
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Survivor

    

    




      
        Sam Hall

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Author Note

      

      
        Foreward/Trigger Warning

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

      
        Chapter 40

      

      
        Chapter 41

      

      
        What comes next?

      

      
        Other upcoming releases

      

      
        Stalk me!

      

    

    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Survivor

      

      

      
        
        Survivor © Sam Hall 2020

      

      

      

      
        
        All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission except for in the case of brief quotations for the use in critical articles or reviews.

      

      

      

      
        
        Cover art and design by Mibl Art

      

      

      

      
        
        The characters and events depicted in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author Note

          

        

      

    

    
      This book is written in Australian English, which is a weird lovechild of British and American English. We tend to spell things the way the Brits do (expect a lot more u’s), yet also use American slang and swear more than both combined.

      

      While many people have gone over this book, trying to find all the typos and other mistakes, they just keep on popping up like bloody rabbits. If you spot one, don’t report it to Amazon, drop me an email at the below address so I can fix the issue.

      
        
        samhall.author@gmail.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      This goes out to survivors of violence everywhere. Many of you will be on a long and tough road, taking every bloody draining step towards something better. Warriors, all of you.
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      This book has been one of the hardest to write. I had to rewrite the first few chapters no less than three times to get it where I needed it to, which never happens to me. The start is usually easy, it’s the end that’s hard.

      There’s a reason for this.

      I’d read a lot of books where a female main character experiences abuse and finds love again, and was never quite sold on them. They told one of the many views on how recovery after abuse works, which is fine, but I had ideas of my own I felt needed to be expressed. I’d grown up in a household where lashing out and hitting people, or screaming the most vile shit you can think of was the norm. I was gonna transform this sub-genre, bring all that experiential knowledge to the manuscript, and it was gonna be awesome!

      Sam, meet hubris. Hubris, meet Sam.

      This is not the way it turned out, and this is important. The path to recovery after you’ve experienced the unique form of domestic terrorism that is physical or emotional abuse is many, varied, and often life-long. The progress can be glacially slow as the survivor works through the nuclear bomb that was dropped into their lives. The psychological changes that are wrought by being in an abusive situation so alien to those who haven’t experienced it, it’s bloody hard to even frame within a story. Especially mine.

      The Pack Heat series was my attempt to create a woman focussed, child focussed society. Where men were toothsome, ready, willing, and wanting to both do the dishes and rock your world. ;) It’s not perfect. Any culture that privileges one group over another is going to create inequity. So, with Jules’ story that had taken the form of extremes of sexual, then emotional exploration, I’d set readers up to expect that. But how was that expectation going to mesh with the story of a DV survivor?

      Lately, with the idea of ‘cancel culture’—or as I like to call it, people using the same tools big institutions have used in the past to control narratives—readers are increasingly strict about what is or isn’t OK. One focus is the way abuse is represented in novels. Often a ‘insta-motivation,’ it’s used carelessly to spur the hero on, sweeping in and saving the day. I hope I didn’t do that in this book.

      What I tried to do is take two people, Flick and Kade, and show a tiny bit of the suffering created by abuse and a very simplified pathway out of it. In reality, Flick and Kade may have dropped into quite severe depression or PTSD. They would have experienced that fun, ragged path getting past trauma is, where you try so many things only to have them fail, fail, get a bit better, get a lot worse, maybe improve. The heroic effort of continuing to try to recover, to be willing to attempt new things with no guarantee it won’t make things worse and re-traumatise you, isn’t really represented. I could either write a semi-clinical observation of how this shit works, or I could write a story.

      That was the hardest thing to accept about writing this.

      So, if my dream had been dashed, what could I do instead?

      For me, I still feel weird describing myself as a romance writer. I’m the least romantic person I know, so it just feels ridiculous! But the perception of the field has moved from Barbara Cartland and her pink frou frou (which you have my complete endorsement to like) to what I like to think as relationships based stories. Romantic, friendly, familial—that’s what I see as the core to modern romance, in all their many forms.

      So what did this mean for Flick? If I couldn’t write all the gory, grinding details, what could I do? Instead, I created this world that was totally woman and child centred, where there was little chance for survivors to be re-traumatised by an unthinking or uncaring environment. Where the characters were seen, understood, and cared for with all the many resources of a community. Where men and women come together, seeing a woman’s child as an important part of the equation, and honouring and respecting the parental relationship. Where women’s consent and agency is sacred. Where every woman carries around with her a wild, 300 kilo wolf inside her that’s willing to coach her away from self-blame and recriminations and kick the fucking arse of anyone who’d hurt her. Paranormal romance is all about fantasy, so why not have the perfect survivor fantasy, as I saw it?

      You might not agree. If you experienced any of this, you’ll have your own ideas of how this should go, and I respect that. If mine differs, it’s not a criticism or undermining of your perspective, just a different one. I’d like to see more and more survivors’ stories published, so there is a wealth of perspectives seeping through into mainstream psyche and a deepening understanding of the complexity of recovery.

      Now to triggers. Drama is the stock of a writer’s trade. Without it, you don’t have a story. You might have a really cool unstructured literary work, but no story. Drama is often concocted artificially or naturally by writers in ways that can push people’s buttons. This book starts with a graphic depiction of domestic violence. People get hurt, sometimes very hurt. There are short but evocative descriptions of sadism against animals. Acts of violence are directed against the perpetrator. I did all of this thinking hard about whether it was needed, would it further Flick’s story, but that doesn’t mean you should read it.

      You know you. You know what’s gonna push your buttons, evoke stuff that doesn’t need dredging up again, and send you into a spiral. I wrote this book for everyone, but particularly survivors, and I know for many, this is not a good read for them. Make your call, honour your own needs, jump into my group, and get one of us to briefly describe what happens in problematic chapters if you need it. While not exhaustive, the most challenging chapters are 1, 4, 32, and 35, but getting someone you trust to scan it before reading may be a good strategy.

      The other thing I think is going to push people’s buttons is combining a mother with the sexual excess of what a heat is in my books. A time of extreme arousal, a woman and her prospective pack work through their attraction and sometimes develop a relationship through this. This kind of wanton surrender for a mother is often problematic in our society. Women have lost jobs, lost custody of their children, and been shunned for simply engaging in fringe consensual acts, not in front of their kids, while making sure their children are safe and cared for. This juxtaposition of insatiable desire and kink vs the mother role is just seen as completely incompatible. If she’ll ‘let’ men do blah to her body, it means she’s a bad mother.

      Flick tries her damnedest to be a good mother, to look after her son with everything she has. But she also ends up enjoying a very full, varied sex life towards the end. See how you feel about that, and if keen, proceed.

      Love, strength, and endurance to each and every one of you.

      Sam.
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      Right now, I had to wonder how I got here.

      “You stupid fucking bitch!”

      Rick, my husband of eleven years stormed across the room at me. He’d only just got home. I’d flinched when I heard the door slam, heard the too loud roar of the car as it pulled up in the driveway, my body freezing at the sound of the handbrake being jerked up. I hadn’t even said a word to him yet.

      I got to my feet—never a good idea. Standing meant a greater surface area to attack. It was only good if you could stay on your feet, dodge or counter his attacks, and I was never any good at that. But the adrenalin that shot through my veins like electricity, the tremble in my muscles as they activated, meant my body was ready to do something, even as my brain knew whatever I tried would be useless. He was on me before I could even react, fingers wrapping themselves around my arms, digging in harder and harder as my teeth clenched hard, fighting to keep the yelp, then the screams inside.

      Don’t make a noise, I thought furiously. Don’t make a fucking sound.

      “What have you been doing around here all day? Huh? I work all fucking day, and you lay around here…”

      I stopped listening, just feeling his spittle splash my face, breathing in the sour smell of unwashed male and beer that was uniquely Rick. I’d finished all of the housework, as per usual, knowing it would be a bone of contention no matter what I’d done. Before, I’d thrown myself into it wholesale, thinking if I just got the right combination finished…

      Right now, the washing was up to date—everything hung up, dried, folded, and put away. I vacuumed every day, cleaned up his mess of empty beer cans and overflowing ashtrays. I scrubbed the bathroom and the toilet, did the dishes, cooked a dinner for our son, Kade, and myself, and even made enough for Rick, just in case. When he hadn’t arrived at his mandated meal time, I’d just sighed with relief and bundled up his plate for reheating later.

      Or to smash into his bloated fucking face, grinding the endless slabs of meat accompanied by three vegetables he always insisted we had into his skin. Just beat him over and over with it, until the porcelain was pulverised and ground into tiny vicious shards.

      Something I worked hard to keep down rose at that idea. She was a sleek black beast, one who wagged her tail, her green eyes gleaming at the thought of it.

      Stop that, I told myself. Keep your fucking head down.

      But of course, I couldn’t, not to Rick’s satisfaction. I couldn’t help but flinch away from the mask of a face, the red skin mottled by broken capillaries, much like his eyes, now buried in folds of flesh as he screamed at me. A cry built up in my chest, one I frantically struggled to hold down. But his fingers ground against my bone, my muscle, like my skin was nothing within his hands, compressed and wrenched. And then he shook me.

      I didn’t even know what I was being punished for at this point, and I didn’t get a chance to consider it. My head whipped back and forth on my spine. My teeth clacked down on my tongue, the taste of blood filling in my mouth. The world that I knew was completely obliterated, replaced instead by this sickening blur. I couldn’t see, couldn’t hold onto anything as the pain ratcheted higher and higher, kicking my previous apathy to the curb and replacing it with pure unadulterated terror.

      I wanted to cry out, beg, plead, and I knew it wouldn’t make a difference, but it came anyway.

      “Stop!”

      My scream rent the air, which was weird, as he was filling it more than satisfactorily with his incoherent listing of all my faults. Maybe because for once, he did fucking stop. There was a moment of complete silence, his face a ridiculous mask of slack-jawed shock.

      I wrenched free, my fingers going to where his grip still burned my skin, tears I’d worked so fucking hard to hold back falling like a waterfall now, until Rick was nothing but a goddamn blur. “Stop,” I sobbed. “Stop hurting me. I haven’t said a fucking thing. I made the dinner you wanted. I cleaned every fucking thing. You can’t keep using me as your punching bag to work through whatever’s pissed you off today. Please.”

      And that’s when it happened—a brief flare of hope passed through me when I was met by silence rather than aggression. I could almost hear the seconds tick by, blessed, blessed moments of peace.

      “Can’t I?”

      His words were uncharacteristic in their perfectly vicious calm. Rick always expressed a ‘hot’ rather than ‘cold’ anger, his screams a great messy vomit of all of the frustrations he held bottled up until he got home. That’s perhaps why his strike was almost surgical in its precision.

      He belted me across the face, and my head snapped back, my ears instantly filling with a high-pitched ring and a swollen feeling of fullness. An explosion of pain—familiar, yet no less devastating for it—burst into my face, and my eyes went wide as I lurched backwards. I wasn’t allowed to catch my balance; that wasn’t the purpose of this. It was to beat me down. So he got to work, his fist closed this time as he drove it into my nose, the sound of the crack my only warning before agony took over.

      I collapsed onto the floor, blood streaming from my face as I screamed in pain. I was dimly aware that he was dealing more damage, with his fists and his feet, but it all felt muted in the face of this. I sobbed into the carpet, bubbles of blood blowing from my nose, and my head felt like a bomb had just gone off in it. All the while, the crying, the build-up of tears and snot just aggravated things further, but I couldn’t stop. Then the other blows began to register, some dull aching things, others more worryingly sharp. His punches rained down, never seeming to slow, and my screams somehow egged him on. There was no curling up against this, no protection my body could offer. As I thrashed around on the floor, inarticulate cries doing nothing to stop him, it dawned on me. He’s trying to kill me.

      “Mummy?”

      Kade’s voice cut through the chaos. Rick stopped for a moment, and I could do nothing but just lie there, my breath coming in low, rasping shudders.

      Get up, the black beast inside me said. Protect the cub.

      “Mummy?”

      His voice was higher and warbling as he took in what had happened. Rick was usually more careful than this, making sure to keep the noise down, keep the bruises below my neckline. I rolled my head painfully up and saw my son’s white face, his heaving chest, his little fists balled at his sides, his wide eyes cataloguing every injury.

      

      “What did you do to my mum?!”

      I groaned, trying to say something, anything to stop Kade from marching over, hands raised. He didn’t understand this dark otherworld of adulthood. A world of alcohol and violence, where someone can tell you they love you in the morning and then beat the shit out of you in the evening. With his childlike innocence, he thought he could raise his hands to his father with impunity. I knew differently.

      Get. Up, the voice inside insisted. Its growl had an inflection I hadn’t heard before—fear.

      I’d seen plenty of action movies where the hero, after getting the snot kicked out of him, is able to summon some superhuman level of strength to rise up and take the bad guy down. I tried something similar. Did they feel like something was breaking inside them when they did so, like I did? Did their body falter as they attempted it, did their mouth stretch into a scream when they realised partway through the lunge that they were going to fail, to not even be able to get upright? Did they have to watch the hands of a monster reach out and fasten themselves around the slender neck of the one they loved most in the world, big, broad fingers digging into pale skin, each one big enough to wreak major damage?

      NO!

      The roar inside dwarfed my own pathetic attempt to give voice to it, filling my head and driving everything else out. I rose, like a shadow, like pain itself because right now, I couldn’t feel my own. I scanned the environment, assessing each humble part of our décor as a potential weapon. There—the big marble ashtray. I gripped it and left a trail of ash behind as I brought my arm up. I closed the gap between us, hearing my son’s choked cries, and was somehow able to shut this out for the moment it took to bring it crashing down on my husband’s head with all my now considerable strength.

      I would never forget the sounds. The crunch, the frantic wheeze of Kade’s throat as he fought to suck air in, the sodden thud of Rick’s body. A strange kind of silence settled over the house, punctuated only by my son’s noisy breaths, and then it came.

      His wail, pathetically broken and torn by what had been done to him, rushed into the quiet I’d created. I dropped to my knees, wrapped my arm around my son and held him close. I forced my eyes closed when I felt him struggle, lash out, all that adrenalin that had been pushing him to fight or flight unleashed on me. But I held him until he quieted, until his sobs joined mine.

      You need to run. They will not understand. You are not safe; the cub is not safe.

      I may have been having a psychotic break, talking to voices in my head, but in this case, they weren’t wrong. Blood matted sluggishly in my husband’s hair, something I shifted my body to protect my son from.

      “Baby,” I rasped, my voice destroyed, “I need you to run into the bedroom and pack some clothes and whatever else you want to take.”

      He looked up through a mask of tears, finally seeing me. He wasn’t ready for this. Kade needed time to heal, to calm down, to be hugged and given all the comfort he deserved, but right now, all I could feel was that need to run beating down on me.

      “Can you do that for me?”

      He nodded, trying to reply but not able to. I rubbed my thumb against his cheek, the pad slipping in the tracks of his tears, and then we both got up.

      I waited until Kade disappeared down the hall before I rose to my feet.

      

      I looked down at my husband like he was a side of meat, analysing the awkward fall of his body, the seep of blood slowly staining the carpet. I reached down, my hand hovering for a moment before I touched his cooling flesh. It was a struggle to find his pulse initially, then I pressed down harder. There—faint, sluggish, irregular.

      We finish the kill.

      The ashtray felt heavy now in my hand, a millstone dragging me down.

      He was going to kill you and the cub. We keep the cub safe.

      I hefted it in my hand, feeling it, the way gravity had it dropping hard against my palm.

      We keep the cub safe, the beast insisted.

      And in a final act of madness, a great shadowy black wolf appeared, standing by the man’s head, its eyes gleaming bright green. It stared at me, and I stared back.

      We finish the kill.

      

      “Mum?”

      I blinked, glancing around me wildly when I realised I was in the car, the engine rumbling. I turned and looked over my shoulder, saw that Kade had his seat belt and a few bags full of stuff next to him.

      “You OK, baby?”

      He nodded, the sharp tilt of his chin, the shine in his eyes making clear what he was holding back.

      We take the cub somewhere safe, then he can heal.

      And where the fuck is that? I thought, my heart racing. I saw several flecks of blood on my fingers that I hadn’t remembered being there before.

      I know. Sanctuary.
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      “Mum, can I have a drink?”

      Kade sounded as querulous as a much younger child.

      “Sure, baby. What’s up?”

      “My head hurts.”

      I almost took my foot off the accelerator at that, realising what I was doing and indicating before pulling over on the verge.

      I’d packed a lot of stuff without remembering moving it, including Rick’s wallet. We’d hit one of the petrol stations on the way to wherever we were going, and I’d cleared out the family accounts, filled the car full of fuel, and got some supplies. Kade stayed in the car, but the guy behind the counter took in the bruises and blood on my face with just a nod, giving me back my change. I’d gone to the bathrooms there, cleaned my face as best I could, and dumped the wallet in the rubbish bin. There was a sharp pain in my nose that had never been there before that stopped me from doing too much, and then I’d gotten back into the car. I rustled around in my bag now, pulling out some children’s paracetamol and handing it to Kade along with a juice.

      Keep Kade safe. Keep Kade safe. Keep Kade safe. The need pulsed with the beat of my heart.

      “Try this, love. It’ll make you feel better.”

      “OK, Mum.” He bent over like an old man, taking the stuff from me, and I watched him swallow the medication. “I think I’m going to sleep. I feel really, really tired.”

      “Sure, love.” I smiled, trying to hide the spike of fear that ripped through me. Was he more severely hurt? Could he have a concussion? I didn’t remember him hitting his head, but it was all such a fucking jumble. Rick’s fists swinging in a flurry of blows, Kade screaming for him to stop, Rick’s hands around my throat, then Kade’s… I should Google it, shouldn’t I? See what the symptoms are, to be on the lookout?

      Soon. Sanctuary. Healers are in Sanctuary.

      I shook my head, the sore muscles in my neck immediately protesting. I couldn’t afford to touch that right now. We weren’t there yet. I turned on the indicator and steered the car back onto the road, following the instinct that thrummed inside me like a beacon out into the darkness.

      

      We’d been on the road for five hours when the rattle started. I’d done everything right, checked the tyres, the air pressure, topped up the radiator, made sure we had a full tank of fuel, but the noise from the engine still came. It was a blessing in a way, shaking me out of the slit-eyed daze I had been in. It was all dark shapes out here, the only light coming from my headlights and the stain starting to form on the horizon. My eyes snapped open, glancing at the fuel gauge, then the temperature one. Hot panic swamped over me when I saw how much higher the needle had jumped.

      As I didn’t drive the piece of shit car often, I had no idea if this was just what it did or something brought on by hours of solid driving. I pulled over again, on a flat of bare earth, and killed the engine. I’d gone down several roads, taking lefts and rights almost at random, not knowing where I was going but trusting that burning impulse. One that deserted me now. I looked around at the seamless blackness and wondered where the hell we were.

      “Mum…?” Kade was groggy, sitting up and blinking before asking, “Where are we?”

      “I’m not sure, love.”

      “I need a drink, and my head still hurts.”

      I busied myself finding him a bottle of juice, then pulled out my phone. I stared at the screen. I should ring someone, anyone, but who? And what would I say? Come and get me from…? Had I gone past any road signs lately? The need to run still throbbed within me, but to where? If I was going to listen to mental delusions, they could have at least had the decency to stick around. I looked back at Kade, who was drinking, and took in his slender limbs, his vulnerable little body. My eyes flicked out to the dark around us. For a moment, I could have sworn I saw the blink of two bright green lights, but as I searched, all I saw was blackness.

      I didn’t get a chance to ponder that as Kade clambered into the front seat once he’d finished his drink, folding his body up into a small ball on my lap. My hands instantly went to his back, his hair. I hunched my frame around his, the urge to shield him strong.

      “Are we lost?”

      His voice was thin, low, hoarse, as if he was afraid to ask, afraid of the answer.

      “I’ll work it out, baby.”

      He just stared out the window for a moment, looking over my shoulder, and then he began to cry.

      These were the tears that should have come beforehand, ones he’d been too scared to let out. Crying just led to more violence, as if showing any evidence of the pain Rick caused had to be exterminated by him. In some ways, this was worse than watching him brutalise our son—seeing my little boy’s eyes go wide, catching every moment as his heart began to break. I stroked his hair as he buried his head against me, sobbing and sobbing and sobbing.

      My eyes felt like they swam in a sea of acid. All my tears had been scoured away, leaving only burning sockets and an aching heart.

      “Why, Mum! Why would he—?”

      Because you fucked up. Because you hadn’t the guts to walk away and protect your child until it was too late. Because you’ve hurt him just as much as his father did. Because you failed him, failed yourself, failed everything.

      We protect the cub, came the growl. Nothing else matters.

      “Why wo-wo-wo-uld he—?” His voice kept catching on the words, the misery stopping him from forming them. I knew what he asked, knew what he wanted to know, but I had no legitimate reasons to give him. Well, none that were fit to share with a young kid.

      My answers curled up, black and spiky, in the pit of my belly. They would rip me in two coming out, and then once free, they’d tear into him. So instead, I held him tight against my aching body and rocked him.

      You learn something about yourself you never wanted to know when an intimate partner hurts you. You lose that happy, White Ribbon-ed delusion that you had too much pride or self-esteem to stick around if a loved one hit you, that you’d be straight onto the police. That first fist smacking into the side of your face was a wake-up call, a slow, painful reveal of the real me. The me that had been systematically separated from family and friends for this amazing relationship, tied tighter and tighter to him until he had me just where he wanted me.

      “Why, Mum?” Kade wailed into my sodden chest. “Why?”

      “I don’t know, love.”

      

      How long did we sit there? I wasn’t sure. The sky grew lighter, the temperature gauge dropped, and the desolate landscape slowly emerged. It was flat, windy, and the only vegetation was a scrubby low-lying bush so grey-green in colour, it looked almost dead. This was no place to break down. I needn’t have worried about who to call, as there was no reception out here. I tossed my phone on the passenger seat, Kade jumping at the movement. When he pulled his face away from my chest, his skin was red and blotchy, eyes swollen.

      “What are we doing out here?” he asked, finally taking it all in.

      “I…just need to cool down the car, maybe get a bit of sleep.”

      He studied my face, reaching out gingerly to twist it so he could see the damage more clearly.

      “OK.”

      With that, he moved into the passenger seat, setting himself up with a drink, a muesli bar, and his Nintendo DS, though his eyes seemed to be more on the plains around us than his game. I wound my chair back, turning on my side, and watched him.

      As I lay there, feeling the chill on my skin and smelling the closed in, stale stink of the car, I listened to the wind wail and tried not to join in with it. Despite the ache in my face and throat, the huge pressure in my nose, I found myself drifting off a little. It was the quiet. We might be about to die in some semi-arid wasteland, but there was no one coming for me, no one likely to break down my door. The ever-present greyness I carried within me rose up, smothering me like smoke until it all fell away.
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      They’re here.

      Knock-knock!

      My head jerked up from the car seat, and I looked wildly about me. The first thing I saw was my son cringing back as far as he could go, the second was the biggest man I’d ever seen.

      “Fuck!” I yelped as he peered inside the windshield, his brows creasing when he got a look at us. I slammed my hand down on the door lock, frantically doing the same with Kade’s and the back seats. Another man, not as big, approached my door, stopping for a moment, his hazel eyes widening. He had longish dirty blond hair tucked behind his ears and a serious beard going. I saw them look at each other, and some sort of secret men’s business passed between them before bearded dude walked closer and made a gesture to wind down the window.

      “Mum, who are these men?” Kade’s voice was a reedy waver, his body curled tight.

      Fear, like a moth in a jar inside my chest, fluttered faster, harder, wanting to get out, but I squashed that down. Somehow, I managed to keep my voice clear and even when I replied.

      This is them. This is Sanctuary.

      You’ve lead us to a couple of random truckers? As mental collapses go, this is pretty shit.

      This is who we need.

      My mouth filled with a weird acid taste, a little like bile, but I didn’t feel the need to throw up. I hurt everywhere in every way, but thankfully, I wasn’t nauseous.

      “Not sure, baby. I’m going to open the window a crack and see if they can help us.”

      “Are you sure it’s safe?”

      “Of course, love,” I lied. “Who would want to hurt us?”

      I wound the window down a little, just enough to let the whipping wind from outside in. I looked them over for…what? Signs that they were good people? That there was no blood on their knuckles, no weapons, no booze? I wished men were like those poison frogs, advertising their threat.

      “Yes?” I said to the bearded man who had placed his hands on either side of the driver’s seat window.

      “You alright out here, love? This is a shit of a place to break down.”

      I didn’t want to answer. I wanted them to go the fuck away, even though as I looked out at the landscape we’d broken down in, there were no other more acceptable sources of help. It was just flat empty scrub as far as the eye could see. But because I was a woman, the social pressure to respond pressed down hard on me and the words came out.

      “The car, it started making some funny noises and overheating. We’ve just been trying to cool it—”

      The larger man moved in, shoving his mate out of the way. His brown eyes stared into mine, only shifting slightly to catalogue every damn mark Rick had left. He was huge, should have been terrifying, with his brows jerked down, his jaw working as he saw all of me.

      Him. He is pack. Get out of the car.

      Are you fucking insane?! These guys could be mass murdering, rapist, sex traffickers.

      He is pack. Go to your mate.

      The bile flooded my mouth, burning my tongue, making my teeth ache. My hand went to the door handle without me even consciously doing so. I watched in horror as I undid the lock and opened it.

      What are you doing? I shrieked, feeling myself step out of the car. Stop!

      “Mum?” Kade said, his voice high and thready.

      “It’s OK, love,” someone said with my voice, my mouth. “Everything will be OK now.”

      “Whoa,” the blond-haired man said when I stumbled, reaching out to catch me but backing off when I recovered. I found my eyes taking in the broad breadth of his chest, those muscular arms, those narrow hips. He was pleasing, had an open, giving manner, and obviously had a bond with the other man. He was worth considering.

      But it wasn’t him my mouth, my teeth ached for. I took slow, dragging steps towards the bigger man, his head cocking to the side as he watched me, frowns coming and going, his eyes shifting from deep brown to bright green as I did. His face transformed as I reached for him.

      His expression was so alien, I had no idea how to unpack it initially. He caught me with those massive arms, stared into my eyes with ones that burned and saw everything. Had anyone looked at me like this? Like I was the most perfect thing in the world? Like he could see through the fucking roadmap of abuse that was my face to who I was beneath it? How? my human brain balked. How could this be possible? We haven’t spoken a word to each other.

      “By the fucking Goddess…” the other man hissed. “Pete, mate, don’t—”

      The other man didn’t get to intervene, as the larger man did something I would never have thought possible. He tilted his head away, baring that muscular column of a neck in a perfect picture of surrender. This moved him somehow. I could feel the tremble in his hands, the rapid pant of his breath as I moved closer. My lips peeled tentatively back from my teeth, something that had him breathing out, “Yes…yes…”

      This is it. This is Sanctuary, I was told one last time before lashing out, digging my teeth into his rigid muscle and clamping down.

      My mouth burned, poisonous saliva spilling from fuck knows where and onto his skin. His arms snapped around me, digging into ribs, muscles that were bruised and battered, but somehow, I leant into the pain. An explosion of energy washed over the both of us, the fiery burn of my venom spreading through our bodies, then tearing reality away.

      I was seen then, perfectly and completely. All the many, many indignities I’d suffered were catalogued and mourned, all my pain weighed and added to a list of injustices to seek retribution for. My beautiful boy, from the moment he was born to the usually chirpy little nine-year-old he was now, was represented in a million flickering memories. Everything that made me who I was, was soaked up and held in the gentlest of embraces.

