragged now. “I didn’t know it then, but that was a breeze. I just had to eat regularly and do some exercise, take my vitamins and go for checkups, but…” Our eyes met. “Then they were born. I was left with two little people who’ll die if I don’t look after them right, and I thought that this part would be just as easy, but it's not.”

Tears filled her eyes, but not one fell free, not even when my thumb moved to brush it away.

“It’s not, Ric. They feed well, but they need feeding every hour of the day, and I can’t get them to sleep because once I’ve settled Kai, Sven wakes him up or vice versa. I keep getting told to sleep when the babies do, but I can’t. I really can’t. Every time I try to relax, I get jerked awake and now I just lie there in bed, my eyes burning because they’re so sore and my head hurts too much for me to sleep. And anyway, what’s the fucking point when they’re just going to wake me up again shortly?”

Fuck, my heart ached right now and I held her close, trying to stroke her in long slow movements to soothe her, but I felt like I needed the same. Hopelessness, that hit me first, then shame. She was my mate, so how had we gotten here? How had things gotten so desperate? But as I heard the muffled sounds of the rest of my family moving around the house, I realised that didn’t matter. It was what we did going forward that mattered.

“We’re going to get through this together,” I told her, my voice vibrating with certainty.

“You’ve got the business⁠—”

This was a familiar refrain with Nat. Before the pregnancy, I’d never thought of her being especially focussed on traditional gender roles, but something had happened. Home was her domain, her responsibility, while also being a millstone around her neck and work was ours.

Well, no more.

“Do you trust me?” Her brow creased. “Do you trust me, Nat?” She nodded on automatic, but that would never be enough. “I’ve run that business for years and worked in it for longer, when my dads were still in charge. There’s no part of Burns Restorations that I don’t understand, so when I tell you this, I need you to understand that. We’re not going in to work.” Her lips parted, ready to protest, but I charged on. “We’re not going anywhere. All four of us talked, and the only place we want to be is here with you and the kids, and that’s just what we’re going to do.”

I didn’t expect Nat to be grateful, or even happy about this news. We’d intended to break it to her later, but even with that in mind, I’d never anticipated this. Her bottom lip quivered and then her face screwed up. She was sobbing silently before, but now? A howl that seemed to come from the depths of her soul rang out through the house, right before she flung herself at my chest and wailed.

Tears dampened my shirt, making it stick to my skin, but I was never so glad to see my mate crying. It felt like the rain that finally came after the storm clouds had been massing overhead for so long. Lightning might strike and thunder might roll, but it was only after that was done that the sun could come out. I held her through everything, telling her all the things I’d wanted to before but she couldn’t seem to hear. How amazing and brilliant and incredible she was, as everything seemed to empty out of her. And most amazing of all, when her tears dried out and her breath evened out again, they grew slower and quieter. I watched my beautiful, brave, gorgeous mate fall asleep in my arms and for now, that was enough. I held her in my arms and for an hour or two she slept, actually slept, making everything seem possible.
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Thorn

“We need a plan.”

My brother glared at me, then stared down at the babies, his message clear, but he needn’t have bothered. I wasn’t waking the little sprogs up for anything. This tiny window into Nat’s last few months was already scrambling what brains I had, so Kraken 1 and Kraken 2 needed to stay asleep for as long as possible. Both of us backed away from the kids with the kind of care people did dinosaurs in Jurassic Park, grabbing the baby monitor at the door.

“Of course we need a fucking plan,” Koda hissed as we went to the stairs and then tip-toed downstairs. “I’m just not sure what to do.”

“Hello, darlings.” Mum appeared like a patchouli-scented apparition summoned by our words, and when she saw our expressions, she rushed forward, flinging her arms around our necks. “I’m hoping you’ve developed a newfound respect for twin parenting.”

“I am so, so sorry, Mum.” The words just came babbling out. “Like for being born, for crying all the time. For shitting my pants at inopportune moments.”

“There was that moment at that big party—” Koda said, but I jabbed him in the ribs to shut him up.

“And you know how much I love you.” I held her at arm’s length, catching her wry smile.

“Because you need my help.” She nodded sharply. “Honestly, I’ve been waiting for the call. C’mon, everyone’s waiting.”

We walked into the dining room to find Lars snoozing with his head on the table, the rest of the mothers clearing away the tea things. If I thought the cavalry had arrived, I was quickly corrected.

“What the fuck have you lot been doing?” Holly appeared in the kitchen door just in time to punch her finger into my chest.

“Ow! We⁠—”

“Let Nat get run down, desperate?” She stared at us in disgust, but she didn’t get it. Nothing she could say or do would be worse than how I was feeling. Holly’s eyes flicked to the ceiling. “The way Lars tells it, she’s damn near on the edge.”

“And you’re going to bring her back from it and not before time.” Ingrid always got straight to the point, and she did just that right now. Her hands went to her hips as she regarded the lot of us. “The only thing Natalie must do is feed the children.”

“Try telling her that…” I muttered, but that just earned me another dirty look.

“Everything else can be done by the rest of you,” she continued.

“By us.” Holly shot the room a grim look. “Like me and babies are not a great combination. All that poop and vomit and… urk!” Her hand slapped over her mouth as she gagged, but she seemed to get herself under control. “But those little soul suckers are my bestie’s babies. I’m helping out until she gets things under control. Admittedly, I’d prefer to cook meals or vacuum the floor. Hell, I’ll clean the bathroom grout with a nail file if it gets me out of shitty nappy duty.”

“You don’t need to clean our sons’ butts,” Koda told us. “But yeah, the other stuff? That’d be a big help.”

“If Nat will let you.” I stared at each member of the group. “Are we all just going to pretend that’s not a thing? That everyone wants to help her, but it seems to make her more mad. Even having people in the house will set her teeth on edge when she gets up. It never used to before⁠—”

“But things have changed.” Jane’s lips twisted into a faint smile. “Changed so much and so fast Natalie can barely keep up. She’s used to being in control and competent, and now she feels anything but and that’s terrifying for her. Right when she needs to bring her A game for her children, she’s struggling to survive, let alone thrive. Why would she want anyone to see her at her weakest?”

“So that’s what it is?” I said in a small voice.

“Of course it fucking is,” Koda snapped. “Sometimes I can’t believe you’re my twin. Mum, you dropped him on his head when he was a baby, right? That’s the only explanation.”

“Shut up.” I shoved his shoulder and he shoved me back until Mum fixed us in her steely gaze. “So what do we do about this? I don’t know how to give her back a sense of control.”

“You don’t.” Mum’s smile was a well-worn one. “That’s part of having children. I couldn’t help you find your mate, even after you’d looked for her for years. I couldn’t come with you to the work site and make sure you stayed safe. The moment you give birth to a child, you start giving away control and autonomy, but you get back so much more.” She moved towards us, reaching up to stroke our faces. “Love, so much love. That’s what Natalie needs to see, feel right now. To choose love, not the illusion of having it all together.”

“Love…” I nodded, warming to the idea by the second. Because while the way I felt for my mate hadn’t wavered for a second, that didn’t mean she didn’t need some sort of reminder. “Fuck yeah, I wooed the shit out of my mate the first time. I can do it again.”

“Yeah, you will.” Holly pointed one of those really pokey fingers at me again. “Or we’re going to have words.”

“Oi, dickhead.” Lars’ head shot up off the table and he blinked while I sat down. “We’re sorting things out for Nat.”

“Already got a plan.” His stubble rasped as he rubbed his chin. “Talked to the mums, worked it out.”

