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 Chapter One 
 
    Neo 
 
    “Brother, this is getting ridiculous. Just claim her already.” 
 
    I looked over at Ranger, my eldest brother and the alpha of our clan of black bear shifters, before I lifted my glass to swallow the last of my whiskey, enjoying the burn. “It ain’t that simple and you know it. She’s been hurt, badly. Me taking a bite out of her is going to scare the shit out of her.” And possibly send her running. Again. 
 
    “Well, the current routine of her coming to you for a fuck when she can’t stand the mating burn any longer, then pushing you away again after, ain’t working either. It’s killing you, and I’m not going to stand by and watch you fade away.” 
 
    Noticing my raised my hand, the bar tender came over and replaced my drink. Beauty of living in a small town where everyone knew everyone, Dirk knew what I wanted and didn’t ask questions about running a tab for me.  
 
    I took a mouthful of my fresh drink before responding to Ranger. I knew he was right. Being so close yet not bonded to my mate would slowly drive me insane. Eventually, I’d need to be put out of everyone’s misery before I turned into a completely feral animal. “And what do you suggest I do? Shift and drag her off into the mountains? Not exactly realistic when she doesn’t even know what I am.” 
 
    “Hey, don’t knock it till you try it. Chelle loves it when I go cave-bear on her.” 
 
    That had me shaking my head. Ranger and Chelle had been mated for five years now, and they still went at it like teenagers whenever they could. Which considering they had two cubs in the house, meant they sometimes had to get creative. I had three brothers and all four of us lived close to each other on the edge of the forest. I think we’d all caught sight of Ranger striding off into the trees with a giggling Chelle over his shoulder or in his arms on more than one occasion. 
 
    “Still, I don’t think it’s a great way to introduce her to my other side.” 
 
    Before he could respond, I felt her. A rush of cold night air brought her scent to my nose, and I was instantly hard and wanting. The mating burn raced through my veins now that she was close. 
 
    Ranger groaned. “Guess I know how your night’s gonna end. I’ll see you in the morning. Just remember what I said. Slow and steady ain’t gonna win you this race, brother.” 
 
    I knew he was right, I knew this cycle Jolie and I were in wasn’t healthy for either of us. But what else could I do? She was my mate. I couldn’t deny her a damn thing. It was just a pity she had no trouble denying me. When she wasn’t under the influence of the mating burn, she barely allowed me to speak to her. Let alone sit down with me long enough for me to explain what I was and who she was to me. That I could keep her safe from whatever had her watching over her shoulder all the time. Maybe shifting in front of her was the only way I was going to get through her walls. It was a risky move that could backfire in a big way. I needed to think on it some more before I went with that idea. 
 
    Her scent grew stronger and I slammed the rest of my whiskey down my throat before I turned around to look for her. Fuck she was beautiful. Tall and lean, she had the most mouth-watering curves. They were subtle and under the loose clothing she so often wore I could barely make them out, but get her naked and I just about drooled over the gentle curve of her hips and her small firm breasts. She was all woman and fucking perfect. Well, she would be if she’d just stop running scared. If she’d just confide in me what had her so afraid, I’d fucking handle it for her. 
 
    She’d changed out of her work uniform and was in a pair of fitted jeans and an oversized knit jumper. Her gaze was locked onto me as she strode directly toward me. It was always this way. Outside of work, she’d ignore my every advance, until her need grew too much. She was still only human so didn’t understand that it was because we were mates that she needed my touch to feel whole. In the three months since she’d moved to Serenity, Colorado, I’d tried a few times to talk to her about my other side, to ease her into things but outside of sex, she didn’t want to know me at all. The only reason she’d give me was that she’d learned her lesson well and she didn’t want or need a man in her life. Whatever the hell that meant. I guessed it was an ex-boyfriend that had hurt her, but I wasn’t one hundred percent sure on it. Unfortunately, I wasn’t skilled at investigating people’s pasts either. Otherwise I’d have checked into her history myself. 
 
    And her spiel about not needing me was nothing but bullshit. She did need me. And I could plainly see she wanted me. Thankfully, she’d accepted the job at our adventure tour company, so I at least got to see her every day, be near her and breathe in her scent. I could make sure nothing would be able to hurt her at least for those daylight hours that I was close to her. It was enough to keep my bear level, but only just. 
 
    As she got closer, her steps slowed and she started to chew on her lower lip. It was always this dance. The mating burn pulled her to me, but she didn’t want to give in to it, nor did she understand it. When she got within reach, I spread my legs open and leaned forward to grab her and pull her in against me. She came willingly, her soft hands sliding up my chest and over my shoulders until they were wrapped around my neck. 
 
    “Hey, Jolie, you need something, baby?” 
 
    She shivered beneath my hands that I now had resting on her hips. Her ice blue gaze was glued to my mouth as she licked her lips and nodded. A low growl rumbled up my throat as my bear put his opinion in on what we should be doing with our mate. Lifting a hand, I ran my fingers through her long ash-blonde hair. 
 
    “So fucking pretty. You gonna let me kiss you tonight?” 
 
    We both knew how the night was going end, but how we got there wasn’t such a sure thing. Some nights she’d battle me every step of the way. Not that I’d ever force anything on her, she was just stubborn enough that she pushed back against her own needs as much as she did me. Then, other nights she’d come to me sweetly and it was those nights that gave me hope she’d accept my claim on her one day. 
 
    “I’m hungry, Neo. It won’t go away.” 
 
    I stroked my fingers down her cheek and along her jaw, loving how she leaned into my touch. 
 
    “I know, baby. I know it hurts. You need to come to me more often, let me help you. Say you’ll be mine, and you’ll never again be left wanting, I promise.” 
 
    Her eyes filled with moisture for a moment before she blinked it away. “I can’t. I can’t be who you need.” 
 
    “You are exactly who I need, Jolie. Just you. All you need to do is let me in, tell me what I need to do so you’ll stop pushing me away and I’ll do it in a heartbeat.” 
 
    Shaking her head, she tried to back away from me and panic took hold. My bear wasn’t too happy with me either. He slammed against the inside of my head, cursing me for pushing her and risking our chance to have her. 
 
    “Shit. I’m sorry, babe. I promise I won’t push you again. Come back here, let me help you.” 
 
    She was still holding herself rigid, but she did allow me to hold her in close against me again.  
 
    I buried my face in against her neck, inhaling her sweet scent, calming my bear as it filled my senses. Her jumper was loose enough it nearly hung off her shoulder. Making the most of the flesh it exposed, I pressed kisses along her shoulder and up her neck.  
 
    With a quiet moan, she tilted her head, giving me more room. She didn’t know what it did to me every time she did this, exposed her throat to me like that. My bear shoved at me again to bite down, to claim her as ours. But I shoved him back. Telling him we would soon, but not yet. And not in a public bar. We needed to be patient to win our mate. 
 
    I ran my tongue over the scar that ran along her collarbone before moving to take her lips with mine. Wrapping my arms around her, I held her close as I took her mouth, devouring her until her body softened and with a moan, she melted against me. Running a palm up her spine, I buried my hand in her hair, cupping the back of her head to help me control the kiss.  
 
    fingers dug into my shoulders and when I broke the kiss, she whimpered as her lips chased mine for more. 
 
    “Time to go, Jolie. I need more of you than just your mouth. You gonna let me take you home?” 
 
    This was the other thing she always refused me. She would never come back to my place, or let me inside hers. It drove me fucking nuts. But no matter how many times she refused, I always asked. Every time she came to me, I tried to get her to let me in just a little bit more than the last time. 
 
    Her gaze lost the haze of lust and grew weary. Before she could shut me down, I rubbed my nose against hers. 
 
    “C’mon, Jolie. You’ve been coming to me like this for two months now. And you knew me a month before that. You know I won’t do a damn thing to hurt you. Let me take you home. I promise I’ll leave the moment you tell me to. Please, baby, give me this?” 
 
    Fuck, I was begging just to be let inside her house. I felt like a fucking pet looking for some affection, not a strong alpha male black bear shifter who should be able to just take what I wanted. Maybe if I cared for her less, I could do just that, but I refused to hurt her any more than she clearly already had been. I was hoping if I could get inside her house, I could find out more about her past, get some idea on how to knock down the wall she kept between us. 
 
    **** 
 
    Jolie 
 
    Just like every time I got near this man, my mind went spinning, turning my thoughts to mush. When I finally got free of Trent and my foster father, I swore I’d never let another man anywhere near me. Battery operated boyfriends were going to be it for my future. And that had held true for the first fourteen months I’d been free. It hadn’t been hard really. I kept moving, not staying anywhere longer than a month so my foster father wouldn’t be able to find me. But for some reason three months after first moving to Serenity, Colorado, I was still here. 
 
    Who was I kidding? I knew precisely why I was still here and it had everything to do with the man who currently held me tightly against him. It made no sense. 
 
    I’d tried to leave town twice in the past two months but I just couldn’t make myself go farther than about twenty miles from town before I found myself turning around and coming back. It was crazy. I knew better than to stay in one place for so long. While I doubted Trent would come looking, in fact I suspected he was glad to be rid of me, my foster father was a different story. He’d want his property back where he could continue making money off my back. Every day I expected my foster father to roll into town. I was constantly on the lookout for him. As each week passed I grew more tense, but still I couldn’t leave. It was infuriating. This need I had for Neo was also infuriating. It was so strong, I couldn’t help but be suspicious of it. But no matter what I told myself, how hard I tried to resist, I inevitably ended up going back to him. 
 
    Every time I gave in and went looking for Neo, he was waiting and ready for me. He never turned me away and always, always took good care of me. So why shouldn’t I bring him home with me this time? Normally, I insisted we get a room here at the inn. Then I was out the door the moment we finished. But maybe it wouldn’t hurt to spend more time with him tonight. Maybe it would ease the ache I had for longer this time, and it would be easier to stay away from him. 
 
    “Okay. Just this once. And you go after without any argument.” 
 
    “The moment you tell me to go, I will.” 
 
    I stared into his soulful dark brown eyes for a few minutes, trying to gauge the truth behind his words. In the three months since coming to Serenity, I’d never seen Neo once lift a hand in anger to anyone. And since I worked in the main office of the adventure tour business he ran with his three brothers, I saw him a lot. Even when the brothers started in on each other, I could tell there was no malice to anything they did to each other. 
 
    In short, he was nothing like Trent. Nothing like my foster father. And I really was sick of being so alone all the time. I had a small timber house on the edge of town. It was nice and quiet and out of the way. I mostly kept to myself and the townsfolk let me. It was best that way. Less people to notice when I left. Less people for me to miss when I went. 
 