      This is pack, the beast inside me said in her gentlest of tones.

      But that wasn’t the strangest thing. I saw a great big pair of green eyes watching me, and with them came a tremendous feeling of love from beyond both of us. Of being held when you hurt, of being seen and cared for, and an immense feeling of empathy. I found my breath catching in my chest as it rolled over me, so intense, so complete was the feeling. You’ll hurt no more, she said, whoever the eyes belonged to. You’ll see.

      

      I came to only briefly and felt the wind on my face, drying my tears almost as soon as they had formed.

      “Protect the cub,” I said, my words little more than a slur before the smoke inside me swallowed me down.
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      We ran along a plain at dawn.

      My paws slammed into the ground with each step, the powerful muscles in my haunches powering me forward. As did his. I looked over at the massive black wolf, the shine of his bright green eyes tugging me forward. We ran for the sheer joy of running, the sun rising and sending out rosy fingers of light as we went. Something lightened inside me as I felt the sun on my fur.

      It’s time to wake up, a great voice said. You are home now.
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      I obeyed with a start, my eyes flicking open, then darting around the unfamiliar room.

      Where the fuck am I? I thought, feeling my pulse pound and hearing a beeping machine keep pace with it. I glanced at it, the cords that kept me connected to it, and the obvious hospital bed I was lying in, if the glaring white sheets and metal framed gurney was anything to go by. Harsh artificial lights glared down on me, ones that made it clear I was not alone.

      Curled up on my left side was Kade. He whimpered when I moved, but even when I lay still, the noises still came. He twitched in his sleep, his whine growing louder, more desperate. The snort of someone waking suddenly jerked my eyes beyond the bed.

      The man from the car, I thought, seeing those brown eyes open blearily. My body coiled around Kade’s, covering his with mine, ready to strike.

      He staggered over to the bed with the time old shuffle of a parent with an unsettled child, eyes three quarters closed, it taking for him to reach out, about to put a hand on Kade’s shoulder, before he noticed me. His eyes flicked open, hand and body freezing.

      I watched him and he watched me, my eyes inexorably dragged over to the pink, still healing bite on his neck. I tasted that weird acidic bile again, and said, “Who are you?”

      “I’m Peter. I need to get the doc—”

      “No, where the hell are we? Why am I attached to all these machines?”

      “This is Sanctuary.” He saw the confusion in my eyes, along with something else—fear. “It’s my hometown. This is the medical centre. You were hurt, really badly, Flick.”

      I jerked back at that.

      “How do you know my name?”

      He swallowed, moving restively by the bed, an odd sight for a man so big.

      “You told me. Your heart… When you…”

      There was a moment then, one of quiet regard, where anyone watching us would have said we stared into each other’s eyes, but there was something different about this. He struggled with something, I could see it in the move of his lips, like he was about to say something but stopped himself. His fingers twitched, the tiny movements coming closer before a long sigh escaped his lungs. He seemed to draw himself up, that massive chest swelling, but before he got to say a word, the green curtain hanging around us was swept aside.

      “Hello,” said an older woman, who was quite short and with a soft face. She wore a white coat over her clothes and had a stethoscope around her neck. “I’m Doctor Hobbes.”

      

      “How did I get here? Why am I hooked up to these machines? How long have I been here for?”

      At the sound of my questions, my heart rate spiked, and the doctor’s eyes went to the rapidly beeping machine beside me. I shook with the effort of holding myself still, wanting to yank free and run the fuck out of here.

      “The boys brought you in unconscious and unresponsive. You experienced considerable trauma, Felicity.”

      “Flick,” I corrected her. That had been the name my friends and family had used. Felicity was his wife.

      “Flick,” she said with a nod. “We’ve had you under observation for two days and given you some pain relief.”

      “Two days! I need to get up,” I said, then my eyes dropped down to where my son was starting to shift. “What about Kade?”

      “Some heavy bruising, but we’ve had him on a diet of soft foods. His scars are more…”

      “Psychological,” I finished for her, looking down at the boy curled at my side. His eyes fluttered open, and he just looked at me for a second before he realised what he was looking at.

      “Mum!”

      He threw his arms around my neck, something that had me wincing, Peter taking a step closer. I stared him down over my son’s shoulders, feeling a growl deep in my throat form.

      A growl?

      “I’m glad you’re awake,” the doctor said, eyes flicking from Peter to me. “It means you’re on the mend. I’ll get Ophelia to come and talk to you.”

      “Who’s Ophelia?” I said.

      “Sanctuary is her town. She’ll be able to help explain…things.”

      

      Well, that wasn’t vague at all.

      I forced my eyes away from the man, and he seemed to get I was uncomfortable and backed away. But he didn’t want to. I saw it in the hang of his head, the line of his shoulders. He wanted…to be a part of this? To be close to me and Kade? What the actual fuck? He was a complete stranger. I’d learned his name minutes ago.

      He is pack. He is your mate.

      Oh, so we’re still on that, are we?

      This is Sanctuary. We are home. He is pack.

      And I apparently need an industrial strength anti-psychotic.

      As if to confirm this, the black beast I’d seen back at home appeared at the foot of my bed, her green eyes taking in the newcomers who pushed past the curtain and stood beside her. She nodded her head and then winked out.

      One of the women was tall, with a ramrod straight spine and a long tail of grey hair pulled back, while the other a woman was about the same age as me with a mane of dark brown hair, her hand going to her stomach in a way that suggested she might be pregnant. Brown hair smiled impishly at me, wiggling her fingers at Kade, but grey hair was apparently the spokesperson. Her smile, when it came, was slow, measured, but it still warmed her eyes.

      “Welcome to Sanctuary, Flick. I am Ophelia and this is Jules.”

      “So nice to speak to you finally,” Jules said, moving forward and holding out a hand. I shook it awkwardly, Kade curling up tighter against me. “Your head must be spinning, but you’re safe now, I promise.”

      “Jules.”

      Ophelia said her name gently, and the other woman stepped back with a smile on her face, but when the older woman turned back to me there was a…what? Expression of sadness, pity, concern? It was difficult to say.

      “Flick, if possible, I’d like to talk to you about what brought you to Sanctuary. You don’t have to if you don’t want to…” She paused when she saw my mouth open, ready to tell that story right now. That was strange, having someone wait for me to reply, enough that it closed again. She nodded in response. “But I believe it might help the both of us. Jules is one of our newer residents. When I told her we had someone come from the outside, she was keen to come and meet you. It’ll just be a quick chat, or a long one, depending on what you want. The boys have set up an area just beyond the bed.” Peter got up and twitched the curtain to one side so I could see that an adjoining room, complete with TV and toys all over the floor. “You’ll be able to see Kade the whole time.”

      I felt his arms tighten around my neck, making me rub my palm along his back.

      “It’s OK, baby,” I said. “Have people here been looking after you?”

      He nodded, about to say something, when I heard an imperious little voice.

      “Kade? Are you here?”

      A young girl with long black hair and the greenest eyes I’d ever seen strode in, the blond-haired man from the car at her heels.

      “Kiralee! We’ve got to be…” he hissed, his voice falling away as he saw the two of us. He straightened, blinking a few times, as if unable to believe what he saw. “Oh, hi.”

      “Kade, are we going to play with the action men again?” the little girl said, coming to the edge of the bed and completely ignoring me. “Kade?”

      “Action figures,” came the muffled reply, his fingers slowly unwinding. “Hi, Kiralee.”

      “Hello, Kade. Can we play now? Aidan made me wait until after I had breakfast, and my mother said it was OK.”

      This earned her a snort from the man himself as he shook his head with a smile. The girl held out a hand to Kade, and I was shocked to see him take it. She pulled him down beside her, then drew him towards the room.

      “My mother was treated badly as well, and she’s all better now. I told you she would be fine. Everyone gets better in Sanctuary.”

      I shook my head, realising now I was sitting in front of four strangers in just a hospital gown. My fingers plucked at the sheet and then drew it up higher. This dislodged the blanket that had been draped across my legs, something that had the blond-haired man, Aidan, and Peter moving to pick it up. Aidan’s mouth twisted into a rueful smile, and he backed off, but Peter scooped it up in those massive hands and then moved closer, forcing me to look up, up to catch all of him as he laid it over the railing.

      Jules watched the whole thing somewhat misty eyed, which was just weird.

      “Look,” I said, trying to keep things calm but probably failing, “I really appreciate you looking after a complete stranger and her child, but I need to get going. People will be worried sick—”

      “That’s what we’re worried about,” Ophelia said. “Someone determined enough to harm a woman and child like this is often determined enough to try and track you down. We want to protect you. No woman should ever have to go through what the two of you have obviously endured” —this drew growls from the two men— “but especially not in my town. Sanctuary was founded by women who had suffered like you have. We built it as a haven for women and the men who love them. You must…” Her voice was imperious, even as it trailed away. Her eyes dropped for a moment as she reconsidered what she was going to say. “We would very much like to help you. Please, Flick.”

      I just stared at them all. Jules was all bright eyed and bushy tailed, like the idea excited her or something. Ophelia looked like she was running for president and the guys? Aidan stood like a soldier, with a kind of coiled intensity just waiting to be called upon. And Peter? His ham sized hands had balled into fists, the muscles in his forearms trembling with the effort of holding them back, something that curiously did not scare me.

      He is pack, the voice inside me insisted. He will use those hands to strike our enemies, not us or the cub. He will fight to the last breath to protect our pack, pummel that useless excuse for an impregnator into a bloody smear on the ground.

      And how, oh delusional thought construct, do you know that? He’s just as likely to snap my neck with those great big mitts of his.

      No, he can’t. He is pack.

      My little internal dialogue had created an embarrassing pause in the conversation, something I hoped I could pass off as trauma, but when I looked at the two women, their eyes had gone wide and staring, their eyes trailing over me, then to Peter, and stopped when they reached the bite on his neck, partially hidden by the collar of his shirt. You could have heard a pin drop while they studied it.

      “Well, this complicates things,” Jules said with a sigh.

      “Doesn’t it?” Ophelia said. “Now, Flick, tell me, when did you start seeing the wolf?”
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      I laughed, because that seemed as good a cover as any, but it came out loud and forced, cutting through the silence like a knife. And it convinced no one.

      “Have you ever looked in the mirror when you see her?” Jules asked.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Why would I see a wolf in a hospital?”

      “I don’t know,” she replied, going over to a set of drawers on one side of the room and ruffling through the contents. “I didn’t see mine until I changed, so you’re lucky.”

      “Jules…” Ophelia said.

      “What? She’s going to find out, anyway. Ah, this will do.” She pulled out a small circular mirror and then walked over to hand it to me. “Watch your eyes as I do this.”

      I frowned, flinching internally back from the kaleidoscope of bruises on my face. I looked like I’d been through a meat grinder.

      “Just focus on your eyes, nothing else,” she said as she walked with elaborate care towards Peter.

      He stiffened, something that provoked an answering tension in me. Why? my brain asked, but it wasn’t in the driver’s seat. I ignored her order, the mirror still held out in front of my face, but largely disregarded as she got closer and closer to the man. Her previously easy going smile now seemed somewhat sadistic. He didn’t want her to do this, I could see it in his face. He eyed her like one would a rabid dog, wary and ready to bolt at any second.

      “It’s OK,” she crooned to him. “I just need to prove a point.”

      He fought the urge to pull away, his spine twisting as far as it would go without actually moving away. Her hand reached out, a shiver going through his body as her fingers broached the gap until…

      “NO!” I snarled, the noise shocking me into silence. And when I looked up, wondering who the fuck had made that kind of sound, I saw it—my eyes, usually a washed out blue, flared bright green in the mirror. I just stared for a second, my reflection shaking as I did so, until I let it fall from limp fingers.

      “Neurological damage… Need tests…”

      Ophelia shook her head slowly, giving me a sad smile.

      “No, my dear. You’re one of us.”

      

      Out of the frying pan into the fire, I thought as I clawed at the bed sheets, struggling to get free of them. I hurt, my body resisting movement with everything it had, but move I must. I’d obviously landed in the headquarters of some weird arse cult that was going to ask me to sign away my life savings in return for a place on God’s spaceship out of this world.

      “Kade…” I called, keeping my eyes on them, trying to dislodge the cables attached to me and openly ripping at them when that didn’t work.

      “Flick, it’ll be OK.”

      I froze for a moment, my head turning slowly when I heard Peter’s rumble. It was low and reassuring, and I felt the reverberations all the way through me, from head to toe.

      Why does that work? I thought as I tried to amp up my blood pressure, but I could feel the tension leaching out, my pulse slowing. He came to the side of the bed, and I watched one hand wrap around the railing, but the other? It reached for me. So slow, I could have dodged it easily, but I didn’t. Somehow, I knew it would feel so good to have his hand on me, something that was confirmed when his hand went to my jaw. I felt like I nestled in the middle of his palm, sheltered, protected, waves of love and longing and need washing through me like the gentlest of tides. I took the longest breath out, like I was exhaling every held in scream, gasp, cry, all at once. I became boneless as the other hand stroked my hair back from my face, pain gone, awareness gone.

      “I did tell you,” said someone.

      “So you did. Goddess, it's real. He’s her mate.”

      “So he is. This doesn’t happen often, usually only when the host is so severely threatened or deprived that the Tirian takes the wheel, but it's usually not successful. We remain human. We need to find our way towards a bonded relationship. I would have wished for better, for both of them.”

      “Then let's find a way to make it better.”

      

      I only opened my eyes when he slowly withdrew his hand. I almost whimpered at the loss, which should have told me something, but he softened the blow by standing beside my bed and holding my hand. I felt more clear-headed, able to see the audience I’d had for what felt like an insanely private moment, but the steady thrum coming from him was enough to keep me settled.

      Ophelia nodded, as if acknowledging this, and then said, “Doc Hobbes has said you can leave here. We have a house set up for you and Kade…and Peter. If you wish.”

      I felt his fingers tighten, then go limp. I looked up at him, my brain screaming at me, You’re going to shack up with another guy, days after braining your husband? Take a house in a town you haven’t even seen? With a bunch of people that think they see wolves as well? But his expression caught my attention more than anything. That slow, warm, regard was being hauled back, locked up tight behind a bland façade with no actual change to his face, except for one. The light had died in his eyes.

      “It must seem incredibly rushed. It’s not how we like to do things here, but at the very least—” Ophelia said.

      “He can help with the pain,” Jules interrupted. Her eyes shone with unshed tears, like somehow, this was more traumatic for her than me. “No one will push you to do anything you don’t want to, but, Flick, he’s the only one right now that can take the pain away from you until you heal.”

      I felt the slow swipe of his thumb over the back of my hand. It was completely ridiculous what they were proposing, but I couldn’t deny the proof. I felt like I’d taken some really good meds, but instead of being stoned, I just felt…

      ‘Good’ was too inadequate a word. I sat there, bruised and battered, and yet I carried this warm little spark inside me without the faintest of ideas as to where it came from. When I shot Peter a sidelong look and was met by the smallest of smiles, I knew he felt that too.

      How?

      So I asked.

      Jules looked meaningfully at Ophelia, who sighed and nodded.

      “This is the most difficult thing we need to cover.” She tipped her head to Aidan, who pulled the curtain, hiding us from the kids. I started to straighten, not sure what was coming but pretty sure I wouldn’t like it. Peter’s hands grew bolder, sandwiching mine between his palms, rubbing it back and forth.

      “I’ll—” he said.

      “I can do it.”

      We all looked at Aidan, who stared back at the two of us. He glanced away and said, “If that’s what you want.”

      “Of course,” Ophelia said. “Flick, Aidan is going to strip down now, but he won’t come any closer, I promise. You are safe.”

      Well, if she meant that as reassuring, she’d failed. My eyes went wide as he tugged his shirt up over his head, revealing a very muscular chest with two wolf tattoos prowling over his shoulders. He watched me as his hand went to his jeans, then when I continued to stare, he turned his back, showing the room his back that was soon joined by two very pale buttocks. Kicking his clothes to one side, he…shivered? The movement was something like that and a vibration, but all I knew was one minute, there was a very naked guy, and the next, there was a massive grey wolf where he had stood.

      “No…” I gasped, my mouth hanging open. Tears pricked at my eyes, and I could barely feel my face. “No,” I said much louder, my eyes narrowing as I glanced away from the beast as he whined, wagged his tail, and then trotted over, putting his muzzle on the bed beside me. “No,” I cried, my voice cracking on the words, shattering to a million pieces.

      He, we are Tirian, the voice in my head said. We will turn on the full moon and run with our pack.

      No! I shouted back, but a pair of green eyes met mine in my mind’s eye, completely implacable.

      The line remains unbroken.
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      “I need to go, now,” I said.

      I started unsnapping the cords that connected me to the monitor, yanking sticky sensors off when they didn’t come automatically. My gown gaped, but as public nudity was apparently no big thing, I couldn’t afford to focus on that. I clambered out of bed, fighting to get free of the bedclothes, people gasping when I stumbled. Muscles that had been fuelled by a steady diet of adrenalin after Rick beat the shit out of me had had a couple of days to seize up and weaken. The floor rushed up towards me, my second face plant of the week imminent, when a strong pair of hands caught me. They drew me up, put me on my feet, and then withdrew, and I half wished they hadn’t.

      This was the point where I should have called for my son, in a clear but firm voice, grabbed him and our stuff, and made a beeline for the car, wherever that was. Instead, I froze, looking around me. Jules and Ophelia looked resigned but unhappy, Aidan wriggled into his jeans, now back in human form, and Peter? He waited. He didn’t move to stop me, to block me, hem me in.

      Of course, not. He is your mate.

      My…what had they called it, the wolf thing? Tirian, that was it. She sounded almost offended by the idea.

      So, what? I can walk out of here, and he’ll let me?

      He’ll help you. That’s what mates do.

      As if to confirm that, he reached into his pocket and produced a ring of keys. He pulled off a car key and placed it in my hand, closing my fingers around it.

      “Big, white, Toyota ute, out the front,” he said.

      “Pete—” Aidan said, but the man himself just shook his head, his eyes never leaving mine. He patted my hand and then stepped back.

      I just blinked, unable to process any of what had just happened.

      We are home. We are safe. The cub is safe.

      I rolled the key around in my hand, feeling the pulsing need to run, just not sure where to.

      I looked at Peter, saw him watching every single waver, not stepping in but ready to do so if I faltered. Ophelia and Jules now stood on either side of the bed, giving me a clear path out. And Aidan? He waited with his arms crossed over his chest, the muscles tense, as if he was holding himself back from moving forward.

      Go to him, your mate, my Tirian insisted.

      I could feel her shift inside me, as if she would make the move if I didn’t.

      I don’t know him.

      How will you?

      You can’t force this. You can’t make me start a relationship with someone new days after I left my husband.

      This pulled a growl from her.

      That was no relationship; he was no mate. You have been mateless for many years; you just hadn’t left yet.

      Peter moved in closer, slowly, cautiously, like one would with a wild animal. When I didn’t move away, he placed a hand on my arm, then stopped when I flinched a little.

      He’s getting me used to him, I thought with an uncertain little laugh inside my head.

      Of course.

      Emboldened, he slid his hand up to my shoulder, then added his other hand. I knew where this was going, which was somehow reassuring and exotic. How long had it been since someone touched me like this, just pleasant, warm, sweet caresses? My breath caught in my chest, a great fucking lump forming there as he finished his move, those massive arms going around me and pulling me back against him. Something inside me rankled at the way I sagged into his embrace, assigning him with the duty of holding me up. And he did. I felt the weight of his head resting against mine, the slight tremor in his arms that told me this wasn’t entirely a relaxing thing for him anyway, and then I closed my eyes.

      

      I pulled away eventually, but it had taken some effort. I looked Peter over speculatively. There was something about him, about his gentleness, his size, that made me want to just dive on into him, lose myself in all that warm intensity. And he’d let me, I realised. We’d barely spoken two words to each other, but the way he let me go reluctantly—respecting my wishes, but letting me know I’d be welcome back at any point—was just dizzying.

      This was a guy who’d have no problem establishing himself a lucrative career as a male stripper. Like his body was a rock of hard muscle, and he had that kind of square jawed, handsome face that just made women squee.

      So what’s he doing with you then? I wondered, which only got me an irritated snort from my Tirian.

      I’d earned myself a round of supportive smiles when I turned around, but I stepped back so my body pressed against Peter’s wider one when I pushed his keys back into his hand. Something rabidly hungry rose as his arm went around my waist, anchoring me against him, my breath coming to match his. It was a part of me that had craved this sort of contact for so long and had always been denied.

      It felt so…indulgent, reckless, wanton, just letting someone touch me, comfort me without consequences, but right now, I couldn’t bring myself to walk away.

      “I’d like to set you up in your own house in the married quarters,” Ophelia said with a gentle smile. “It will be your place. You will determine who stays and who goes within it.” Her gaze flicked from Aidan to beyond my head at Peter. “I think a routine and a safe space will go a long way to helping both you and your son.”

      “That’s incredibly generous,” I said, frowning a little.

      “Not at all. We couldn’t help you before all of this happened. Let us help you now.”

      

      “Just be careful,” Hobbes had said as she went through my release paperwork. “Plenty of you ignore your body’s limitations due to all those lovely mate pheromones. It won’t help your recovery to push yourself. So…don’t rush into things.”

      I glanced around the room, checking if that meant what I thought it meant, and if the uncomfortable looks were anything to go by, it did. I blinked, wavering on my feet, hanging onto Peter, but now I realised exactly that the word mate was both a noun and a verb.

      “That won’t be a problem,” Peter said firmly. “She’s not ready, anyone can see that.”

      “I’m glad that’s clear to everyone,” the doctor said, looking at both Peter and Aidan.

      Both?

      Most females take more than one mate, my Tirian replied.

      Ohhh my god.

      My brain went momentarily offline at that, unable to process anything else new. The doc gave me some medication and a litany of all the fractures they’d found, along with instructions to come and see her in a few days. And so we’d gathered up all the toys Kade was playing with, our stuff apparently already in the car, Ophelia, Jules, and Kiralee following behind in a little golf cart thing after they’d taken the girl home.

      “Everyone belted in?” Aidan asked from the front of the car, Peter turning to take a long look, even after we’d all nodded our heads, and then off we went.
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      It was all kind of a blur, my first view of Sanctuary, but I saw a lot of tree-lined streets, pretty houses with big backyards, some with kid's play equipment in it. We pulled up at a large white house with a broad veranda, and then everyone got out.

      When we walked in, there was a guy setting up a TV and DVD player and a woman spreading sheets over the beds. They smiled and were introduced to us, and I moved through the polite responses on automatic. I couldn’t have even told you what they looked like five minutes afterwards, my eyes remaining trained on the slight wrinkles on the white cotton. Kade looked happier when all of our gear was brought in. With the resilience young kids seemed to have, he picked up his bag of toys and started to put them away on the shelves in the room he’d chosen.

      “What’ve you got there, mate?” Aidan asked.

      Well, that opened the floodgates. Kade took out his action figures one by one, explaining the various merits of each one.

      “We’ll have to get your mum to take you down to movie night in a couple of days. We’re playing A New Hope again.”

      “Really! Can we, Mum?”

      I looked blankly at the two of them, so Aidan explained, “It’s a family thing. We screen a kid-friendly movie open air, and everyone sits on the grass and has a picnic. I could take the two of you if you like?”

      “We’ll have to see,” I replied, something that had Kade whingeing, but better that than getting his hopes up. The cottage was nice. Airy and painted all in white, the big picture windows let light stream in, and beyond them, I could see there was a big fenced-in yard with a slide and jungle gym. God, it was tempting to just hide out here, process what I needed, and then plan for my next step.

      This is home, my Tirian insisted.

      And if it isn’t? I can’t let Kade put down roots before we’re ready.

      Where is better for the cub, but here? No violence, no threats, plenty of help.

      We’ll see.

      “The fridge has been stocked full of food, as I asked,” Ophelia said. “But most of us go to the mess to eat our meals. I’d like to see you there…” She caught the tensing of my body. “When you’re ready.”

      The concept of meeting a whole lot of strangers while I looked like this was unappetising, to say the least.

      “The married mess hall is down here,” Jules said, pulling out a piece of paper that had a map of the community printed on it. “You can go to the single one here” —that got a rumble from Peter and Aidan— “but I wouldn’t advise it with a kid in tow. They get a bit wild over there.”

      They were really trying, and I could see that. Jules was making everything clear and easy to understand, wanting to make sure I understood what my options were, and abstractedly, I appreciated the effort, but it felt like it was all going in one ear and out the other. I didn’t have any more space in my brain for additional information. She seemed to sense that, straightening up and sending a meaningful look at Ophelia.

      “You need rest. Anything else you need help with, just send out a call on the walkie talkie,” Ophelia said, jerking her head at the black device hanging on the wall. “I’ll be back tomorrow to see how you are doing. Remember, this is your house, your rules. Everyone is here under your sufferance.”

      And then I was left, bruised, battered, and aching, with two strange men in my house.

      

      “Mum! They’ve got the whole Star Wars series here. Even the new one!” Kade said, looking through the DVD collection.

      “You’re not watching the new series. It’s too mature for you.”

      “But Muuuum…”

      “Mate, the new ones are no good,” Aidan said, dropping down to his level. “The first series, that’s a classic. How about we put A New Hope on while Mum has a rest? She’s still not feeling great. Are you hungry?”

      I saw my son nod mulishly.

      “I asked them to get some of that nice yoghurt with the fruit in it that you liked,” Aidan said. “Tell you what, you sit down, and I’ll getcha a drink and a tub, and we’ll watch all three, back to back.”

      I followed Aidan as he went to the fridge to pull out the food, observing every movement like some sort of ghost. Kade called out to him from the lounge room, talking about the movie they were about to watch. Aidan replied, perfectly naturally, like he’d been doing this for years.

      He was taking over. This stranger was taking over looking after my kid.

      “It’s OK, I’ve got this,” I said, intercepting him as he came out of the kitchen. “Thank you for helping while I was—”

      “No problems. Kade’s a great kid. He was pretty upset while you were out and I…” He shook his head and passed me the food. “I can go if you’d prefer.”

      “C’mon, Aidan, let's watch the movie!” Kade called out.

      Had he ever sounded like that with his father? His smile was so bright in comparison to the ring of bruises on his neck. The fact that he was smiling at all was a bloody miracle.

      “No,” I said, awkwardly putting the yoghurt and spoon back in his hands. “I’m sorry I…”

      Aidan’s hands closed over mine for a second longer than needed, the warm weight felt after he pulled away.

      “Look, I’m probably horning in where I shouldn’t. I’m sorry. I just…” He shook his head, looking back at me and seeming to catalogue all my injuries in one long look. “I think you’ve had to handle too fucking much, just quietly, and I can’t help but want to take some of that burden.”

      He jammed his spare hand in his pocket, his shoulders hunching.

      “Maybe you kick puppies for fun or something, but, Flick, you got Kade out. You walked away from that prick, and brought him here so he can’t hurt either of you again. The doc couldn’t believe you drove here in that condition.”

      He looked over to where Kade was setting up his action figures on the coffee table.

      “He’s a good kid, but was bloody traumatised when you passed out. Came barrelling out, standing over you, ready to fight us to the man to keep you safe.” He shook his head slowly, staring at the floor. “Tough little guy. You two, you’ve seen shit, had to put up with shit that no one should have to. I guess this,” he hefted the yoghurt, “and a few movies makes me feel like I’m helping somehow. I can’t erase what happened, but I can make him feel safe, that not all men are like his sperm donor.”

      Peter appeared at my shoulder. I felt his presence before he even got close, sapping the tension in my body, and a wave of something warm and comforting washed over me when his hand came to rest on my arm.