“Well, then fill us in then.”
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Natalie

Waking up used to be like one big stretch, but this? It was like a heavy weight keeping my head below water, but somehow I knew I had to fight back against it, so that’s what I did. Clawing back awareness, then consciousness until I gasped awake, blinking blindly, unable to make out where I was. Alaric, that’s what my brain told me, and as I blinked, I saw him.

His hair had half fallen over his face and his jaw was slack as his breath came whistling in and out of his nose. I smiled in response, feeling both a fondness and envy all at the same time, because part of me just wanted to nestle back against him and let my exhausted body go limp.

But the more dominant part pushed back against that.

I had a million things to do, the terrible list of them unrolling inside my head, but all of that was shoved aside as fear stabbed into me.

The babies.

Being picked up and carried in here, breathing with Alaric, crying, my memories were a rapid flutter as I threw myself out of the bed and then rushed down the hall.

“Well, look at you.”

I froze in the doorway because the bedroom was full of people, too many people. Meryl had Sven and was bouncing him in her arms, my son making pleased little gurgles in response. Jane had Kai and was patting him on her shoulder, forcing me forward.

“If you don’t put a cloth down…”

Burp! To my chagrin, Kai vomited milk down her shoulder, because with air came whatever was left in his belly.

“Oh, that’s better out than in, isn’t it?” Jane was a picture of placid energy as she patted Kai’s back, allowing him to let one more little burp out before Ingrid moved in to wipe the mess away.

“You’re like your father,” she said, booping Kai’s nose. “Lars used to vomit on every piece of clothing I had. Yes, he did. Yes, he did.”

For a moment I just stared, trying to work out what the hell had happened and why everyone was here when I heard footsteps lumbering up the stairway.

“Make way, coming through, Thai food delivery.” It wasn’t an Uber Eats driver coming up my stairs, but Holly. “Awesome, you’re up.” She walked in briskly, toting a steaming bowl of red curry that smelled so damn good my stomach rumbled. “You feed the kids and I’ll feed you.”

“What…?”

Whatever question I had to ask was cut off by the babies’ cries. Sven caught sight of me and started to wail, so Kai needed to cry in solidarity. My hands slapped down on my breasts as my milk started coming, realising I was only standing here in a thin nightdress.

“Baby fun time is now over,” Holly said in an official sounding voice. “Please return the children to their mother and exit the area.”

“Here you go, back to mumma,” Meryl said, bringing Sven closer, and I barely resisted the urge to snatch him from her.

His grandmother was a lovely person who never overstepped, but some primal instinct was ruling me now, not good sense. I collected Kai as well and went to the nursing chair, my teeth gritting as I waited for everyone to leave. They did so quickly, all but Holly.

“You need to go too,” I said, knowing that was rude, but milk was starting to soak my shirt.

“Bitch, flip your shirt up and do what you have to,” Holly retorted. “I’ve seen you at every stage from perfectly flat chested to boobilicious, and I never gave a shit. Anyway, I’m not here to satisfy some weird urge to understand how breastfeeding works.” She hefted the bowl. “You need food.” It was then that she looked me over much more closely, and a line formed between her brows. “Fuck, Nat, you look like shit.”

Any shyness I might’ve experienced evaporated then. I sat down in the chair and moved quickly to situate the twins, Sven lunging for the breast when he got close. They were tucked into my side when Holly approached.

“Sure you want to get close?” My tone was far darker than I’d ever dared use with Holly. “Apparently I look like shit.”

“Worn down,” she corrected. “Exhausted. Like a flower that was pressed between the pages of a heavy book and all the veins in the leaves are on display. Crushed.” She nodded then, obviously having settled on the right dire adjective to use. “But you know that’s not your fault, right?”

“Who’s is it then?”

I met her gaze with my own.

“Life.” Her wry smile hurt more than what I assumed was judgement. It made clear she wasn’t hating on me, but worse, pitying me. That explained why she knelt down beside me and collected up a spoonful of food and pressed it to my mouth. “Now fucking eat some of this amazing curry, because remember Nan’s old dog that had way too many puppies and then all her fur fell out and she couldn’t stop shitting on the carpet? You look worse than Kayla did, Nat, so please, for me.”

That little waver in her voice was what had me opening my mouth. Holly was brash, opinionated, in your face, and annoying, but sad? Never. Taste exploded on my tongue, and I almost groaned at the sensation. Of course any moment I experienced pleasure had me freaking out. I swallowed and then asked, “Are all the ingredients breastfeeding safe? I don’t want the kids getting chilli in the milk.”

“I checked every ingredient with the brain’s trust and then consulted with Doctor Google. You’re good. Now, be a good girl and have another bite.”

I lost all sense of time as food was shovelled into my mouth and the children fed from me. I’m sure there was some cycle of life metaphor to be made here, but I couldn’t make it. I was consumed by the whole process until finally the kids pulled free and started to fuss.

That’s when I knew how bad things were.

Holly set the bowl aside and then with great trepidation, approached a squirming Kai.

“Come to Auntie Holly…” she said, with all the enthusiasm you might use when calling a rat closer.

“What are you doing?” I asked, putting Sven on my shoulder to burp but one pat of his bottom told me his nappy needed changing again. “Do you even know how to change a nappy?”

“Duh, I’ve got lots of little cousins.”

But she didn’t sound so sure, laying Kai down and watching his legs kick in incomprehension as Alaric stumbled in through the door.

“What’s Holly doing here, and what’s she trying to do to Kai?” he rumbled before moving forward and taking over.

“I was creating a wee shield,” she said, waving a new nappy around. “Little boys are buggers. They always wee on you when you change them.”

“You need to be fast.” Alaric showed her how it was done and he’d never looked hotter than he did then. Muscles flexing, his hands moved like lightning to whisk Kai’s nappy off, then replace it with a fresh one before bringing my son back to me and retrieving a squirming Sven. “The change in temperature means they’ll often pee in response.”

The now clean baby was hoisted up on his shoulder, a clean cloth put on his chest as he started to burp the baby. When I tried to do the same, Holly took over. She only grimaced a little as she settled Kai against her.

“OK, shower time, and can I suggest washing your hair twice?” Holly said, looking me over. “Take your time. We’ve got the kids. Their bellies are full. They’re being burped…” Kai made a horrendous sound as he belched. “There it is. You sound just like every other bloke in Australia now.” She focussed back on me. “Go, go…”

I wasn’t about to argue, even though it took everything I had to walk free of the room, because when I pushed my hair back from my face I felt the greasy strands. I washed in record time, scrubbing viciously at every inch of me until I emerged pink and damp.

“Feeling better?” Holly asked, meeting me in the hall. Kai was now ensconced in the baby carrier I rarely used. I couldn’t help but move closer, checking how he was lying, whether or not his neck and airway was being compressed, but my bestie just shot me a smug smile when I was forced to step back. “Put some clothes on that are fit to go outside in.”

“What?” I took a step backwards. “No.”

“You need a stupid walk for your stupid mental health before the very loving family downstairs calls in a favour from a psychologist friend to help them stage an intervention.”

That was the thing with Holly. In amongst all the bullshit was the hard, unvarnished truth. If she was saying that, then…

I’d failed.

Sven let out a little wail, but was quickly soothed quiet again, and I realised I needed someone to settle me as well. Instead, I went into the room where I stored all my clothes and shut the door behind me.
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Holly

They hadn’t told me how bad things had gotten.

Nat was never exactly a chonkosaurus, but now she was positively gaunt. The analogy about the dog? That was entirely accurate, because I was willing to bet Nat was this close to losing her hair too. I needed to talk to my grandmother. The old witch had lotions and potions for everything that ailed you, and she’d have a cure for this too. Probably some disgusting soup with goat's blood in it or something. I shoved that lovely thought to one side as Natalie emerged with bright red spots in her cheeks.