    “Um, okay. You’ll follow me, then?” 
 
    He stroked his callused fingers down my cheek again before he responded. 
 
    “Sure, baby. Just let me fix up my tab, then we can get moving. You’re not the only one that’s hungry tonight.” 
 
    With that, he slipped off the stool and turned back toward the bar. Panic began creeping in as I stood staring at his back while he paid his bill. What had I just agreed to in my moment of weakness? I knew he wanted more from me, but I couldn’t afford to give in to my selfish desires for him. And not only because of who was coming for me. I was sterile. And a man like Neo would want a family. He deserved to be surrounded by a wife and kids, and I couldn’t give him that. 
 
    Before I could come up with a way to back out of things, he was leading me out of the bar and helping me into my car. Before he closed my door, he leaned in and gave me another kiss. Every time he took my mouth with his, I lost a little more of my heart to him. I was trying to resist him, really, I was, but just like I couldn’t seem to leave this damn town, I couldn’t resist him for long either. 
 
    “You right to drive? I can drive us then walk back here to get my bike after, if you need me to.” 
 
    I shook my head, clearing the fog from my brain. 
 
    “Nah, I’m good to drive. You’ll follow me, yeah?” 
 
    I was fairly certain he knew where I lived. Especially considering I had to put it on the paperwork when I started working at his company. But I kind of liked the idea of him needing to follow me to find it. 
 
    “Sure, babe. See you soon.” 
 
    By the time I was buckled in and had the engine idling, his Harley was rumbling next to my car. A small sigh escaped my lips at how fine he looked on that big machine of his before I focused back on the road and getting home. The sooner I got us back to my place, the sooner he could put out this fire that was raging inside me. 
 
    Serenity wasn’t a big town so it, thankfully, only took a few minutes before I was pulling up in front of my little house. After turning off my engine, I went to open my door and noticed my hand was trembling. Why the hell was I nervous? We’d had sex at least a half a dozen times before. Nothing new was going to happen tonight. Well, except for the fact you invited him over to your house this time. I shut down that thought quickly and jumped out of the car before Neo could make it over to my door to help me out. Because he would. I knew he would. He was big and strong and looked lethal as hell, but he’d always been a gentleman with me. In the two months we’d been hooking up, he’d never once shown any aggression. No matter how many times I pushed him away or refused his advances, he never got mad. Surely that counted as a sign he wasn’t a violent man like my ex and foster father were? 
 
    “Need help with that?” 
 
    I heard the humor in his voice and felt my cheeks heat as I realized I’d stalled out at my front door. 
 
    “It’s been a long time since I brought a man home.” 
 
    Try never. But I wasn’t admitting that out loud. His strong arms slipped around my waist, pulling me back against his solid body before he pressed a kiss to the top of my head. 
 
    “Nothing will happen that you don’t want to, Jolie. I promise to take care of you. I’ll always take care of you.” 
 
    Ignoring the way my heart sped up at his words, I leaned forward—forcing him to loosen his hold—to slide the key into the lock and let us in. I was being stupid. It was just sex, the same as we always did. It was just this time it wasn’t costing him the price of a hotel room. As it occurred to me that it was always him that picked up the cost of the room, it dawned on me exactly how patient he had been with me. Hell, Trent wouldn’t have ever agreed to do what I’d forced Neo to do so many times over these past months, not even once. No way. Yet Neo never complained. I knew he wasn’t happy with how things were, that he wanted more, but he never got angry or gave up on me. 
 
    While I was lost in my head, Neo closed and flipped the lock on the door. 
 
    “C’mon, babe. I need to get you out of that head of yours before I lose you completely.” 
 
    I blinked up at him, trying to fight my way through the tangle of thoughts swirling in my head when with a growl he prowled toward me. Instinctively, I retreated, stepping back until I hit the wall.  
 
    His eyes shone, reflecting the moonlight that streamed in through the open curtains as he moved up until our bodies were pressed together. Not looking away from my eyes, he rested one arm on the wall above my head while he used his other hand to tilt up my chin. Then he stole my breath, along with every thought in my head, when he lowered his mouth and claimed my lips with his. 
 
    He started slow, just a soft slide of his lips against mine. When he pulled back, I licked my lips, trying to get more of his taste. He growled again, a low, rough sound that came from deep in his chest that sent a wave of arousal through my body until it landed between my thighs. Unable to stand his teasing any longer, I lifted my hands and threading my fingers through his hair, pulled his face back to mine. 
 
    This time there was nothing gentle about the kiss. He devoured me. Slanting his head so our mouths fused together perfectly, I opened to him and allowed his tongue to slid in against mine. His taste filled my senses and with a moan I allowed my eyes to flicker closed. 
 
    By the time he pulled back, breaking the kiss, I was boneless. He was taking all my weight as I leaned fully into him. He stroked his knuckles down my cheek. 
 
    “I need you, Jolie, more than I need to breathe.” 
 
    “Bedroom.” 
 
    I couldn’t even speak in full sentences anymore, but I knew I wanted to have him in my bed. I tried to take a step forward, but he didn’t budge.  
 
    With a shake of his head, he reached for the bottom of my sweater, lifting it up as he spoke. “We’ll get there. Eventually. First, I want to see your skin glowing in the moonlight. I want to get my mouth on you. You’re so fucking gorgeous, Jolie.” 
 
    Before I knew what was happening he had me naked and leaning back against the wall. I wasn’t entirely sure how he did it so fast, but before I could say anything, he groaned and said, “So fucking pretty. And all mine.” 
 
    He tugged his shirt over his head and my breath caught at the sight of all his muscles without any clothing hiding them. The way his arms flexed as he tossed the clothing aside had my full attention until he dropped to his knees. Then my focus was on his sinful mouth, his tongue as he ran it over his lower lip. I slapped my hands against the wall for balance when he suddenly lifted one of my legs and put it over his shoulder. Then he ran his nose up the crease where my thigh joined my torso, inhaling against my flesh, making me shudder at the sensations that were flowing through my body. 
 
    “You’re so fucking beautiful, Jolie.” 
 
    My breath hitched in my throat, catching, when he turned his face, and with a growl, covered my core with his mouth. He thrust his tongue inside me and teased me until my back was arched and my head was thrown back in bliss. I loved how he came at me like this, almost animalistic in his intensity. Once he started touching me like this, I was all his. I’d give him anything and everything he asked for. I lived for these precious hours where I gave in and let him have me. If only I were brave enough to chance it more often, to have a real relationship with him. 
 
    **** 
 
    Neo 
 
    As I took my first taste of her honey for the night, I glanced up her body. The sight she made had my cock jerking for attention. Her bared tits were thrust out, her head tilted up with her eyes closed. Another growl escaped my throat when I saw how she was attempting to dig her nails into the wall as I kept up fucking her with my tongue. I loved how when I got her like this, naked and with my tongue on her, she dropped the walls she kept up. Once I got her stripped down, she bared everything to me. If I respected her less, I’d demand she allow me to claim her when she was like this, lost to the lust and passion. But I knew that wouldn’t end well for us. She’d hate me for taking advantage of her like that. 
 
    I kept up my assault on her pussy until she was writhing against the wall, on the verge of coming. I lifted my mouth from her and thrust two fingers deep inside her. 
 
    “Come for me, babe. Give me what I crave.” 
 
    It was so cliché, a bear craving honey. But it was the truth. I needed to get my fill of her sweet nectar. Lowering back to her flesh, I sucked on her clit as I continued thrusting my fingers within her until she screamed and came. Shifting my grip to her hips, I held her up as I lapped up the honey she gifted me. I kept my strokes gentle as she flew high then came back down. When she groaned and tried to tilt her hips away from my mouth, I turned my lips to press a kiss to her inner thigh before I rose to my feet. 
 
    I took her mouth with mine, letting her taste herself on my tongue as I reached between us and made fast work of undoing my pants. Once I had them shoved down, I toed off my boots and kicked my pants to the side, only then ending the kiss. Running my nose down hers, I locked gazes with her. 
 
    If I could freeze time, I would do it right now. With Jolie naked and pressed up against me, her eyes burning with lust, and her hands gripping my shoulders, holding me closer to her. I could live forever in this moment. But I knew it wouldn’t last, as soon as I sated her, she’d push me away again, and the cycle would restart. Ranger was right. This was slowly killing me. But I couldn’t do a damn thing about it. She was my mate, the center of my universe, and I loved her. If only she’d love me in return. 
 
    Jolie had mostly stuck to herself since moving to Serenity three months ago, but having her working in the office meant I got to spend a fair bit of time around her. She was sweet and kind to everyone. I’d never seen her treat anyone cruelly, and she rarely cursed. So fucking sweet and innocent. But she was hiding a whole lot of pain. I could feel it radiating off her every time I got close to her. Someone had hurt her and badly. Bad enough she was on the run. I knew she’d tried to leave town twice. I’d felt it deep within me both times. It had been like someone was clawing out my insides. Each time I’d raced to find her, panicking that someone had gotten to her and hurt her. I hadn’t approached her either time, just stayed back and kept watch as she struggled to continue out of town before giving in, turning around, and coming home. Then, in my bear form, I stayed in the trees behind her place and kept watch over her. It hurt to see her suffering, but the only way to ease both our pain was to claim her. 
 
    I wish I could find a way to explain what I was and about who we were to each other. If only she’d let me claim her, bond with her, she wouldn’t suffer like she was. It would also help her fight whatever it was chasing her, as it would make her physically stronger. It would also give her the backing of the entire clan. Well, she had that anyway, she just didn’t know it yet. Maybe I should just put it all out there. Tell her straight and see how she handled it. I mean, it couldn’t be any worse than what I had now, right? She could run for real. Ignore the pain and leave, never to return. And it was that thought that kept my mouth shut on the issue. 
 
    Biting back a growl, I pushed all those thoughts aside. I needed to make the most of the next few hours I had with her while she was all soft and submissive, before she recovered and shoved me out the door again. I ran my hands down her body until I had her sweet little ass in my palms. Then I lifted and without me having to utter a word, she tightened her grip on my shoulders as she wrapped her long, lean legs around my waist. Her hot, slick pussy pressed against my cock, and it twitched with the need to get inside her. After giving her another hard, fast kiss, I pulled back and lifted her a little higher up the wall. With some careful and quick maneuvering, I had her thighs slung over each of my arms which spread her pussy open wide for me. Keeping my eyes on her center, I lowered her down over my length, entering her to the hilt in one slide. 
 