      “Pete’s been looking after you; I’ve been seeing to Kade. You can take all of that over once you’re feeling better, but right now, just let us take the weight for a bit.”

      

      Which was how I ended up being led into the master bedroom, still in hospital scrubs, and laid down on the bed. Peter brought me my medication and a glass of water, which I nearly choked on when he pulled his shirt off.

      All of the hard promise I’d sensed while leaning against his body was instantaneously revealed. There was no softness in him anywhere, except for his eyes and his lips. This was a powerful body, with muscles built for tough work or punishing blows, which was perhaps why I was surprised by what came next.

      I realised I probably should have asked exactly what a mate was when he slid onto the bed beside me. It was huge—he could have starfished alongside me, and I still would’ve had a massive space to sleep on—but slowly, surely, he moved over. He tucked a pillow under his head, and then looked at me for a moment before reaching out and gently, carefully, knowing exactly which spots to avoid, pulling me closer.

      This had been the closest I’d been next to another man for over a decade. He just watched me blink, sucking in his woody scent, feeling the warmth radiating off his body now that I was pressed up against it. The skin on the side of my arm that rested against his chest and abs burned at the contact. He let a long breath out and placed a gentle hand on my stomach, one of the places I ached the most. Brown eyes watched me gasp at the wash of heat. Despite the fact that he made no move to do anything else, there was something almost sexual in the intensity of relief he provided. He noted the point when my lips fell open, when my breath came in quick pants as the heat spread further.

      The sensation brought back a memory I’d pretty much forgotten, from well before Rick, when I was still at uni and I’d been with a guy who was as into me as I was him. We’d spent endless days just hanging out in my room, sitting tangled up in each other’s arms, revelling in that animal sensuality that comes from being young, compatible, and in love. We’d fucked like monkeys, but that was almost beside the point, the sex a lovely side effect of what we had been building together.

      I glanced at Peter, searching those impenetrably calm eyes, wondering what the hell was going on with him that he was sending this down the bond we seemed to have. But I didn’t get a chance to ask. He reached down, so slow I could have pulled away a million times, but I didn’t. This shouldn’t have been happening, it was way too early to be touching anyone, but I arched slightly up into him, not knowing what was about to happen but wanting to.

      His lips landed on my forehead, gentle as a feather, and an explosion of warmth came with it, washing away the persistent headache temporarily. My eyes closed as his hand went to my face and stroked down my cheek.

      “Just rest, Flick. Sleep and heal.”
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      I expected to have nightmares. This should have been the point where a demonic Rick reared his indefatigable head and punished me over and over again. Instead, I felt like I drowned in honey.

      Whereas sleep before had felt a bit like being smothered by smoke, this felt like being buoyed by a velvety cloud. I felt airy and weightless, transmuted from heavy flesh to shimmering veils of pleasure. It wasn’t sexual precisely. I didn’t have a body, so to imagine ways it could intersect with another’s was irrelevant. Rather, I was sensation, a lovely, breath taking feeling that almost ached in its intensity. It had a strange timeless quality, which didn’t contain the frantic tides of arousal. I was just lulled, held within its grip, until my eyes decided to open.

      He was watching me when I woke, something that should have creeped me out but didn’t. He could have done what he liked while I slept—I wouldn’t have known—but his hand just remained on me over my clothes, on the small of my back now as I had rolled into him and burrowed down into his chest, my head resting on his arm. When I looked up blearily, he smiled.

      “How long was I out for?” I asked.

      “The Phantom Menace is over, and now they’re into Attack of the Clones.”

      “God, that long? It didn’t feel like it.”

      “I know.” I frowned at that. “The bond goes both ways. I don’t know what you’re thinking or anything, but I can feel it.”

      My mouth went dry, and I rolled onto my back, staring into his eyes. He smiled slightly, as if hoping I’d do the same, and I wanted to, I felt that tug. But what I’d experienced felt intensely personal.

      “It’s OK. You just felt happy, really happy for a while. It was nice, and I was bloody glad I could do that for you.” I felt his hand moving in gentle circles, my attention yanked to the wavering warmth it generated.

      “Are you…distracting me?”

      His grin was bright, then gone again a moment later.

      “Ophelia said you would struggle with this. That taking a mate bond was hard for people born outside Sanctuary.” His eyes dropped down to where his hand rested. “I just wanted you to know how it feels. The minute you came to me, when you…” His breath stopped for a moment, and I watched that muscular throat swallow. “Taking your bite was the most fucking intense thing I’ve ever been through. It made everything that came before it fade into the background.” I almost flinched at what simmered in his gaze when he looked up at me. “You’re not there yet, you might not ever be, but, Flick…” His eyes dropped to my lips and stayed there. “If you do, I’ll be right there waiting for anything you choose to share with me. Now, you must be starving.”

      As if on cue, my stomach grumbled, and he smiled. He went to pull away, to take away that lovely warm pain free feeling, but my hand slapped down over his without thinking. It pressed his hand harder against me, then up, under the short hem of the scrubs. His eyes widened when his fingertips grazed my bare skin, when I moved it up under my shirt a few inches. He was going to say my name, break the spell, but I shook my head, then closed my eyes as I felt whatever this bond did flare hard.

      I was throwing myself headfirst into that which felt good, I knew that. Much easier than dealing with what had happened, what I needed to face. But I could be excused, just this minute, couldn’t I? I hurt so fucking much, the sound of the ashtray cracking into Rick’s head filling my mind with little effort. So it was understandable, to rub this strange, beautiful man’s hand over my stomach, to twist under him oh so slightly as his touch burned through me.

      “Flick…”

      His voice was a low rumble, of admonition and desire all torn up together, and I wanted it. He was mine, this was right, if I just pushed his hand…

      Wait, what?

      I heard my Tirian’s growl of frustration inside my head.

      You can’t fucking force this, I snapped at her.

      I force nothing. You want him, want to see his strong body, push down his pants and…

      Not yet, I said, pulling my hand away. I’m not ready.

      Then soon.
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      “I don’t think that’s edible.”

      We all stood around the kitchen, looking at the burned mess Aidan had created in the fry pan. He’d said he could make scrambled eggs. He was wrong. I surveyed the broken shells and milk and splatter over the counter.

      “I did offer,” I said, feeling a hollow ache in my chest at the disarray. Rick was god knows where, in whatever state I’d left him in, but surveying the chaos made my chest tighten until my breath became shallow pants. Which is perhaps why Peter put a hand on my shoulder and gave it a rub.

      “How about you take Flick and Kade down to the hall to get a meal? I’ll clean this up,” he said.

      “But don’t you—?” I asked.

      I stopped myself. I was not going to whine like a little girl because someone I’d only just met was staying behind.

      “That OK, Flick?” Aidan asked.

      "Yes, of course,” I said with a smile. “I’ll just need to get dressed.”

      

      You should’ve said no, I thought as I stood in front of the bedroom mirror.

      I was a mess of bruises across my face and down my neck, my nose still swollen. I lifted the scrubs top gently, partly due to protesting muscles, partly due to not wanting to see what was underneath.

      And I didn’t particularly want others to see it either.

      Would their eyes skate past the injuries, ignoring my bald stare until they found a spot of clear skin they could focus on? Would their smiles be polite, while their eyes indicated they wanted to get as far away from me as possible? I paused and watched the fear rise in my eyes, followed by a greenish sheen.

      I jerked the shirt off. It hurt me physically as much as it did mentally. I just stood there, the top hanging limply in my fingers and just stared.

      This is him telling you just what he thought of you.

      My eyes took in the static fireworks of bruises up and down my body, explosions that had gone off long after I’d stopped him kicking. He’d gone easy on Kade, I realised. Not enough, never enough, but if he could wreak this kind of devastation on me… My fists balled, my eyes flaring bright green.

      He will never get his hands on Kade again.

      For once, my wolf’s and my thoughts were one and the same.

      This is why we stay, this is why we take mates, strong mates, she insisted.

      And how will that make me strong?

      You are already strong.

      For a moment, I was transported back to that bloody lounge room, my husband lying on the carpet, staining it with his blood. I stalked towards him, my fingers gripping tighter around the ashtray.

      You have survived everything. My flashback jumped abruptly back to where I saw myself being beaten into oblivion by Rick. What does the opinion of a few strangers mean?

      I ignored the pain now, having to grit my teeth hard as I stripped off the rest of my clothes to stop from crying out. I turned and inspected it, all of it. It burned into my memory, every lash, every cut, and every bruise.

      These are battle scars. Walk into that hall the warrior you are.

      

      I tried to keep that in mind as I paused at the doorway of what looked like a huge shed. I looked down when I felt someone take my hand. Kade looked up at me, still looking a little tired, but there was something else in those eyes. “C’mon, Mum,” he said. “I’m hungry.”

      Aidan smiled and then started to show us around. “Food’s over there. Just help yourself to whatever you want. You can go back as many times as you like, no one cares. They’ve got a bloody nice dessert bar from memory,” he told Kade with a wink.

      “Mum, can I—!”

      “After you’ve had a proper meal.”

      “Drinks are over at the bar. You don’t need money,” he said when my hand went to my bag. “C’mon.”

      It felt like everyone’s eyes were on me as we walked inside. They weren’t, they couldn’t be. There were hundreds of people in here, small families and large. They had to have better things to do than look at me. My fingers tightened around Kade’s when the first group looked up. Some smiled to see Aidan, but that soon fell away when they saw us.

      Everything I had dreaded walking down here happened. Eyes went wide before darting away, wanting to look at anything but me and Kade. Mouths went to ears, and while I couldn’t hear what they said, I could guess at it. Warrior, I told myself. I wanted to drop my eyes to the concrete floor, take in the legs of the trestle tables, the shoes of strangers as I followed the backs of Aidan’s feet, but I focussed on holding my head high and looking straight ahead, which was perhaps why I didn’t notice the stranger when she approached.

      “Aidan, darling! I haven’t seen you in ages!”

      My head jerked to the side to see a beautiful blonde woman greet him with open arms. He smiled sheepishly, moving in to hug her. She seemed to just enjoy that for a moment, and why not? Like everyone here, Aidan was a good-looking man. Was she his wife or girlfriend? Probably not, as she took us in with a smile when he pulled back, catching a glimpse of us over his shoulder.

      “And who do we have here? I’m Renee, Aidan’s mum, and I am so glad to meet you!”

      Mum? Goddamn, I needed to find out this woman’s beauty regime. Aidan looked like he was somewhere between twenty-five and thirty, but so did she.

      “Mum…”

      “Oh shoosh, if you’ve finally got a lady in your life, I want to know. Don’t mind Mr. Grumpypants. What’s your name, sweetheart?”

      Mr. Grumpypants? I cocked an eyebrow at Aidan, who did indeed partially resemble his nickname. He looked a little flustered, his muscular arms crossed over the front of his broad chest, but I stepped forward and took her hand. I was done hiding. It hadn’t helped before, and if this was like any other small town, clearing things up with his mum would clear things up with the whole community.

      “I’m Felicity, well…I prefer Flick. This is my son, Kade. Aidan and Peter found us by the side of the road just outside of town. We’ve had some car trouble, and…” I didn’t need to explain. Anyone with two eyes could see what I’d gone through. “Ophelia gave us a place here, up on the hill.”

      “Near Carissa’s place,” he explained further.

      I expected her to brush me off then, mouth some platitude and back away, now that I was not who she thought I was. Instead, those clear hazel eyes studied me, seeing something, but I knew not what. She saw my injuries, but her smile didn’t so much falter as soften. Then she straightened and stepped forward, linking her arm with mine, and looked down at Kade.

      “Well, I’m just glad my boy was able to help you two. C’mon, we’re just sitting down to eat. I’ll introduce you both to some people, including your neighbours.”

      

      The first thing I noticed as we followed Renee over to a long table was the ratio of men to women. Females seemed to be in small numbers here, placed between clusters of men. Kids sat with adults, a little boy and a girl looking up as we took a seat.

      Multiple mates, my Tirian reminded me.

      “Everyone, this is Flick and her son, Kade. Aidan and Peter found them beside the road having car trouble on the way back to town, and they’re staying in the empty place next to yours, Carissa.”

      Was there a hint of steel in Renee’s voice? I wasn’t sure, but people looked up from their meals and conversations to smile and greet us, like we were just any two people joining the group. I sat down, Kade and Aidan on either side of me.

      “So, Flick, what do you think of Sanctuary?” asked one of the men across the table from me.

      It’s weird and alien, and I only just woke up here hours ago, I thought.

      “At the moment, it seems like a dream come true.”

      I’d meant it as a sign of gratitude. I felt like I was equal parts numb, angry, terrified, and suspicious of anything good, but thankfully, long inbuilt social scripts came to the fore and gave me acceptable answers. I flicked Aidan a sidelong look, something he caught me doing, before quickly looking away.

      I was grateful, I had to remember that. We were in one piece, more or less, and we were safe for now. People were going out of their way to be nice to me. I took a deep breath, and then the guy said, “You hear that, Renee? Your boy is a dream come true!”

      “Of course, he is,” she replied, eyes shining. “As I was telling your Sindy all those years ago, but she had to go and settle for Eric.”

      “Hey, she didn’t settle for me!” another very tall man said. He reached over and pecked a woman who I assumed was Sindy on the lips. “It was true love.”

      “Honey, it works better if you don’t say it in past tense,” she replied, but returned the kiss enthusiastically.

      I watched the exchange and the gentle banter that came with it with hungry eyes, and wondered if Sindy knew what she had right now.

      But you could have the same.

      I wasn’t sure if it was my voice or my Tirian’s I heard, but I remembered Peter’s warm embrace as I slept, his eyes dropping to my—

      “So, Flick, are you thinking about staying a while? Sanctuary’s a nice place to raise kids,” the guy across from me said. I think his name was Greg.

      “What kind of skills do you have?” the woman two men down from him said. “I’m Zoe, by the way. I know we’re short-handed in the kitchens, and they’re always looking for more office staff.”

      “Everyone quits, sick of dealing with Phyllis,” the man beside her grumbled.

      “If you need anything at all, I’m just next door,” another woman a few people down from me said. “I’m Carissa, and this is Scott.” A handsome man with swept back brunette hair and a short beard gave me a wave.

      “My son, Jackson, is coming over to look after the kids tomorrow morning,” Greg said. “He could take your Kade as well, if you like. Jackson loves kids.”

      “Well, my boy, Ian, is taking some of the young uns down to the watering hole,” another man said. “He’s a big, strong fella, just like his dad. The kids have a ball, and he’s got eagle eyes. Never had issues. You can meet him when you come down for breakfast, check him out, see if you feel comfortable with letting him take Kade.”

      I frowned as a few grumbles went up and down the table at this. There were other guys about to recommend their sons to me, I could see it as the broad chests swelled, eyes full of pride as they were about to tell me all about them.

      They were being kind, I could see that. Here I was, a mangy, bruised looking thing, and they were fighting over which of their sons I should meet. It was sweet, this pretence, but I looked like a victim of a war—not exactly dateable. I forced the polite smile to stay plastered across my face, but it hurt, the effort it took.

      Then Aidan lent back against the bench seat, laying his arm along the backrest behind me. I glanced at the long, muscular limb revealed as his rolled-up sleeves slid up, then back at the table. The grumbles increased as I watched the men deflate. I looked up at Aidan, who shook his head ever so slightly as he focussed on staring down the rest of the men at the table.

      “Enough of all this twittering,” Ophelia said, having appeared at the head of the table. She was a picture of patrician power as her steel grey eyes scanned the table. “Can’t you see the woman’s been hurt? Doubly so, with her child. This isn’t the time to organise a date for your sons, and shame on you for trying.”

      She smiled at me, a warm gesture that softened her hard words, but I could see the strength in that jaw as she nodded to me.

      “Now, you both look tired and hungry. Aidan, be a good boy and grab our guests some food. Mila,” the little girl who was sitting just across from Kade sat up straight and looked down the table, “you look after this boy. The kids here aren’t used to outsiders. It’s your responsibility to make sure they understand, you hear me?”

      “Yes, Auntie.”

      “Thanks, Ophelia. That’s very kind, but—” I started to say.

      “Why shouldn’t I be kind?” she asked quietly. “Isn’t that what you deserve?”

      The words died in my mouth as those formidable eyes met mine. It was an intimidating mix of compassion and an iron will that I felt when I stared into hers. I felt it almost physically, a pulsing need to do just what she wanted. An eyebrow raised as I continued to stare. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to look away, it was that I couldn’t. It wasn’t until Aidan moved, grabbing our plates and blocking my view of Ophelia for a moment, that I could finally drag them back to my lap. I wasn’t sure what had just happened. Ophelia didn’t feel angry or hostile, it was just…power. Power and perhaps a little surprise.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll look after you,” the little girl, Mila said to Kade. “No one in my pack gets hurt.”

      “Honey, it’s not a pack…” her mother said.

      “Yes, it is,” Mila said, and for a second, I heard an echo of Ophelia in her voice. I looked over at Kade, who just stared at her, blinking.

      Finally, whatever spell the little girl held over him broke, and he looked around, then nodded and said, “OK.”

      

      The rest of the meal went a little smoother, everyone going and helping themselves to food. The familiar tableaus of couples sharing foods, mothers and fathers feeding much smaller children settled something inside me. Aidan appeared back with several plates, spreading them out before us. “I wasn’t sure what to get, so I got a bit of everything.”

      “You didn’t have to—” I started to say.

      “You gonna say no to one of the aunties?” he said with a wry smile. My eyes flicked from him to the older woman holding court at the end of the table.

      “Yeah, alright.”

      “Here,” he said, passing the two of us utensils. “Better start eating, or she’ll be down here in a sec, asking why not.”

      His grin was a shy, cheeky thing, his eyes darting back to the food after locking with mine for a second. For a moment, I felt like I’d just shared some kind of secret joke, but if you asked me what it was, I wouldn’t be able to explain. Whatever it was, I felt a weird sense of relief when he went back to his plate, picking up my own fork with grim determination.

      

      I surprised myself by managing to eat a lot more than I’d thought I’d be able to. I guess I’d eaten nothing for days, so I had something to make up for. But there was something about the steady hum of happy conversations, of being caught up in a cocoon of functional family dynamics, I was able to relax enough to eat.

      I was jerked out of a very nice food coma when Ophelia said, “Right, young ones. You’ve done your duty and eaten a proper meal. Mila, make sure there’s no fighting. Jenna, make sure the youngest serve themselves first, then the older ones. Kailey, make sure no one takes too much. I can’t stand waste.”

      “She’s got them acting like little mothers,” I said with a smile.

      “Mothers?” Greg’s wife said. “I guess they will be one day. No, Ophelia’s training them to be leaders.”

      I watched the large crowd of boys fall into line behind the girls, their female cousins not shy about chivvying them into order when they felt like it.

      “Can I go, Mum?” Kade said. Mila stood with her hands on her hips, looking at him expectantly.

      “Sure, love. Just mind what Ophelia said, OK.”

      “Don’t worry, Miss Flick. I’ll keep him in line,” Mila said.

      I turned to Aidan to ask him what the deal was, but he watched the two of them with an indulgent smile. “How are you feeling?” he said, his voice a low buzz against the chatter of the table. “Bit better with a belly full of food?”

      “Yeah, thank you. I didn’t think I would, but I do.”

      “No problem.” Those hazel eyes slid up to meet mine. “Just tell me if there’s anything else I can do to make you feel better.”

      A shiver slid up my spine, part fear, part something I couldn’t quite face right now. That felt like a line. It’d been a long time since someone had said anything like that to me, with that gentle but persistent stare, the close proximity, his body turned partially towards mine, arm along the back of the seat.

      If he’s into you, his eyes’ll drop down to your lips, I thought, and sure enough, for a split second, they dipped down then up again.

      I pulled back slightly, feeling my heart as it began to race, my fingers tightening into fists.

      “Well, now that the young ones are occupied, let’s talk about Flick’s situation before they come back.”

      Ophelia’s crisp words broke whatever was happening down my end of the table, everyone turning to face the older woman.

      “Auntie…” Renee said, which earned her a damning stare.

      “Flick, did you want to tell your story?”

      If I thought I was uncomfortable before, I had no idea. Every adult down both sides of the table looked down at me, waiting. I swallowed, my mouth now bone-dry, a lump forming in my throat. My eyes began to ache as the silence drew out longer and longer, tears starting to prick at my sockets as I faced them all down.

      “It’s OK, Flick,” Aidan said, taking my hand. It felt like it belonged to someone else, like I was watching him comfort one of the other women at the table. I couldn’t feel his skin against mine. Instead, I just stared at it for a second, the long, brown fingers, the big strong palm cradling my hand within his. “No one’s going to hurt you.”

      I was about to wipe out all those pretty smiles around the table.

      What Rick had done was a gift in a way. I wanted to pretend, to go back to the polite social rituals I’d observed before I met him, but the devastation he’d wrought on the both of us made that impossible. I obviously hadn’t wanted to be beaten, to see him do the same to my child, but unlike emotional abuse, I wasn’t going to be able to sweep it under the carpet.

      I took a deep breath and faced down the table, not glaring, but not afraid anymore, and told them, “My husband beat me and my son. That’s why we have these bruises. I smashed a marble ashtray into his head and knocked him unconscious, and then we took off in his car. I just drove and drove, until we ended up here. Peter and Aidan found us when we broke down and my…” Was I going to say it? “My Tirian bit Peter.”

      Weirdly, that got more gasps from the table than the rest of my story.

      I paused for a moment, staring down at the white plate in front of me. “Aidan and Peter have helped me when I really needed it, are still helping me, and I’m grateful for that, but that’s why we’re here. We’re hungry and tired and sore and hurting. I know how small towns work. If you could circulate that to avoid any more awkward situations, I’d appreciate that.”

      Ophelia nodded, her gaze still intense but not necessarily harsh. It was as if she could see everything that was in me without me saying a word, but she’d known me getting it out there would be for the better.

      “When Flick is up to it, she’ll share this ‘Rick’s’ details and they will be circulated. Needless to say, any strangers that manage to come to Sanctuary will need to be reported directly to me.”

      

      “Ophelia’s kinda a force of nature,” Aidan said as we drove up back to the house.

      “You’re telling me! Is she going to pull me out of bed by my ear if I don’t turn up to her place?”

      “Maybe. She’s done it to some of the others. I know she’s a tough old stick, but she’s good, trust me. She’s helped many of us get past painful things. It could be worth a try.”

      He was easier to look at in the gloom, with only imprecise details of his face picked out by the moonlight.

      “OK, I guess I’d feel ungrateful if I turned her down.”

      “Don’t do it for that reason. Do it for you.”

      What an alien concept, I thought

      “Are you coming in?” Kade said. “We’ve still got to finish Return of the Jedi.”

      “Is that OK, Flick?”

      He watched me closely, as if wanting to catch my every reaction.

      “Please, Mum?”

      “It’s fine.” I tested that idea in my mind before nodding. It was. That felt strange, that I’d feel more comfortable with an almost stranger than my own husband, but it remained true the longer I looked at it. “We won’t be long for bed, anyway.”

      

      I was surprised to see that Peter wasn’t home when we got in. Aidan made us tea as Kade got the DVD ready. He put my cup on the coffee table and then sat back down on the floor with my son.

      “Sorry,” he said sheepishly. “I’ve been a mad Star Wars fan since I was a kid.”

      “Hey, it’s fine,” I said with a smirk.

      I didn’t really want the tea, but I needed something to do. It was good to see Kade relax, share his love of sci-fi epics with the man, but every moment of pleasure came with an unfortunate reminder. Had he ever relaxed like this with Rick? His father certainly hadn’t been interested in Kade’s obsessions, always redirecting him to me, politely or not so politely. While he’d been pleased enough to hear he was having a son, that was almost the highlight of the whole experience for him.

      I watched the two of them as they watched the TV, as fascinated by their actions as they were of the character on the screen. Aidan was a natural with Kade—easy, engaged, open. I wasn’t surprised when I saw Kade sidle up and place his head on the man’s arm.

      “Are you getting tired, Kade?” I asked.

      “No!”

      This was, of course, punctuated by a loud yawn.

      “C’mon, love. Time for bed,” I said, getting to my feet in a series of stiff movements. “You can watch more DVDs with Aidan tomorrow.”

      Shit, I thought. I should have asked if that was OK.

      “Really?” Kade said.

      “I’d like that,” Aidan replied to me, not my child. “C’mon, mate, time to brush your teeth.”

      Wide-eyed, I watched my son walk off to the bathroom without the usual litany of complaints, but when I turned back, Aidan stood before me.

      “Flick, we…we didn’t really want to leave you alone here. You’re perfectly safe,” he said in a rush when he saw my expression. “Pete’s just had to go and do something for a bit, but we can go back home, if you’d prefer.”

      I looked around the room as if seeing it for the first time. I could tell polygamy was a common thing here by the architecture. The house was much bigger than ours was, with multiple bedrooms, presumably for growing families, along with the huge beds. I tried to imagine just Kade and I knocking around in here, and the space felt cavernous.

      But I needed to stand on my own two feet, check in with my son. He had attached himself to Aidan since I’d woken up, which was worrying in itself. He was a stranger, and he preferred him to his own mother?

      Does he resent me for what happened? Does he blame me? Those ideas smashed into me bodily, leaving me reeling from the implications. I looked at Aidan, saw him shifting uncomfortably as he waited for me to reply. I felt both a gratitude that he’d stepped up when I couldn’t, and a resentment that he’d had to, followed quickly by a swirl of guilt.

      You should have left long before this happened. You shouldn’t have let it get this bad. You should have protected Kade. You could have gone back to the city with him. Now your son prefers to be with complete strangers. Aidan’s just trying to help, and you’re getting all pissy and—

      I jumped when I felt the hand on my arm, and I was even more surprised to see it was Aidan’s.

      “Ophelia said we’re here under your sufferance. We’ll go if that’s what you need.”

      “What?”

      I had hoped to never hear that tone in my child’s voice again. He walked out into the lounge room, mouth still covered with toothpaste. Kade looked from me to Aidan to me again.

      “Mum?”

      Tears sprang unbidden at the sound of that one word. There was so much fear and anger and need in it.

      “Mum?”

      His voice was getting higher, shriller.

      “Look, mate, if Mum says it's OK, I’ll come back—”

      “No!” His toothbrush dropped to the floor, and some sickly conditioned part of myself wanted to rush in and clean away the toothpaste, rather than go to my son. But I did. I walked over, went to fold him in my arms, but he thrashed in my grip, sharp little elbows colliding with my injuries, forcing me to bite back my yelps. I was forced to let go of him, my hands on my aching midriff.

      “Kade! Kade!” Aidan tried to calm him, but my son just wrapped his arms around the other man’s waist and hung on tight, as if to prevent him from leaving. “Look, mate, it’s OK. Just take a deep breath. Mum’s hurt, and I need to see if she’s OK.”

      But he shouldn’t have. It was far more painful to watch my child crumple up into a small sobbing ball, arms wrapped around himself when there was no one there to hug, rocking himself back and forth in that absence.

      “No,” I gasped through the waves of pain as Aidan came closer. “Kade.”

      He nodded, picking my son up, my heart breaking when Kade hugged the man’s neck, burying his face in Aidan’s hair. Like he used to do to you, I thought, and that realisation hurt almost as much.

      Of course, that was when Peter walked in. He blanched visibly at the chaos he surveyed. Kade was sobbing hysterically now. I watched Aidan’s hand rub up and down Kade’s back over and over with hungry eyes. Just this morning, he’d been curled up against me when I woke and then… Peter nodded, his eyes lingering on the way I held my stomach, then he crossed the floor and placed a hand on my shoulder. I shrank back, not wanting it, the comfort or the reassurance that came pouring down the bond. Not wanting him to be caught up in the spiral of shame and disgust that churned inside me.