Shit, she was pissed.

Foot, meet mouth, that was my general M.O., but when I went to apologise she just held up a hand. Instead, she ran downstairs with alarming speed. I was forced to look down at Kai, and damn that baby was cute. Those chubby little cheeks, those big brown eyes, they seemed to see everything, including the fact that his mother was moving away from him.

“OK, OK…”

I held up a placating hand and then moved, having no freaking idea what to do with a crying child. Jiggle, shush, sing them a lullaby, sacrifice men to a volcano, it could be any of those things, but right now I was pretty sure mum was his main focus. Those weird little grunty noises stopped as soon as he caught sight of Nat. She was putting the baby sling around her like it’d personally offended her, adjusting it then adjusting again before Alaric stepped in.

I’d never get over the difference the sleuth made with Nat. She went still, all that fractious energy dissipating as she stared at him. He held Sven tucked into his chest, the little guy burbling in excitement about the idea of going for a walk.

Um, maybe not at this age.

But being laid into the baby carrier, tucked in close to his mum? Yeah, that did the trick. He made satisfied little sounds right as Kai began to arc up.

“It’s OK, you little booger,” I said in that weird, highly medicated voice that people use with kids. “It’s OK. Mum’s here and so is Auntie Holly. Yes, I am. Yes, I am.”

“You’re actually not completely shit at this.” Some of my old bestie was there in her arch tone as she looked me up and down. “Maybe you should have some kids of your own?”

My fallopian tubes were tying themselves as we spoke, ensuring that nothing and no egg was popping free.

“Right, so hot girl walk?”

“How about broken girl walk?”

Not too far, not too fast, that was the advice of the mothers when we talked about how to tackle this. It was more to get some endorphins pumping in her blood and the air on her face. I’d have preferred she did that without the babies to remember that she existed without them, but everyone seemed concerned Nat wouldn’t allow that.

“Broken girl walk it is,” I said, opening the front door.

The way my bestie emerged hurt me. It wasn’t super obvious, but if you knew where to look, you saw it. The way a line formed between her brows as she looked up at the sky, sucking in a long breath before pushing herself forward. The street was lovely and quiet, with oak trees growing on either side, but she eyed it like it was a jungle. A far off screech of a car’s tyres had her arms going around Sven, protecting him even in his carrier.

“Just to the end of the street,” I assured her. My tone was light, my smile ready, but she saw it. Neither of us had been able to mask a damn thing around each other, and we couldn’t right now. Her eyes met mine, creasing at the corners as she stared, but then she nodded sharply, striding off and leaving me to scramble to catch up.

“Oh, are these the twins?”

“Ah!” I yelped as a middle-aged woman emerged from behind a rose bush, secateurs in hand. Kai’s face began to screw up, but I frantically shushed him, swinging him back and forth.

“They’re just beautiful,” the woman enthused. “The spit of their fathers.”

Which ones? I wanted to ask, but that was apparently not done in shifter circles. All kids were their kids, irrespective of genetic input.

“Um, yeah, thanks,” Nat said. “Lovely to see you, Barb.”

That was a brush off, even if it was a polite one, so the woman just waved her gardening tool and then went back to work, dead-heading the bush.

“Natalie…!”

Dear god, I was beginning to see why she was hesitant about stepping outside. A woman pushing a stroller waved and then crossed the road. “It’s lovely to see you out.” The woman's hungry eyes pierced the mesh of the baby carrier with ease. “And is that little Sven?” Her fingers wriggled in the air. “Can I have a cuddle?”

Nat’s whole body stiffened, and that had me moving, putting myself between my bestie and these strangers.

“We’re just heading out for a walk right now. Maybe later?”

She looked me up and down and her eyes narrowed slightly, but she didn’t know. You could shoot me all the princess bitchface looks you liked and it would have exactly zero effect on me. My assistant, Nicky, had been trying to skewer me with his gaze since the moment he started working for me.

“And you are?” she asked.

“Going.” I locked arms with Nat and hauled her further. We stumbled up the road, jostling the kids, which had them spluttering and me wondering at the wisdom of this, all of this, when I heard a sound I wasn’t sure I’d ever hear again.

A giggle.

Not because the babies were so developmentally ahead of their peers they were cackling like old ladies. Nope, that came from Nat. I halted mid-drag and spun around to face her.

The smile was there, gone again, then came back, like some kind of strip tease. I had a crack at a wobbly smile myself and that seemed to embolden Nat. A real smile, a genuinely goofy one with all the damn teeth, spread across her face.

“You know I’m never going to hear the end of that,” she said. “Daphne is like the queen bee of the mum and bubs group.”

“That’s who you have to hang out with when you get away from the house?” I peered past her to where the supercilious cow had turned and marched away, nose in the air. “Fuck, no matter you look depressed.”

“Depressed…”

Fuck.

Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck, I’d done it again. Opening my damn mouth and shit just came flying out.

“I look depressed?”

Sven started to fuss, and she collected him up in her arms, rocking him back and forth, but of course that got Kai going too. He seemed particularly offended that I’d try to soothe him, forcing me to remove the baby carrier and pass him over. Each child was like a millstone dragging her down, but a big grinding stone could be pushed away, cut free of. Nat could never do that with her kids. She loved them, you could see that on her face, but she was also so bloody tired. We’d barely made it a couple of metres up the road and she was having to soothe them both.

“Not depressed,” I said, watching her work, settling each child back down by increments. “Just… overwhelmed. Of course you are.” I moved in, helping her adjust the baby carrier straps to get them sitting better, her arms going around the children’s bodies as she patted their butts rhythmically. “I was overwhelmed when Mum got me that goldfish, remember?”

“Goldie?” She snorted, reminiscing as she kept swaying back and forth. “Didn’t he die because you forgot to feed him?”

“He was supposed to teach me responsibility. Instead, I learned a whole lot about fish burial rituals, but…” My eyes dropped down in time to watch the babies’ expression shift to something much calmer. “I’m imagining that raising two kids is much harder.”

“Much, much harder,” she breathed.

“Right, so, what do we do if we have something really hard to do?”

“Quit?” Her wry smile gave me hope.

“You’ve never quit anything in your life,” I said, moving forward and grabbing Sven’s carrier from around her neck, praying the kids kept their chill. So far, so good, I thought as I eased the neck strap over my head. “Not even that deadshit⁠—”

“Don’t say it.” Her hand gently covered the space where Kai’s ear was. “Don’t ever mention him in front of my children.”

“You nearly had a complete idiot for a daddy,” I told Sven, his eyes going wide as his little arms quivered. “Yes, you did. But instead, you ended up with four guys who’d walk over hot coals and fight a pride of lions…” I looked up and met Nat’s eyes. “Are there any lion shifters?”

“We have plenty of people who’ve emigrated from Africa in Australia.” Nat shrugged. “So, maybe?”

“Who’d fight a pride of lion shifters to protect you.” Sven seemed curiously pleased by this, his arms moving faster as his hands clenched tight. “They’d do anything in the world to keep you safe and happy…”

My eyes met hers and it was then I realised it wasn’t the fresh air or the street that Nat needed, but this.

“Anything at all,” I said, much more firmly. “They’re just trying to find a way to step in and take the load off you.”

Her cheeks flushed bright red and her eyes grew suspiciously shiny as she stood there, nose growing pinker by the second. Blink, blink, then a tear ran down her cheek.

“They would, wouldn’t they?” That wasn’t even a question, and she nodded before brushing away the tear. “OK, let's go back and see what they can do.”
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Koda

“Protein drink.”

Thorn shoved that at Nat the moment she walked in the door, and I just rolled my eyes, moving towards Holly.

“How’s my boy?”