    “Oh, Neo!” 
 
    I looked up into her eyes as I slowly slid in and out of her a few times. Her eyes were hooded and her lips were slightly parted as I took her. She wrapped her arms around my neck as she leaned forward, forcing me to take all of her weight. She was so damn light, even if I wasn’t a shifter, I wouldn’t have had any trouble holding her. With my hands on her hips, I easily moved her up and down my length. Every slide inside her hot, slick core had sparks flying through my system, the beginnings of the mating claim. My gaze zeroed in on where her throat and shoulder met as my gums ached. That’s where I’d bite her, right there where all shifters would be able to see she was taken and claimed. But not tonight. I pushed my bear down as far as I could, him growling at me the entire time. 
 
    After a few minutes, I needed to take her harder than I could standing up like we were. I moved so her thighs were no longer over my arms, and she wrapped her legs around my waist as I slid a palm up her back, pressing her tight against my front. I buried my face in against her throat, kissing and licking at where I so desperately wanted to bite while I enjoyed the fuck out of her heat gripping my cock. 
 
    I started walking us toward to the rear of the house, to where I knew her bedroom was. Keeping her pressed against me, I kneeled on the bed before lowering us both down onto the mattress. Pushing myself up on one arm, I used the fingers on the other hand to stroke her face and down her chest, tweaking her nipple as I stroked over her skin and took a few moments to stare my fill of her. Looking down at her, my heart ached at the sight she made. Even though I could have seen her easily without the aid of the ceiling light, I’d turned it on as we’d entered the room so she knew I was looking at her, seeing all of her, while she could see all of me. Since entering her front door, I’d been doing my best to ignore how barren her house was and stay focused on her. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Jolie 
 
    My breath caught in my throat at the sight he made, towering over me. He was so damn big. Broad shouldered, his pecs and biceps bulged with muscle as he leaned forward and caged me in beneath him. Reaching my palms up, I cupped his face between them, and he stilled instantly, letting me have a moment to explore and caress his features. Every touch between us had sparks flying through my system. I didn’t understand it at all. It wasn’t arousal exactly, more like an awareness. Like my very cells were recognizing who he was and buzzing in excitement at having him near. He turned his head to the side and pressed a gentle kiss to my palm, melting my heart even more. 
 
    “You are so beautiful.” I breathed out the words, in awe of how he put up with my shit when he could have easily moved on and had any woman he wanted. Yet here he was, his dick twitching deep inside me, wanting to fuck, but he was holding himself still for me to have this moment of calm in the middle of the storm. 
 
    “My sweet angel, you’re the beautiful one.” 
 
    Before I could utter another word, he pulled his hips back and with a powerful thrust, he drove his thick erection home in one slide, making me arch and gasp beneath him. Our gazes stayed locked as he started thrusting into me over and over again. He was so big, but it wasn’t more than I could handle. Nope. In fact, he filled me perfectly, as though he’d been made for me. 
 
    I’d had plenty of sex in my life, what with having a pimp as a foster father, but never had anyone made me feel like Neo did. Tears pricked my eyes, blurring my vision as he made sure to grind against my clit with each of his down strokes. Neo was the first man to give a shit if I got off or not. And he noticed if I attempted to fake an orgasm. I’d only tried it once, that first time we were together. He’d growled and doubled his efforts to give me a real one. Afterward, he’d told me to never pull that shit again. The feral look on his face had me agreeing in a heartbeat. 
 
    Not that it had been an issue. That first time taught me he could make me come several times whenever we were together, so there was no need to fake things. I only tried it that first time because the feelings he stirred up inside me had me running scared, and I wanted it over so I could run away. Yeah, like he would ever let that happen. 
 
    When he sped up his movements, I tilted my hips up against him on each of his down strokes. Sweat beaded on my skin as I gripped his biceps, hanging on as my body heated and prepared to go over the edge again. His grip on my thigh tightened as he ground against my clit. 
 
    “Come, now.” 
 
    His words were little more than a growl and between their roughness and the hit to my clit, I obeyed and threw my head back with a scream as I blew apart again for him. His face dropped to my neck and I tilted my head to the side to give him more room. A shiver ran through me when he licked up my throat before biting down on the tender flesh. I didn’t think he broke the skin, but the action had another orgasm rocketing through my body. It left me shaking and crying out while his cock kicked inside me, filling me up with his seed. If only it would take. Tears filled my eyes and trailed down my cheeks at that thought. I’d give anything to be able to be the woman Neo deserved. I should tell him about my infertility, but I didn’t want to lose him. Which was plain crazy since I knew I couldn’t keep him and had one foot out the door anyway. If I could send him running, it would make it easier to leave. But I hadn’t told him. Instead, I’d lied and told him I was on birth control. I’d told him I was clean so we didn’t need to worry about condoms so long as he was clean too. He’d promised he was and we’d never bothered with condoms. I had to admit I liked that he took me bare. With nothing between us, I could feel every twitch clearly. 
 
    “Shh, baby, it’s okay. We’re all right. That was some powerful stuff, huh?” 
 
    I couldn’t respond as sobs took me over. He pulled me in against him, and I went willingly, taking the comfort he was offering. He wrapped his arms around me, holding me firmly against him. Without a second thought, I pressed my face against his warm, solid chest while I continued falling apart. He pressed a kiss to the top of my head before resting his cheek there. He softly hummed a soothing melody as he ran his palms over my back, keeping up the movements until my body gave in and with a shudder my tears ran out and I fell asleep against him. 
 
    **** 
 
    Neo 
 
    I wasn’t sure what the fuck had upset my mate, but my heart broke for her, for the agony she was suffering. Once she fell asleep, her body finally relaxing, I carefully shifted her away from me enough so I could slip out and pull the covers up over her without waking her. I fully intended to come back and join her in a few minutes, but first I needed to check that the house was safe and secure before I could rest peacefully. 
 
    With my enhanced vision, I didn’t need lights, so I turned off the few we’d left on as I made fast work of checking her small home. It was only a single bedroom place, so it didn’t take long. Another shot of pain drove through me as I took in exactly how little she owned. I knew she rented this house with the furniture in it, and there wasn’t much else here. My poor mate didn’t have much at all to her name. Not even many clothes. 
 
    Once I’d checked all the doors and windows, I made my way back to her, slipping under the covers and pulling her against me. My heart just about burst when, without waking, she curled up against me, her head on my pec and her arm over my waist. 
 
    This was a big step forward. It was the first time I was sleeping with my mate. She normally booted me out the door before the sweat dried on our skin. Taking a deep breath, I closed my eyes and allowed myself to drift off into sleep. But it wasn’t peaceful. Being so close to Jolie, I knew there was a chance I’d get a sense of her dreams. I’d heard rumors of it happening between mates, but I hadn't expected the horror show I got. I was within her dream, but not able to do anything about what was happening. It was like I’d been strapped down, restrained completely, and was being forced to watch her life flash past in stops and starts. Like a lot of dreams, it skipped around from one event to the next and my connection to her was strong enough that I knew this was her remembering, not her simply experiencing a nightmare. 
 
    It started with what looked like a group home. She had to be only thirteen or maybe fourteen years old. Looking scared as she sat huddled in a corner, her hair and clothes were a mess, and I caught a glimpse of a blackened eye. Three other bigger and older girls surrounded her and were kicking and pulling at her as she sobbed. I roared, trying to break free of my bonds to go to her. On some level I knew I was witnessing the past, but she was mine and she was being hurt, dammit. It was my job to keep her safe. 
 
    “It’s okay, Neo. This happened a long time ago.” 
 
    A ghostly form of Jolie, as she currently looked, floated beside me. As I stared at her, she stroked her hand down my face. The touch was light and made my skin buzz. 
 
    “How’d you end up there?” 
 
    I knew she’d never tell me in reality, so I needed to make the most of this opportunity. I was hoping Ghost Jolie would be more forthcoming. 
 
    “My parents were killed in car crash. There was no one else to take me in, so I got handed over to state care. I was told that no one wanted to foster or adopt teenagers, so I was put in this group home.” 
 
    Her voice was void of emotion, just stating facts like she was telling me the weather report or something. 
 
    “How long were you here?” 
 
    My voice wasn’t like hers. It cracked with emotion as my heart bled for what she’d suffered through. 
 
    “Not long. Only six months. Turns out some teens do get fostered…” 
 
    The room swirled around us and reformed to show an older man in a suit guiding her out of the group home and into a car. 
 
    “By monsters. I had no idea the beatings I was getting from those girls would seem like heaven before long.” 
 
    My body was still held firm, unable to move. I wasn’t sure I wanted to see what was going to happen next. I could guess. Even back then, before her body had finished maturing, she was fucking gorgeous. Another swirl and I watching the car pull up to a large mansion. Fuck, this guy was loaded. That meant he most likely had power in the town, power he could use to get away with shit he should never have done. 
 
    He opened her door and helped her out of the vehicle with a smile. She looked so fucking innocent and nervous but put her hand in his and let him lead her inside the house. The second the door was shut, he spun her roughly up against the wall, his hand around her throat. 
 
    “You are here for one purpose, girl. To earn your keep. Pretty little thing like you will make me some fucking bank.” 
 
    A growl rumbled up my throat as once more I tried desperately to break free. This fucker was going to rape and pimp out my mate! He tore off her clothes until she was naked and sobbing. Her hands pulled at the fingers wrapped so tightly around her throat.  
 
    Ghost Jolie moved to stand in front of me, her form solidifying so I couldn’t see through her anymore. She cupped my face in her palms, holding my gaze with hers so I wasn’t focused on the horror taking place around us. 
 
    “Don’t watch, Neo. You don’t need to see this. No one needs to ever see this.” 
 
    “I want to kill him. To tear him apart and bathe in his blood. He hurt you!” 
 
    A soft smile spread over her lips. “Oh, my sweet blood thirsty man. You have no idea the hell he put me through.” She frowned at me with her head tilted. “I’ve never had anyone be protective over me. It’s strange.” 
 
    I could hear the sounds of the man raping my girl but thankfully couldn’t see it because Jolie continued blocking my vision with her body. 
 
    “Is he still alive? Tell me where to find him.” 
 
    She chuckled. “Oh, he’s well and truly alive. Why do you think I’ve been running?” 
 
    “Where. Is. He?” 
 
    She shrugged a shoulder. “No idea anymore. I always assume he’s looking for me. He was no doubt rather unhappy that I left.” 
 