      “C’mon,” was all he said to all of us, and then steered me gently to the bed I’d slept in. I watched as Aidan came with us, carrying Kade. He went to one side of the bed and laid my son down, calming him when he began to fret. Then he kicked off his boots and nodded to me.

      “Mum’s gonna lay down, and you’ll curl up next to her like you did last night.” He held up a hand when Kade went to reply. “We’ll be here as well, on either side, OK? We’ll keep the nightmares from coming.”

      Nightmares? The word was like a grenade lobbed into my heart.

      Aidan unbuttoned his shirt, revealing a singlet underneath. He sat on the end of the bed, his hand on Kade’s back, and then nodded to us.

      “Put this on,” Peter said to me, taking off his shirt and passing it to me, then both men turned around to let me get changed. “It’ll be more comfortable, and the scent will help you sleep.”

      I just stared at it for a second, then shook my head and did as I was told. He was right. I’d only worn soft sweats, nothing constricting, but the fall of the voluminous fabric and the woody smell permeating it helped soothe my ragged nerves a little. I climbed on the bed almost tentatively, Aidan smiling encouragingly. That hurt, that he felt like he had to. I moved to the centre, wanting to bury my head in the pillow and pull the blanket over my head, but instead, I reached out a tentative hand to my child.

      As if able to sense it, Kade opened his eyes and then scrambled closer, grabbing onto the shirt I wore and burying his head on my chest. Aidan watched my hand fall down to rest on Kade’s shoulder blade with a smile, and then, with a questioning look, shifted to lay down beside us. I nodded, feeling Peter doing the same as he moved nearer, until I could feel the hot weight of his body against mine.

      My eyes instantly fell to half mast, the most tremendous feeling of contentment washing through me. Screw the medication, this took all the pain away—both psychological and physical. Peter’s hand tightened on me as I pushed back against him, almost catlike in my need for more, but then Kade sniffled.

      “You need Aidan right now, don’t you?” I asked in a whisper.

      And then Kade said something that sent my every hair on end.

      “He is pack.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            11

          

        

      

    

    
      “How?” I snapped.

      I’d asked for an emergency session with Ophelia after the night’s revelations and she’d granted it readily, both of us sitting in her tastefully decorated office.

      “Well, Flick, this sort of thing is often common when new suitors start courting a child’s mother,” Ophelia said. “Children have their own opinions and instincts about the matter. That doesn’t mean you have to accede to them. Aidan could remain a close family friend if you decide not to take him as a mate.”

      “Take him as a mate… You do realise I just left my husband after he kicked the shit out of us. Like, I don’t know exactly what happened. I… One minute, I was walking towards Rick with an ashtray in my hand, and the next, I was in the car, driving away. I might have killed him, murdered him!”

      “And how do you think things would have went if he’d tried that here? That he’d get a fair trial?” She shook her head sharply. “He would have been dead before he could have laid a second blow. So, let's talk about this. About Aidan, Peter, or Rick. Your choice.”

      “My choice?” I got up and paced around the woman’s—no, alpha’s very nice room. I’d been told of her standing in the pack as we’d driven up. Peter and Aidan were sitting with Kade in the reception area, while I got time to ‘talk.’ “What choice do I have? I’m Peter’s mate, Aidan’s basically moved in, and everyone is being so sweet, but in some ways, that makes it worse. I only just got out from under one guy, and now I’m tied to two others. I can’t ask them to leave ever, because it hurts Kade, because it hurts…”

      “Yes?” Ophelia said, sitting slightly forward.

      “It just hurts.”

      “In what way?” she said, looking pointedly at my posture.

      Unbeknownst to me, my arms had wrapped around my body, my fingernails starting to rake against my skin. I was damn lucky every time I woke up after being next to my family that I felt a thousand times better, that the bruises were disappearing at a remarkable rate.

      Family?

      I looked at her, this alpha, sitting in her office chair in a pearl grey suit, looking the picture of poise and elegance.

      “You know what I’m feeling,” I said, putting my hands down with effort.

      “I do,” she said, nodding slowly. “I had several mates myself, men I loved dearly. They are long gone now, though I remember that bond like it was yesterday. But I was born here. I grew up expecting to be drawn to many men, to whittle down the possibles to those I could give my heart to. You haven’t had that yet.”

      “What do you mean, yet?”

      “Well, you can reject the mate bond, take it back if you like.”

      “What?” Both our eyes dropped to where my fingers formed claws on my thighs.

      “It’s not a life sentence. You’re not compelled to stay together forever. You choose to. Choose Peter, choose Aidan, choose whoever you wish, or none. The single men have been petitioning me like crazy for an opportunity to get to know you. More and more are crashing the married mess meal times to ‘catch up with family’ for a chance to see you. If you were open to a very simple meet and greet, it would be a tremendous help in managing the situation.”

      “I’m sorry, what?”

      She flipped a hand nonchalantly. “When a girl moves into womanhood and decides to take on a pack, we have all the single men wishing to be considered assemble in the meeting hall. Women control the process. If you wish to meet them one by one, we set you up in an adjoining room. If you want to just take a look, see if anyone jumps out to either you or your wolf, we have a one-way mirror set up on one of the walls. Younger women often use this, as they’re still adjusting to the idea of taking mates. Actually, I might do that anyway, even if you’re not there. It’ll keep them sweet until you decide what you want to do.”

      “So, what? I just look over a group of men like I was in a shopping aisle or something, then decide which ones to take home? Do I try before I buy? And what’s the return policy?”

      “Flick, I think this is all too soon for you, which makes sense. I told you this only because I wanted to be clear—you have a choice. You can take many or no mates, that’s entirely up to you. You’ll be accepted here no matter what. It will take some adjusting for Peter, but that shouldn’t deter your decision.”

      She was so calm and understanding. So why did I feel like she’d cut my legs out from under me? I wanted to feel angry and trapped, and she just dissolved the cage I’d created for myself in a few words. Which led to the next question—why did I need a cage?

      “So why don’t you tell me about the boys, if that’s what’s on your mind? How are they?”

      “They’re lovely.” I blinked, the words out of my mouth before I could think twice. “I mean, they want to do everything for us. Aidan dotes on Kade, and even Peter tries to engage with him. But he seems more focussed on me, and I think his size scares Kade a bit. But they cook and clean, and are always there when I need them and…” I sighed. “It’s kinda sickening really.”

      “Sickening? That’s an interesting word. Tell me about that.”

      “Well, it's just all a bit OTT. Like I wouldn’t want some guy expecting me to slave over him.”

      “And do you expect them to ‘slave’ over you?”

      “Well, no. I don’t have to say a thing. Things just get done. All I say is thank you.”

      “Which is perhaps why they do this ‘sickening’ stuff. If it makes you feel ill at ease, why not tell them to stop? I’m sure both would hate to make you feel distressed.”

      Yes, why don’t you?

      “It doesn’t make me feel uncomfortable. They aren’t hovering over me, hemming me in, or being overprotective. Rather, it’s like they…just see me, and what I need, when I need it. And they seem so bloody happy to do it, as if they like caring for me.”

      “And that’s the sickening part?”

      “It’s not sickening.” My eyes dropped, and I worked my thumbnail into a seam of the chair I was sitting in. “It just puts me on edge.” I looked up now, able to meet her steady gaze without effort. “I just keep waiting for the other shoe to drop. Rick was sweet at first, bringing me flowers, taking me for lunch on my breaks. If Peter… If they…” There it was again, that cold hard sensation where it felt like my breath froze in my lungs. “I can’t…” My voice was little other than a squeak amongst the deafening rattle of my heart in my chest. “If they choose to hurt us, they’ll kill us, and I won’t be able to stop them.”

      The roar that came from me was earth shaking, filling the room to every corner. I was out of my chair, pacing, feeling my body coil like a steel spring, ready to leap into action. I watched in horror as my fingers contorted, long talons starting to protrude.

      “That’s enough now.” Ophelia stood before me, her eyes glowing phosphorescent green. Her voice was calm and even, but still, I could feel the power throbbing within it. “You’re showing Flick that you’ll protect her. That is good, but you’re scaring her right now. She needs time to adjust before her shift. Do not bring on her first heat. Not yet.”

      It felt like a tide inside me receded, pulling whatever that had been back deep down, until I was all that remained. I blinked and looked around the room, feeling hollow and light, and then burst into tears.

      Ophelia sighed and then pulled me into her arms, holding me as I sobbed.

      I cried because I had no choice, and I cried because I did. I cried because it was all so bloody confusing. If I hadn’t been shovelling the emotional fallout of Rick’s attack, I’d still be struggling with this strange new world, and right now, it was another burden. Yet I cried because the burdens I’d been so used to carrying had been taken away from me. I cried because I’d never been allowed to, because I could right now with impunity, and because the door opened and Peter rushed in and wrapped me up in his arms. I cried because I wanted to abandon myself completely to his monolithic strength, to grow around him like a vine on a tree.

      But I’d never let myself. I needed to be my own tree.
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      We settled into a bit of a groove after that.

      Peter and Aidan moved in, bringing more and more belongings over, until there was nothing more to bring. We didn’t mark it in any way, but they lived here now, in our quiet house. We all slept together in my bed, though Kade had begun to slip out and sleep back in his own after the nightmares stopped. We lived in a serene bubble of endless movies on the TV, lying curled around each other on the couch, always a steaming cup of tea on the coffee table, just resting, healing, waiting.

      

      The first morning I’d woken to find myself in bed with two attractive men had been a difficult one. I’d stretched sleepily, clad only in one of Peter’s shirts again, before opening my eyes to see Aidan—not Kade—watching me. He didn’t move, didn’t say anything, but those hazel eyes studied my face, then skimmed down over every part of my body that was revealed by tossing off the covers during the night. But his eyes returned to mine, searching for signs I was OK, I was willing to bet. They did it a lot when they thought I wasn’t looking, touching base with each other with some kind of secret guy language.

      I stared back, which was better than letting my eyes wander. The guys were wearing less and less to bed lately, stripping down to what felt like the flimsiest of sleep shorts. They weren’t really, but the stretchy grey material—that I’d seen many women on social media call male lingerie—clung to both their muscular forms.

      Not that I looked. Whatever a pack was, we had it going on in here, with Kade at the centre of it. I made sure to keep my eyes above the waist at all times.

      But Kade wasn’t here right now.

      Aidan smiled, slow and lazy, the sleepiness not entirely gone from his eyes, his breath coming in long and even, almost as if he breathed me in. His hand slid across the bed, stopping well short of touching me, but the offer was clear. Then I heard the groan.

      My eyes went wide when a hand went around my waist, flattening against my stomach, and Aidan’s eyes followed its progress. They went even wider when I felt lips against my neck, a strangled gasp fighting its way out of me. Aidan’s head jerked up, and he rolled into a seated position, ready to intervene, but my hand slid out and grabbed his.

      

      “Experiment and play, Flick,” Ophelia had said at one of our sessions. “You are entirely safe. Consent is queen in Sanctuary. All boys and men are taught no means no from a very young age. Both of them would be delighted to let you explore things a little, I’m sure. What do you have to lose?”

      “But what if they—”

      I stopped, all of a sudden feeling awkward talking about sex with someone who could have been my grandmother.

      “Get hard? Want to have sex? That’s their responsibility, isn’t it? If they feel out of control or uncomfortable, they’ll withdraw. Consent is for men as much as it is for women. If you don’t want to have sex, don’t. If you don’t want to touch them, don’t. But I think you do.”

      Those merciless grey eyes cut straight through me, through all my excuses and explanations, until there was just me.

      

      Aidan cradled my hand between both of his, nodding his encouragement as a sleeping Peter grew bolder. If you’d asked me if one hot guy would egg me on in responding to another hot guy before I came here, I’d have thought you were on crack, yet here I was. His eyes shone with a curious mix of lust and compassion as Peter thrust something weighty and hard against my butt, his hand pushing me back to meet him. And I wanted him too—that was the shocking part. His sandalwood scent filled my nose, drowned me within it, until my eyes closed and I just felt. The kisses grew into sharper, nipping things, something that had the burning venom filling my mouth. His hand slid down, nestling so close to where I needed him to be, making me ache that much harder.

      This was a beautiful, hard, clean thing. It was so different to my other sexual experiences as to be almost something else entirely. I wasn’t nervous or worried, thinking about all of the flaws in my body while trying to ignore his. It wasn’t a brutal act of dominance, to hold me down and insert himself in me, or just plain, banal, loveless exchanges of fluids. Had I ever wanted it this much? Had my body ever responded so completely and enthusiastically? I just wanted Peter’s fingers on my clit and Aidan’s mouth on my lips and then one of them to peel down their shorts and—

      “Mum! Aidan?”

      Peter jolted awake with a snort, my own eyes flicking open to see Aidan’s gone hazy with need. He moved his arm quickly to hide his straining hard-on, but I caught sight of it. I cocked an eyebrow, something that had him grinning again. Peter, however, wasn’t so pleased.

      “Oh shit, Flick!” he mumbled, wrenching his hands, then his body away as if stung. He scrambled off the bed, jamming on a pair of jeans. I rolled over on my back, only remembering to push the hem of his shirt down when he paused, his eyes sliding up my bare legs.

      “Mum?”

      “I’ll go,” Peter said abruptly, then he was out the door in the next breath.

      I frowned, feeling a pang deep in my chest, but Aidan pulled me towards him, pushing my hair back from my face.

      “Don’t overthink it,” he said. “Pete… Let’s just say he has his hang-ups as well.”

      “Hang-ups that include running away from me like I was a savage beast, wanting to claw his clothes off?”

      “Yup.” He scanned my face, still stroking me. “You know he’s into you. You would have…been able to feel it.”

      “Ah, yeah…” My eyes dropped down to his chest.

      “We’re all going to have to give it time, even if it feels like it's gonna kill me.”

      “Yeah?”

      I glanced up to see him smile. His tongue flicked out to pass over his full bottom lip, and I watched its movement.

      “Flick…” he growled, a low sound that felt like it vibrated through my every cell. “I need you to know I really, really want to kiss you.”

      I had something flippant to say about that, but it died when I saw what burned in his eyes. All Ophelia’s statements made sense now. Had anyone looked at me with such a need before? Like he could taste me in his mouth before we’d even touched?

      I leaned forward on impulse, his eyes heating up as I paused, but he waited, his breath little more than a weak whistle, waiting for me to close the gap. I moved slowly, so slowly I could hear the quiet separation of his lips, the shift of his tongue and then…

      The door slammed open.

      “Mum! Aidan! You said you were making me pancakes for breakfast, remember? You were going to try to make them look like Yoda or Boba Fett?”

      “Right,” I said as Kade draped himself over my shoulder to put his face in mine.

      “Pancakes,” Aidan said with only a little resignation. “I couldn’t possibly stuff that up, could I?”

      “Don’t you dare!” I replied. “The house still smells from your last experiment.”

      He reached over and swiftly dropped a kiss on my forehead, a sensation that burned long after he pulled away.

      “First one in the kitchen gets to cook!” he called out, yanking on shorts and making for the door.

      

      Kade and I lay around on the couch, the morning cartoons playing in the background. The guys had gone out for something, but I hadn’t really been paying attention. It was nice, nicer than I would have let on, just having my baby lying along my side, my fingers in his hair.

      “Why didn’t you ask Peter to make you pancakes?” I asked as explosions of fast paced action played out on the TV. He looked up at me for a moment, then focussed back on the screen.

      “Peter looks after you. Aidan looks after me,” he said, as if it was that simple.

      “So you don’t think Peter can look after you as well, or Aidan with me?”

      “No, that’s just what they do.”

      “But have you ever asked him? Maybe he’s waiting for you to show that you want him to.”

      “Hmph.” He shrugged. “I guess. Ophelia said that too.”

      He’d been seeing her as well several times a week, and the nightmares had been dropping dramatically. He wasn’t out of the woods yet, but he was improving.

      “Mum, Mila and Kiralee said in Sanctuary, I could have more than one dad. Is that true?”

      “Well, yes, if I wanted—”

      “OK, I’ll ask Peter next time then.”
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      “Alright, Kade, bedtime!” I called out from the kitchen. Days had passed, and Aidan and I were doing the dishes.

      “But Muuuum…”

      “You can play army men in the morning. Brush your teeth, it’s bedtime.”

      “It’s not army men. It’s intergalactic extreme task force—” he said, appearing beside us.

      “It’s bedtime, is what it is. Let's go.”

      “Fine!” And with that, he stomped off to the bathroom.

      “Fine,” I mimicked as I turned back to the sink.

      “Um…strong willed kids turn out to be great leaders?” Aidan said with a grin.

      “Then he’s going to be the supreme overlord of the world. Are you reading him a book, or am I?”

      He flicked his hands to get rid of the suds and sidled up to me, putting his hands around my waist and watching for my reaction. I hoped he could sense the flare of excitement I felt as he did so, but not the fear.

      I knew I had nothing to worry about with either of the men, but it always came anyway—the tension. Ophelia and I had talked long and hard about it. She compared it to a phobia. I’d endured severe trauma at another person’s hands, so my body was geared up to expect to be hurt when people touched me. But that wasn’t all of it. She’d been pleased to hear about our little interlude in the morning, seeing that as a breakthrough.

      “It proves something I always knew, Flick. Your body is primed to anticipate pain, but also pleasure. Part of it remembers back before Rick, when you took lovers or had relationships. It is a difficult thing to manage, but you have two strong instincts—to move towards and to move away from physical proximity and touch. Tap in to how you’re feeling as we’ve discussed in the past. Don’t get caught up in the thought spirals. Acknowledge and recognise how you feel in the moment. If the overwhelming urge is to move away, then do so. You can use some of those scripts we practised to make this clear to the men, but don’t feel pressured to do so. I have spoken to them about what is required from them to stay in your house. They know the deal.”

      I took a deep breath in and then let it out slowly, something that had Aidan smiling encouragingly. I brought my awareness back to the kitchen, to the glare of the lights and the slight crackle of bugs hitting the lights outside. I felt the cool dampness on my hands from the tea towel, the pressure of the bench against my butt. And I felt Aidan.

      He smelled kinda woody and citrusy, like clean, washed male. He put one hand next to mine, then the other, slowly closing in on me, until I could feel the line of his body thrumming above mine.

      There—a flicker of fear, of anticipation, of excitement, all rolled into one. I wanted to run the fuck away, but also lean into him and take that kiss he’d asked for. Directed by that, my eyes flicked to those lips, the reddish blond beard around them, and watched them part slightly.

      Do I want this? I thought. Just a kiss. It doesn’t have to mean anything else. Kade will want us to read him a book, and we’ll have to lie down with him until he sleeps.

      I had my out, and somehow, the fact that this would have a limited time before Kade called out made it easier. I didn’t have to worry about later or tonight or whatever. Kade took that away from us. Which allowed desire to roar up, smothering my fears for just a minute, and let me feel. I moved slowly closer, and then, as awkward as a teen, I kissed him.

      “Mmph…”

      I let out a helpless little moan as soon as our lips touched. It was as if a forgotten part of myself had been let out and she was hungry. My skin felt famished, wanting and needing our bodies touching. I buried my hands in his hair, pulling him closer so his body crushed against mine. Another moan came out when he ground his hips against me, his hands wrapping around me, not super tight, more cradling me, like I was something precious. Our lips opened, our tongues tangling, tasting each other. My Tirian shifted inside me, looking out at this new contender, and she just nodded. My teeth scored his plush bottom lip, sucking it into my mouth, and my fingers scraped his scalp until his moans matched mine.

      “Mum? Are you gonna read me a story?”

      We jumped apart as if stung, to find a smug little boy standing at the entrance to the kitchen, his favourite book in hand. He looked at me, then Aidan, and smiled in a way that wasn’t entirely childlike.

      “I was… We were…” I said lamely.

      “Aidan is pack,” Kade said.

      And that was that.

      “I want to try sleeping in my bed tonight,” he said confidently, though this was followed by a quick flash of fear.

      “You don’t have to, Kade,” I said. “It’s a big bed. You’re always welcome to—”

      “The nightmares aren’t coming anymore. I’m better now,” he said, his hand going to his throat. “We’re safe here.”

      It was a statement and a question both.

      “We are, love. If that’s what you want to do, jump into bed, and we’ll come and read you a story, OK?” I replied.

      And so we ended up on Kade’s narrower bed, one on either side of him, as we took turns reading him chapters of The Hobbit.

      I watched his eyelids drop lower and lower as Aidan read about Gandalf rescuing Bilbo on the back of an eagle. He had the covers pulled up over his shoulders, snuggled down tight, something he liked to do now, irrespective of the weather. ‘Denning’ was what Ophelia had called it—creating a safe little cocoon to relax in. And he was. I drank in the sight of his body going limp, his complete abandonment to exhaustion, and never wanted to see him any other way again.

      I’d heard a lot about a mother’s love before having Kade, but it hadn’t made sense until I’d had him. I wasn’t hit with the tidal wave of maternal affection others had described. I was so anxious and harried by looking after him and not provoking Rick, I’d had little chance to enjoy him. But it snuck up on me, slowly but surely. Kids needed everything from us, and I wanted to give it to him. My focus wasn’t just me—it was him, always him. This distance created by the incident had hurt so freaking badly. I hadn’t realised how much until I had moments like this. When he sought me out and luxuriated in my attention, relaxing into me. I leaned over and pressed my lips to his forehead, pulling back to see his brow crease momentarily.

      Aidan stopped, watching my every movement.

      “You know I’ll always be there for him,” he whispered.

      We just stared at each other for a moment as I saw something I’d never really seen in anyone’s face—a need to keep my son safe. Rick’s parents were the fun grandparents, who took him out when they felt like it and hyped him up on sugar, only to dump a totally dysregulated child off on my doorstep as they carefully looked past any sign of abuse in me. I nodded and then jerked my head at the door, and we tiptoed out.

      

      He caught my hand as we walked down the hall.

      “Flick…”

      And the fear was back. This was the time that mums and dads spent together, after having put the kids to bed. They sat down on the couch and watched a show, maybe cuddling up, or they… My eyes flicked to the darkened entrance to the room I’d… No, to my room. His eyes softened when I turned around.

      “It’s OK, Flick. Nothing’s going to happen unless you want it to.”

      “What’s happening?” Peter walked in the front door, surveying the two of us. “Where’s Kade?”

      “Sleeping in his own bed tonight, he says.” I shrugged, my eyes going to the floor. “We’ll see. He can always slip back in with us if he needs to. We’ll leave the doors open so we can hear him if he has a nightmare.”

      “We?” Peter said, his eyes sliding over me.

      “We,” I said with a definitive nod. I wasn’t feeling that confidence entirely, but I was going with it for now. “So, should we…?”

      They moved as one towards the bedroom so that I walked in and saw every woman’s wet dream—two hot guys getting undressed for bed. I rested my shoulder on the door jamb as they stripped in that completely unselfconscious way men have. No worrying about cellulite for them! And why would they? They were bloody perfect.

      Both of them sensed my gaze at separate times, but they responded in the same way. They glanced up, then slowed what they were doing, either unbuttoning their shirts or sliding off jeans. Their eyes met mine, and what had been done a million times before since we moved in here became something else altogether—a performance.

      It wasn’t quite the theatrics of a male strip revue, but there were elements of it. A much quieter, more restrained show as fingers trailed over cloth, sliding it away from muscular bodies. As each bronzed inch revealed, my eyes flicked from one to the other to try and catch it all, but I didn’t need to, I realised. They were here for the near future at least, in no hurry to return back to home or wherever that was. For some reason, that made this easier, took some of the pressure off. Kade might not sleep through tonight, might need to come to bed with us for the next six months, but this would be here, waiting for me. As they were right now.

      Peter turned to pull a drawer open, pulling out some sleep shorts and tossing a pair to Aidan, then removed the last of his clothes with his back turned. My eyes ran over that powerful back, those firm glutes, right before they were hidden away by the clothing.

      Aidan showed no such shyness though. He waited until my eyes were on him to pull his jeans off, standing there for a moment completely naked, giving me time to take him all in.

      And there was a lot. His hand strayed close to his hard prick, as if to give it a few strokes, but he forced his hand to still. He just stood there and watched me check out every damn inch of him.

      I knew what he’d feel like going into me. Rick had been fairly inadequate in the dick department, though had made up for that with a talent for foreplay when he had a mind to, but I’d previously had boyfriends with a similar size. That stretching feeling that was a tiny bit scary, where you started to question if you’d bitten off more than you could chew, but then came that deep down sensation of satisfaction, of being filled, of having every sweet spot inside you stroked with his every push.

      I jumped when I felt a hand on my arm, something that drew snorts from both of them.

      “Flick…” Peter said, his hand going to my shirt button. He paused, waiting, staring at me with those deep brown eyes as I heard Aidan slide onto the bed. I couldn’t answer him, my mouth bone-dry, so I just nodded.

      With the same methodical, sensual pace of before, he undid my shirt and then pushed it off my shoulders, that flash of fear of such a large man standing over me coming and going as his fingers brushed against my skin. I was startled by what I felt down the bond and looked up at his face to check. That same lovely warmth spilled into me, but with it came something much, much hotter.

      He wanted me so fucking much. It raged like a torrent, slamming into me and tearing my breath away. My eyes jerked down, expecting to see him in a similar state of arousal, but he reached down and lifted my chin up, then slid the strap of my bra off my shoulder. The backs of his fingers grazed across my skin, sending a shiver through me. He paused, waited, then smiled when he seemed to sense it was pleasure rather than fear. Emboldened, that huge hand spread across my collarbone, his other one pushing the other strap down. For a moment, all I could hear was his breath and mine, coming faster, rougher, then his palm slid under the cup, covering my breast.

      “So beautiful…” he rasped, pausing, waiting for my breath to slow a bit before moving. I looked up, unable to believe the reverent tone in his voice. How could anyone say something like that about me? Tears welled in my eyes, because I couldn’t believe it, because I wanted to so much.

      “Flick,” he said, eyes searching my face, “I can stop.”

      I didn’t want him to, but I couldn’t work out how to say that. So I reached up, drawing his head down, and then brought his lips to mine.

      At first it was tentative, a brushing of lips, just getting a taste of each other. When I heard the rumble in his chest, I grew bolder, sucking his bottom lip into my mouth. His hand went to my hips, pulling me up against him, taking control of the kiss as he thrust his tongue inside my mouth.

      “Is this OK?”

      I drew away for a second at the feel of a single finger along my spine, and saw Aidan standing behind me. His fingers went to the clasp of my bra with a questioning look. I nodded, not able to say anything else, my chin tipped up and back to Peter as the garment fell between us. Then it was just my bare torso, sandwiched between the two of them. Aidan’s mouth rained kisses along my shoulders, his fingers trailing along my skin, but Peter, he swallowed me whole.

      When I pulled away, my head was spinning, my heart was pounding, and I wasn’t entirely sure if I could feel my face. I blinked, reeling a little with the hot rush of need that pulsed through me and down the bond with Peter. But it all felt a little out of control, as stuff was happening to me, rather than me doing what I wanted. I stepped clear of their hands, putting my own up for a moment as I caught my breath.

      You are safe. You’re in your room. The bed wasn’t made this morning. The carpet feels soft under my feet. My breath is really loud and raspy, and those guys… I scanned them quickly, not allowing my eyes to linger like I wanted them to. They made it really hard to do the mindfulness activity Ophelia had taught me. I just wanted to run my fingers over every solid inch…

      Just be in the moment, and play until the point it doesn’t feel good anymore.