“Gorgeous as ever and…” I pulled Sven out of his carrier. “Glad to see his daddy.”

The first time we left the house to go to work, it felt like my heart was being ripped out of my chest. To walk away from my children felt like being asked to choose which limb to chop off. I couldn’t, just couldn’t, and yet off we went. That I still felt that wrench when Nat went for a walk told me this would never get easier. That the only time I’d feel whole was when I had my children close.

And their mother closer.

Sven snuggled into my collarbone, his breath evening out automatically. The others called me the baby whisperer, but I knew. I brought a certain kind of energy to dealing with our kids, and it seemed to get reflected back. I felt his breath brush against my skin, the scent of milk and baby powder soon following.

Then he topped that off with a gigantic fart.

“Oh, that is so your kid,” Thorn told Lars.

“You’re the one that stinks like old socks and Parmesan cheese most of the time,” my sleuth mate shot back. “Now, give me Kai…”

Nat wanted to protest. Of course she did, because if we felt the loss of the children whenever they weren’t around, she had it ten times worse. She grew them in her body, had them growing close to her heart the entire time, and I had to wonder if she missed that sometimes.

While also being able to experience some relief.

She stepped back and nodded to herself, then got busy putting away the barely used baby carriers. When pregnant, it’d been all plans of going out each day and getting involved in this and that, but kids have a way of humbling you. Right as she closed the door, Ingrid came bustling in.

“Real Housewives of Orange County,” she announced, looking very pleased with herself.

“What?”

Nat spoke for all of us then.

“I think a good old fashioned trash TV marathon is in order,” Holly explained. “Sit on the couch long enough for the cushions to get a permanent bum print on them. Eat your body weight in junk food.”

“Protein drink first.” Thorn twisted his wrist. “You need the nutrients.”

“Skull the drink that tastes like chocolate flavoured gym socks,” Holly continued, “then pizza, chocolate, popcorn, mocktails⁠—”

“Oh my god, that sounds like heaven…” Nat murmured. “But I’ve got⁠—”

“To relax,” I said, shooting her a meaningful look.

“There’s—”

“Nothing you need to do but plonk your butt on the couch and drink that shake,” Thorn added.

Nat let out a frustrated sigh.

“I can’t just loll around all day.” She stared each one of us down. “I can’t. There’s things that need doing.”

“Then we’ll work out what they are and get them done.” Lars was always a grumpy prick, but right now his intensity worked in our favour. He stared right back, daring her to contradict him. “A load of washing has been done and another one is in the machine.” She sucked in a breath, but he cut her off. “Dishes are done.” He glanced upwards. “We even did a quick sweep of the cobwebs off the roof that you hate.”

“They give me the heebie jeebies,” she muttered under her breath.

“The only thing we can’t do is feed the kids, but there are ways we could assist more. Mum did a lot of research and found a breast pump that’s supposed to be top of the line.”

“Pumping?” We were doing so well, but right now Nat bristled. She’d done so much research before the birth about the merits of breastfeeding or formula and had developed very firm opinions about it. “What about nipple confusion? What if the babies won’t take a bottle?”

“Let's find out.” Alaric stepped forward looking like a shadow of the guy that ordered a team around a building site. “Please, Nat. We don’t want to take this from you, but… you need sleep. You could breastfeed all day and then pump. One of us could sleep with you in another room. You’ve got a sleep deficit that’s so bad I worry if you’ll ever be able to make it up.”

It was his concern, not his reasoning, that got through to her, but all we got was a sharp nod in response.

“Fine, we’ll try it, but I really think a day of rest will be enough.” Of course she did. The woman was like a freaking force of nature, never allowing herself a moment’s weakness, but she didn’t know. We’d snuck under her defences before and we’d do so again. The bear shifted inside me, black fur prickling across my skin as she shuffled over to the couch and then flumped down, Holly and Ingrid following her. “So what’re we watching?”

“Real Housewives works,” Holly said, “or Next Top Model. There’s nothing like watching someone richer and/or prettier than you ugly crying to make me feel better about my life.”

“Real Housewives it is,” Nat said, turning on the TV.
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Natalie

Watching reality TV was never fun for me because all that drama and screaming usually made me feel dirty. Not this time. Holly’s insane commentary, Ingrid’s pithy observations, and the fact the plight of the show participants kind of all blended together into a hazy background was somehow relaxing. My eyelids fell lower and lower, then jerked open when I heard a cry. Jane and Meryl appeared in the lounge room with the babies in tow, like twin angels.

“It’s feeding time, I guess.”

This was all part of the torture. Just when I started to relax, the kids would start to cry. So much so my body felt wired and tired. Unable to let go sufficiently to get sleep, but also not able to be awake and alert. I felt like my children’s early days were just whizzing by in a horrible haze.

“Don’t get up.” Meryl moved in with expert precision, tucking Kai in under one arm. “If you can find a way to feed the children when lying down, it means you have a better opportunity to sleep.”

“But co-sleeping can result in kids being suffocated.” I started to rise up off the couch, conscious I had an audience now. My mates appeared out of the woodwork, Thorn wearing what looked like a frilly apron as he held a feather duster.

“Many cultures have practised co-sleeping safely for years, but if it's not something you feel comfortable with, you shouldn’t,” Meryl replied, tucking Sven in on the other side. “But my sons, your mates, can be the ones to bring the children to you, then return them to their cribs.”

I snorted, barely able to suppress my reaction. What, like some kind of queen bee, her babies ferried to and fro, but before I could say anything, the sharp cries of the kids stopped me. They were what mattered, not anything else.

If you’d asked me would I be comfortable getting my tits out in front of my in-laws before childbirth, I would’ve told you absolutely not. That all changed after the hospital. Being more naked than I’d ever been before in front of a bunch of strangers, having doctors and nurses check my cervix, having people help me find a position that made me feel comfortable, made modesty a luxury I couldn’t afford. So right now everyone was going to have to work out what they were OK with seeing, because the children needed feeding. T-shirt pulled up with the bra cup pushed to the side, I drew the kids closer, and Meryl came with them.

“If you’re OK with it, I could give you some tips?”

No, I wanted to snap, even though the woman was perfectly lovely, but being a beginner after months of being a mother was not where I wanted to be. Frankly, I envied her calm, her assurance, as she shifted the kids into position, but as soon as she did, I felt it. Rather than holding myself rigid and not daring to move, but also keeping my breathing soft and even, lest I choke off my supply through stress, I just… sank back into the cushions with the kids coming with me. As if it was the most natural thing in the world, the babies were tucked into my body and able to feed as every muscle went lax.

“Water.” Thorn appeared with a drink bottle and put it on the table. “You need to stay hydrated. Food!”

“I have a couple of stews on the stove,” Meryl said, patting his arm with a smile, “but… I think you can just sit here for a second while the rest of us dish the food up. Enjoy this moment.”

People had been telling me this since the moment the children were born, but now was the first time I really felt like I could. I exhaled and something else seemed to come with it. A massive, snarly thread of emotion that was cutting me deep, binding me up, but it couldn’t exist when they were here because all of my assumptions were exploded.

I thought my mothers-in-law would judge me for not having it together more. I thought my mates would be worried, question who the hell they’d tied themselves to if I didn’t have it all together. I expected Holly to shoot me a sidelong look full of disgust, even though she’d never done a thing like that before. Everything was screwed up. No, I was screwed up, but every paranoid thought was disproved as they just watched and waited, sitting in the moment with me. Finally, the kids pulled free and Lars and Alaric swept in.

“How’s my baby boy?” Lars asked Sven.