    The dream swirled around us again, and she stepped aside so I could see a slightly older version of her, maybe sixteen or seventeen now, curled up in a fetal position in a bed. She was naked except for the chain around her ankle, and there were no covers on the mattress for her to use to get warm. Her skin looked a little blue to my eyes as she shook and tried to make herself smaller. The door to the bedroom banged open. 
 
    “You learned your lesson yet, girl?” 
 
    “Y-yes, s-sir.” Her voice stuttered as she shivered. 
 
    “You don’t fucking run from me. I’m all you got. You should appreciate what I do for you.” He stripped as he approached the bed, pulling his hard dick out of his pants as he reached her. “Show me how much you appreciate what your daddy does for you.” 
 
    I slammed my eyes closed as I felt fur ripple over my skin. I wanted to shift, to go attack this motherfucker and gut him where he stood. To end Jolie’s torment. 
 
    “Enough.” My voice was hoarse and rough with my agony of watching her suffer. 
 
    “You can open your eyes now. It’s over.” 
 
    Holding my breath, I opened one eye to see a very different yet equally painful scene. Jolie was now an adult, this was recent. Like in the past couple of years. She was in a simple white dress and standing next to an older man in a suit. The man looked like a fucking accountant or lawyer or something. He had his chest puffed out like he’d won the fucking lottery or some shit, while Jolie looked vacant. Her eyes were hollow, her small smile fake and practiced. Her bastard foster father was there keeping a close watch as the couple stood before a judge and got fucking married. Fucker. My heart felt as though it was going to burst from my chest, torn to shreds watching some other bastard lay his hands and mouth on my girl. 
 
    “I was getting too old for most of his clients. So he sold me off to be married to Trent.” 
 
    I pulled at my arms and legs again. Surely whatever was holding me had to give way at some point. But whatever it was that held me seemed unbreakable. 
 
    Things swirled again and my stomach turned, bile rising up my throat, just thinking about what might happen next. The image that formed was of her cowering in the corner of a room, her husband pulling her up by the hair so he could viciously smack her down again. 
 
    “So useless. I should ask for my money back. What good is a wife if I can’t breed her, huh?” 
 
    I roared again. I knew it was useless, but I couldn’t hold it in, not while watching my mate get beaten. Of course he wouldn’t be able to breed her. She was my mate. I was the only one who would ever be able to plant seed within her womb. 
 
    “I didn’t want you to know any of this, but especially that.” 
 
    Her voice was still monotone, but there was a little emotion creeping into it now. The man pulled a knife, slashing at her. She attempted to fight, and as the blade sliced across her collarbone, I knew how she’d gotten the scar I’d kissed so many times. 
 
    “Enough, Jolie. None of this makes a difference to how I feel about you! You’re still mine. I still want you. I want to kill those two fuckers, but I still want to keep and protect you.” 
 
    I looked away from the scene before me to focus on her beside me. She’d returned to her ghostly form, and I thought I saw tears in her eyes before she faded away, vanishing completely. She left me to watch the other Jolie now in a bathroom, tears streaming down her face as she used butterfly-clips in an attempt to close the wound on her collarbone, and another one up the underside of her forearm. She then grabbed a bag and stuffed it with clothes and toiletries, before slipping from the room. Helpless, I watched as she snuck from the house and out into the night where she hitchhiked out of town. Then, finally, the dream faded to black, leaving me wrenching awake to discover her sleeping peacefully beside me. She’d rolled over as we’d slept and the sheet had slipped down, baring the top part of her breasts. The moonlight shone on the silvery scar along her collarbone. It was all I could see. 
 
    I needed to check with Ranger, but I didn’t think she would know we’d shared that dream when she woke. She wouldn’t know what I’d seen, and I knew I wouldn’t be able to act as though I hadn’t seen what I had. As quietly as I could, I slipped from the bed and dressed before leaving her. I needed to talk to Ranger. Needed to try to work out what her foster father’s name was. I needed to find and end that prick before he came after her again. Maybe that husband of hers too. 
 
    **** 
 
    Jolie 
 
    I woke slowly from my peaceful sleep where I dreamed of Neo as he’d grown up. I envied how he was raised. Well, it was just a dream, so I guess I envied my imagination. Which was working overtime because it kept inserting bears at various times throughout the dream. That had been beyond strange. 
 
    I rolled over and stretched, the tightness between my thighs reminding me that I’d brought Neo home with me last night. Had I remembered to send him on his way afterward? Memories filled my mind of me crying against him and falling asleep wrapped in his arms. Slightly mortified at my breakdown, I opened my eyes and sat up to look around the room. He wasn’t in bed with me and I couldn’t see anything to indicate he was still here. If I couldn’t still smell his scent on my sheets, I’d wonder if I hadn’t dreamed the entire night. There were no signs of him having been here. He wasn’t in the bed with me, and there were no clothes on the floor. So where was he now? 
 
    I was still sitting there, flipping between relief that he’d left without me needing to push him away and hurt that he’d snuck away before I woke, when my alarm buzzed. With a huff, I shut off the noise and headed toward the bathroom. I needed to get ready for work. As I washed up and got dressed, I hoped that Neo would be out of the office today. Last night was different. Something more happened between us and I needed time to process what the hell it was and what the hell I was going to do about it. 
 
    By the time I was in my car, I’d concluded that I needed to come clean and tell Neo about my inability to have children. Despite me trying my best to keep him at arm’s length, it wasn’t working. It was as though something deep within me needed him or something. It was completely crazy, but I was beginning to accept the fact that it wasn’t going to go away. And since I couldn’t seem to leave him, I needed to tell him everything and hope it wouldn’t end with him kicking me to the curb. 
 
    With that decision made, I was disappointed when I got to the office and discovered that Neo was out. His brother, Ranger, was there, but he seemed off. He was acting weird. He’d nearly run out of the building when I’d said good morning to him earlier. With a frown, I set about making myself a coffee. Then I turned my computer on and the phone answer machine off. 
 
    By the time my computer was up and running, I was enjoying my fresh hot coffee. After taking a couple mouthfuls, I set it aside and pulled up the calendar to see if I could work out when Neo would be back. In the three months I’d been working here, I’d never gone an entire day without seeing him. Well, except for that one time he took a group on a three-day hiking tour. 
 
    “That’s strange.” 
 
    There was nothing booked in for any of the brothers. So where were they all? Before I could get up and start searching for them, the phone rang and the daily chaos started. When I’d first started, it had shocked me how busy they were. The inquiries by either phone or email were nearly constant every day of the week. I was grateful for it. It meant that the days passed so much faster because I was busy and didn’t have time to dwell on the past. Yet, I was still a little surprised at how fast lunchtime came around today. I still hadn’t seen Neo, or any of his brothers, which was extremely strange. Flipping the phones over, I stood and, after stretching, decided I’d go for a wander and see if I could find any of the brothers. 
 
    I was about three feet out the back door when the sound of a car door slamming caught my attention. I turned toward the side of the building where the parking lot was located and cursed silently, as it looked like my break was over already. The sight I discovered had me frozen in place, unable to fully reconcile what I was seeing.  
 
    This couldn’t be real. Just when I’d decided to attempt to really settle down in one location, he turned up. It was as though he could read my mind, even at a distance, and refused to allow me any chance at happiness. Although, I wasn’t sure if Neo still wanted me with his vanishing act after I broke down on him last night. 
 
    A sob caught in my throat as I turn to sprint toward the forest. With none of the brothers around, my only chance of escape was to outrun him. My daily afternoon runs paid off. Even if with the low heeled boots I wore—I wasn’t as fast as I’d have been if I’d been wearing running shoes—I was still setting a good pace. As I hit the tree line, I heard a shout that had my heart kicking up a notch and my legs pumping faster. He’d seen me. I knew he’d give chase, and if he caught me, I was done for. 
 
    I swiped at the tears in my eyes and focused on going as fast as I could without tripping on anything. After about ten minutes of running, my foot slipped on some leaves and my ankle rolled. I bit my cheek against the scream of pain that was trying to break free.  
 
    Panting, I rested my forehead against a tree trunk and held the injured foot off the ground for a few moments. Knowing I didn’t have time to stay in one spot, I tentatively tested the ankle by stepping on it. Pain shot up my leg, stealing my breath and making my eyes water even more than they already were. “Fuck.” I breathed the curse and braced myself to take the pain. I had to keep moving. I couldn’t run anymore, but leaning on various trees, I kept moving as best I could. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Neo 
 
    A jolt of fear had me instantly on alert. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    I’d been working with Ranger, Axel, and Darby out in the shed doing some maintenance and checks on all the equipment this morning, to avoid my mate. Even after talking to my brothers about what I’d learned overnight, I didn’t know what to do about it. They weren’t much help with providing ideas either. So, instead, all four of us were out here hiding from her. 
 
    “Don’t know, Rang. Jolie’s scared. Really scared.” 
 
    I jogged out the door, with my brothers on my tail, and got outside just in time to see Jolie running like her life depended on it into the forest. 
 
    “Come back here, girl!” 
 
    Looking in the direction of the new voice, I growled at the man I saw. From last night’s dream, I knew exactly who that fucker was. 
 
    “That’s her foster father.” 
 
    “Oh, he’s a fucking dead man. Let’s do this. Axel, go check no one else is in his car. Close up the office, put the “back soon” sign in the window, and then come follow us.” 
 
    I didn’t complain as Ranger took control and gave out orders to the others. It meant I could leave him to it while I took off after the man chasing my mate. His reign of terror over Jolie was going to end today. My bear was slamming at me to let him out, but I pushed him down. The last thing I wanted was to scare the hell out of my mate by coming up on her as a bear, especially if that fucker beat me to her. 
 
    By the time I hit the tree line, Ranger and Darby had caught up to me. Following the scent of my mate, I led my brothers farther into the forest. The longer we ran, the more impressed with my mate I was. The woman was wearing heels and had run fast enough to not yet be caught.  
 
    After a few minutes, a flash of pain slammed through me. Since sleeping beside her last night and having the bonding dream, I was more attuned to her than before, which included being able to feel any intense emotions she had. 
 
    “Fuck, she’s hurt.” 
 
    It was about five minutes later when another flash of pain ran through me, and I caught the sound of her whimpering. 
 
    “Got you now, bitch. You thought you could run from me? You’ll pay for this chase you’ve led me on, especially considering how useless you proved to be as anything more than a whore. Trent already paid for the shit he pulled. Stupid bastard wanted his money back after you ran off. I guess at least with you sterile, I can save money on birth control.” 
 