      “Get on the bed,” I said.

      “Are you sure, Flick?” Peter said.

      “Maybe we should leave it at this right now,” Aidan said.

      "I know what I want right now, and it’s you two, on the bed, now.”

      My voice came out sharper than I’d intended, but I needed them to hear me. I was making a choice, exploring things, and they could either go along with it or tell me they weren’t keen, but I couldn’t live my life with them second guessing me all the time.

      They glanced at each other and then nodded, climbing onto the bed.

      I picked up Peter’s shirt, draping it over a door knob as I did the same, and stripped off my clothes. I didn’t look at them, unable to focus on their reactions right now. I was only naked for moments, before pulling on the shirt, the fabric’s weight welcome on my skin. Then I went to button it up and paused.

      They watched every damn move I made, including my momentary pause. I fastened one button and then left it at that, letting the fabric fall freely around me. It shifted as I climbed on the bed and sat back on my heels when I got halfway down. I saw Aidan swallow as he watched my shirt part around me.

      “We aren’t going to take things very far right now,” I said, “but talking to Ophelia made me realise—no…remember. I used to enjoy this kind of thing, being with a lover and exploring their bodies. When it wasn’t a chore or something imposed on me, when it wasn’t… When I had a choice. I want to exercise that choice right now. I want…I want to touch you, stroke you until it doesn’t feel good anymore, for me or you.”

      Aidan reclined back on the pillows, hands behind his head. He gave me a slow smile and said, “Babe, feel free, whenever and however you want. What about you, Pete?”

      He expected the same result, I could see that in the way he looked at the other man, but Peter wasn’t quite so open. He’d pulled a pillow over his legs by the time I’d gotten on the bed, and now we could both see the tense set of his shoulders.

      I felt a pang at that. I knew it had nothing to do with me, as Ophelia had been working hard on me recognising that not everything bad that happened was my fault, but it felt like all that lovely desire I’d felt from him had dried up.

      Don’t be a mind reader, I told myself. Check in with him.

      I moved closer, taking his hand in mine, and when he didn’t pull away, I closed my eyes and tapped into our bond.

      He still wanted me, that came at me like a freight train, but something had him spooked. It couldn’t have been his body. It was a masterwork in big heavy muscle, and yet that pillow… He frowned, but rubbed his thumb across my knuckles.

      “Would you be more comfortable watching me touch Aidan?” I asked, proud of myself for keeping my voice even.

      “It’s not that…” Peter started to say.

      He used my hand to draw me closer, and Aidan rolled over on his side when I crawled towards them. Peter put my hand on his sternum, then slid it down to the pillow. “Let’s keep it above the waist.”

      I sat back on my heels, thinking about his suggestion, then nodded.

      "What about you, Aidan?” I asked.

      “No,” he said with a groan, then grinned. “Yes, goddammit. We said slow.” I reached out and placed my hand on his taut stomach, the cobblestone muscles popping out when I rubbed my palm on them. “Mmm…why does that feel so fucking good?”

      “Yeah?” I almost whispered, my voice dwindling away to nothing as I just felt that satin smooth skin, the rigid flesh.

      It’s OK, you’re OK, you’re safe, I told myself.

      And I was. That’s what they’d shown me, every day we’d been together so far. They didn’t push me or control me or hem me in. What was happening now was a perfect example of this. Peter might’ve been ambivalent about this, while Aidan was far from it, probably wanting some long needed relief, but they lay there like lazy lions, all that coiled strength put to one side to just let me have the freedom to get to know them on a physical level as well as friends.

      Aidan jumped when my nail scratched over his nipple, a long hiss coming with it. “Fuck…” he growled. “Grab it. Pinch it tight.”

      That earned him a warning rumble from Peter. I shot him a grateful look, glad he was there, making sure I wasn’t pushed, but I didn’t want them to feel like they couldn’t express an opinion around me.

      “You can ask,” I said to Aidan. “I just might not agree to what you want.”

      His nod was swift as I tightened my fingers around that small little nub.

      “Fuck,” he gasped. “I feel that in my cock. You sure about this no below the waist thing?”

      He said it with a laugh, groaning when I pulled away and turned to Peter. It was tempting to take it further, but we’d agreed.

      Be more stringent about boundaries. It’s not your job to please everyone, Ophelia had said. Try doing it in small ways in your life. Not taking tea if you don’t want it. Not agreeing to do things you don’t enjoy, then move onto bigger things.

      Aidan had smiled though, watching me move closer to the other man, and there was something entirely unselfish in his expression. He seemed to like to watch as much as being a participant. I shifted until I faced Peter, placing a hand on his knee and then moved in.

      He didn’t give much away, it was only the rapid flex of his stomach as his breath came faster that indicated how he might feel about this.

      Their reactions are theirs. Don’t mind read. Don’t spend all your energy being a detective. That’s not your responsibility and all part of the abuse—making you feel like things that are entirely the abuser’s decision are somehow your fault. You want to be considerate, that’s good. Do so by asking, touching base, checking in.

      I swallowed as I formed my words in my head, feeling the need to say them but finding it difficult to get them out. This felt so clunky and weird, but I forced my spine straight, looked Peter in the eye, and said, “Where do you like to be touched?”

      He surged forward, causing me to shrink back, but I caught myself before I ran. He took my hand, pulling me closer and closer, until I hung over him. He placed my palm over his heart, held in place by his, and said, “Here. I like it here.”

      Did that…? Was he…? I shook my head, trying to stop that train of thought. Stay in the moment, Flick. So I settled down beside him, replacing my hand with my head, resting it on his breastbone. I felt the tension leach out of him at that, as his arm went around me. I reached out, slowly and tentatively with my free hand, and placed it on his stomach, feeling the flesh jump at my touch. I glanced up at him, checking to see if he was OK, and was rewarded by a long, hot look. One that only intensified as my hand began to roam, but I watched him, not it. I saw the moment his eyes darkened, when his lips fell open, when a long shaking exhale hissed out. I felt the low rumble of pleasure vibrate all the way through my body as my hands moved.

      “Fuck, that’s hot.”

      I turned to see Aidan watching my every move, which led to me rolling towards him. I’d had a drunken threesome with a couple of guys back at uni, but this was a whole other deal. I felt that same old tension in my chest. How was I going to meet both their needs? When I was with one, I had to ignore the other. There was always going to be someone left out.

      “Hey,” Aidan said. “Stop worrying.” He pulled me so I lay flat on the bed and they rolled towards me. It was unnerving and reassuring all at once. They were like walls of muscle around me, ready to protect me from everything and anyone.

      “We want you to be happy, Flick,” Peter said. “You took a big step today, but I think we should stop things now. Let's just have this.”

      “Close your eyes,” Aidan said, watching me fight the suggestion before I gave in.

      Something snarly inside me just got wound up tighter as I did so, but then I felt them. It was both nonsexual and yet completely sensual. Together, they swept their hands up the outsides of my legs, nowhere near the sensitive inner thigh, even though with every pass, I wanted it more. Not when my thighs separated, falling limp and slack under their touch, much to Aidan’s amusement. Not when I felt myself grow slick. They just stroked me and stroked me, soothing my unruly nervous system, quietening my body and then my mind, until I fell asleep.

      

      It was one of the worst night’s sleeps I’d had since coming to Sanctuary, but when I woke up at some ridiculous hour, I couldn’t bring myself to care. I slept half naked, tangled in my men—because that’s what they were, I realised, for now at least. It might not work out, we might not be compatible as a…throuple? But I knew now I had the time to figure that out. I woke up a million times due to the entirely decadent feel of their hard bodies intertwined with mine, their unconscious shifts towards me, pulling me into their arms and burying their heads in my hair, as if breathing me in made them sleep better.

      Aidan groaned into my shoulder, shoving his groin into me so I could feel every inch of his considerable length before waking up.

      “So, it wasn’t a dream?” he asked in a groggy voice.

      “If it was, I still want to be asleep,” I replied.

      He moved so he could look over my shoulder at me, studied my face, then smiled.

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah,” Peter replied for me. “Morning,” he said before leaning over and kissing me.

      I’d meant to protest about morning breath or something, but that all faded away quickly. There was no hunger in this kiss for once. Instead, it was a leisurely sweet thing.

      “If this isn’t a dream, can this happen on a regular basis?” Aidan asked as he pulled me back against him, making sure I knew just how keen he was on that idea.

      “Aidan, don’t pressure her,” Peter said.

      “Why?” I asked with a smile. I leant back to offer my mouth to Aidan. “Maybe I want you guys drowning me in kisses throughout the day.”

      “Yeah?” He gave me at least one. “You’d be OK with that, us touching you when Kade’s around?”

      “In the same way that mums and dads usually do? Well, yeah. I think it’d be good for him to see what healthy relationships look like. You guys have been great with checking in with me, making sure I’m still comfortable, and I have to keep practising putting up boundaries.”

      “Yeah?” Peter’s voice was husky when he slung a leg over, then rolled until he hung above me.

      “It’s OK,” Aidan said, rubbing my shoulder as he somehow sensed my pulse had gone from a steady thud to an out and out gallop. My eyes went wide, my breathing rapid, because Peter wasn’t a gentle giant anymore. He covered me with the shadow of his body, his smile just a slice of light in a dark visage. “You’re OK.”

      And I was. I felt the fear, since he looked somewhat sinister above me, but perhaps because part of my brain reassured me it was Peter, it created an exciting little sizzle of anticipation. Something that only increased as he dropped his head down.

      “You are OK, aren’t you…” came Aidan’s low purr. His hand slipped under the shirt, cupping my breast as his thumb brushed my nipple, making me gasp against Peter’s lips when they connected with mine, so that he swallowed the sound and then added to it with his own in the form of a throaty moan.

      “Muuum!”

      We jerked apart, eyes going to the open door, then one guy after the other rolled away from me, the blankets up as Peter leapt out of bed. He had his shorts off and his sweats on in seconds, which was impressive.

      “Hey, champ,” he said to Kade when he walked in. “You slept in your own bed last night? Good work.”

      Kade looked up at him for a moment, then nodded.

      “Mum, I’m hungry.”

      “Well, how do you feel about going down to the mess? We can catch up with the other kids and you can have—”

      Peter didn’t get to finish the sentence as my son completely transformed.

      “Can we? Alright! I’ll go and have a shower and brush my teeth right now!”

      “Wow,” I said, wriggling out from under the covers, a process Aidan seemed focussed on thwarting. I gave his shoulder a shove and then clambered out. “I need to start setting up play dates or something. He’s never that easy to get ready.”

      “He’ll be starting at school soon. He hasn’t had many kids to play with so…” Aidan said. “Hey,” he looked at my downcast eyes, “you weren’t ready, and neither was he, really. We can start eating down at the mess, and I’ll tell them we don’t need food delivered anymore. It’ll be fine.”
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      And it was, kinda.

      “Kade!” Mila, the little girl we’d met when we first visited the mess came barrelling over to my son, a flock of boys at her back. “You haven’t been down here! Come and play with us.”

      “Kade is with me.” We all turned to see Kiralee had sidled up to Kade and linked his arm in hers. “He was my friend first.”

      That did not impress Mila at all, her jaw setting as she looked the other girl up and down.

      “He is part of my pack. Auntie Ophelia said so.”

      “You’re too young to have a pack,” Kiralee scoffed with all the authority of someone much older and much taller. “Assigning members this young would be barbaric.”

      Mila blinked at that, then shook her head.

      “Are you calling me barbaric?”

      “Ladies!” I snapped when I saw little fists start to form. “This is no way to act. Kade belongs to himself…and me, I guess. But he’s super keen to play with both of you.” Actually, right now he was leaning hard against my legs, but anyway. “How about we leave aside this pack business and all have fun right now? That’s what being a kid is about, right?”

      There was a pause, and then both the girls nodded, eyeing each other.

      “Wanna play chasey?” Mila said to the other girl. Kiralee just nodded stiffly. “OK, boys, time to run!”

      “The boys run and the girls chase them?” I said.

      Both the guys watched the kids play with a smile, though there was something darker in their eyes when they turned to me.

      “Not everyone shifts into Tirian form, but if you do, it’ll be on the full moon,” Peter said, his eyes flicking briefly to the morning sky. “Your Tirian will have her head and probably want a mating chase. Any of the blokes here…” Our eyes were drawn to the gathered families and a whole lot more. The place was packed with so many more men than before. They obviously belonged to families, as I watched them sit with who I assumed were their mums and dads, but a lot of eyes were on us, or rather, me. “Any that want to petition for a place with you will be there and run before you, hoping you’ll bring them to ground and then…”

      “And then?” I barely breathed the words, feeling everything he said. I could feel the thrill of the chase in my spine, knew exactly what it would feel like to run across the soft earth, my haunches powerful, my feet fleet. Peter’s eyes shone green for a moment as they stared into mine.

      “And then you’ll go into heat,” Aidan said. “It’s…intense. All you wanna do is fuck, anyone and anything. It goes on for a few days, maybe a week. Long enough for you to start getting an idea of who you might want to take as mates.”

      “Right…” I replied, a manifestly inadequate response, but what else could I say? Fear and desire fought a brutal battle inside me, but my Tirian shifted, quelling all of that. I looked into her eyes and she into mine, and knew, just like with Rick, she wouldn’t steer me wrong. While human me went into an anxiety spiral at chasing a bunch of strange men, Tirian me saw it as my due.

      We are the same, she replied. The difference is entirely artificial.

      Well, excuse me for being a little weirded out about sport fucking a group of strangers.

      Not fucking, testing. Look. My eyes were jerked towards the men who watched us. They want to prove themselves worthy of you, vie for your attention, as men should. Search among them, find those that you like, then test them. If they do not please you, if they will not make for good fathers for the cub, then you will discard them. It is the way.

      I spluttered mentally at that. It certainly wasn’t the way for most of my life. I would never have ended up with Rick if that was the case.

      Which is exactly the point. Now, they are going to start approaching you. That one has the lead, she said, referring to a tall man with longish black hair who wove his way between the tables, heading straight for us.

      My first response was I wanted to take a step back, the second was a little unexpected. Something sneaky, part me, part Tirian, wanted to inspect him closely, because damn… Along with that black hair was a pair of grey eyes that stood out starkly against his bronzed skin. Those full lips quirked a little when he caught me looking, giving him an almost boyish look, but it dissipated as soon as he drew near. My eyes flicked to the guys as they straightened up, moving ever so slightly closer to me.

      “Fellas,” he said, nodding to the guys, then he looked at me.

      Whoa, I thought, as it felt like his eyes speared right into me. He had a greeting right there on the tip of his tongue, but it died away when our eyes locked. He just stood there, shifting slightly, as if he wanted to come closer but held himself back and took me in.

      Why? was my first thought. The second? Closer. I wanted to get closer, to see if that big, muscular body was as nice as it looked in the black t-shirt and jeans that stretched over his lean form.

      Something he seemed to sense as a slow smile spread across his face. His eyes shone green for a second when he held out a hand. “I’m Sen. You must be Flick.”

      I didn’t take it initially, looking at the guys for…what? Their reaction? Their approval? Peter just nodded, and Aidan shrugged and said, “It’s up to you, Flick.”

      “Hi,” I said, making myself reach out and take his hand.

      He caught the moment I gasped as I felt a rolling wave of heat up my arm. It wasn’t like the mate bond I shared with Peter, but it was close. It seemed to catch him by surprise as well, that smile quickly faltering and replaced by something else entirely, something naked and vulnerable. It took a slight cough from Aidan, along with a sidelong ‘are you OK?’ look for me to pull away.

      “Um…look, I came over here to see if I could get you some breakfast,” Sen said finally.

      “Ah…sure, why not? Aidan and Peter will be sitting with us though.”

      “Of course.” His social mask had been re-situated. “Now, what can I get you?”

      

      I wasn’t sure what the big deal about getting me food from the buffet was, but apparently, it held meaning for the guys. Peter and Aidan sat on either side of me so that I could feel the warmth of their thighs against mine, but they watched Sen handle the two plates with obsessive fascination. I rolled my eyes and looked over to where Kade was playing with the other kids, his face alight with the fun of being chased by the increasingly large group of girls.

      “I better go get him, otherwise he’ll miss breakfast,” I said, about to get to my feet.

      “I’ll go,” Peter said, placing a hand on my thigh. His smile widened when he saw my reaction to his caress, a shiver going through me.

      I found myself missing his touch when he ambled over to the kids. His voice was a low rumble, he didn’t raise it for a moment, but the kids all came to heel pretty quick. There was a round of nodding heads, and then all of them headed towards their parents.

      “So just how bad is this heat likely to be?” I asked in a low tone to Aidan, my skin still throbbing from where Peter had touched me, which meant other things started pulsing in time with it. How was that possible? It felt like my body had been woken up from the stasis neglect and abuse had forced it into. Now it was becoming a lot more insistent about getting my attention.

      He shot me a sidelong look, then smiled, something both pleased and sweet all mixed in together. He leaned over, placing a gentle kiss at the corner of my mouth, and then before pulling away, said, “So, so much more intense. It takes over everything. Our Tirians are focussed on testing each other out and making bonds. It can be kind of alien. Ophelia’s working hard to keep your change from happening until you’re ready, and the other mums are geared up to set up a massive multi-day sleepover for the kids and Kade when it hits. But, Flick…” His hand came to rest on my leg, then slid up, fingers digging into my inner thigh. “I can’t wait to see it. Even if you don’t choose me, even if all I do is watch, I know you’re gonna be fucking beautiful.”

      “I hope you like this.”

      Our heads whipped around to see Sen had taken a seat opposite us, his nostrils flaring as he placed a plate before me.

      “I’m sure I will,” I tried to say politely as I drew it towards me, but as it got closer, so did Aidan’s hand, until I felt the light graze of his finger on the central seam of my jeans. I almost choked on the mouthful of pancake I’d taken, something that caught both men’s attention. They looked at each other and then traded that universally male smirk, Sen’s eyelids dropping lower as he took a deep breath in.

      “Mum, they did pancakes today!” Kade said.

      “They did,” I said, my focus back on my son, and Aidan pulled his hand away so I could eat in peace. “But you need to have something healthy as well.”

      This earned me a long-suffering look, but I wasn't his focus for long.

      “Who are you?” he asked Sen.

      “Kade!”

      “It’s OK. I'm Sen. I came over to get to know your mum and you. You’re Kade, right?” He nodded. “You were playing with one of my little brothers. You know Johnny?”

      “He’s real tall and likes Mila.”

      Sen smiled at that. “Sounds about right.”

      “So you want to take Mum out for a date? Bring her flowers and take her to the movies?”

      Those grey eyes slid to me.

      “I’d like that very much.”

      “If she says yes,” I watched my son get to his feet, a queer power thrumming through his little body, “you better be nice to her. You hurt her? Peter will bash you.”

      As one, both men sat forward, arms resting on the table, as if to support what my son had said.

      “You’ve got a pack started, huh?” Sen nodded, pushing his food around with his fork. “I can respect that. And no bashings needed. No man here’s gonna hurt you or your mum. Anyone who does that gets sent away. I’d just like the chance to get to know the both of you.”

      “OK,” Kade replied with a nod. “Do you like Star Wars?”

      “I liked it when I was a kid.” I saw Kade frown at this. “Now I’m more a fan of the MCU movies. How about you?”

      “Mum won’t let me watch those movies. Says they’re too old for me.” Kade looked at Sen speculatively. “Would you let me watch them?”

      “Can’t go against your mum,” he said with a shake of his head, then shot me a wink. “Mum’s are always the boss.” He smiled as Kade slumped dramatically. “But there’s plenty of animated Marvel series. I think we still have some on DVD. What about that? Would that work?”

      The man watched Kade consider it with amusement, but seemed relieved when he finally nodded.

      “You can come over and watch with me and Aidan,” Kade declared.

      “C’mon, Kade, we better get you something with dietary fibre,” Peter said, getting to his feet, Aidan following suit.

      “You just want me out of the way so Sen can talk to Mum on his own.”

      “Busted,” Aidan said, steering him towards the buffet.

      “Nice little pack you got going,” Sen said, watching them go. “You wanting to add to it?”

      Did I? That question had so many permutations, it dizzied me.

      “I…” I put my fork down and rubbed my face. “I got out of an abusive relationship only a few weeks ago. I’m still working out what I want.”

      “Makes sense,” he said with a nod. “You’d have to know the matriarchs circulated that information. Would coming over there and sitting next to you be too much?”

      “Um…”

      “Why don’t you try it? See what you think, then if it makes you uncomfortable, you send me on my way.”

      He sounded so reasonable, I found myself nodding along, then tracking his movements as he walked around the table. He pushed his plate towards mine, then straddled the bench seat, his knee almost touching my leg. He leaned on the table, picking up his fork and spearing a piece of bacon on it.

      I just stared.

      People had warned me that this was coming, that other guys would be making plays, but nothing had prepared me for the reality. Sen looked like he should have been holding a bottle of high-end men’s cologne, shot in black and white and stuck in a fashion magazine, not sitting beside me, eating high cholesterol foods.

      “So how does this feel?” he asked, then crunched on the food.

      “Weird, and people are always asking me that.”

      “Just weird?” he asked, leaning forward, slowly, surely, and watching me. His eyes danced, as if he dared me to disagree with him, playing a strange little game of chicken I was bound to lose.

      Sure enough, I couldn’t take it. I trembled with the effort of holding still, breathing in his scent, feeling his proximity and the heat of his body.

      “That’s too close. Gotcha.” He settled back into his previous position, picking at his food.

      Too close? He seemed bloody nonchalant as my heart felt like it rebounded within the cage of my ribs, my breath coming in sharp little pants.

      He’s just a man. If he does not please you, send him away, my Tirian said. There are many who wish to take his place. Find one that triggers you less.

      Everyone and everything triggers me, I said, tossing my fork down on the table.

      “Sorry, that didn’t quite turn out the way I wanted it to,” Sen said.

      “Not your fault I’m a basket case,” I mumbled, keeping my eyes on the congealing food.

      “Did I hear you say badass?” My eyes jerked sideways to see him grinning, but there was no teasing there. Rather, he gave me a respectful nod, like one would to an equal.

      I snorted at that, then shook my head.

      “What kind of badass freaks out when a strange guy gets close to her?”

      “A warrior,” he said, the smile fading. “You fought the fucker who hurt the two of you and put him in his fucking place. You got some scars from it? Most fighters do.” He jerked the collar of his t-shirt down to show me a white scar across his collar bone. “Got chomped by a beastie when we were on patrol.” He pulled up his sleeve to reveal a long snaking scar down his bicep. “Got knifed by a dickhead who didn’t want to go home when the bar closed.” My heart rate slowed as I watched the show of tempting little glimpses of Sen’s body. Somehow, the scars made him both hotter and more approachable. Probably all part of his plan. “This one’s the worst. Nearly killed me.” The smile faded as he pulled up the hem of his shirt to reveal cobblestone abs and a scar like an explosion site, frozen in ropes of pink keloid scarring. “Fucking boar… The thing got his bloody great tusk into me. Tore me up good. You can touch it if you like.”

      I’d leant forward, studying the damage without even realising it, moving into his space as he had mine, causing him to grin again. That same challenging smile that belonged more on the face of some teenage boy, yet it pricked at me. I placed a hand down on his stomach, to the right of his belly button, and felt the strangely slick feeling of the scar. Then it came.

      That same warmth, it felt like sunlight on my skin, like being wrapped in a warm blanket, like the feel of fur between your fingers. It was weird and alienating, to feel something so intensely about someone I’d barely said two words to.

      “What is that?” I said.

      “Attraction,” he panted out, his smile failing and reinstating itself. “Stronger than fucking normal.” He covered my hand with his, but removed it as soon as I pulled away. “Look, I was gonna take this slower, but fuck it. Come out with me. Everyone reckons the boys have gotcha locked up in that house of yours. Come and see more of Sanctuary. I wanna get to know Kade a bit better, spend some time with your boys, but…”

      His words fell away as he stared at me, drawing closer, then stopping himself.

      “You don’t want me to touch you? I won’t. You want to go home at any point? I’ll take you there. Fuck, you can drive if you want. We don’t have much, but let me show it to you, Flick.”

      There was a desperate edge to his voice that sat oddly with his male model visage, something that had my eyes jerking up and documenting his every reaction. Because the view I’d built of myself did not include guys like him acting like this. Because I’d lived under the petty tyranny of one guy, aided and abetted by others. Because he was hot, because I liked the feel of him under my fingers.

      Because it made me feel, for just a minute, powerful.

      “This might be nothing. We might not like each other,” I said.

      “I’m not asking for promises. I’m asking for an opportunity. Say yes, Flick.”

      “So this is what it takes, does it?” a harsh voice broke in. Both of our heads jerked up to see a tall sandy-haired guy standing at the opposite side of the table, a dark-haired guy beside him. “That what Monster did, to get a chicky like you willing to climb Mount Everest? Showed you his boo boos? Got you hot under the collar?”

      “Who the fuck are you?” I snapped out without thinking. Something inside me cringed at that, but I was willing to bet my eyes flashed green as I felt my Tirian shift.

      “We’re the warm up act, love, if you wanna tackle our boy without rupturing your cervix,” the dark-haired man said. “Darren, Brett.” He pointed to each of them in turn.

      “These are friends of yours?” I asked Sen with a frown, already pulling away.

      “Not mine,” he said, then nodded off to the left-hand corner of the shed.

      Peter stomped over, his face like thunder, Kade and Aidan struggling to keep up. He nearly pushed a woman and her kids out of the way to get to us, and the effort it took to stop himself managed to calm him a little.

      “You bloody idiots,” Sen said. “Turn around now and slink on back to whatever hole you crawled out of. This is not the way to get a woman to want to rehabilitate you two useless fucks.”

      “Some like it all smooth and slick, like you, Senny, but if she likes our Monster, she likes all kinds of rough,” sandy hair said with a cocky grin. “Hey, Petey, mate.”

      Peter had arrived by my side, standing to the left, his shadow covering me. Both men noted when his hand came to rest on my shoulder.

      “Heard you found yourself a woman, Petey boy, but I could scarcely credit the stories,” sandy hair said before looking down at me. “So, lovely, and it appears we’re about to get to know each other a whole lot better.”

      “Piss. Off.”

      This was delivered in a low, terse tone, but people around us were starting to stare.

      “Mum, what’s going on?” Kade said, wiggling through the crowd until he got to my side, but everyone looked at Peter. His hands had balled up into fists the size of boulders, and his words had apparently been forced out between clenched teeth.

      “Getting all protective, Monster?” dark hair said. “You know how you get when you first catch a whiff of them. You want to keep your loveys all to yourself, but that’ll never work. She’s a pretty little thing. Wouldn’t want to hurt her now, would you?”

      Hurt me? My neck was stiff when I turned to look at him, this ‘Monster.’ They were talking about Peter?

      “You’re scaring her,” Peter growled, his nostrils working.

      “No more than she will be when she looks at your—” dark hair said.

      “Fuck off, Darren.”

      “What the hell is wrong with you?” Brett said with a frown. He looked me over much more objectively. “We’ve been out at the mines, but now we’re back. Just because you got yourself a little dove in the big smoke, doesn’t change anything. She’s still gonna need warming up, and we’re just the blokes to do it.” His hands went to the hem of his shirt, pulling it up and over his head with a quick movement, then he tossed it onto the table. His chest was a masterwork of muscle. In the old days of giggling over cocktails with my girlfriends, I’d have salivated over that perfect slab of man meat, but that was before. I reached across the table and grabbed up a steak knife when he took a slow, swaggering step closer. I'd been through too much to let myself be molested by a really rude Chippendale dancer.