Our son just blinked back owlishly, then made a sound of protest. “I know, mate. I know. Every moment I have to spend away from your mother kills me too, but we find a way. We always find a way.” A distinctive stink filled the air as the little baby grunted and Lars just chuckled. “Yeah, sometimes like that. C’mon, you little stinker. Time to get you cleaned up.”

A bottle of water was handed to me as a blanket was pulled over my legs. The sage-green plush one that had me snuggling down into the couch. I sucked down at least half a bottle under Thorn’s watchful eye before settling back down on the couch. Ingrid switched the TV on again, but I didn’t really see it, and perhaps that was the point. The shrill voices were just counterpoints to this. Exhaustion of the sort that took my breath away rose up and claimed me. It was a monster that would no longer be denied, and honestly, I didn’t want to. I sucked in one slow breath, then another and then fell asleep.
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“Perhaps we should turn the TV off,” I said, my hands forming fists at the bullshit playing on the TV. Conscious effort allowed me to release them again. “Nat and the babies need peace and quiet.”

“And where will they get that?” Ingrid was always so damn blunt, and she just stared at me with a sardonic smile. “Nowhere, that’s where.”

“Ingrid—” Mum cautioned.

“Look, life is noisy and messy and is that woman yelling at the other woman because she slept with her husband?” Ingrid asked, peering at the TV.

“So, so many husbands…” Holly mumbled, munching another handful of popcorn. “But Ingrid’s right. Mum used to play top 40 radio at full volume when we were kids. I thought Guns and Roses were kid show hosts.” She shrugged. “You can’t keep the world quiet, so you get the kids used to sleep despite it.”

But I wanted to. Some deep need in me was sure I could cordon off the street, redirect all of our mail to a mail box, shut the entire world out, if that’s what it took to keep Nat sleeping, so when she snorted and then shifted on the couch, I shot the lot of them an accusing look.

“Sit with her,” Ingrid said, handing me the TV remote. “Your presence will be more soothing than mine. Watch the damn cricket or something.”

“Ew, no.” Holly wrinkled her nose. “If you’re gonna do that, I’ll go and polish the doorknobs or something.”

I wasn’t sure how it happened, when it happened, but everyone else faded away, just leaving me and her. I sank down onto the couch and stared at the woman I loved.

I needed Nat to know how well she was doing. Everything Mum had told me made clear how tough twin babies could be. My mate got up every day, every hour, making sure to meet our children’s every need. Restoring old slate roof tiles or stripping newel posts of their lacquer was nothing on this.

And I wouldn’t do any of that until we were out of the woods. Honestly if I didn’t pick up another tool for a couple of years, I wouldn’t miss it.

Not like I would Nat.

Post natal depression and anxiety. It felt like I knew the signs and symptoms of the conditions by heart. I’d read up about them before hand, wanting to make sure Nat never suffered in silence and yet here we were. My love slept like she’d passed out unconscious, barely moving, my eyes tracing the rise and fall of her chest, reassuring me she was still breathing.

When Natalie woke up, the children would need her again and again, because that’s what children do. They didn’t understand that their mother was on the edge, fraying to pieces. The kids were just tiny little beings trying to survive and Nat had to meet all of their needs.

So we needed to meet all of hers.

“What did Nat used to like doing?” I whispered when Lars came over with a cup of tea. He left it on the coffee table, the steam rising in lazy curls. “What did we used to do for her to make her happy?”

The fact I didn’t know, couldn’t remember terrified me. My memory wasn’t the best most of the time, but it was like a whole chunk of my brain went offline the minute the twins were born. If I was experiencing that, what was she feeling? My mind raced until Lars met my gaze.

“Coffee in the morning.” She’d stopped drinking that, fearing the caffeine would taint her milk. “Breakfast in bed. Long sleep ins on the weekend. Lazing in bed reading those bloody books of hers.” Holly brought up box after box of vintage smut books each time she drove up to see us. “Massages, baths and⁠—”

“A bath.” My mind grabbed at that, remembering now. We used to go into the city and buy bath bombs from this place that sold heaps of them, the perfumes stinging the bear’s sensitive nose. She loved them though, grabbing each one and putting them to her nose, sucking in the scent before turning to the next one. “Do we still have some of those bath bombs?”

“Yes,” he grumbled, because he hated the damn things. “They’re under⁠—”

“The sink. Stay here.”

Lars wanted to protest, because of course he did. Something in him needed to contradict everything I said. Of course that’s when he looked down. I wasn’t important, but Nat…? Yeah, he’d stay real quiet as she slept. Knowing that no one and nothing would get close to my mate now, I ran upstairs, raking through the cupboards, pulling out shaving gear and soap, until I found this.

Sleepy time, that’s what it was called because apparently the bath bomb was infused with lavender oil. I didn’t know if that was legit or some hokey bullshit, but growing up with a hippy mum, I needed to give it a crack.

She wasn’t awake yet, so I shouldn’t have been running the bath already. I had no idea if she’d want one after already having a shower, or if this was a scent she still liked. I didn’t know if stripping some of the dried lavender from the stems Nat had set up in the bathroom was a good thing or not, but if some lavender was relaxing, more was better, right? I found her favourite face washer, her loofah that had dried up into something hard and wizened but I placed that beside the bath as well before pulling out a couple of the nice towels, the ones with a really thick pile and that would wrap around you twice and then rushed downstairs. Lars was just staring at her, but something had her stirring. Her eyelids flickered and then she looked up at me.

“Hey…”

That soft voice, that little smile, it filled me with hope. I felt like I had my old Natalie back, even if just for a second. I didn’t even necessarily need her. Becoming a parent had changed all of us, but… I wanted some of that serenity, that peace back.

“Hey baby.” I shot her my best smile. “Want to have a nice hot bath with me?”

“Is that a euphemism or…?”

She looked me up and down with a crooked smile.

“Thinking about my dick again?” I said, before moving in to scoop her up. “Can’t blame you, but no, that’s not what this is about.”

I carried her upstairs, then pushed the bathroom door open with my foot before setting her down near the bath.

“Lavender…”

That pleased little sigh was everything, though I stepped in when she went to undo her clothes. I peeled every layer off with some reverence. This wasn’t the same body that came to my bed before the kids were born. No, she’d been transformed like a soldier that had gone through battle. Each scar told a story of the fights she’d been in, but right now… I stripped down and stepped into the bath, bringing her with me.

“Oh yeah, this is nice.”

Nice was too small a word, inadequate to describe what I felt as her body pressed back against mine. Hot water lapped at our skin and I hoped her muscles were unwinding, just like mine did. Some part of me thought they did as she went limp against my chest.

“Thank you.” This was little other than a whisper, but I heard it anyway. Natalie knew I would.

“No need for that,” I said, wrapping my arms around her. “You’re taking care of my kids since the moment they were born and now…” I pressed a kiss to her neck. “I’m gonna make my entire focus taking care of you.”
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There was a strange kind of timelessness about the bathroom. The frosted windows didn’t show the brightness of the sun or the lengthening shadows. Instead the soft grey light softened as the water grew colder. I didn’t want to move, didn’t want to think, breathe, do anything but just exist, like a lichen or moss or something, but then Thorn reached forward to turn the hot tap on again. Warm water washed over our legs and that had me sinking lower in the bath.

“Remember when we used to do this all the time?” My voice was croaky, rusty, as if I’d lost the art of speaking to one of the men that owned my heart. “Lars would grumble about the smell, especially when you put two bath bombs in at the same time.”

“Hey, if you liked one, I figured you’d love two.”

“Citrus and patchouli based scents do not go well together.” I chuckled, remembering the stink.

“I would like the record to show that I used no hippy stink bath bombs and made sure to mix scents that work together.”

“Matching lavender with lavender?” I raised a hand, seeing the little dried flowers run along my palm. “An inspired choice.”