    Every word he uttered raised my temper and brought my bear closer to the surface. We broke through to a small clearing and found the fucker had Jolie pinned up against a tree with his hand wrapped around her throat. Her feet weren’t touching the ground, and she was doing her best to kick out at him. She tugged at the hand at her throat as he used his spare hand to rip at her clothing. What the fuck was he trying to do? Make her pass out before he raped her? With that thought, my bear had had enough and demanded air time. 
 
    With a roar, I gave over, willingly ceding control to my inner beast. In a flash, I was no longer human but a large black bear. Standing on my hind legs, I towered over them both and roared once more before dropping down and charging toward them.  
 
    The fucker released my mate, and she fell to the ground gasping for breath.  
 
    Ranger, still in human form, raced to her and picked her up, taking her away from me.  
 
    I growled a warning to my brother that he better take good care of her, and he gave me a nod before moving behind me. 
 
    “Hey! What about me? You gonna save me from this animal?” 
 
    If bears could laugh, I would have. 
 
    “After all you’ve done to Jolie over the years, what he’s about to do to you is going to be over way faster than you deserve.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t piss on you if you were on fire after what you’ve done.” 
 
    I loved my brothers. I couldn’t speak in my bear form, but Ranger and Darby covered my thoughts nicely between the two of them. 
 
    “Ranger, where’s Neo?” Her voice was hoarse from nearly being choked and had me wanting this bastard’s blood even more. 
 
    “He’s right in front of you, sweetheart. We’re shape shifters, and that big ol’ bear about to kill your foster father is your mate.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    I knew she’d have a hell of a lot of questions after this, but thanks to what I was about to do, she’d be safe to do so. Her attacker had heard what Ranger told her too, and I bared my teeth at him as he looked at me with wide eyes and an open mouth. Then, with a curse, he turned and ran through the trees. Stupid idiot. No man could outrun a bear shifter, especially an enraged one. 
 
    I took off after him, pouncing when I got him in range. He hit the dirt with a grunt. Shifting my weight off him, I rolled him over so I could see his face. He was babbling some shit I didn’t care enough about to listen to, and he’d pissed himself. Coward.  
 
    Placing one paw on his chest to hold him down, I bared my teeth and ripped into his throat. My bear wasn’t happy with only delivering a killing blow. As the bastard bled out beneath me, I set about tearing up his body, mauling every inch of him so he’d suffer at least a fraction of what my mate had at his hands before he died. She deserved no less than to be avenged by her mate. 
 
    Once I was done, I moved off what was left of the body and took some deep breaths. 
 
    “Fucking hell, brother! Remind me never to piss you off!” 
 
    I threw a low growl over at Axel, who had finally caught up with us.  
 
    He backed up a step with his palms up. “Whoa, brother. It’s just me. How about you shift back so we can deal with this shit and you can go help out with your girl. She’s not doing so well.” 
 
    Shit. What did he mean by that? Not well how? I swung my head back in the direction of the clearing, but it was empty. That had me growling again. 
 
    “Slow your roll, brother. Ranger and Darby took her back to the office. Figured she didn’t need to see what you were doing with this piece of shit any longer than absolutely necessary.” 
 
    It was a struggle, but I pushed my bear down until I could rise up and shift back to my human form. Thankfully, the magic of our shift meant I came back clean and fully clothed as I’d been before I’d turned furry. 
 
    “Let’s get this fucker dumped so I can go see to my mate.” 
 
    Axel grabbed his feet, while I grabbed under his arms. His whole body was a fucking mess, but because I’d done the damage in my bear form, I wasn’t worried about getting caught for it. We’d dump the body in the river and eventually it’d wash up somewhere and be found, and it would get written off as an animal attack. 
 
    This wasn’t my, or Axel’s, first trip through this deal, and I doubted it would be the last. 
 
    **** 
 
    Jolie 
 
    With my arms wrapped around my torso, I did my best to curl into a ball. To disappear. My body wouldn’t stop shaking as Ranger carried me through the trees. My mind was a tangle of thoughts, and I had no clue where to start on untangling them. 
 
    Neo was a bear and a man? 
 
    Did that mean his brothers were bear-men too? 
 
    Did they eat people? 
 
    From the screams I’d heard, Neo had killed my foster father. That thought didn’t bother me. At all. That said, I didn’t want to think about a bear eating him. It was a relief to realize if he was truly dead, I’d never have to look over my shoulder again.  I knew deep down that when my foster father told me he’d dealt with Trent, he’d meant he’d killed him. So that meant there was no one left to come after me now. Although, even if Trent was alive I doubted he would ever bother seeking me out. Once my husband had discovered he couldn’t breed me, he was done with me. Which was how I’d managed to escape in the end. After he’d beaten me and told me he was annulling our marriage, he’d left me alone and completely unguarded. 
 
    It felt like forever before we exited the forest and I caught sight of the office. My teeth chattered with how hard my body was shaking by the time Darby opened the back door and Ranger strode inside with me. He took me directly to the lunch room where he sat on the couch with me still in his arms. I didn’t want to be held by him. He was my boss and Neo’s brother. I tried to sit up, to move off his lap, but his grip tightened, preventing me from moving. 
 
    “Stay where you are, Jolie. You need to get warm. The second Neo gets back, I’ll hand you over to him. I promise no one here will hurt you.” 
 
    That shocked me a little, considering the run around I’d been giving his brother. I wouldn’t have been surprised if he lashed out at me at least verbally. “W-why?” My word was stuttered, but I got it out. 
 
    “Because you’re family. You’re Neo’s mate, regardless of whether you’ve accepted his claim on you or not. I’m not only Neo’s brother, but also the head of our clan of black bear shifters.” 
 
    “Y-you ch-change t-too?” 
 
    “Yeah, darlin’, I change into a bear too. So do Darby and Axel, along with about half the town.” 
 
    Half the town? How had I not noticed it before? Surely there was something about them that would give it away? I set my gaze on Darby, who was sitting at the table and looking cautiously at me now that he was under my scrutiny. He was good looking, not as good as Neo of course, but still, he was strikingly handsome with jet black hair and a goatee. His dark eyes were surrounded by long, thick dark lashes… Before I could get any further in my examination, my attention was jerked to the door as it crashed open and Neo rushed in with Axel on his heels.  
 
    He looked just like he normally did. He wasn’t covered in blood, or fur. He was the Neo I’d come to know over the past few months. Had I imagined the whole thing? Including what Ranger just said? Breaking eye contact, I frowned down at the carpet. Maybe I was sleeping and this shit was all nothing but a dream. 
 
    “You need to take her home, brother.” 
 
    I didn’t look up as Ranger spoke, nor did I aim my words at anyone in particular. “I want to wake up now.” 
 
    When Neo’s boots landed on the carpet in my line of sight, my breath hitched. He lifted me from Ranger before he sat beside his brother with me now on his lap. With one finger, he gently lifted my face until I had no choice but to stare into his dark, intense eyes. “Baby, you’re not sleeping. You’re wide awake and all of this is real. Let me take you home, and I’ll explain everything to you.” 
 
    I had so many questions, I had no clue where to start. However, even with my thoughts in such a tangle, I knew sitting in the lunch room at work was not the place for all we needed to discuss. But I did want to know something before I went with him. 
 
    “After last night, I figured you were done with me. Slipping out like you did, then avoiding me this morning. Now you’ve done—” I paused to nod toward the forest. “What you just did. I’m not sure where I stand with you. I’d like to know before I go anywhere with you.” 
 
    I ignored his brothers’ snickers and the way they were clearing their throats as I kept my gaze on Neo’s. 
 
    “I’ll explain why I did that in more detail later too, but for now, let me assure you, Jolie, I will never be done with you. You’re my mate, the one and only woman who can complete me. There is nothing you can do to change that.” 
 
    Unsure what to say to that, I stayed still and silent, just staring into his eyes.  
 
    After a few moments, he leaned in and pressed his lips to mine.  
 
    Warmth flowed over me as he moved his mouth over mine. My body finally ceased shaking, and I leaned up, wrapping my arms around his neck as our kiss deepened. The longer his tongue tangled with mine, the calmer my mind became and the more relaxed my body was. Even my sprained ankle wasn’t hurting much anymore. I guess I hadn’t hurt it as badly as I’d first thought, which I was grateful for. 
 
    When he broke the kiss, he kept his forehead against mine for a moment. Then he rose to his feet, keeping me in his arms as he moved. “Right, we’re out. Thank you for your help earlier, brothers.” 
 
    I didn’t bother trying to keep up with the men’s conversation as they continued speaking. I’d been so cold, my body shaking, that now that I was warm and calmer, I wanted to stay that way. Shifting my arms a little, I buried my face in against his throat, closed my eyes, and breathed in his musky scent. I allowed it to soothe me even further. I didn’t understand the effect he had on me, but right now, I didn’t care about the why, just that it was working. I’d worry about the rest later. 
 
    **** 
 
    Neo 
 
    Jolie’s warm breath against my neck had me tightening my grip on her. I wanted nothing more than to strip her down and check over every inch of her for injury before I got inside her and claimed her as my own. All three of my brothers were smirking at me as they watched my mate nuzzle her face in tight against my skin. Despite only relieving her mating burn last night, she was deep under its spell again already. My heart swelled at the knowledge she was willingly taking comfort from me. 
 
    With a final nod to my brothers, I strode out the door and started walking toward my house. All four of us had our homes within walking distance of the business, something I was grateful for right now, because it meant I didn’t need to put my mate down to get her home. And that’s where I was taking her. My home was also her home. She just didn’t realize it yet. She would soon, though. Real soon. 
 
    I was still on edge from having to deal with her bastard of a foster father, and with her comment about thinking I was done with her earlier, I was hanging on by a thread. She had no fucking clue how much I wanted her, how much I would always want her.  
 
    Clearly, avoiding her this morning had been a mistake. I had been intending on finding her after work to talk to her about everything. It was just that I didn’t get that chance with what happened. No matter, we’d be discussing it all now. And now that her foster father was dealt with, she had no reason not to settle down. Hopefully. One of my questions for her was about the man she’d married. Was he out there waiting to come get her too? Her foster father had said he’d dealt with the man, but I wasn’t sure what that meant. I didn’t know him well enough to be sure he meant he’d killed the other man. 
 
    Once inside my house, I moved to sit on the lounge, keeping her on my lap. She was still rubbing herself over my neck and as much as I loved the fact she was rubbing my scent all over her face, it was distracting as all get out. 
 