      “Darren! Brett!” All our eyes jerked up to see Ophelia striding across the floor. “What the bloody hell do you think you’re doing here?”

      Brett straightened with an effort, trying to meet her burning gaze when she drew close but failing.

      “We just—”

      “Did I, or did I not explicitly tell you to keep away from the married mess and Flick and her pack?”

      “Yeah, but—” Darren said.

      “No buts, no excuses, and none of that bizarre idea of friendship you seem determined to continue with. Sen, can you take these idiots over to the lock up for some thinking time?”

      “Of course, alpha,” he said with a quick bow, walking around the table to grab the two strangers by the scruffs of their necks.

      “Go, or begone from my settlement.”

      The whole room went silent at the sound of her voice. It wasn’t loud or insistent, merely communicating what appeared to be an iron will, one which took all the fight out of the men. They went limp under Sen’s grip.

      “I’ll be in touch, Flick,” Sen said before marching the two men out.

      “Monster…?” Kade asked, his eyes narrowing. “Hurt Mum?”

      “Now, look, Kade…” Aidan said, putting a hand out as my son started to burr up. I yanked him back down to my lap, wrapping my arms around him to hold him still.

      “No, I’d like to know the story behind that as well,” I said.

      This was my mate? The man I’d chomped and tied myself to until the end of time or until I decided otherwise? What the hell had he done to get a name like that from men like them?

      But he didn’t answer me. Instead, that stony look was directed at me, his nostrils flaring for a second before he turned on his heel and walked off.

      “Well, I think it's safe to say that coming to the mess didn’t go well,” Aidan said.
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      “Is anyone going to tell me what’s going on?” I said in a harsh whisper.

      I’d fobbed Kade off with a DVD, setting him up with that and a promise I’d set up a play date with one of the girl’s parents this week. He seemed fairly unfazed by what had happened. Me, on the other hand…

      Aidan settled against the kitchen bench, arms crossed. His eyes flicked to Kade constantly though.

      “I can’t tell Pete’s story for him.”

      “The one where he’s a monster? You don’t think that was relevant to tell a mother and her child when they trusted you?”

      “I’d have told you if there was any risk to you in the slightest,” Aidan said, eyes wide. “I’d never let either of you come to harm.”

      “So why…?” My eyes went to Kade, slouched on the floor in front of the TV. “Oh my god…” I whispered.

      Plenty of people have that dodgy uncle, or the handsy teacher that they just know is not doing the right thing with their kids, but circumstances or upbringing create an environment where everyone refuses to call them out on their behaviour. Kade… Peter had always been way more focussed on me, largely keeping out of my son’s way until recently. But if that had been a cover…

      “Jesus,” I croaked out, half sob.

      Don’t let me have brought my son into an environment where he has suffered more abuse, I thought fervently. Please, please, please.

      “Goddess, Flick, no, it’s nothing like that. Look—”

      Aidan didn’t get to finish the sentence, as the screen door opened and then shut with slightly more force than necessary. Peter—no, Monster, stood there, eyes on the door, as if by sheer will he could go back and shut it more civilly. Well, I wasn’t too fussed about that.

      “Bedroom, now,” I hissed with all the force I could manage, stabbing my finger in the air. Peter looked stung, by my words, by the vehemence of my actions.

      He has not done what you fear, my Tirian said.

      Shut up. How would you know?

      I would never allow anyone to harm the cub that way.

      Yeah, because all parents of kids who are sexually abused ‘let’ it happen. Predators are sneaky and get under people’s guard.

      No, because I can sense your child’s beast at all times. We are bonded. Any harm to him, and I would know. I would stop it.

      “C’mon, mate, it’s time to clear the air,” Aidan said.

      Peter shook his head and then stormed on into the room.

      You’re gonna put yourself into a room with someone whose fists are the size of your head, I thought as I walked towards the bedroom. Good going, Flick.

      Your mate will not hurt you.

      Pretty sure I’m not feeling awesome right now, so there’s that.

      Humans, I heard my beast sigh. You make everything so complicated.

      Fine, I’ll uncomplicate it.

      I squared my shoulders as I shut the door behind me with a noticeable click.

      “Right, we’re not leaving this room until it's all out on the table.” Peter flinched when I looked at him. “You don’t want me touching you sexually, and they’re calling you Monster. What’s the deal? Are you a threat to Kade? Because if you are, I swear to Christ—”

      “Is that what you think?” The big man’s voice cut through mine. “You think I’d hurt Kade?”

      “How the hell do I know? I woke up from being unconscious, apparently married to a new guy after bashing in the head of the previous husband. You guys could have done anything…” My voice broke on that. I’d deliberately tried not to think about it unless I was talking to Ophelia. She assured me the same thing, that as an alpha, she could feel Kade’s animal and would have known if anyone had hurt him, but it just seemed so far-fetched, I couldn’t accept it.

      “Flick…” Aidan moved to comfort me, but I shook my head wildly.

      “No, no,” I said, holding out a hand. “No more kisses and cuddles and lulling me into sweet oblivion. I want answers, not hot guys.”

      Which made what came next weird.

      Peter sighed and pulled off his shirt, then his hands went to the waistband of his jeans.

      “What the hell?” I asked.

      “It’s OK, Flick,” Aidan said. “This isn’t a sex thing.”

      Except it was, in a way. He stepped out of his jeans, his underwear following quickly afterwards, and there it was—lying between his legs was the biggest dick I’d ever seen, and he was definitely not hard.

      This is what they meant by Monster, I thought, my brain kind of fighting to put it all together. Monster cock.

      And then it burbled up—a sense of relief and ridiculousness coupled with my previous fear, until my head spun with it all. It all made sense—his reluctance to let me see all of him naked, the pillow across his hips, and his leaping out of bed when he’d unconsciously ground into me. My lips jerked, as I wanted to laugh, cry, I dunno. The poor man was standing there, like a prisoner at a scaffold awaiting his sentence, and I wanted to giggle like a little girl. I let out a long sigh, and it felt like a million other things came out with it.

      Then I walked towards him, something that had him shuffling back, but somehow, perhaps with the help of my beast, I was faster and caught him before he…what? Went streaking out of here? I put a hand on his wrist and the other on his waist when he didn’t flinch away. Because in a way, I knew what he felt.

      I looked up into his eyes and was not surprised by what I saw—fear. He held himself there by will alone, waiting for me to make a judgement, pull away, reject him, something I found hard to believe he would expect. He was so fucking beautiful. His body was this big, powerful machine, but somehow, he was ashamed of it. I rubbed a hand down his side, just feeling that hot satiny skin for a moment, then opened myself up to the bond.

      Revulsion and desire, fear and need, anger and frustration and a deep need to run, run, run thrummed through him. But in amongst it all was that self same deep, burning want for me. Something that humbled me constantly, from both of them. I looked up and saw Aidan nodding encouragingly, so I dropped my hand down, running my fingers along the line where Peter’s hip joined his thigh. I stared up at the big man, asking the question with my eyes before my hand moved closer.

      He trembled beneath my touch, but he nodded, just slightly, and I could hear the rapid intake of his breath when I took him in my hand.

      It’d been a long time since I’d watched porn. Sexual desire was one of the first casualties in an abusive relationship, but I’d seen enough to know he was pretty damn impressive. Especially as, when I brushed the back of my hand along his length, he began to thicken. Emboldened, I let my fingers encircle his shaft, unable to close them around him, and then slid my fingers down. Peter’s groan was immediate, his hand going to my shoulder, the fingers scoring my skin as I sped up the caress.

      “Mum?”

      We both froze at the sound being called out from the lounge room, and my hand moved away instantly.

      “I’ll go,” Aidan said. “Stay here, work this out. She’s your mate, Pete. It’s time to let her in. Take your time. I might take Kade around to Mila’s for a bit, yeah?”

      Peter just nodded, while I felt a pang. What kind of mother was I? I’d just left Kade out there, wondering what the hell was going on, while I was hiding away in here, jerking off my mate?

      “Parents are sexual creatures,” Ophelia had said when I’d voiced concerns about this before. “We acknowledge that freely here, but it is not something children are exposed to, nor should they. As long as a child’s needs are met, they are safe, seen, and cared for, a parent shouldn’t feel guilty for indulging their sensual natures away from the child at appropriate times. It’s part of what works so well for our packs. There’s always someone to care for our children, even if some other members are pulling a nooner.”

      I frowned, closing my eyes for a moment and feeling the guilt rise.

      Kade does not need you right now, but your mate does, my Tirian said.

      I waited until the excited shout and the stampede of footsteps died away, replaced by the opening and closing of the front door. We were alone now.

      “On the bed,” I said.

      I watched him move as he did so, a picture of power, the full extent of his charms now evident and lying rigid against his stomach.

      “This is what worries you? Why they call you Monster?” I said, standing by the bed but trailing my fingers up his hip. I got a short nod. “You think you’re too big?”

      “I know I am. Flick…I’ve hurt girls in the past.”

      “And you don’t want to hurt me.” I nodded, understanding it now. Those muppets at the shed, they’d said they were the pre-show. “Those guys, they were your friends?”

      “We grew up together.”

      “And they told you they needed to fuck your sexual partners first to get them ready for you?”

      He nodded.

      “Do you want it like that? Coming after them? Some people are into that.”

      He shook his head.

      On impulse, I pulled my shirt off over my head, and then, when I could feel the cool air on my skin, I stripped the rest of my clothes off. I straddled his legs, his hands going to my hips.

      “We’re not having sex today,” I said, marvelling at the look he gave me—so hungry, so vulnerable. “But I think we should get to know each other’s bodies a little better, yeah?”

      “Yeah.”

      I grabbed his hand and slid it to my hip, then across my stomach.

      “I’ve got really bad stretch marks all along here. My tummy’s soft. To me, it feels like an empty bag.” I forced his hand into the squishy flesh, so he could feel the truth of my words. “Rick always told me how repulsive having Kade had made me.”

      Peter frowned at this.

      “You had a baby. Of course it changed. You look ripe and fertile, like you might swell with another child. My child.”

      His voice was so deep, it vibrated through me, making me shift slightly with the lovely feel of it. His words sent a thrill up my spine that wasn’t entirely fear. I’d never thought about having another baby, too horrified by the first time to consider it. But I shook my head, filing that away for later.

      “My breasts were never super perky, I guess due to the size,” I said, moving his hand up to one. I bit back a moan as I felt his palm brush against the hard nipple. It felt insane, feeling any kind of desire right now, but bodies have their own ideas. We might have endured the weird that was the mess shed, but that wasn’t what was happening right now. Now was here, with him—my mate.

      I looked at the pink scar on his neck, saw the way it flexed as his breath came more rapidly.

      “I fucking love them,” Peter said, much more boldly. He shifted to an almost sitting position, then watching me, brought his other hand up. “Your body’s so ripe and soft. I lie awake most nights, thinking about what it would be like to fill my hands with your tits.”

      “And you haven’t, because you’re worried about rushing me.” He nodded. “Thanks. I might still need that, but right now…” I placed his hand on my other breast. Hunger flashed across his face, his eyes gleaming green as he drew closer.

      “Fuck, Flick…”

      Fuck, indeed. For a moment, I let the physical animal side of myself have her head, just revelling in the feel of his thumbs rubbing across my nipples. His fingers grew bolder, plucking at the now aching tips. When I opened my eyes, he wore the self-satisfied smirk all men seem to sport when they know they’ve got you turned on.

      “When you do that, I forget all about the size and shape of my body, I just feel good.” He answered me by reaching over to rain kisses over my collarbone and breasts. My hand went to his head when his lips drew closer, scoring his scalp when he went for my nipple. “Do it. I want you to, but I also want to touch you.” He froze at that. “Your cock isn’t going inside me, so you have nothing to worry about. If it’s going to hurt, that’s the only way it can, right?” He nodded. “So it won’t hurt either of us for me to do this.”

      My lips were on his when I wrapped my hand around him, sucking down his gasps, then replacing them with my tongue. Helpless little grunts of pleasure forced their way past them as I lightly ran my fingers up and down his length. Then he pulled his mouth away and fastened it around my nipple.

      “Fuck…” I cried, feeling that intense, rhythmic suckling all the way down to my clit, and my thighs spread as I felt the tension build.

      God, when was the last time I’d come?

      A rapid slideshow of Rick grunting as he emptied himself into me, the stench of his body, his piggish sounds filled my mind.

      Not with him. Not there. Here.

      That’s right, I thought, looking down at Peter’s complete surrender to the sensual moment. He feasted on me as he switched from one nipple to the other, sucking each one to the point of aching, then moving to the other. He acted like this was a great treat, one that might be snatched away from him at any second.

      But I wasn’t going to. It felt like he had lit a fire inside me, one long forgotten and all the warmer for that. Had having someone lavish attention on my breasts ever felt so intense? I could feel every pulse of his mouth, the scrape of his tongue and teeth as if between my legs, tugging, tugging. I ran a hand down his cheek and called his name.

      When he looked up, he was panting, but he didn’t loosen his hold around me.

      “You’ve been wanting that for a while?”

      He smiled in a way that I’d never seen before, part cocky heat, part vulnerability, then shocked me further by putting me on my back and looming above me.

      “I wanted you under me the moment I saw you,” he told me between kisses that burned my skin, from my neck down my breast bone. “When you bit me, when I held you, when I watched you sleep, I dreamed of this.” He paused to kiss one beaded nipple. “Of having you spread out before me like some kind of lush banquet. Of tasting you. Of having you all wet and squirming.” He very carefully settled his hard cock against me, not wanting to dip in. Instead, he made sure the shaft thrust against my clit. “Of pushing inside you and feeling my mate squeeze tight around me. Of being with the one woman I never thought I’d meet. When you bit me, my heart stopped and then it started beating again. For you, Flick, always for you.”

      I pulled his head down and kissed him to mask the tears that pricked at my eyes. Had anyone ever spoken to me like that? Like I was some kind of fucking prize they’d spent their life dying to win? Like I was precious? I searched my mind half-heartedly for any example before Peter and came up with nothing. I’d had relationships and love affairs before Rick, but they were was always something small, furtive, almost as if we were embarrassed by the whole thing. Not Peter. He held nothing back, except one thing.

      “It was good to talk about this,” he said, finally pulling back, on his knees between my thighs. “I should’ve… I just didn’t want to…scare you.”

      I chuckled and reached up, wrapping my hand around his shaft.

      “It’s not an actual monster. It’s just a really big dick. And it's what you do with it that determines what makes it monstrous, not the size.” I paused for a second, remembering too many examples of just that. “Let's just promise each other to go slowly and try not to hurt each other. Yeah?”

      His agreement came out as a long groan as I swivelled my hand around his length.

      “Fuck, that feels so damn good…”

      On impulse, I shifted, moving until I crouched at his knees. His eyes flicked open as my tongue extended, then focussed sharply as I licked from base to tip. He tasted of salty, clean male skin, something I was about to get a bit more acquainted with. Feeling bolder, I circled that bulbous head, licking up to that sensitive spot just under it, then sucking it into my mouth.

      “Oh Flick…” he gasped, despite the fact that I wasn’t able to take very much of him, but I tried my damnedest to work with what I could, swirling and lashing my tongue as I worked him with my mouth. His breath whistled between his teeth, then became open mouthed pants as I got faster. His hands were as light as feathers on my shoulders, the only indication of what I was doing to him in the restive way they kept moving, until finally, he jerked free.

      His cock hung angry and red, slick with my saliva, and jerking with tension, before he pushed me down onto the bed.

      “Tell me I can taste you. Tell me I can taste my mate.”

      “You want to…?” He crawled down the line of my body, his eyes boring into mine, making it clear what he wanted.

      “Pussy tastes like shit,” Rick had told me a year into our relationship. “Don’t matter how often you wash it, it still fucking stinks.”

      I reached for him, ready to stop him, but his eyes dropped down. He looked at me, wet and slick, with a wide smile spread across his face, like I’d given him his favourite meal.

      “Look at you, so sweet and wet.” He placed a kiss on my inner thigh. “Tell me I can. I’ll stop whenever you want but…”

      I nodded once, not trusting myself to speak. He lunged forward, and I tamped down the rush of fear he inspired when he covered me with his mouth.

      “Oh!” My eyes went wide and unseeing, staring at the ceiling as I felt him. He ate me like a man starved, burying his face in me and licking up all he could, sucking my clit and thrusting his tongue inside. “Oh god!”

      It’d been over a decade since I’d felt anything like this, and now that it was back, I knew I’d never settle for anything less. My Tirian gave a self-satisfied snort as I lay there, spread out like a starfish as he worked me higher and higher, his thick fingers sliding in and hooking upwards.

      God, here it is, I thought with the first wash of orgasm. My whole body tensed, as if bracing for what was to come, and for good reason. It started in the base of my spine, throbbing sullenly, then in great spasming clenches of my cunt around his fingers as my clit exploded.

      “God yes…” I sobbed, over and over, as I shook with it. It felt like I could see the moon and the stars and the worlds beyond as the waves washed over me, and he just powered on as I came, pushing me for more and more and more, until finally, I had to gasp for him to stop.

      

      There’s a particular kind of camaraderie that comes from having good sex. He flopped down beside me, grinning with an ease I don’t think I’d ever seen. He pulled me close, holding me against his heaving chest before dropping kisses on the top of my head. For a moment, I just hung there, collected up and held with no more responsibility than to breathe. And I did, catching that spicy male scent that made my head spin, until finally we pulled apart.

      “That was amazing,” I said, the words sounding weird, not adequate to describe what had just happened. My body felt electric, like someone had turned a switch on that I hadn’t realised was off. “Seriously, if you had any idea how long it's been since someone’s done that…” I shook my head, then looked down between us. He was still rigid, but seemed unfazed by this. “I don’t know if anyone’s ever just…got me off without expecting anything.”

      “Anytime, anywhere…” he purred. I looked at him and saw it wasn’t just me. He looked lit from within, almost glowing with pleasure.

      “Roll over,” I said, watching, waiting to see if he’d do it. I didn’t tell Rick what to do, didn’t want to. I’d just wanted him to bugger off.

      “Want to go round two?” Peter asked me with a smile, reaching out for me when I straddled him, but I was too low for that. I kneeled astride his knees and then reached out.

      “Flick…” He’d been about to insist I didn’t need to do this, I was sure, but those words died off when I wrapped my hand around him. I made it slow and sensual at first, just running my palm up and down his shaft, twisting my wrist as I went, which seemed to pull almost pained gasps from him.

      “You OK?” I asked.

      He couldn’t answer as his body tensed, providing this truly impressive view of his muscles standing proud, but when I slowed, he nodded quickly. I let his reactions be my guide, scanning his body, listening to the wild music of his groans and pants, to tell me what I needed to know.

      His body vibrated like a struck guitar string when he came, his whole body thrusting into the last few strokes, and then a guttural cry released as his cum erupted. It splattered over his stomach and chest at a rapid rate, my fingers tightening to prolong the pleasure, until finally, his hand went to my wrist to stop me.

      I felt curiously proud that I’d been able to bring him low and devastate him with pleasure, because that’s what he looked like. He just lay there limply, then opened his eyes a crack to look at me.

      “C’mere,” he rasped, so I snatched his shirt up off the floor and tossed it to him to clean up the mess, then settled down beside him again. “That was fucking amazing. It’s been a bloody long time for me too, Flick, but fuck, I’m glad it was you.”

      “It was.”

      “Maybe…” He rolled towards me, scanning my face. “If you feel up to it, we could do something like that again.”

      My eyes dropped down to his chest, and for a minute, I just watched my finger trace figure eights on his skin. He wasn’t pushing, wasn’t demanding, but I felt the tension in my body at the suggestion of any kind of future play. I’d really enjoyed today, would probably enjoy it if we did it tonight, but…Rick and his mapped-out expectations, always changing but always screaming more. That wasn’t what was happening right now but…

      “Check in with me,” I said. “Sorry, this isn’t going to be a spontaneous, tear each other’s clothes off thing, but if you ask me how I’m doing, feel me out about it, that’d probably be best.” I sighed and felt his hand stroke my hair. “I just can’t predict how I’ll feel at any given moment. I’m not sure I’m the best mate material.”

      “Don’t say that.” He tipped my chin up and looked into my eyes. “You’ll always be the best mate for me. I don’t mind checking in, neither of us will mind if you say no. Not now, or later.” He stroked my hair back from my face and said, “You’ve given me the most amazing gift, one I don’t know how to put into words, but, I’ll never take that for granted, love. I just wanted you to know I loved this, love touching you, and any time you feel up for it, so am I.”

      I didn’t get to reply, a buzzing sound alerting us to a text being sent through. Peter rolled over and picked up his phone, then smiled when he unlocked the screen. There were several photos of Kade playing with a bunch of other kids at what looked like a local park. He swiped through each one, and we laughed at his pained expression at being mobbed by the girls.

      “I need to meet some of these families, especially if Kade’s going to do sleepovers,” I said, something roiling inside my stomach at the thought of that.

      Who were they? Did they know what had happened, to me and to Kade? Would they make him feel safe and secure? Would they—

      “Why don’t we go and see them now? Watch our boy?” Peter asked.

      I nodded and then jumped off the bed to put some clothes on.
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      I’m not sure about other women, but for me, there is no place more awkward than the playground. We got out of Peter’s truck in the park carpark, and I could see Aidan sitting there, watching Kade play, separate from a large group of mums. I flinched when I felt a hand take mine but settled when I saw it was Peter. Of course it was Peter, but my nervous system hadn’t seemed to get that message yet. He rubbed a thumb across my knuckles, and then we walked over.

      I felt the eyes of the other mothers on us as we went, not unfriendly, not malicious, but intent. We were animals on their turf, and they were sizing us up. I forced myself to turn and look back, and I was greeted by a series of waves and smiles.

      Should we go over? I thought. There’s some familiar faces there, I think.

      “Go say g’day,” Peter said. “I’ll catch up with Aidan. See how he’s doing.”

      And fill him in on what had happened. I guessed that’s how it worked when you had a multi-partner relationship.

      “OK,” I said, drawing in a deep breath.

      

      They’re trying their best, I thought as I approached. Everyone looked up, welcoming smiles plastered over their faces, though I could see the eyes roaming, taking in me and the boys beyond me. Were they looking for signs of injury? And was it from Rick or Peter?

      Monster…

      The urge to strut a little rose and was instantly smothered. Were they looking at the woman they thought had ridden the biggest cock in town? Maybe they’re looking for evidence of bow legs, I thought with an internal snicker.

      “Hi, you’re Flick, right? I’m Amy, and this little button is Ella,” a young woman nursing a baby said as I pulled up.

      “Yep and hi, Amy. And you guys?”

      “Janice,” another woman with grey eyes and dark hair said with a smile. “I’m here watching some of my grand niece and nephews.”

      “Arelia,” a woman said, holding out a hand. She sat stiff backed, regal as a queen. I took it awkwardly, the other women’s eyes widening. “My daughter, Kiralee is quite taken with your Kade.”

      “Of course,” I said. “She’s very precocious. She seems to know her own mind about things.”

      And then I saw it, on the other woman’s face—that split second of fear. The mask slipped for a moment as her eyes darted around, scanning the playground for hidden enemies that were never going to be there. She mastered it with a widening of her eyes and then a conscious smoothing of her features, something no one else would have noticed, but I did. I sat down on her end of the bench, something that earned me another smile, one a little more heartfelt.

      “So, you’re mated to Monster…” Amy said, but this provoked a quick shake of the head from Janice. “Sorry, I’ve known him since we were kids. It was what we always called him, being such a big guy. Peter, huh? What’s that like?”

      I smiled, slow and theatrical like, then looked over at her and said, “Fulfilling in ways I had never thought possible.”

      Which is accurate, despite the deliberate double entendre, I thought when I looked over at the kids and the boys. They’d been roped into the games, and both men had more kids climbing on them than the play equipment. They were laughing, and obviously, some great weight had been lifted from Peter by today, which brought an echoing feeling in my own heart. That I could… That I could have that kind of impact on anyone, especially someone like him, was so dizzying, it took me a while to realise the ladies were talking to me.

      “It’s good to see Peter has found his mate,” Janice said. “I knew one of his fathers well. He’d be proud to see how well he’s doing. And your boy seems to have taken to them.”

      “Yeah, Aidan particularly, but I think he’s warming to both of them. He’s done it tough.” My eyes fell to the dirt below, studying the gum nuts and dead leaves. “He had a lot of nightmares, he…” There had been days where we just watched endless episodes of Star Wars: Clone Wars, sitting on the couch while he snuggled up to me and then Aidan as well. “We’re getting there.”

      “You poor things,” Amy clucked. “I just can’t imagine my mates turning their fists on me.” A godawful growl came from her chest, causing the baby’s eyes to flick open for a moment, then settle again when her mother cooed at her. “Nor Ella.” She turned to me, her eyes flashing green for a moment. “You were right to walk away, Flick.”

      “You were brutalised by your former mate?” Arelia asked before I had a chance to reply. That same haunted cast I’m sure was a mirror to mine returned to her eyes. “My Kiralee, she has been pestering me each day for… What is it called when a child asks another to their house?”

      “A play date?” I asked. How did a mother of a child not know what a play date was? “That’d be great. Kade would love it. Do you have a phone number?”

      Arelia pursed her lips and then shook her head.

      “Arelia’s still finding her feet too,” Janice said. She then proceeded to explain how the woman could use the walkie talkie system to contact me, and we worked out where we each lived.

      “It’d be good to start meeting some of the parents, or packs you feel comfortable with,” Janice said. “The full moon is coming soon. If you turn…”

      You’ll go into heat, I thought, my eyes automatically straying to the guys. Whatever that means.

      I just nodded, getting to my feet with promises to meet Arelia and Kiralee tomorrow.

      “And men. You’ll want to meet more of the single men and see who you want to test out. Even if you don’t go into heat, it's a stimulating time,” Amy said with a waggle of her eyebrows.

      “Not if she does not wish for their attentions,” Arelia said stiffly.

      “We can put the word around that you don’t want to look at any other contenders, but…” Janice said, her face looking a little drawn. “That’ll… It’s the time when instincts run high and all our human qualms get shouldered to one side. We’ll make sure you’re safe, even if every woman in the town has to stand guard at your door.”

      “I’ll fight them to a man,” Arelia said with a growl.

      I just looked at them, Amy somewhat dreamy eyed, as if remembering something gorgeous, Arelia about to take on the world.

      “Sorry, I think we need to go one step backwards,” I said. “This whole idea has only been brought up briefly.”

      So they circled around and filled me in.

      

      I watched the guys when we got inside the car, sitting in the back with Kade. My eyes took in every damn detail hungrily. The long swoop of Aidan’s blond hair, tucked behind his ears, the increasingly long beard he was sporting. What would that feel like between my thighs? I thought, never having had a man with facial hair go down on me.

      Wait, what?

      They are your mates. You will go through your first heat with them, my Tirian said smugly. It is natural to start to anticipate that.

      Is that what this is? I wondered, my eyes scanning every detail of them I could get from where I sat, something they seemed to sense. Peter’s eyes went to the rearview mirror, Aidan turning around to look into the back.

      “Mum said I can go round to Kiralee’s place!” Kade said, thinking he was doing so for him. “Are you gonna come with us?”

      “Of course, mate, if that’s what you want,” Aidan replied. “Everything OK, Flick?”