“Go easy on me,” he said, then pressed a kiss to my neck. Part of me stiffened, bracing myself for the way a bath used to end, but it was gentle, with no expectations of anything more. “But if you like this, I’ll sit down with the stinky bath bomb people and create a list of compatible scents.”

He would too. Thorn could be really annoying, but he was also like a dog with a bone. I could just imagine him peppering the poor shop assistant with questions until she was ready to just shove stock his way to make him go away.

“It could be like this every day, if you wanted,” he continued.

Right then, he was like some devil bartering for my immortal soul, not my lover, and as if in counterpoint to his claim, the twin wails of the babies rang out.

“Yeah, right.” I went to move, but his arms locked around my waist, stopping me from rising. “Thorn. Thorn, I have to⁠—”

“Stay right here,” he insisted.

“I haven’t pumped.” All the lassitude of before was disintegrating by the second. “The babies need feeding and I…” To my horror I felt my let down start. “I’m leaking into the water, Thorn. Thorn?”

“So.” I turned around to face him and milk dropped onto his chest, but he didn’t seem to care. Those brown eyes held mine, not looking away for a second. “So, this is you now. Your body is working damn hard to feed my kids and I’m not gonna get squicked out by a little bit of milk. Don’t they put goat’s milk in baths anyway?”

“Yes, but⁠—”

“If goat’s is good, Nat’s is no doubt better.” He turned me back around and settled me against his chest, right as the door swung open.

“Sorry, but the babies—” Alaric said, appearing a little wild eyed with both children in his arms.

“It’s OK. Strip them off and pass them down here,” Thorn said.

“What?”

I asked that question, but they ignored me, going to work to settle each child into my arms. I felt tense, out of control and weird, my eyes flicking over each child, making sure their heads were above water, right as Thorn settled back behind me. His arms moved up, cradling the children’s heads as they began to feed.

I never would’ve thought it possible, but this was… relaxing. The babies’ eyes fell closed almost immediately, their contented little sounds becoming my whole world. The sweet smelling steam seemed to swallow us all up, allowing me to relax by increments.

“That was… not a horrible idea,” I said finally, looking up to see Alaric watching everything with his eyes wide. His smile was shaky, his eyes wide and staring as they flicked up to meet my gaze.

“It’s supposed to be relaxing for some mothers,” he said, almost embarrassed by the idea. “Obviously we need to be careful.”

“Obviously,” I replied with a grin.

“But…” He searched my face, needing something from me and before now that was a hard look to deal with. I couldn’t let myself be that vulnerable, that open, not until now. Damn them. The sleuth had dismantled every single one of my barriers when I first met them, I just didn’t think it would be like this. That right when I wanted to feel my most competent, he’d see past all the pretence and see what was.

You’re doing amazingly.

I gasped when I heard his voice inside my head. I’d kept them all out psychically since the birth. Part of me needed to protect them from the feelings that seemed to rise up the minute the kids were born, the overwhelming waves of fear that threatened to drown me.

Damn straight. Look at those little guys relaxing. Thorn’s voice was a soft brush inside my mind, right before it got a bit more panicky. To relaxed by the look of it. Dammit, Kai!

A small cloud of yellowish urine started to form in the bath, forcing me to snort and so did the guys as I clambered out of the bath with Sven. Thorn held Kai and nodded to him.

“Just let it all out, buddy,” he told his son, nodding to the baby in encouragement. It was totally gross, but hey, once a bit of pee got in the bathwater, there was no going back. Of course Kai had to double down, his little legs pulling up in a familiar way.

“No,” Thorn yelped, leaping out of the bath, then sprinting down the hall. “Hold it in, son. Hold it in!”

I expected him to take Kai down to the change table, but instead he stood awkwardly over the toilet in time for Kai to do what he needed to.

“That’s called elimination communication.” We spun around to find Meryl standing there with a towel in hand. I gratefully accepted it, wrapping myself up. “People are trying it now. Apparently the idea of nappies is a relatively new thing. Cultures around the world look for cues their child needs to go to the toilet and they take them to do that in the same place adults do.”

“Mum, I will literally pay you not to talk to me about hippy bullshit while I’m dripping wet and naked,” Thorn grumped. “Name your price.”

“Just came up to tell you dinner’s on the table,” Meryl said with an impish smile, turning around and going back downstairs.
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After we had dinner as a family, I had to prepare my son’s night time feeds for the first time.

“Pumping is terrible.” Ingrid sat down before me, pushing an alien looking contraption towards me. “All of the discomfort of feeding, with none of the closeness.” The woman couldn’t pull her punches if she tried, but her hand slid across the table and took mine. “But I think this could be a good thing for you.”

“If it works.” I eyed the breast pump like it was an explosive she expected me to strap to me body. “I just fed the kids, so it might not.”

“It might not.” She wasn’t trying to fight me and that had me staring into her eyes. “If it’s all a terrible failure then…” She shrugged. “We will know you need other solutions. What is known is that you cannot keep going as you were.”

My free hand shook as I reached for the device and that was when Lars emerged from the kitchen, wiping his hands on a tea towel.

“Can I help?”

Without question, he offered, making me flush. There was no way he could, surely, but he wanted to so very much. I smiled up at him, ready to say no.

“Take your mate upstairs, somewhere private,” Ingrid instructed. “This is a tough thing for a woman to do. The others can resettle the babies if they need it. Help her relax, feel safe, be vulnerable.”

I’d always thought Ingrid hilarious, but right now I saw something else. A fellow female traveller on the road of life and while heaps of us didn’t want to have kids and never would, we could support each other. That was enough to have me nodding as I took Lars’ hand as he led me up the stairs.

We walked past the bathroom where I could hear the twins bathing the children, Meryl and Jane helping with the process. Alaric and Holly were dealing with the dishes. Everything that needed to be done was being done.

And I had to do this.

“I don’t…” I flumped down on the spare bed. “I’m not sure…” My hands rose and fell. “Lars, I can’t⁠—”

“Try.” He was my big, gruff, growly mate, but that wasn’t who I saw right now. His keen blue eyes met mine, making clear his need. “Please, Nat. I mean if you really don’t want to, you know I’ll support you, but…” His hand raked through his hair, sending it up at crazy angles. “But right now I’m ready to kidnap you, take you away to a hotel room and making you sleep for days.”

“You wouldn’t…”

“Of course, I wouldn’t. I’d never deprive my children of their mother, but… Don’t you want to get a full night’s sleep? Don’t you want just a little bit of rest? I’m not saying until the babies are old enough to wean, but still. Some nights, some rest.”

“Yeah.” My grip tightened around the pump. “Yeah, I do.” The equipment was so clinical, medical looking, I twisted it back and forth, not moving it towards my breast. “So how the hell does this work?”

“I read the manual while you were sleeping.”

I snorted, trying to imagine the massive man reading the instruction booklet.

“Why am I not surprised?” I said.

“So I think it goes like…”

If they were hoping for it to be an amazing experience, it wasn’t. It felt like a depressingly small amount of milk filled the provided bottle.

“That’s not going to be enough to do one feed,” I said, my tone rising. “For one child. You’ll have to⁠—”

“Shh…” His voice was the same gentle tone I used with my babies. “That’s OK. We have to build up to these things, don’t we? You did well right now. I know you didn’t want to do this, didn’t think it would work, but it did.” He nodded slowly. “It did, Nat, and that means we can build up your supply, something that is apparently made a lot easier when Mum is relaxed and feeling calm.”

Oh.

Shame, horror, they wanted to rise up and swamp me, a nasty self accusing voice ready to tell me all the ways I’d failed, but I couldn’t hear them right now, not when my mate held my hand. Lars nodded slowly in recognition. He could feel exactly what I was feeling, if I let my barriers down far enough.