    “Babe, we need to talk, and I can’t do that with you doing what you’re doing.” 
 
    She stilled, her whole body going rigid against me.  
 
    Before she could say a word or misinterpret what I’d said, I manhandled her until she sat straddling my legs, our faces now level. “Don’t take me the wrong way, Jolie. I want nothing more than to strip you bare, check every inch of your flesh for injury, and then fuck you senseless, but we need to talk before that can happen. If you keep teasing my neck like that, we wouldn’t get any talking done.” 
 
    That earned me a smirk, and some of the tension seeped from me. She was already recovering from her rough morning enough to smile. 
 
    “You said you have questions, and I can only imagine how many. How about I start with explaining about my vanishing act this morning?” 
 
    She gave me a nod as I ran my palms up and down her jean clad thighs. 
 
    “Obviously, being a bear shifter, I’m not like a normal man. There are things that happen for us that don’t for full humans. One of those things is the dreams that often happen after the first time we sleep with our mates. As in actual sleep, not sex. Last night was the first time you’ve allowed me to fall asleep beside you. Tell me, Jolie, what did you dream about last night?” 
 
    She winced and dropped her gaze away from mine for a few moments as her hands came up to play with the buttons on my shirt. “I dreamed of you growing up. And bears. Which seemed really strange at the time, but I guess in light of earlier, not so strange after all. Are you telling me that I wasn’t really dreaming but seeing your memories or something?” 
 
    “It’s an ‘or something’. But yeah, you saw images from my life. And I saw images from yours. I got a hell of a crash course on you, babe. It fucking broke my heart what you’ve been through, and it had my bear going fucking nuts wanting blood on your behalf. I woke before you and had no clue how to talk to you about any of it, so I snuck out and avoided you at work this morning. I had intended on grabbing you after work and explaining everything. I wasn’t going to freeze you out for long, babe. I just wasn’t capable of treating you the same way as before after I’d seen what you’d been through.” 
 
    Her gaze flicked up to mine, eyes wide in shock, showing clearly that my words had hurt her. 
 
    “Fuck. I didn’t mean it like that, Jolie. I mean that I didn’t think I could talk to you and not mention it. I was already protective over you, but after that dream, you have no idea how much I want to keep you locked away where you’d always be safe. Tell me, Jolie, is that bastard you married coming to look for you too? What did your foster father mean when he said he’d taken care of him?” 
 
    She shook her head as her fingers opened a few of my buttons then ran inside and against my chest. “I’m guessing Trent’s dead. That’s generally how he dealt with people who pissed him off. And if he’s not, I doubt he’ll come looking. He only wanted me as a wife to give him children. When he found out I couldn’t give him that, he told me he was going to annul our marriage. If he’s still alive, I doubt he’s even thought about me once since I ran.” 
 
    I could feel the tension in her body. She hadn’t wanted me to know she couldn’t have kids. I shifted to cup her face in my palms and lift her gaze to mine. “You’re not sterile, baby. You’re my mate. That means you can only have young with me.” 
 
    She stilled, running a curious gaze over me for a few moments. “I’ve had one hell of a day so far today, Neo. All of this shifter stuff is a lot to take in. I don’t know what to believe, whether you’re telling me the truth about this.” 
 
    I moved my palms from her face, down her body and thighs, before moving back up and going under the hem of her shirt so I could touch the smooth, soft skin over her ribs. I enjoyed the hell out of the shiver that ran through her when I did. “Jolie, I will never lie to you. I’m your mate, and we will have cubs together without an issue. Just as soon as you let me claim you, that is.” 
 
    “Cubs?” Her voice went high-pitched on that one word, and I fought to hold in my chuckle. 
 
    “You’ll have babies, sweetheart. Adorable little human babies that when they turn one will start to shift between their forms.” 
 
    “And me?” 
 
    I didn’t pretend not to understand what she meant. “When I claim you, it’ll set off changes within you and you’ll become like me.” 
 
    Panic rose within me when the color drained from her face and she shook her head. 
 
    “No, no. That’s—no. I’m not a bear. I can’t be a bear!” 
 
    She tried to move back off my lap, but I tightened my hold on her. 
 
    “Stay where you are, Jolie. You’ll be more upset if you’re not touching me.” 
 
    Tears filled her eyes, but she stopped trying to get up. “Why?” 
 
    “We’re mates, baby. The mating burn calls us to each other. It’s why no matter how hard you fought to push me away, you always ended up seeking me out eventually. And it’s why you feel comfort and relief when you touch me. I’m told it’s not as potent once we complete the claiming, but it’ll always be there between us.” 
 
    A single tear escaped each eye, and I moved my hands back to cup her face and wipe the tears away with my thumbs. 
 
    “I don’t want to become a bear, Neo.” 
 
    Her voice was a whisper and it cut me to the core. Her rejection of my other side. Of her own other side. 
 
    “It’s not as scary as you’re thinking, Jolie. Your bear is already inside of you. We just need to unlock her. You won’t lose yourself to her. You’ll simply gain another side of yourself. You’ll be stronger, more resilient. You won’t get sick as often.” 
 
    She cut me off. “What do you mean it’s already inside me?” 
 
    “You were born to be my mate, Jolie. That means you were born to be a bear shifter. She’s just been hibernating while waiting for me to come along and wake her up.” 
 
    “So you don’t really want me then. You’re just, what? Following a biological urge?” 
 
    The anger was clear to read in her tone, and I knew I’d somehow fucked up my explanation of how mates worked. I needed to fix this and fast. I had a feeling now she’d let anger overtake her shock from the events out in the forest. She’d be up and out of here in a flash if I didn’t say the right thing now. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Jolie 
 
    Fury raced through my system, chasing away the shock and confusion from earlier. I’d been falling in love with a man who didn’t even really want me. I tried to stand again, but again, his hands tightened on me, stopping me from moving away. 
 
    “It’s not like that. Jolie, please, let me explain before you run off.” 
 
    “I can’t run off because you’re holding me down.” 
 
    My words came out in a growl and I did not appreciate the way he fought not to smile at my outburst. 
 
    “I promise I’ll let you go. In fact, I’ll take you back to your place myself if you want to, after I explain a few things.” 
 
    With a huff, I folded my arms over my chest and let my weight rest on his thighs, back far enough that my crotch wasn’t anywhere near the healthy bulge he had going on behind his fly. 
 
    “We were born to be together, but that doesn’t mean we’re forced to be a couple. It means that we were created to be the perfect partners for each other. It means we were instantly attracted to each other when we first met, that we crave each other’s touch and affection. Together we will feel complete and whole. It means we’ll fall in love with each other because when two people fit together like two destined mates do, that’s what naturally follows. There’s no forcing or removal of choice involved.” 
 
    Tears pricked my eyes. “That’s why no matter how hard I tried I couldn’t leave town, isn’t it? Why I always keep coming back to you?” 
 
    “We call it the mating burn. It’s a call between mates that is hard to deny. I’ve never heard of anyone being able to fight it as well as you have, actually.” 
 
    It sounded like he wasn’t telling me everything that was on his mind, but I didn’t have it in me to push him on it. I also wasn’t sure I wanted to know whatever it was that he wasn’t telling me. 
 
    “So I never stood a chance?” 
 
    Pain flashed through his gaze, then a wave of fury crashed through me, leaving me gasping. That wasn’t my emotion, was it? 
 
    “Never stood a chance when, Jolie?” His voice was low and a little rough, like he was struggling to hold in his emotions. Was the fury his? Was this some weird shifter thing? “Do you mean you never had a chance when your parents died and you ended up in a god-awful group home? Maybe you mean when the state handed you over to a fucking monster when you were still way too young to have any chance of fighting him off? Or was it when that fucker sold you off as a bride? Maybe you mean you didn’t stand a chance because of all the fucking abuse those two men rained down on you. Because, it couldn’t possibly be that you think you never stood a chance because of all the love and affection I’ve attempted to shower you with since you came to town. Had you told me about your foster father earlier, I would have hunted him down and taken care of it for you. Fuck, Jolie, I killed for you not an hour ago, and I’d do it again in a heartbeat if it meant keeping you safe and happy.” 
 
    He hadn’t been kidding about that dream. He’d seen it all. Every shameful, horrific thing I’d rather he not know had been laid at his feet. I’d never wanted anyone to know any of what he’d just spoken of. 
 
    Tears were running down my cheeks as I tried to focus on his face. The waves of added emotion must be his, and they pounded against me as I battled my own. I was drowning in it all, struggling to rise above it. There were too many emotions to deal with and I needed to get away. With a sob I couldn’t hold in any longer, I shoved against his chest, pushing myself off his body. His hands slipped from my skin, and I found myself stumbling back away from him. The moment we were no longer touching, everything got worse. All the emotions swirling got thicker, dragging me down deeper and pain shot up from my injured ankle. My heart raced as my vision faded. What was happening? 
 
    “Neo! Help me.” I cried out for him as I fell to my knees, my whole body aching and my mind feeling like it was going to splinter apart. 
 
    “Fuck. It’s okay, Jolie, everything’s gonna be okay. I’m going to make this all go away.” 
 
    Then I was off the floor and up against his chest, and everything eased instantly. I kept my eyes closed as I pressed my face in against his throat. I took deep breaths of his scent as I clung to him. Every breath took more of the pressure away until finally my heart slowed down and the waves of emotions stopped pounding at me. I felt him moving, walking. After tilting my face, I opened my eyes to see where he was taking me. 
 
    I’d never been inside Neo’s place before, so I wasn’t sure of the layout. He elbowed open a door and once I caught sight of the large bed I knew he’d brought me to his bedroom. I stayed silent as he kicked off his shoes, then climbed up on the mattress, all without loosening his hold on me at all. The man was strong, that was for sure. 
 
    He sat with his back against the headboard and arranged me in his lap before stroking the hair from my face and pressing a gentle kiss to my temple. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Jolie. When I saw you run into the woods earlier with that bastard chasing you, I was so worried that I wouldn’t get to you before he could hurt you. Then finding you pinned up against that tree, with him holding you off the fucking ground by your neck... Add to that how much I love you and that I’m so fucking worried you’re gonna keep running from me, keep refusing my claim on you. I’m a fucking mess, babe. And after sleeping beside each other last night, the bond between us has strengthened. We’ll feel each other’s emotions now, at least if they’re strong ones. Especially if we’re not touching. I should have held my temper earlier. You didn’t know what to expect and it nearly knocked you out.” 
 