      No, no, no it’s not. I’ve just found out I’m going to be hit with the equivalent of paranormal Viagra for days on end, where my instincts will make me think taking on any and all attractive guys is a good thing. Sen’s grey eyes popped into mind for a moment, creased with a smile. That sent a quick shiver through me. But when they faded away, it was Aidan’s hazel ones that bore into mine, and I didn’t feel any less aware of the way my body warmed and softened, as if ready to surrender to his, to feel exactly what those blunt tipped fingers would be like on my skin and in my—

      “I think I need to see Ophelia,” I said.
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      “I think it's time for me to start pulling my weight around here,” I said.

      I felt guilty. Ophelia had been in a meeting with some of the older women in the pack they called the matriarchs. She’d invited me into the room, and now I sat there, with everyone watching.

      “Really?” Ophelia said, leaning forward. “What’s brought this on?”

      “I’ve been here for over a month now,” I ploughed on. This was not what I’d come here to say, but I couldn’t fess up to being terrified about going into a sexual frenzy in front of a bunch of grandmothers. “I hang around the house with the guys, look after Kade…” I felt a thrill as I realised what this would mean once he went to school—the house empty for seven hours a day. In my mind, the bedroom door opened and there were the three of us tangled up in… “I feel like I should be contributing, especially as Kade’s gonna start school soon.”

      “One doesn’t interrupt the alpha for a job application,” one woman said, leaning forward. She smiled, something all-knowing and sly at the same time. Her hazel eyes sparkled as she looked me over. “Someone’s been talking to you about the full moon.”

      “This isn’t you trying to avoid intimacy?” Ophelia asked.

      “No,” I said, shaking my head definitively. “Things are…progressing there still.” All the women’s attention sharpened at that. “Um…I found out why he’s called Monster and why he didn’t want me…” Fuck, this was like an inquisition rather than therapy.

      “Still carrying that idea around, is he?” a woman with close-cropped grey hair shook her head. “I’m Daphne, one of Peter’s grandmothers. I… I’ve kept my distance since his fathers died, but it appears I need to get more involved.”

      “We told you…” several women said.

      “Lois didn’t want anyone interfering,” another woman said. “I’m his maternal grandmother,” she explained. She eyed the women around the table. “My daughter…hasn’t been right since her husbands died, and poor Peter has borne the brunt of it, I think. We’ll talk to him.”

      “Whoa, whoa!” I said holding up my hands. “With all due respect, ladies, I think I have this handled.” I snickered involuntarily as I had indeed handled it, then looked up guiltily when I realised I’d been laughing at my own dick joke.

      “Your beast is rising,” the hazel eyed woman said with a satisfied nod. “I’m Rhoda, and many of my grandsons are similarly gifted. You should speak to Jules. Her Aaron is one of mine, and she worked her way around it.”

      “Right,” I said. Jules had been the nice woman I’d met when I came here, but I didn’t think we were at the ‘compare dick size’ stage of a friendship.

      “Put her in the single mess,” another woman said. “She needs to start meeting the unmated men before the moon rises, and that affords her some protection.”

      “I’ll have Finn lay down the law with the men,” Ophelia said. “Make sure they understand that the usual hijinks do not apply. Like those miscreants, Darren and Brett.”

      There was a chorus of censorious noises at that.

      “Making comments like that in the married mess. Not done,” one said with a disapproving tut.

      “I’ve let them know they are on their last warning,” Ophelia said. “Though we do need to discuss what to do with them if they do reach the point of exile. Sending them through the gate is less politically palatable than it was.”

      “Just need the hand of a good woman to pull them into line. Look at what Jules did with your Jack.”

      Ophelia nodded at that.

      “Perhaps we can see what those women from Leifgart could do with them? They need mates.”

      “OK,” I said, having no idea about most of what they were talking about, “so the job?”

      “Report to the head of the kitchen once Kade has been dropped off at school,” she said. “I’ll let you know which days they need you.”

      “I think a structured meet and greet would be the best way to introduce the Leifgart women to the single men. This sudden influx of unattached women and little chance to compete for their hands is creating unrest amongst the men,” Daphne said.

      “Finn is reporting the same,” Ophelia said. “Well, we’re running out of time, with only a bit over a week until the full moon. Let's set up something for Friday. Speak to your families, have them nominate a single male member for inclusion. One only.” She held up a finger to emphasise the point when most women began to speak at once. “Too many will be overwhelming. We’ll need some families to look after the children as well.”

      “Jules should spearhead that,” Rhoda said. “She was their first point of contact and has the best relationship with them. Though word is Flick has an in with their leader.”

      “Um…what?” I said, straightening in my chair.

      “You struck up a conversation with Arelia?”

      “Um…yeah, like half an hour ago. How did you…” My voice fell away as the lot of them smiled and looked down the table at me.

      “Arelia and her kin came to Sanctuary much as you did,” Ophelia said, her eyes warm. “They fled men who would rule them and tear them apart. Now they struggle to put the pieces back together.” I thought of the shadows I’d seen in the other woman’s eyes at the playground, ones I was well acquainted with. “You seek a purpose. Perhaps that’s somewhere you can help?”

      When I swallowed, I felt a great lump shift in my throat, threatening to choke me. Help someone? I felt like I was barely keeping my head above water as it was.

      Barely? my Tirian snorted. You dealt with your mate with aplomb. Do you not wish to help others achieve the same levels of satisfaction?

      Something warm expanded within me when I thought of Peter, my mate. It was like dropping down into a hot bath. I felt my spine sag a little, my muscles going all floppy and relaxed.

      There was nothing wrong with doing things on your own, being single, or wanting independence, but the sadness came when it wasn’t wanted. I could’ve spent some time just being, and that wouldn’t have been a bad thing, but this…

      When you bit me, my heart stopped and then it started beating again. For you, Flick, always for you. Peter’s words washed over me in a wave of love, care, concern, and need that seemed to heal wounds I didn’t even know existed.

      Don’t they deserve that too? my beast asked.

      They do. Everyone does.

      “Sure,” I said. “I’d be happy to help.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            18

          

        

      

    

    
      Aidan’s intake of breath was harsh.

      We lay on the bed, Peter cradling my body against his with that great lump of a cock pushed up into the softness of my butt, his hand stroking my flank. His lips went to my neck, an encouraging rumble vibrating through me as I reached out for Aidan.

      We’d talked when we got home and got Kade his dinner and put him to bed. Then we’d filed automatically into the bedroom once we saw he was deeply asleep. I’d described haltingly what had happened, until Peter pulled me into his lap and then pushed my hair to one side, kissing the bared skin, then it’d all gotten a bit ‘Letters to Penthouse’. The words came tumbling out about what we’d done, but I’m not sure if they were well phrased or not. I couldn’t see them past the technicolour playback of what had just happened in this room hours earlier.

      Aidan was hard when we finished, his hand straying to the straining bulge in his jeans. And my eyes went with it, unable to look away, until he said, “Is this… Could we… Will you touch me?”

      For a moment, I felt stung. I wasn’t sure why. I knew there was an attraction between all three of us and I had acted on it with one of them. I shifted forward, hand outstretched, as if finally acting on a task that was on my to do list.

      “Not yet, not today,” Aidan said, catching me by the wrist. “But…if you feel like it? Later?”

      

      It turned out several days passed before later arrived, but now it was here.

      We’d come back to bed after we’d dropped Kade off to school, probably to distract me. I still felt the tension in my bones at letting him go and run off, joining the friends he’d already made and ready to make more. He’d seemed so little and fragile as he walked through the school gates, but I’d grabbed Peter’s hand and held on ferociously tight as Kade went, waving when he turned around to make one last goodbye. Peter’s hands roamed like his lips did, bringing my consciousness back to the here and now, grounding me.

      And what a place to come back to.

      Aidan wasn’t as broad in the chest as Peter was. I don’t think I’d ever met a man of his size, but Aidan’s body was a masterwork of muscled perfection. I found my eyes wouldn’t settle, taking in the tight pecs, the cobblestone stomach, and that sharp V of muscle at his hips. I looked for so long, it took Peter saying, “It’s OK. You can touch him. We want you to,” to wake me out of it. He thought I was feeling reticent, but really, I was just stunned.

      How is this real? I thought. How can this be where I landed?

      Aidan seemed to take pity on me, covering my hand with his and bringing it to his chest.

      “It’s OK, Flick. We have all the time in the world. We can—”

      His eyes went wide when I swept in and kissed him, but he responded readily enough. I’d read enough about kisses meaning a million things other than just the press of mouths, so I tried to inject that somehow. I caught his lips between my teeth, sucked them, scored them, thrust my tongue between his.

      He’d been so fucking patient. He’d had to be, I refused to apologise for that anymore, but right now, I didn’t need that. I needed him.

      He was sneaky in a way, getting under my skin while I healed, sorting things out with Peter. He just was there, making sure we were OK, all four of us. If you’d told me when I was young that the way to my heart would be getting my son a yoghurt and making sure he brushed his teeth before bed, I’d have laughed at you, but here I was. I felt a tremendous feeling of rightness when his arms wrapped around me and our kisses slowed. He held me cradled next to him, and for a moment, we just were. Each of my mates covering my body with theirs.

      Mates, my Tirian agreed. They will fight to the death to protect you and the cub.

      That’s not why I… That’s not why I care about them.

      It was in Peter’s never-ending gentleness, the way he held the power of his body at bay, being careful when he played with Kade’s LEGOs not to break any of his crazy constructions. Peter could have strode in here, thrown his considerable weight around, and had all of us scurrying. Instead, he watched—his proximity, his occupation of space, making sure not to crowd any of us, force any of us into a corner.

      And Aidan was born to be a father in the way he watched all of us, anticipating what was needed and stepping in to get it done. The easy way he smiled and was able to cheer the two of us out of almost any mood with his almost boyish antics.

      I looked up into his eyes as I slid my hand down his chest and abs, feeling the muscles tense when it reached his waistband.

      “Flick, you…”

      His words fell away as I continued to stare into his eyes, my fingers working the button free and then peeling the fabric away. When I was met by bare skin, my eyes jerked down.

      “Commando?” I rasped.

      “I fucking hate—uh!”

      He groaned as my hands slid down and around his considerable length, my thumb sliding up to rest on the sensitive spot just under the head.

      I smiled when I watched him pant, his eyes going wide.

      “Good, brother?” Peter said.

      “I feel like I’ve been waiting my whole fucking life for this,” he groaned.

      “Worth the wait?”

      He could only make out one quick nod before my hand began to move.

      I liked Aidan’s expressiveness, that I knew exactly how this felt for him, what he liked and what he loved. I loved how he cradled me closer as I stroked him, his kisses peppering my head. I loved how he thrust up into my grip, how he groaned, how he made this sound like a simple hand job was the most amazing sexual experience in the world. I even loved it when he pushed my hand away, putting me down on my back, looming over me.

      “You OK?” he asked, settling between my legs. I nodded. “Tell me if this gets too much, yeah?”

      “Squeeze my hand,” Peter said, smiling when my eyes flicked to him. His gaze was as warm as butterscotch, and I could just dive right into it. He took my hand and then kissed the knuckles as Aidan took advantage of my bared neck. His teeth closed on the skin for a second, leaving a stinging caress before kissing that away.

      I tried to hang on, to hold Peter’s gaze, but as Aidan’s kisses went lower, seeming to trace my collarbone anew, I couldn’t. I surrendered, a feeling so odd, it took me a while to recognise it. That constant need to question and anticipate what he would do, to pull away or stop him fell to one side.

      Mate. The word rang inside me like a bell.

      I realised then that I’d never had anything like this with any man before Peter and Aidan, even when I was younger and more naïve. Only with them.

      I was free, to gasp when he unbuttoned my shirt, when his hands delved in, pushing my bra aside and over my breasts, when he watched me twitch as the calluses dragged over my nipples. I could tangle my hands in his silky hair as his lips closed around one aching tip, sucking it in. I could relax as his hand roamed what I felt was my flawed body, knowing he’d seen enough of it to decide he was into it. And he was. I could feel it in the desperate rake of his fingers, the animal like grunts. He was losing control, I could feel it, all that easy-going composure being tossed to one side and something a whole lot sexier rising up.

      He pulled back, resting on his heels, and my hand went to his erection as a matter of course. Because I liked the way it stopped him in his tracks, made him surrender to me, staying oh so still, as if his reactions would somehow stop me.

      But finally, he did. His eyes opened a crack, and he smiled, slow and lazy, moving slowly to my jeans’ waistband.

      “Can we take these off?” he asked. I nodded, going to do just that, but he batted my hands away. “Let me,” he said, and I realised how often he said that to me. That concerned me for a split second, as if maybe I was becoming the arrogant partner that took the other for granted, but I couldn’t think about that for too long. He peeled my jeans off, and then my underwear, in what felt like seconds. Then his hands went to my thighs, sliding them open with gentle but firm hands, and his eyes dropped down.

      I fought the need to thrust a hand down, place a barrier between him and me, but I was rewarded with a hot smile when I didn’t.

      “Mmm…” he said, reaching down and sweeping two fingers through my folds, forcing my back to arch under that brief caress. “So fucking wet.” And then he sucked them clean. “Like honey,” he said to Peter in wonder.

      “I told you. It’s been killing me, keeping my head out from between her thighs,” Peter replied.

      “Don’t hold yourself back on my account,” I said, the words out before I could think otherwise. Everyone paused, freezing for the moment, then the two of them burst out laughing.

      "We’ve woken a beast, have we?” Peter purred, kissing me once, then more, until my head was spinning with the slow, drugging sensation.

      “One I’d gladly feed, often,” Aidan said, shifting, and then there it was.

      Peter’s mouth followed mine, his tongue slipping in as Aidan’s did also, somewhere much more intimate.

      Ohh…fuck. Peter had been hungry, using a brutal efficiency when we’d gotten naked, but Aidan was a much slower, sensual animal. He dipped his tongue in and out again, just enough to sensitise me, moaning when he got my taste. Then he kissed the sensitive skin of my inner thighs, covering every inch until I was twitching with need, my hand shooting out and grabbing his hair. He chuckled when I pushed him closer to where I ached, then rewarded me with a long lick along my clit and its hood, making my hips follow him.

      “So plush and soft,” he murmured as he stroked a finger through my folds, circling my aching entrance, as if to draw my attention to the need to be filled. His other hand landed on my leg when I tried to move closer. “I know what you need, love, and I’m gonna give it to you.”

      It was as if they had planned this. Aidan’s fingers slid in, his tongue flicking out as Peter’s mouth closed around my nipple.

      “Oh!”

      I couldn’t formulate any other response. A part of me that had been beaten down and almost extinguished roared up and out through my body as I got to experience the singular pleasure of being caressed by two men simultaneously. I felt like I was strung out tight between my clit and my nipples, each aching and throbbing with a truly incredible pleasure, one that had me twitching uncontrollably.

      I remembered this. Not this exactly of course, but this feeling of being swamped by intense sensation, of being completely and utterly in your body. I gave in to their expert hands, letting them drag me higher and higher, until I knew I needed more.

      I ached deep inside, something only one of them could satisfy. Aidan panted, catching his breath when he drew away, his face and beard smeared with my juices. His eyes went wide when I grabbed his hips and drew him forward.

      “Wait…Flick, I was gonna—unh!”

      The big blunt head of his dick slid through my sodden seam like a knife through butter. I just worked it back and forth, all words falling away, unneeded.

      “You sure?” Aidan finally ground out, stabbing forward, giving me a taste of what was to come. Our eyes flicked up to where Peter lay. He smiled, as if pleased that we’d ask him.

      “Are you ready?” was his answer.

      Was I? I felt comfortable with both of them, felt the need to connect with them like my heartbeat. Of course, stopping allowed a million questions to rise up. Are they really into me? Would this last? What would Kade do if we split up? What would I do? What would this mean for our relationship?

      It’ll be the same as always, but with more mating and perhaps more cubs, my Tirian replied in her customary dry tone.

      I snorted at that, something that probably wasn’t what the guys wanted to hear, but I flipped over onto my hands and knees, Aidan’s hands landing on my hips, even as I heard sounds of concern from him.

      “Flick, we—”

      “We’re going to do this together,” I finished for him. “Peter…” I patted the bed in front of me. He was going to argue, I could see it, but this was what I wanted. And he wanted it too. I could see his rigid length pulled up hard against his belly. We all wanted this, if they could just trust me. “I’m not doing this without you, and I need Aidan inside me, like…now, so get your arse over here.”

      His smile was a tentative thing that grew bolder as he shuffled under me. Feeling him, his weight, his warmth with Aidan’s at my back, helped relax any remaining tension. I closed my eyes and did what Ophelia kept telling me to do—take a deep breath, and tap into what I was feeling.

      There was something scarily decadent about all of this. My mind had been caught up doing so much mental work for my relationship with Rick, to manage the house, Kade, our lives, all to try and appease him. Then there was the usual failure, no matter how hard I tried, and then the completely unaided recovery from that, because Kade needed me. But right now, no one needed me to do anything but enjoy. Our phones were on the bedside table, each of our numbers with the teacher in case Kade was showing any signs of distress. This was all about pleasure.

      "Babe, I hope you’re sure about this, because I’m dying to get inside you,” Aidan growled.

      I loved that—the need, want, desire. I loved that he saw me as something else altogether. Not Felicity, to him I was Flick, not a victim, not even a survivor, but a whole person all in herself.

      “I want you too,” I said, looking over my shoulder. “Both of you.”

      Peter leaned forward and cupped my chin before kissing me deeply, right as Aidan worked himself inside me.

      “Oh fuck…” I panted against Peter’s lips. “Oh god…”

      “You’re OK, love. So fucking beautiful.”

      Yeah, I was. When my eyes flicked open, I knew from the reflection in Peter’s brown ones that they were bright green, his beginning to shine with an answering glow. I dared him to protest as I reached down and took his cock in my hand. My mouth burned with that acidic saliva, a drop falling onto the head of his cock. He shivered and then let out a godawful roar when I covered the head with my lips.

      To an idle observer, perhaps they would see me as subservient, subject to both the men’s gratification, but they would have no idea. I was the conduit that joined the lot of us together as a pack. I was the centre of their pleasure and mine, their world. Each of us had been lost and lonely in different ways. Even Aidan, with his easy-going personality, didn’t seem to be really connected to anyone other than family, but that was over now. In some ways, this act was a perfect illustration of our relationship.

      Aidan might be slamming in, his thick shaft dragging along that sensitive bundle of nerves inside me, my legs spreading to let him go deeper while I worked as much of Peter’s cock down my throat as I could, but that was superficial. Something else rose as we galloped, faster and faster towards that end goal, something that took me a while to recognise.

      Back before I’d been brutalised into a whole other thing, I carried around a fragile little light inside me. Like most women, particularly young women, a lot of things seemed to threaten to smother that—lack of equality, opportunities, bullshit expectations, trying to find your place in a world that seemed determined to maintain limited options, except for doubts. Always the doubts, a habit I still retained. Am I good or pretty or funny or cute or loveable or smart or hardworking or talented or whatever enough? The guys didn’t take any of that away, they just stripped away some of the bullshit that had kept the fire inside me from flaring to life, like it did now.

      I burned with everything I was and was connected to. Weirdly, right as we were having sex, my love for my child swelled up and filled my heart to overflowing. Those little fingers, restless as I held his hand when we crossed the road, ready for independence. Those long legs, running towards everything—friends, school, the pack, even in the face of what he’d gone through. That crazy smile, that chaotic laugh as he told me yet another weird little kid joke, cracking up before he could get the whole thing out. The complete focus on his face as he told himself the stories he was creating in his head with his action figures, complete with pew pew gun battles. I loved him so much, and whatever fire inside me burned brighter in response, then flared outwards.

      Strong hands bringing me tea or coffee in bed, massaging my shoulders or my feet, or stroking my hair. Conversations about Star Wars or what to have for dinner or just the quiet between them. Holding me when every part of myself ached, inside and out, and continuing to hold until now. I would never forget what had happened to Kade and I, but right now, I had incontrovertible evidence that we were so much more.

      We were pack.

      I told you, my Tirian said.

      Shut up, I replied, right as my body tensed, and then I came. I pulled them with me, three strands of pleasure winding tighter and tighter around each other, until we erupted. I fluttered around Aidan as his cum jetted inside me, while I swallowed down Peter’s.

      It took a bit, but finally, we flumped down on the bed in one big tangle of limbs.

      “That,” Aidan said, “was fucking awesome.”
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      I can do this, I can do this, I thought as I hovered at the entrance to the mess hall.

      “Are you OK, honey?”

      Maisie, the head cook, stood next to me, looking out at the tables upon tables of men. Good-looking men. Very good-looking men, who were single, likely to feel an uncontrollable desire to have sex with me if I went into heat, and may be potential mates. I looked down at the tray of fried eggs I was holding and took a deep breath.

      “I will be,” I replied belatedly.

      “OK, well put them out and then start picking up plates. Finn’s talked to the guys. No one’s going to get inappropriate with you. You have any trouble? You come to me.”

      She tapped a stainless steel ladle in her hand and scanned the crowd.

      OK then.

      I’d met Finn briefly, a tall guy with grey eyes who was one of Jules’ mates. He seemed nice. This will be fine, I thought, then took another deep breath and walked out.

      I felt their eyes on my skin as I strode over to the bain-maries, zeroing in to where I could see there was an empty spot. I went past a line of men, each with a plate in their hands, but they weren’t looking at the food.

      Walk, walk, walk…

      “Excuse me,” I said when I reached the gap, men clustered on either side.

      “No probs, love,” a deep voice said.

      I glanced up to see a tall man with dark brown skin and a long tail of brown dreadlocks step back, the men around him quickly doing the same, until there was a wide path leading up to the metal servery. Almost an honour guard. I nodded my thanks, then moved up, ignoring the fact that my fingers were shaking, before I placed the tray over the hot steamy water and then stepped back.

      “These look delicious,” another guy said with that self same bulky muscular body. God, no wonder they wanted eggs. These guys had to be on a solid protein diet to maintain such physiques. I realised my eyes were sliding over the mass of burly men before me, just standing there dumbly as they began to grin, before I snapped myself out of it. I smiled—because as a woman, what else did you do when things were awkward?—and stepped away, walking quickly over to the cleaning station. I wrapped my hands around a trolley handle and focussed on my breath.

      In and out…in and out, I told myself. Stay here, stay grounded.

      You stupid fucking bitch!

      Rick’s voice was a whip crack, cutting through the ambient noise. I jumped at the sound of it, as if he was just there at my shoulder, and my eyes darted around.

      Nope, not there. Here, in the mess, with all of these guys.

      Me stalking towards Rick with that ashtray in my hand.

      Nope, I’m walking over to the empty table, gonna scrape those plates clean.

      My ears felt full, my head swollen, as everything started to sound echoey and distorted.

      The blood seeping into the carpet. So, so red.

      “Let me help you with that,” a guy said as he slid onto the vacant bench seat, pulling the leftover plates towards him and scraping the contents onto one, before he stacked the others neatly. I frowned and then shook my head, reality asserting itself with an abruptness that made my head spin. I could see the big strong hands as they moved, his short crop of brown hair. “Bloody grubby bastards, leaving their shit here to be cleaned up. We cleaned our plates for you over there.”

      He pointed to a table where a cluster of men all sat there watching us, a stack of tableware sitting in the middle of them.

      “Right,” I said, finding my voice. “Well, thanks…?”

      “Keith,” the guy said with an impish smile, as if that had been his goal all along.

      “Well, it's nice to meet you, Keith, but I’ve got this. You wouldn’t want me coming to your place of employment and doing your work, would you?”

      He stilled at that, a terrible heat rising in his eyes, causing me to step backwards for a second.

      The ashtray in my hand, I can feel it.

      He can’t hurt you. None of them can.

      “Love, you wanna come and repair fences? Well, apart from the fact you’d have a bloody riot on your hands, I think you’d look damn cute in high vis…”

      I grit my teeth, took a deep breath in, and then let it out again.

      “Piss off, Keith,” another man said. I turned to see a guy in work gear with a long ponytail of blond hair pulled back from an almost pretty face. He held a big bowl of cereal in one hand. “Sorry, Flick, is it?” I nodded. “I’m Shaun. The fellas, they’re a bit…” He frowned for a moment. “They’re a bit over excited, seeing a new woman in the hall. Just be straight with them. Tell Keith to piss off back to his job, which is where he’s supposed to be now.”

      “Fuck off, Shaunie,” Keith sneered.

      “Fuck off, Keith. Mick’ll have your balls if you turn up late again.”

      “Yeah, but maybe Flick will—”

      “Don’t finish that sentence,” Shaun said with a growl, then he put a spoonful of cereal into his mouth as if to belie the menace in his voice. “Actually, all of you who are due at work, get your bloody arses into the trucks.” His voice rose, reverberating through the shed, cutting through the noise. “Flick’ll be here at lunch, if you behave yourself. Losing your job isn’t gonna make you a more desirable mate, so get.”

      I watched in amazement as a bunch of guys got to their feet and ambled towards the door, even as they shot us looks over their shoulders. I found the breath I hadn’t realised I was holding eased out at the thinning of the numbers.

      “Just show ’em who’s boss,” Shaun said to me, pointing to the doorway with his spoon. “Be clear about what you want, and don’t be afraid to tell ’em.”

      “Well, thanks,” I said, feeling a little flustered. He was so matter of fact about it all. “I…appreciate it.”

      The spoon paused mid scoop, and those bright blue eyes stared into mine for a second before he forced them away.

      He shook his head and said, “No thanks needed. I…I’m happy to help.”

      And with that, he ambled off to go and sit in a corner—on his own, I noted—to finish his cereal and coffee.

      So I got to work. People still watched me, I could feel that, but I tried not to let it worry me. I jerked and started at the strangest things, heard things that weren’t there, but weirdly, the more I focussed on what I was doing, the less intrusive they became. I worked methodically, clearing the tables, filling the tubs, and then bringing them into the kitchen.

      “You did well,” Maisie said when I arrived back with the last tub. “Now, time to get started on those dishes.”

      I’d worked as a waitress back at uni, so while it took a bit to get my speed back up, I was pushing the racks through the dishwasher and replacing the now clean, warm porcelain back into the many stacks on the shelves in no time. There was a kind of mindlessness to it, coupled with a background ambience of bustle and savoury smells that lulled my fears for a moment.

      Then Maisie said, “Time to put out the lunch dishes!”

      I jerked my head up and saw several women were moving towards the serving area, grabbing trays of hot food or platters of sandwiches. I walked over to help.

      “How’re you coping?” one of the serving girls said with a cheeky grin. “I’m Sheila.”

      “Flick and fine. I’m not fast enough yet but—”

      “Doesn’t matter. The guys are patient, especially for a woman still looking to take on more mates. Just smile, and you’ll find most of ’em will give you whatever you want.”

      Peace of mind? The ability to feel comfortable in my own skin? I thought as we walked in, but as I saw the mass of them milling between the tables, I knew that wasn’t on offer.

      There was something hot about a guy that worked with his hands. Was it because that’s what I associated all those rippling muscles with? Work shirts were rolled up over well-formed forearms, above suspiciously clean hands. Big heavy boots shifted on the concrete floor as they waited.

      “Sends you all a-flutter, doesn’t it?” Sheila said with a nod to the guys. “We put on a buffet for them, they put one on for us.” My eyes jerked up, scanning the men who watched us move, a few low groans reaching us as we bent over to deposit the trays.

      “A-flutter?” I said, frowning for a second as we walked back to the kitchen. “I guess.”

      “Not feeling it? I might not either if I had that to go home to.”

      She jerked a thumb at the line where I saw Aidan and Peter watching me just as closely as the other guys, though hunger sat side by side with worry. I found I was smiling before I could even think about it, my feet skipping across the floor as I ran to them.