And I could feel his emotions.

Pride, so fierce and strong I was sure it had to be about something else, but no, that was for me, along with love, so much love. He blinked, his eyes getting suspiciously shiny, right as he pulled me close. In a movement that felt like my arms unfurling from where they were always tight tucked against my body, I wrapped my arms around him and held my mate close.

I loved him too. Truly, madly, and from the depths of my soul. There was no one I could trust to be this vulnerable with apart from him and my sleuth. For a moment I just sucked in a breath, then another, drawing his scent into my nose, but when we finally pulled back, I reached for the pump again.

“You want to have another try?” he said.

“I think I do.”

He settled around me, pulling me back on the bed so my back rested against his chest and suddenly it wasn’t such a terrible process. There was always a closeness that came as I fed my children, and right then he created a similar vibe. I sighed and then closed my eyes, surrendering to the process.
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Operation Mum was now in play.

I’d been here a week and things had transformed dramatically. Nat looked ten times less gaunt, thank fuck, but it was more than that. I could see my bestie’s personality come back online now, day by day. Pumping was starting to work and being able to condition Nat to believe that someone else could see to the babies was helping her relax more.

We just had one more thing to do.

“Ready, ladies?” I asked the mothers-in-law as we looked up at Nat’s house.

“You’re sure about this?” Jane asked. “Natalie has been through a lot and⁠—”

“I’ve known her my whole life.” I smiled then, remembering it. “When all the other kids didn’t want to play with me due to who my family was, she did. Nat and me…” I met her curious gaze. “It’s not the same as the mate bond, but we’re best mates and that’s almost as good.”

With that I marched up to the front door.

“What’s going on?” Natalie was being escorted rather firmly down the stairs by Thorn. I winked at the best twin, thanking him for his help. “Why do I have to get dressed for another day on the couch.”

“No couch,” I said. “Well, later some couch, but right now, we’ve got a surprise.”

“Um, no…” She turned on her heel, ready to march back upstairs, but was met by a wall of bear shifters. They all stood there, a barrier between her and her bedroom. “I don’t need any more surprised. I don’t.”

“How do you know if you don’t try?”

Her eyes narrowed and Nat made very clear she knew where this was coming from. Thorn threw me a thumbs up from behind her head. They’d been using that line on her all week to get her to try things a different way to varying degrees of success. Not everything worked, but we were making progress.

“You know you don’t get to use that line on me forever,” she said, grabbing her denim jacket off the peg and pulling it on.

“So I don’t get to guilt you into trying frog’s legs for dinner?”

“Nope.”

“One thousand year old eggs.”

“Pretty sure that would just kill me,” she growled.

“OK, so hair salon and shopping it is then.”

I said that last bit super fast, grabbing her arm and dragging her out the door before she could protest.

“Oh this will be fun.”

Jane was positively rubbing her hands in glee because we were about to induct Nat into the world of mum-ness.

“A hair cut?” Nat’s hand went to her hair as we walked in the door, blinking when she realised it was still damp from the shower. “I don’t need⁠—”

“I don’t need double chocolate cheesecake on a stick with Nutella drizzled all over it.” My hands clapped down over my stomach, trying to stifle the grumble there. “But damn, it was so good the last time I was in town.” I glanced at her. “You don’t have to cut your hair. Just get a trim, let someone else take care of you for once.”

“Hello ladies.” The hairdresser approached with a broad smile. “How’re we all doing? Natalie, come through.”

I trailed along, watching my bestie go pale as she was sat down in front of the mirror. Her eyes widened as she was forced to stare, really stare at her own face. There were still hollows in her cheeks and the dark rings around her eyes had faded somewhat, but not completely. The spell was broken as the hairdresser moved closer.

“So the booking is an open ended one. If you want to do a cut and a colour, we could do that, or just a trim…?”

Natalie’s focus shifted to us.

“You could try shorter.” Jane patted her chic bob. “It can be more practical for small children.”

“Or go crazy with a bit of colour.” Meryl had some streaks of it in her long, dark locks.

“What do you want?” Ingrid took charge, putting her hands on her hips as she demanded an answer. “It’s your hair, your decision.”

“Maybe shorter…” she said.

The hairdresser moved then, undoing Nat’s messy bun and then experimenting with some different lengths.

“I was thinking a mum haircut.” Nat’s eyes found mine. “Not anything frumpy. Something stylish, but easy enough that you can wash it and go without needing to style it. Something that makes you feel good about yourself without a lot of effort.”

“Is that a thing?” Nat asked the hairdresser.

“Sure, it’s a thing.” The woman smiled as she pulled out one of those plastic capes. “That’s what we do for most of our clientele. You’ve got little babies?” Nat nodded. “Then your days of spending hours with the straightener are over for a while. Let’s try something like this…”

Half an hour later, Nat emerged with shorter hair that now fell in loose waves around her face. The many layers softened the hard planes of her cheekbones, making her look about ten years younger and she flushed when she saw the end result.

“What do you think?” the hairdresser asked, showing my bestie the back of her head with a hand mirror.

“I…” I think we all leaned forward, on tenterhooks waiting for her reply, something she noted with a smile. “I love it. If this is mum hair now, I’m down with it.”

“Woo hoo!” People in the salon turned to stare as I threw my hands in the air, right as Jane went to pay the receptionist. I didn’t care. They didn’t matter, but Nat did. Those little pink circles in her cheeks, I felt like I hadn’t seen them for so long. “Pretty damn awesome for a ranga.”

I went to ruffle her newly cut hair but Nat’s hand shot out, stopping me in my tracks.

“I know what you’re doing.”

Her tone was quiet, pitched just for me.

“Making you look less like some swamp hag?” I asked, hunching over and affecting a monstrous pose. “Stopping small children from crying out when they saw you? You know, that might be why those kids of yours wail so much.”

Instead of listening to my stupid reply, she swept in and hugged me tight.

“That makeover you did on me in year 9?”

“Oh yeah.” Nat and I had watched Grease religiously when we were kids and she totally had a Sandy moment the next day at school. Boys turned to watch my bestie walk past in her newly hand tailored uniform and the cool girls’ eyes narrowed, seeing they now had competition. “That.”

“Thank you. Really.” She held me at arm’s length, staring into my eyes. “So now we⁠—”

“Move onto the next phase of Operation Mum.”

“What?”

That quizzical look was everything I was after, so I dragged her outside with a cackle, towards the soccer mum van.
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“What the hell is Operation Mum?” I asked as everyone piled into the van. Holly just smirked as I slid behind the wheel, a glance at the ladies in the back getting me nowhere. “I’m gonna need answers or so help me⁠—”

“You’ll turn this car around?” Holly cackled. “Now you’re getting into it. We’re heading to that big shopping complex⁠—”

“Why?”

“Because I’d really, really appreciate it.” She tucked her hands under her chin and fluttered her eyelids at me.

“I’m gonna need a better reason than that to tackle a bloody shopping centre,” I replied.

“Because I said so.”

Holly used the mum reverse Uno card on me and that had me shaking my head.

“We are not going dildo shopping again,” I said.

“Again?” Jane said faintly.

“Absolutely G rated shopping trip, I promise,” Holly said, her smile widening as I considered her proposal. She knew I’d say yes, she just had to wait me out.

“OK, the shopping centre it is.” I put the car in gear. “Which end?”

The side of the shopping centre with the big department store apparently.

“What about these?”

Holly grabbed a pair of jeans off the rack and held them up against her.