    He ran his fingers over my face and through my hair again as I looked into his eyes, at the pain he was somehow now holding back from me. 
 
    “Will it always be like that? Feeling each other’s emotions?” 
 
    He shook his head a little. “No, baby. Once you accept my claim on you, it’ll lessen in intensity. We can also block the emotions from leaving us. It’s what I should have done earlier, but I was too overwhelmed to remember to do it. I don’t ever want you to hurt because of me, Jolie. Forgive me?” 
 
    He was melting me down to my soul. Now that the emotions had lessened considerably, I could think somewhat clearly. Think about all this man had done for me, even though I’d done nothing to deserve any of it. I’d been horrible to him really, and I could understand why he hadn’t bothered to pull his emotions back earlier. I’d deserved to feel what I was putting him through. 
 
    I reached a palm up to cup his jaw. “You weren’t the only one overwhelmed and lashing out, Neo. I didn’t mean to hurt you either. It’s been an eventful day, and you dropped one hell of a bombshell on me. I guess what I’m trying to say is, we’ve both acted rashly today. Let’s just forgive, forget, and move forward, yeah?” 
 
    “Not forget. We’ve covered a lot today, some of it was shit, but I need you to remember what I told you about shifters. I need you, Jolie. Need to claim you as mine, for you to move in here with me. I want you here building a family with me. Kicking my ass when I screw up and loving me even when I drive you nuts.” 
 
    Tears pricked my eyes again, but they weren’t out of misery this time. I wasn’t entirely sure what was involved with him claiming me, but I could take a guess. With his earlier confession that he’d killed for me today, I knew I wouldn’t have to worry about my foster father ever again. That meant I was free to settle down, to actually live my life. I hoped like hell he hadn’t been lying earlier when he’d said I wasn’t sterile. That he could impregnate me. Although that wasn’t why I was choosing him. Not at all. 
 
    It didn’t take long to think over everything Neo had done for me, over everything I’d learned about who he was, to know he’d make a solid partner. I still wasn’t sure about the whole bear shifter thing, but if it made me stronger, more able to fight off anyone who thought to hurt me in the future, I was happy to take it. Neo was everything I could wish for, really. He loved his family, was always happy to help out anyone he could. He had a wicked sense of humor, loved nature. It didn’t hurt that he was damn easy on the eyes, and he was a spectacular lover. 
 
    Wriggling until his grip on me loosened, I shifted so I straddled his thighs once again, ignoring the twinge of pain in my ankle. Then I cupped his face between both my palms and leaned in to kiss him softly on the lips. I pulled back before he could deepen it. “Neo, I’m sorry I’ve pushed you away all these months. I didn’t think I could have you, not fully, and I wanted you so badly. Every time you touched me, or even spoke with me, you drew me a little more under your spell. I honestly can’t imagine living anywhere else, with anyone else.” I paused to take a deep breath and pull back enough I could focus on his eyes. “You gave me freedom earlier. When you took that bastard’s life, you delivered me the greatest gift I’ve ever been given. And, babe? There’s no one else in this world I’d rather spend that freedom with than with you. I love you, Neo. Take me, I’m yours.” 
 
    The sheen of moisture in his eyes, the spark deep within his gaze, the wide grin that spread over his lips cemented within my heart that I’d made the right decision. This man, shifter, whatever he was, was mine and after tonight, he always would be. 
 
    **** 
 
    Neo 
 
    I could barely believe my ears. After all these months, she was finally accepting my claim on her. “You’ll move in with me?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Tomorrow. In the morning, we’ll go pack you up and move you here. You’ll sleep beside me in this bed for the rest of our lives.” 
 
    She leaned in and brushed little kisses down my cheek and over my jaw. “Yes, Neo. Although, we need to deal with the lease on the house. I don’t have much. It’s not going to take long.” 
 
    It had broken my fucking heart at how little she could call her own. “I’m going to spoil you, sweetheart. Give you everything you should already have had.” 
 
    She groaned a little and dug her fingers into my shoulders as she wriggled on my lap. “This is that mating burn you told me about, isn’t it?” Her voice had gone a little husky with her arousal. 
 
    “Yeah, baby, you’re burning for me. You gonna let me claim you? Leave my mark on your skin for all shifters to see?” 
 
    “Mmm, yeah.” 
 
    She’d said yes. She’d given herself to me, and I planned to take her offering and cherish it for-fucking-ever. I made quick work of stripping her shirt and bra off before I flipped her over on the mattress. Slipping her shoes off, I ran my fingers lightly over her swollen ankle. I leaned down and pressed a light kiss to it, knowing within minutes of claiming her, it would be completely healed. Lifting up, I focused on tugging her pants and panties off and throwing them aside. Then I paused to watch her. Fuck, she was sexy, and she looked perfect in my bed. Naked and horny, waiting for me. 
 
    “Perfection.” 
 
    She reached a hand out to touch me, but with a growl I pulled back out of her reach. I had other things I wanted before I took her with my cock. Before she could move, I was between her thighs. Pressing my nose against her folds, I took a couple deep breaths, filling my senses with the scent of her arousal. Then I took a swipe up her pussy, gathering the honey she’d already made for me and swallowed it down before going back for more. 
 
    Holding her hips, I made a meal out of my mate. Sucking and licking at her until she was trying to wriggle away from me. 
 
    “Give it to me, mate. Fill my mouth with your honey.” 
 
    She whimpered and thrashed her head. Poor baby was sitting right on the edge. I thrust two fingers deep insider her core as I wrapped my lips around her clit, giving the little nub a gentle nip with my teeth before suckling on it. That was all it took. With a keening cry, she came, giving me the treat I’d demanded from her. 
 
    Once I had my fill, I slid off the bed and striped down, never taking my gaze off her as I did. Her eyes were hooded, but I knew she was watching me as I revealed my body to her.  
 
    She was sprawled across the bed, her legs spread, her arms out wide. Her chest was rising and falling with her rapid breathing as she came down from her high. 
 
    Once I was naked, I went back to her, running my palms over her, pressing kisses to her warm, silky smooth skin as I made my way up her body. Once she was caged under me, I paused for a moment to take her in. She arched under me, pressing her breasts up against my chest. The tight points of her nipples scraped against me and just like that my control snapped.  
 
    With a growl, I took her mouth in a fierce kiss as I thrust up, entering her fully in one thrust. The feel of her core rippling around me, her warmth welcoming me, left my head spinning. I broke the kiss and pushing myself back. I took hold of her hips and got serious about taking my mate. With a thumb running circles on her clit, I slid my other palm up to tease at her nipples and breasts as I continued to pump into her. The very thought of claiming her had my balls drawing up tight already, but I wouldn’t allow myself to let go until she came again. Once she was again reaching for the stars, I’d let go and claim her. 
 
    “Neo!” 
 
    I moved the hand that had been working over her nipples to the bed and leaned forward, letting that arm take all my weight. “Let it go, baby. Fall over that edge and take me with you to paradise.” I gave her clit a pinch on my next thrust in and her eyes went wide, her mouth gapped open, before her pussy tightened around my cock and she screamed out her pleasure. My own climax ran down my spine before slamming through my balls, causing my cock to jerk within her as I filled her womb with my seed. 
 
    When my cock gave a final twitch, giving her the last of my orgasm, a flash of pain cut through my mouth as my teeth lengthened. I didn’t waste a moment. I grabbed her hair, shifting it out of the way, and she tilted her head, baring her throat to me. 
 
    “Utter perfection, and all mine.” 
 
    I leaned in and after pressing a kiss to the tender skin at the base of her neck, I bit deep. Power washed through me as I swallowed a single mouthful of her blood, taking a touch of her life force within me. It was done. We were bonded. She was mine and I was hers.  
 
    With a lick over the wound, I sealed it up before moving to take her mouth again. It wasn’t enough. I needed her again. The mating had brought my spent cock back to life, and I was ready to go again. I pulled out of her body, enjoying the way she arched as I slid free. Then before she could complain about the loss, I flipped her over and lifted her ass in the air, pressing a kiss to each sexy cheek. Then, caging her beneath me again, I thrust back in. With a palm on her tummy, I held her as I took her deep. I would never get enough of her, never be able to take her enough times. 
 
    “Love you, Jolie, my mate.” 
 
    She pushed up onto her hands and turned her face up to me. I took the hint and managed to catch her mouth with mine without losing my rhythm. With a gasp she broke the kiss, panting her breaths as she came apart for me again, once more taking me with her.  
 
    I fucking loved how wild her gaze was right then as she came for me and I filled her womb with more of my seed. I wanted our cubs so fucking bad. I’d done my mate right and she was in pleasure overload. I silently vowed to her that this was how we’d end every day. In this bed with me showering her with pleasure. It was also how we’d spend many of our days. I planned on getting real creative with ways to get her alone and naked during daylight hours. 
 
    About half an hour later, we lay in a tangle of limbs in the bed. I was running my fingertips over her skin, drawing little patterns, learning all of her sensitive spots, when she broke the comfortable silence between us. 
 
    “So, when do I turn into a bear?” 
 
    I barked out a laugh. I loved how direct my mate could be. 
 
    “Tomorrow night, as the sun sets, she’ll come out to play. We’ll go out into the forest. Just me and you, and I’ll help you through it. It’ll be fine. It doesn’t hurt, and you’re still you when you’re a bear. You’ll just be a little more primitive than you are normally.” 
 
    “Is that your way of saying I’ll want to fuck you in the woods?” 
 
    “Oh, baby, we’re definitely gonna fuck in the woods. But it’ll be when we’re human, not animals.” My dick stirred back to life at the thought, twitching against her hip where it rested. It earned me a chuckle from my mate. 
 
    “Hmm, what’s this? Someone likes the idea of going au natural, huh?” 
 
    Before I could confirm it, she rolled me onto my back and crawled over me, taking my erection into her mouth and sucking me in deep. 
 
    “Ah, fuck. That feels so fucking good, babe.” 
 
    Damn, but this woman truly was perfection. I ran a hand through her messy hair, holding it away from her face. I watched her watch me while she took me as far as she could. I flexed my hips, thrusting gently up into her mouth. I didn’t want to push her too far, but damn, I wanted to take control so bad. “Take it all, Jolie. You got me so close already. You take me to the back of your throat and swallow, and you’ll get the gift you’re looking for.” 
 
    Heat and lust flashed through her eyes. Then she shifted her hand and while cupping my balls she ran her lips all the way down my length, taking me all the way to the back of her throat. Then she swallowed and blew my fucking world.  
 
    I saw stars as I came hard. She took it all, swallowing down every bit I gave her. Then she moved, sliding up my body. I wrapped my hands around her biceps and lifted her faster. I needed to kiss her, but before I could press my mouth to hers, she pressed two fingers over my lips. Freezing, I cocked an eyebrow at her in question, unsure what she was about to do. 
 
    “I love you, Neo. Have for months, and I’m so glad I’m now free to enjoy the rest of my life with you.” 
 
    Warmth radiated from my heart, heating my entire being at her words. When she moved her fingers to trace my jaw, I took the opportunity to speak. “I’ll never make you regret giving us a chance, Jolie. I promise. I’m going to love you so well for so long, you’ll never even think of leaving ever again.” 
 
    Then she kissed me, shutting me up, but not ending our night. Not by a long shot. She was about to learn that male bear shifters were insatiable when it came to making love to our mates. 
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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Daniil strolled through the Bondi Markets with his relaxed façade firmly in place, despite the fact he was anything but. Even though it was Sunday, he was working. Just like all these stall holders around him. Although, he was actually earning enough to warrant him leaving his home. He glanced at the cheap jewelry on the table he was passing. He couldn't work out how some of these people made any money at all. So many stores selling the same shit, and there were only so many tourists to go around. With a mental shrug, he kept moving, gaze roaming as he looked for his target. 
 
    As he strode past a clothing stall, he caught his reflection and winced. Fuck, he was such a cliché. Wearing black tailored dress pants together with a black button up shirt, he looked like what he was, a Russian mercenary. He didn’t have a tie on. He rarely did. He hated how they made him feel like he was choking. Of course, if the job called for it, he'd throw one on, but only if he had to. 
 
    As the day was warm, he’d rolled the sleeves part way up his forearms. That meant some of the tattoos that covered his arms were visible. Unlike his arms and chest, his hands were ink free. He'd often thought about adding ink to them but figured it would limit his ability to stay hidden in plain sight. It was simple enough to wear dark glasses and a long sleeve shirt, and no one thought anything of him. No one remembered what he looked like, because he looked like so many other men. Add in his blue eyes and the ink, he became memorable. His job was so much easier when he wasn’t forced to pay off, or blackmail, cops that ended up with an accurate description of him. 
 
    Stepping around the end of a lane, he caught sight of his target. Stupid bastard was strolling around like he owned the joint. No way did that piece of shit realize what was about to happen to him. That made Daniil grin. He loved what he did. Especially jobs like this one. Taking out a man who was so convinced he’d made himself invincible enough to get away with whatever bullshit he wanted to pull. 
 
    Over the years, Daniil had discovered very few men were truly invincible. Most men had a weakness, like this asshole Daniil was currently trailing. The man’s wife and son were with him, the woman stopping to look at trinkets as they moved along. While she was looking down, he was checking out the legs on the young woman running the store. Daniil rolled his eyes. He never could believe how many men would settle down and get married, only to sleep around on their wife. Daniil had zero interest in getting married or having a family. That would give him way too much to lose. It would also stop him from being able to simply fuck whoever caught his eye, and move on. He never slept with his lovers, he never brought them to his home, and he never, ever fucked a woman twice. 
 
    In the week Daniil had been studying this particular target, he'd learned the asshole had several mistresses. Hell, Daniil was doing the wife a favor by taking him out. Maybe he should contact her, see if she'd pay him as well as the original client? He shook his head and moved away from them. He didn't need his target to see him, at least not yet. He had a plan forming in his mind on how to get this one to play out. Because rarely was a job simply about killing. No, most clients wanted something. Money, information … always something. This was no different. And the way the target kept his palm wrapped around his young son's shoulder, made it perfectly clear what, or rather who, Daniil needed to use to get what the client required from this target. 
 
    Daniil had worked long and hard to gain his reputation, both in his legitimate business dealings and his illegal ones. When it came to his dirtier work, like this current job, he was known as the soulless one. He would, and did, just about anything for money. There were very few things that he wouldn't do. One of those things was hurting an innocent. So, even though he intended to use the boy against his father, he wouldn't hurt one hair on the lad's head. Nope, he was confident he could make the target believe he intended to hurt the child. Because even though he’d never hurt an innocent child or woman, he’d cultivated enough rumors about himself that others didn’t know he had that rule. So, he hoped the threat of harm to his son would be enough. If not, he would indeed kidnap the boy, but he wouldn't be hurt. 
 
    A stall caught Daniil’s eye, and he stopped to take a better look. The photography was stunning. Both black-and-whites and colored images from around Bondi and Sydney all neatly showcased in professional looking black frames. One in particular caught his attention. It was of an old warehouse a few suburbs away. His head nodded as his plan formed in his mind. After he delivered the threat to the son, and got the information his client required, he would grab his target as he left for work in the morning. Take him to that abandoned warehouse to finish the job. It wouldn't be the first time he'd used it for this purpose. 
 
    "Morning. I love that shot. Totally found that place by accident when I caught the wrong bus a few weeks ago." 
 
    A shiver ran down his spine at the sound of her sweet voice. It had been a long time since he'd felt anything more than passing lust for a beautiful woman, and he’d certainly never reacted to the mere sound of a woman’s voice. His strange reaction had him curious about whoever had spoken. Plastering on a smile, he turned to face the owner of the voice. Once he caught sight of her, his smile turned genuine. She was stunning. Her hair was a shockingly bright mix of blue and purple, which surprisingly looked good on her. She was shorter than he was, and he guessed her to be about five-foot six. Because God was good, he got an excellent view of her toned and lean body, as all she wore was a bikini top under a thin jacket that she’d pushed the sleeves up of. Her skin was tanned and ink free. The bright blue color of her bikini drew his eye to her breasts. They looked lush and natural. His fingers actually twitched with his desire to touch her. 
 
    Clearing his throat, he reached up to take his dark sunglasses off, grateful the dark lenses had prevented her from catching him checking her out just now. 
 
    **** 
 
    Juli nearly swallowed her tongue. Holy smoke, this dude was hot. Scary as fuck. But still, hot as hell. 
 
    "And what was such a beauty as yourself doing alone on the bus?" 
 
    Yeah, because his good looks weren't enough, the bastard had a to-die-for accent, too. Life just wasn’t fair some days. Her fiancé was so average it hurt. He didn’t have a romantic bone in his body, no cool accent, no ink. Just oil-stained hands from working on cars and cute dimples that had sucked her right in when she’d first met him. 
 
    "I often catch the bus. It's cheap and does the job." 
 
    He frowned at her like she was nuts. Not an uncommon reaction. Lots of people thought she was crazy. Including her fiancé. 
 
    "Job?" 
 
    "You know? Gets me from A to B?" She grinned at him, "Sometimes it even gets me back to A again." 
 
    He shook his head with a chuckle. The sound shot down her spine and made her nipples tighten. Damn, she hoped he didn't notice. It wasn’t like her bikini had padding or anything to hide the fact. With a raised eyebrow, his gaze lowered for a moment. Bugger, of course he noticed. Ah well, not much she could do about it. Not her fault that the man could melt panties at twenty paces. 
 
    "So, where's your accent from? Europe somewhere?" 
 
    "It's Russian." 
 
    She nodded, like she knew all about various accents and where they came from. She didn’t. "Should have guessed that. You visiting, or do you live here?" 
 
    His English was really good, but that didn't mean he lived local. 
 
    "I live nearby. Not far from here, actually, over in Bellevue Hill. I've been in Australia since I was a young child." 
 
    She cocked her head at him. "Funny, considering how close you live, that I’ve not seen you around before." 
 
    "I don't normally attend markets. I believe I've seen you on the beach before." He nodded at her hair. "You're rather distinctive." 
 
    She grinned. Her hair was purple with blue through it. It was a pain to maintain with all the time she spent in the water, but her best friend, Jess, was a hairdresser and gave her a very healthy discount. The bright mix of colors really did make her stand out. 
 
    "I'm down there most days giving surfing lessons. You should come down sometime. I'll be happy to give you a lesson or two." 
 
    Juli was proud of herself, being able to form complete coherent sentences while she was nearly drooling at the thought of him shirtless in a pair of board shorts. A shudder ran through her as she imagined him wet on a board. And if she was teaching him, she would have to look. Rodger couldn't complain about that one. Well, he could, and no doubt would if he found out. She winced a little, probably best if her fiancé didn't find out. 
 
    "Perhaps one day." His gaze went back to her photos, helping her to remember why she was here. She needed to sell something to him. It didn’t matter if he was sex on a stick, or looked like a hobo. Money was money, and she needed it. 
 
    "So, are you looking for something in particular?" 
 
    He ran his fingertip over the outside edge of the warehouse photo he'd been looking at earlier. It really was stunning, with the way the sun setting behind the weather-roughened exterior of the abandoned building looked. 
 
    "This one is exactly what I'm after." 
 
    She reached over with her left hand to pick up the photo, but he caught her hand and twisted it over to look at her fingers before she could pick it up. Tilting her hand, he ran his thumb over her engagement ring. 
 
    "Your man lets you catch a bus on your own?" 
 
    Frowning, she wriggled her fingers until he released her. She’d really rather not examine her relationship with Rodger too closely. She was rather scared of what she’d discover. Forcing her mind back on task, she picked up the image to wrap. 
 
    "We only have the one car, and he needs it for his work." She shrugged. "It is what it is." At least he didn’t work Sundays so she had her car for the market. It was depressing to think about exactly how little her fiancé seemed to care about her, with the way he was always putting himself and his needs above hers. It was another reason she did her best not to scrutinize her relationship with him too closely. 
 
    A low rumble came from the hot Russian. 
 
    "If you were my woman, you would never be left unprotected. He is not a real man if he leaves you open to attack like that." 
 
    She would definitely need to change her panties when she got home. She was also in danger of swooning for real. This tall, dark, handsome sex-god standing before her was a gentleman on top of everything else.  
 
    With a sad smile, she taped the tissue paper down and put the photo in a bag. 
 
    "Clearly, not all men are equal. Cash or card?" 
 
    She wanted this conversation over. This guy was a stranger. Hell, she didn’t even know his name! She already knew Rodger wasn't the best bloke out there, hell, lately she'd been thinking he was way closer to the bottom. But he was all she had, and she'd been stupid enough to say yes to his proposal, so now it looked like she'd be stuck with him forever. So, it was best if she tried not to think about it too much. 
 
    At least he didn't knock her around. 
 
      
 
    End of sample chapter 
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