“They look… comfortable,” I said, eyeing my mothers-in-law cautiously because that’s what they looked like: mum jeans. High waisted, light blue stonewash and those formless legs. Nothing like my favourite pair of skinny leg jeans I didn’t fit into anymore. The legs were too loose, but the tummy area was too constrictive.

“Dude, these are mum jeans and you’re getting a pair,” Holly insisted, throwing the hanger at me. I fumbled it, but managed to grab them before they fell to the ground.

“They’re so high waisted I’d be wearing them up under my boobs,” I said, then looked down. “Actually the tide line there has changed a bit since the babies. The guys were so excited when my milk came in.”

“Thinking it would turn you into some kind of buxom wench?” Ingrid asked with a snort. “Typical.”

I frowned.

“But more mass equals more gravity.”

“Then you need some better bras.” Jane’s tone was brisk. “With more support. Let’s get some of those too.”

“One of those horrendous beige things that look like you could launch a cannonball with them?” Holly’s eyes lit up as she clapped her hands. “Yeah, let’s get mum jeans and mum bras too.”

“You need to hydrate more to maintain skin elasticity.” Meryl scanned the floor. “How about one of those Stevens cups everyone’s talking about?”

“Stanley cups?” I asked dimly.

“Yes!” She clapped her hands together. “They have them in all colours and patterns.” Meryl turned to Jane. “Perhaps one with bears printed on the side?”

“What’s going on?” I looked around me and all the noise and clatter of the shopping centre fell away, leaving only them. My mates’ mothers and my best friend, here with me, looking at new clothes, new underwear, after getting me a new haircut. “What is this?” They all went still and the collective gaze of my mothers-in-law, my bestie was soft and understanding.

My village saw me then and didn’t flinch as I stared down each one of them.

“What’s Operation Mum?”

I asked in a much quieter voice now. Holly looked at the others, then stepped forward, making clear who the instigator was.

“You’ve found it tough, becoming a mum.” That was a punch to the gut and all the more harsh because it came from nowhere. “It’s been harder than you thought it would be.” My head shook from side to side, as if that’s what it would take to dismiss her words.

“We’ve all felt a little helpless watching you struggle,” Jane added in a small voice.

“We’ve wanted to help so very much, but wanted to respect your need for space.”

That was Meryl.

“Because it’s hard.” Ingrid stood tall, her gaze burning into mine. “People don’t seem to want to admit that. It’s all soft focus shots of pretty babies and glowing mothers, but that’s not what it’s really like, is it, Natalie? It’s moments of the most exquisite joy and gut wrenching pain, exhaustion the like you’ve never felt before. And yet if you were given the choice to walk away, you wouldn’t, not even for a second and that’s what grinds you down. You love your children intensely, fiercely, with everything you’ve got, no matter the cost.”

A tear slid down my cheek, one I hadn’t even felt forming and then another joined it. More and more tears, because to my horror, I was bawling my freaking eyes out in the middle of a crowded department store. Every single one of them clustered closer. Hands went to my shoulders, rubbing circles there, but it didn’t help.

Or rather it did, but that comfort just made the tears come harder and faster.

“It’s OK.” Ingrid’s voice was like a lifeline thrown in a rocking sea and I held tight to it. “All of this is OK. You are doing so well. Your babies are beautiful and thriving. My lazy son is now prioritising what’s important.”

“You are so strong,” Meryl said. “More than I was when the twins were born. I didn’t let my mother go home for a month. I was near hysterical at the idea of being left alone with these two crying babies all the time and you’ve been trying to do it all by yourself.”

“But you don’t need to.” Jane was always restrained, unfailingly polite in her conversations, but right now a hidden steel rose. “You don’t need to. You’re surrounded by people who want, no, need to help⁠—”

“And you’ve just got to let them.”

I pulled back, my cheeks burning hot with embarrassment. The strange looks I was getting from other shoppers only making that worse.

“I don’t think I need mum jeans,” I croaked out. “Stanley cups are overpriced for what they are and bras… Later.” I nodded and then started to make for the door. “Operation Mum, I think it needs to take on a different form than what you’re thinking.”

I parked the car and then had the door open, running towards my house before anyone could say a word. The door was thrust open and in I rushed. The TV was playing some brightly coloured kids show, but I barely noticed the noise as I stepped inside.

Home. Family. Mine.

It felt like I’d been divorced from those feelings, the insane learning curve of dealing with twins cutting off my love for my family like someone had turned a tap off inside me.

Not now.

I saw Koda sitting on the floor with baby Sven, leaning forward and making funny faces, laughing as the little guy kicked his arms and legs even more wildly every time his dad got near. Lars was walking around with Kai strapped to his chest, pointing out the architectural features of the house and describing all the work he’d done, something baby Kai had no chance of understanding, but he did this.

He had his father’s undivided attention and knew that he was loved.

That’s all they really needed. Well, to be fed and changed as well, but this was what was important. That we were there, responsive, and loved them. Thorn slid down onto the floor beside Kai and then scooped him up into his arms.

“How about we give this bottle a go little guy? Mum prepared it just for you,” Thorn said, cradling my baby, our son against his chest. “There we go.”

My heart was in my chest, not sure what to feel as Kai’s brows creased. He was never quite sure about bottle feeding, but some instinct kicked in and he latched on, sucking down the contents greedily.

“Like this?”

I knew exactly what Alaric was feeling when he carried Lars over to them, sitting down on the couch and holding our child a little awkwardly. In some ways it was a relief to see someone else struggling. I moved forward then, sitting down beside him, shocked when I could run my hands along his arms and shoulders and correct him slightly.

“He needs his head up a little higher.”

Alaric looked up at me, his eyes widening, then shifting to take in my new hair, his lips parting, ready to say something, then he sighed. Sven seemed to settle almost immediately, until he saw me.

Feeding time, that’s what his little kicks and thrashing arms told me, if his increasingly red face and grunts didn’t and my breasts ached, ready to be the one to feed him.

Not this time.

Some women didn’t breastfeed at all. Some did exclusively, never needing to pump. Some wanted to do the job themselves and some wanted to share the job and that’s was OK, I realised. Whatever we needed to do to raise our child into adulthood, healthy and well adjusted, was what we needed to do.

And right now I needed this.

To see Alaric hold the bottle for Sven to drink from. For me to reach over and correct the angle slightly. For us, all of us to share a moment as a family. I knew then that I had become the biggest obstacle to that. Some women were perfectly able to do everything on their own without missing a beat, and in that moment, I traded a heavy weight of guilt and shame for a much lighter feeling of acceptance.

“He’s feeding really well.”

“Really?” Alaric’s eyes met mine and I knew then that my praise was hitting him hard. “I haven’t really had much of a go at it yet because I was too scared I’d screw it up.”

“Perfect or don’t try at all, right?”

His smile seemed to take him by surprise, but once he got used to it, he nodded and it widened.

“That’s stupid⁠—”

“Understandable.” I turned and stared down at my beautiful little boy. “I may or may not know something about perfectionism, but…”

I reached down and Sven gripped my finger tight, which was just everything, because I think I knew then what Operation Mum entailed. When I stopped trying grinding myself into the ground, when I just sat in the moment, my anxieties stopped bombarding me and I was just here, now, with men I loved and my baby boys I loved even more.

“Our sons don’t need perfection. They just need us.”


Chapter 89



Natalie

“So, what can I help you with today?” the doctor asked me as I sat down in her office.

“I think… I think I have post-natal depression. Or anxiety.” I rubbed at my forehead, feeling the muscles bunch there. “Maybe both. I know I need to find out and… to get help.” I met her eyes finally, seeing concern there, not judgement. “Please?”

“OK, that’s incredibly common after childbirth and you’ve got twins so let’s see what we can do, shall we?”

I nodded and then smiled.

“That would be great.”
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