      “Flick…”

      I wasn’t sure which one of them said my name, all ache and love, but I threw myself into their arms, and they closed them around me.

      “God,” Aidan said, burying his nose in my hair. “How long’s it been? It feels like days.”

      “Too long,” Peter agreed. “How’s it going?” His eyes raked along the group of men. “Have they been behaving?”

      “Yeah, it's been fine,” I said, swallowing as that steadily flickering fire of fear spiked for a second. It was as if noticing it made it flare to life. The two of them looked at me in concern. “It was always going to be hard, but I’m doing my exercises and getting through.”

      “Good, love,” Peter said, smoothing my hair back.

      “Well, I better get back to it. Otherwise, you’ll all go hungry,” I said, going to pull away.

      “Not what I’m hungry for,” he rumbled in response, his hand sliding down to my butt.

      “Damn, don’t say shit like that,” Aidan said. “She smells so fuckin’ good.”

      “Good?” I spluttered. “More likely of dirty dishes.”

      “And horny girl,” he said, pressing a sweet kiss to my lips.

      “Flick!” I turned around to see Maisie standing there. “Grab the last of the trays, and then you can take a break with your mates.”

      “Shit, I’m sooo sorry…” I said as I approached her.

      “Pfft…” she said with a smile. “We all remember what it’s like to be newly mated. Bit of an occupational hazard working here. I’ve seen many girls here find their pack.” She looked a little misty eyed at that. “Now, someone said you might be adding to yours? What’re you looking for? Big and muscly? Though you already have that. What about someone a little more streamlined, if you catch my drift? Or adventurous?” She waggled her eyebrows at me.

      I just blinked as my boss tried to hook me up with several strange men, then ended up walking back into the kitchen and ferrying out trays until they were all distributed.

      “Come here,” Maisie said when I came back in, finding that was the last of them. “Let’s get rid of this.” She untied my apron and tossed it into the dirty clothes basket. “Now…” She pushed my hair back over my shoulders, pinched my cheeks gently and then rubbed them, then stood back and surveyed her handiwork. “Beautiful!” she said.

      “Stop man handling the girl,” Sheila said.

      “I know what I’m doing,” Maisie shot back. “I got you catching Nerida’s eye, didn’t I?”

      Sheila snorted at that, then said, “Well, she’s out there now. Can I go on break?”

      “Off you both go, but dinner prep when you get back, alright?”

      

      “So, Nerida,” I said as we walked through the doorway, feeling like I needed to act like a normal person and make small talk. “Is she your girlfriend?”

      “She’s my sun and moon,” Sheila said dreamily. “Come and meet her. Your boys will wait for you until the end of time.”

      She grabbed my hand in hers, dragging me along. I shot a frazzled look across the crowded hall where the guys had taken a seat in a secluded corner. Their heads jerked up as they worked out where I was headed, then they picked up their plates to follow.

      “Here she is!” Sheila bounced up to a table where a very pretty girl with long tumbling brown hair sat next to several guys. Nerida’s eyes transformed when she looked up and saw her love. I felt almost uncomfortable about being a spectator to it, something incredibly intimate and intense passing between the two of them when they locked eyes.

      “Well,” Sheila said in a breathy little tone. “Nerida, this is Flick. Flick, this is my Nerida.”

      I watched her bounce over to Nerida’s side and wiggle her way into position beside her on the bench seat.

      “Hi, Flick,” Nerida said, wrapping her arm around the other girl’s waist. “Take a seat.”

      “Hi,” I said belatedly and slipped onto the empty bench.

      “This is Mick, Sen—” Nerida said, beginning to introduce the others.

      “We’ve met,” Sen said smiling as those grey eyes burned into mine. “You’re trying things out in the kitchen?”

      “Um…yeah,” I said. “Kade’s started at school, and I figured it was time to start pulling my weight. Ophelia thought it might be a good opportunity, working here to…” Mick, Sen, and Shaun, the guy with the cereal from this morning, all went very still for a moment, hands pausing mid slice of their food. “To meet some of the guys before the full moon.”

      “Thinking of adding to your pack?” Mick was a big guy, very similar in colouring to Finn, with those grey eyes and auburn hair. Eyes that seemed to take all of me in with one sweep, a smile indicating just what he thought about that. “You’re Mon—Peter’s mate?”

      “Yeah, she is,” the man himself said, appearing by my side and sitting beside me with Aidan on the other, until I was sandwiched between them. Something that reminded me of what had happened the other night, the two of them stroking me while I worked each one of them in my—

      “Congrats, Pete,” Mick said. “Couldn’t think of anyone more deserving. Your mate is beautiful.”

      This was said more to me than him, Aidan’s hand dropping down to take mine and rub my knuckles with his thumb.

      “She’s everything,” Peter replied. I felt him turn and press his lips to my temple, but my attention was on the wooden tabletop, my eyes following the whorls and twists of the wood grain. They had to, as today, his words, Aidan’s hand around mine—right now, it was all too much.

      The guys in Rick’s friendship group had a weird relationship with their partners. They sat around constantly deriding them over beers. From domestic chores to work to sexual performance, they used to talk at length about their shortcomings, mine included. It seemed almost a currency within the group, to share a ‘fucking missus’ story, something guaranteed to get the guys laughing at our pathetic foibles. The sound of Peter’s voice, the almost reverent tone, was so alien that I struggled to get my head around it.

      “Well, congrats, you big lunk!” Nerida said. “Now, let’s get our girls something to eat. They’ve been on their feet all morning.”

      Nerida was being nice, I knew that, but I felt curiously naked when they all got to their feet and went. I could feel the ghost of Aidan’s hand against mine, even after they were gone.

      “So, Flick, tell us about how you met our Pete,” Mick said.

      Obviously, he hadn’t gotten the message, if the pained looks Sheila and Sen gave him were any indication. Shaun kept his eyes on his plate, methodically mowing through the food, as if we weren’t here. But I straightened. I could talk about this, I already had countless times with Ophelia.

      “My husband beat me and my son,” I said, proud of the way my voice cut through the background chatter. “I was on the run in his car, when Aidan and Peter found us. I thought…” I paused for a moment, taking a deep breath. “I thought my Tirian was some kind of delusion, but when I got out of the car, I walked up to Peter and I bit him. Somehow, I just knew that’s what I—we needed.”

      Silence fell across the table. Mick regretted asking, I could see that, his eyes stark against his now paling skin, but he was not the most stricken. Shaun had given up all pretence of eating, his fork landing on the table with a clatter. He looked like I had slapped him, his face as white as a sheet. He swallowed, dragging his staring eyes away, and then blinked as if to bring himself back to the here and now. He drew out his phone with a shaking hand, unlocking it and scrolling through the screen before getting to his feet.

      “Sorry, I need to get going,” he said, putting his cutlery neatly across the plate and picking it up. “A thing’s… It’s been nice meeting you, Flick.”

      And with that, he strode off.

      “Fuck,” Mick said, “I’m sorry, Flick—”

      “Just go and grab us some sandwiches,” Sen said, shoving the other man gently with his elbow. Mick nodded and then got to his feet.

      “Flick, I’m—” Sheila started to say.

      “It’s fine. Not everyone will have gotten the memo yet,” I said, and as the words came out, I realised they were true. I saw myself approaching Rick with the ashtray in hand, almost as if it was happening to someone else. Why wouldn’t she strike back? I thought. He just kept on going and going. Calling the police would have done little. He was friends with one.

      Sen nodded, as if he could see my mental dialogue and he agreed with it.

      “Shaun, he’s a little touchy about the whole mating thing,” Sheila said. “We thought… It looked like Jules was going to take him as hers but…that didn’t end up happening. It’s one of the risks. Sometimes, our Tirians doesn’t accept some of the potentials. Mine loves Nerida,” she said, giving herself a little hug. “I never thought I’d pair up with another woman but…”

      Sen smiled and shook his head at her expression, but that faded away when he met my eyes.

      “So, my beast might reject Aidan?” I said.

      That would not happen. He is good for the cub and for you. You should mark him before someone else sees his mate potential, she replied.

      “We have a thing we call heat fever,” Sen said. He reached across the table, slowly, taking my hand when I didn’t flinch away. That same tidal wave of warmth went up my arm, rushing through my body. Perhaps he’d be offended, but it wasn’t him I thought of as it washed through me. I felt my nipples pebble under my clothes, my body softening and swelling at his touch. No, it was the boys, on either side of me, kissing every inch of me, right up until…

      I gasped, something that had him smiling slowly.

      “You can feel attraction, have great sex, like Jules did with Shaun, but becoming someone’s mate takes a whole lot more.”

      The raspy tone of his voice sent shivers up my spine. Well that, and he was still holding my hand. Sheila’s eyes went to the size of saucers as she glanced from one to the other of us.

      “You’re…” she said, waving her finger back and forth.

      “No, but I’m hoping Flick’ll let me take her out to see if we’re…”

      There was something of a lazy predator about Sen, like he’d lie in wait with endless patience, waiting for me to stick up my head out so he could gobble me up. But his end goal was for something that both of us would enjoy.

      I could see it, clear as a bell in my mind, what it’d be like with the three of them. They’d stretch me out tight, the boys holding me down as Sen prowled over me, taking tiny little bites from me, until I spread my legs and begged for a whole lot more.

      Goddamn… I swore to myself. Is this because I’m enjoying sex for the first time in years? Because I’m dripping…

      The Great Wolf provides, my Tirian replied obliquely. You have suffered more than most of her children, so she gifts you this.

      What? Sen?

      No. Stroke your finger along the man’s palm.

      I frowned as I did just that.

      It felt insanely intimate, his eyes staying on mine the whole time I did as she asked. I caught the moment it registered, his pupils expanding, his breathing becoming ragged, and a low moan escaping those full lips, as if against his will. He glanced down at his hand and mine, but when he looked back at me, his eyes shone green.

      “Come out with me, Flick, please. I’ll…” He shook his head. “I dunno what I’ll do, but I’ll look after you and make sure you have a good time, I promise.”

      Sheila looked at the two of us as if she couldn’t believe what she was seeing.

      “Flick?”

      The urge to say yes, to any and all that he offered beat down on me like actual blows. I wanted it, him, all of them, and a flush of heat washed through my whole body, leaving me feeling limp and delicious. I looked at him through heavily lidded eyelids, taking my time, noticing the way the fabric of his t-shirt stretched tight over his taut muscles, the clawing of his other hand as he dug his nails into the table to stop himself from launching at me. He felt it too, I guessed, from the tense set of his shoulders.

      “Yes,” I said. Just one little word, but it felt like I was agreeing to so much more. A life of pleasure and fun, of desire and need, of support and love and caring for people with my whole heart, while they held it like the precious thing it was. Not necessarily with Sen. That was yet to be seen, but to this life, of having mates, of surrounding my child with an array of people who would love and care for him as I did.

      “Everything OK, Flick?” Peter asked.

      “Oh, it's all OK, isn’t it?” Aidan said, brushing his nose against my neck before pulling away. He put a laden plate before me. “You smell…creamy.”

      “And you’re gonna enjoy that when she gets home,” Sen said, not entirely friendly. Then he smiled, breaking that brief moment of tension and turning to me. “Tell me I can come and get you tonight.”

      “Kade will be in bed and asleep by seven-thirty,” I replied.

      “Eight o’clock too early for you?”

      “Will you guys be alright?” I said, shooting both of my mates a look.

      “You wanna see how things go? I’m fine with it. Sen’s a good guy,” Peter said. “I’ll pound his head into the ground if he hurts you.”

      “And I’ll kick him when he’s down,” Aidan said. “But this is a good idea. We need to trial you spending time away from Kade, get him used to it before the heat hits. I say we tell him what we’re doing.”

      I nodded. “If he reacts… He’s been doing so well but…”

      “I’ll understand,” Sen said. “Hell, I’d be happy just hanging around and watching a movie if it comes to it. That be OK with you fellas?”

      “You promised Kade those MCU cartoons. He hasn’t forgotten,” Aidan said.

      “Right, right. Well, I can be around at five-thirty. Bring some dinner and the DVDs. I’ll meet Kade and get to know him better, then if you feel like it, I’ll take Flick out.”

      The words were like a cold face washer on my forehead, taking away some of the ever-present heat. Nerida and Mick had filed back to the table, glancing around, no doubt trying to determine what had just happened.

      But the moment was over. I was left feeling flushed and slightly embarrassed, like I’d been caught doing something horribly intimate.

      “Eat,” Peter prompted, shooting me a sidelong smile when he saw how scattered I was. I jumped when his hand landed on my thigh, nearly choking on a mouthful of food when it slid upwards.

      “Well, until then,” Sen said. “I’ve gotta go…deal with something before going back to work.”

      The guys all laughed in a way that made it sound like they knew exactly what that meant, but Sen’s smile was full of heat and good humour when he got to his feet. He grabbed the roll Mick had brought him and nodded to us before filing out.
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      “You did well today, girl,” Maisie said when I returned to the kitchen. “But you’re off for the rest of the day. Ophelia asked if you would check in with her on your way home.”

      “But the dinner prep?”

      “Will be done by the horde of other kitchen hands. She said you’d protest and to remind you to take small steps.”

      There was something motherly about Maisie, even though she looked like she was only a few years older.

      “Half your luck!” Sheila said with a grin. “I’d love to be heading home to—”

      “Those carrots aren’t peeling themselves.”

      “Righto, boss.”

      

      I felt a little deflated when I walked out, but when I did, I saw my mates were waiting for me.

      “You knew?” I asked.

      “Ophelia asked us to pass the message on when she came by,” Aidan said.

      “She came by?” I asked as his arm went around my shoulders and Peter took my hand. They steered me out the door of the mess.

      “She did. Like all the matriarchs, she keeps an eye on what’s happening,” he replied.

      “They want to know we’re OK,” Peter said when we pulled up at the truck. He dug around in his pockets and drew out a coin. “You calling it?”

      “Heads,” Aidan said.

      Peter flicked the coin up into the air and then slapped it down onto the back of his hand. He smirked when he saw the results, showing it to Aidan.

      “Fuck…” the other man groaned. “Of course I have to drive.”

      “What’re you doing?” I said, glancing at the two of them.

      “Seeing who gets to sit in the back with you,” Peter said. He opened the door and then pulled me close, his lips slamming down on mine, forcing me to lean against the car. It was either that or collapse into a big pile of goo.

      I shouldn’t like this, I thought for the seconds I was capable of conscious thought. But I did. With anyone else, being essentially manhandled would have pushed a bunch of buttons, triggered a screaming cascade of fears, but this was Peter, my mate—mine. I knew it as sure as the blood that surged through my veins that I was safe with him. Which allowed me another luxury.

      I could just let go, be little more than putty in his hands, let him unleash all the throbbing, pulsing need inside him on me and allow an answering one to rise. I didn’t care if I was in a car park or outside the mess hall, my hands scored his close-cropped skull and drew him down hard, so his lips bruised mine, so I could feel the imprint of his teeth.

      “Well, come on then,” Aidan said crisply, breaking through all this heat. “If we’re gonna do this…”

      I blinked, pulling back, reality flooding back unbidden.

      “Do what?”

      Aidan grinned at that, letting his eyes slide slowly down my body.

      “We’re gonna work out a little of that tension before we get to the alpha residence, even if we have to take the scenic route.”

      

      I didn’t get to ask any more questions, as Peter’s hands went around my waist and hoisted me into the backseat like I was a doll, then he slid in beside me.

      “No,” he said when I went to sit by the window.

      He tugged me close so I sat in the middle, right up against him. One arm went around my shoulders, the other picked up my thigh and placed my foot on the centre console. My hands went to the dress I’d been given to wear in the kitchens, the loose skirt instantly slipping up, something Aidan watched with great interest from the front. Peter grabbed my hand away so it slid unhindered.

      “That’s it,” Aidan said, and then started the car.

      I was barely conscious of where we went or what we passed, my focus entirely on that big broad hand as it moved up my thigh. I found my breath becoming shallower the higher it went until…

      “Fuck, yes,” Aidan rasped as Peter’s fingers reached the leg elastic of my underwear, running the blunt tip over it, as if to draw my attention and Aidan’s.

      And it worked.

      “What are we…?” I gasped as it teased under the fabric. “We shouldn’t—”

      “Yes, we should,” Aidan said. He glanced at the windshield. “We’re on one of the back roads now. No kids, nobody out here.”

      “But Ophelia—”

      “Who do you think encouraged us? If what’s happening with Sen is what we think it is, your heat is coming on earlier than expected, and slower. It’s like your Tirian is letting it seep in, getting you ready for it.”

      You have suffered more than most of her children, so she gifts you this.

      “So it’s time to push things a bit, see what you’re up for. If you don’t want Peter to run his fingers through the slick seeping between your legs, say so. Not because you shouldn’t or because it’s bad, but because it makes you feel uncomfortable.”

      I glanced up at Peter, our proximity putting our lips so close, I couldn’t help but broach the gap. He met me more than halfway, his mouth opening instantly for his tongue to thrust into mine. His fingers edged closer.

      “Say yes, Flick,” he begged. “Let me make you feel good.”

      “You always make me feel good,” I said, my eyes going wider as his hand crept under the leg band. But I nodded, because I could feel the ache deep inside me that only he could fill.

      “Put your leg back up on the console,” Aidan said, a note of urgency in his voice. “Give me a show.”

      My leg was shaking when I did so. I felt hot, too damn hot.

      “It’s OK, love,” Aidan said. “It’s just the heat flooding you.” But he flicked the aircon up higher. “You can feel it? All through your body?” I nodded, his words drawing my attention to the sweat prickling on my skin, my nipples pulled so tight, every jolt of the car over the bumps in the road made the cotton bra abrade so nicely. “Get her underwear off. I wanna see her.”

      Aidan’s growl shot through me, making me squirm. Peter gripped the now sodden fabric, giving it a sharp jerk, then tossed the now torn garment to one side. Cool air streamed over my most intimate of skin, the feeling unbearably intense.

      “Fuck, yes,” Aidan swore, the car jerking as he quickly righted it.

      “Pull over, fuckhead,” Peter growled. “You’re gonna crash us.”

      “You would too in my position,” he shot back, but he flicked on the indicator and pulled us over to the side of the road.

      I saw fields around us, cows grazing contentedly, and that was it. True to their word, no one was going to see our antics apart from the animals. And Aidan. He unclipped his seat belt and turned around, grabbing my ankles and resting them on the tops of each front seat, splitting me wide open. Something he watched with a frantic focus.

      “Fuck, look at her,” Aidan said.

      “What, this?”

      My back arched as Peter slid his fingers back and forth so damn slowly through my folds. The hood of my clit was drawn along with it, sending shivers down my spine.

      “You look drenched,” Aidan said. “Did the boys in the shed get you all hot and bothered? Or just one in particular?”

      “Three,” I groaned, closing my eyes as Peter’s fingers dug in, sliding inside me in shallow little pushes.

      “Did you think about us when you were doing your work? Open your eyes for me, sweetheart.”

      I frowned but forced them open, rewarded by Aidan’s hungry smile. He watched me shift and writhe like he was storing the details away from later.

      “What did you think about?”

      “Doing my job. Getting faster,” I snapped.

      He chuckled at that. “No, that’s not what got you all hot for us. What happened when we went and got food?”

      “Sen…” My words died away as Peter’s palm began to move, pushing his fingers deeper into me while the flat dragged across my clit.

      “Sen did what, love?”

      I growled at Aidan, making his grin widen, but I was pleased to see him pull back a little.

      “I just stroked his bloody palm, and I felt hot all over, turned on. It was like going straight from just being at work to…now.”

      “He made you ache deep inside?”

      “Yes.”

      “Made you want him to slide his hand up your thigh?”

      “Yes.”

      “Had you—”

      “I could see you two holding me down and him having his way with me, clear as the hand in front of my face. I could hear it, see it, feel it. It got me really hot, and I tried to sit there, like a good little girl, until the end of my shift.”

      “Mm…I could work with that,” Peter said.

      I cried out when he pulled his hand away, sucking his fingers clean before unbuttoning his jeans. He gripped his cock with one hand and my wrists with his other, holding them firmly but not painfully behind my back.

      “Man, that does beautiful things to your body,” Aidan said, sliding his hands up and down my thighs. I flexed against Peter’s grip, surprised to feel his grip loosening a little.

      Nothing can hold you down, not unless you want it, my Tirian said.

      And apparently, I wanted it. I relaxed into the tight position, then looked Aidan straight in the eyes.

      “Put your fingers inside me.”

      His eyebrows jumped up at that, but his smile was a pleased one, his touch ticklish at first, gently, gently opening me up.

      “Aidan…” I moaned.

      “Stop fucking around,” Peter growled. My eyes jerked around to see his fist encircling his massive cock. Here, in the cold light of day, I could see just what he was packing, which I admit, was a little disconcerting, but then he slid his hand up and down its length, making the head swell a vicious deep red.

      “This what you want, love?” Aidan watched my face as his fingers worked their way in, seemingly hungry for every reaction. “You want to play at being powerless, at being at our mercy? That’s a delicious little kink you’ve got there. We could force you to come and keep on coming, past the point where you want to stop, each orgasm tearing through you with more and more violence, until you just want to cry out.”

      “Yes…” My voice was little other than a prolonged hiss.

      “Each of us fighting over the pleasure of giving you yours.” His thumb pressed down hard on my clit, making me jump, but Peter held me fast. “Watching you come apart.”

      I couldn’t look into his eyes anymore, my head lolling back, putting even more tension on my tortured shoulders. I wouldn’t be able to hold this position for long, but I didn’t need to. He beckoned it closer with his come-hither movement, a familiar prickling at the base of my spine heralding what was to come.

      Stars burst behind my eyes as the most exhilarating of pleasures spread through me, my cunt feeling helpless as it spasmed around Aidan’s fingers, only underscored by Peter’s hold. Aidan tested out his words, pushing me further and further, until I wiggled free of both of them.

      I sat on the back seat of a car that stank of sex, watching Aidan unzip his jeans and wrap his still damp fingers around his hard cock, using me as his lubricant. His brow knotted as he made his first stroke, long and slow.

      But not Peter. His rhythmic little pants registered now, his strokes almost a blur. I crawled forward as he rasped my name, pushing his hand away and replacing it with my mouth.

      “Not long,” he ground out. “So close.” So I didn’t finesse it, going for speed and suction rather than sensuality. Which he seemed to appreciate, if his groans were anything to go by. I wrapped a hand around the base, squeezing tight, which pulled a roar from him. His hands landed on my skull, so, so gentle, even when he wanted to force me down on it. His cock swelled impossibly harder, my teeth just grazing the granite shaft, and then he came.

      My mouth filled with his salty cum, his helpless little grunts music to my ears. I swallowed while his cock was in my mouth, something that had him jerking away, then dragging me up. He shoved me against the back of the seat, his lips crashing down on mine before hauling me against his chest.

      “Mine…” he said, the word reverberating throughout my whole body until I could feel it in my toes. He tipped my chin back, looking into my eyes for a moment, the surface of his suspiciously shiny, before dropping a much more gentle kiss on my lips. “My mate.”

      I nodded, my forehead pressed against his before I threw my arm around his neck and hugged him close.

      I could lose myself in Peter. He was like this bottomless pool of strength. I’d never be able to plumb its depths, yet I knew it would never be directed against me. Having it at my back, always, helped me when I wobbled or fell. He wasn’t going to do everything for me, as I wouldn’t for him, but we could each step up without being asked.

      Aidan looked wrecked when I turned around, his face pale as milk, his eyes wide and staring.

      “Fuck…” he mumbled, shaking his head and holding it down, as if I wouldn’t see him dashing away tears.

      “Aidan…” I said, crawling through the gap between the front seats, an ungainly struggle, but then I was kneeling on the passenger seat.

      “I’m OK,” he said, blinking and then smiling, a sweet, sad thing. “I’ve just…” He frowned. “We talk a lot about mates here, but I’ve…I’ve never seen that before.”

      “Me giving Peter a blow job? Pretty sure you have.”

      “No…no,” he said, shaking a hand at me. “Don’t joke, not yet. It…it hurts somehow, but not like you think. Not like that. I’m not jealous or anything, it’s just…” He sighed. “It’s beautiful.”

      We all keep a mask or two over our eyes, to keep all that raw burbling mass of emotions from polite society, to keep our reactions to ourselves until it's safe to share them. Well, Aidan had none of that. I looked into those hazel eyes, standing out starkly against his skin, the early afternoon light bleaching him pale.

      I heard a hum in my skull as I leaned forward, a terrible sense of rightness in my bones. Everything before this was just leading me here, everything but Kade. I pushed his hair to one side as he shook his head.

      “No, no, it’s not what I meant…” he protested, but his words were weakly delivered. I caught his hands in mine, the buzz letting me stare into his eyes as the venom burned in my mouth.

      “I know, Aidan.”

      I couldn’t get the rest out, that I knew he’d never ask for this. Because he was raised that way, because he didn’t ask for anything for himself, or because that’s the way his heart worked, I didn’t know. I probably should have, because I was about to do something permanent.

      “I love you,” I mumbled against his lips, stopping his. Yet when I pulled back, he fell into what I now realised was a customary posture. He tilted his head to one side, baring his neck to me, not out of expectation or anticipation, but in surrender. I’d bite him or I wouldn’t, he wouldn’t know until it was done. So he waited.

      Tears pricked at my eyes, blurring the view of one of my most beloved of faces, so I moved forward by scent only, breathing him in and then pressing my lips to his skin.

      He trembled beneath me, hissing when he felt the burn of my saliva. Yes, yes, yes… went the hum inside my head. I grabbed a fold of his skin between my teeth, listening to his inarticulate growls and bit down.

      I’d been barely alive the time this had happened with Peter, so the bolt of white light that swelled within us shocked me. It was glorious—it, us, the great big white wolf standing before us, watching us with her gleaming green eyes. I felt filled to the brim with a love so complete and all-encompassing, it was hard to imagine ever wanting anything again. She nodded to the two of us, and then it all faded away.

      “Flick?”

      For a minute, all I could do is stare. My brain was offline, but then he smiled.

      How a big strong bloke like Aidan could look fragile, I had no idea, but he did. Tears streamed down his face, completely unchecked. His brows were mobile things as he searched my face.

      “Did you mean to…? I mean…”

      “Of course I did,” I said. “I don’t go around accidentally biting people. I dunno what’s gonna happen with the full moon, the shift, or the heat. But I do know I want you two with me, for as long as you want to be.”
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      We never did get to Ophelia’s, which was OK, because it appeared everyone was going to be coming around to our house.

      “So, Kade, we’ve got something to talk to you about,” I said.

      We were all sitting down at the kitchen table, though the paling of my son’s face and his eyes nervously flicking around had me reaching to take his hand.

      “It’s not bad, mate,” Aidan said, rubbing his shoulder.

      “So, you know how I bit Peter when we first met him.”

      He nodded solemnly. “You made him your mate.”

      “Well…”

      Aidan was still looking a little soft around the edges when he pulled his shirt collar away from the bite site.

      I watched my son, saw the creasing of his brows, the way he craned his neck to take a look at the pink mark. He seemed to study it for some time, almost as if he was having trouble recognising what he saw. His fingers went white as he gripped the tabletop, then the fine tremor began.

      “Kade?”

      Kade held himself still as a stone, but it cost him some effort. I could see it now, the muscles in his arms straining to keep him in his seat. Then he turned towards me.

      “Baby…”

      My arms went around him as soon as I saw his wide eyes and the tears filling them, then spilling out onto his cheeks. But he didn’t make a sound, not even when I hauled him up against me. He buried his face in my neck, and I felt the sobs racking his whole body. Then he began to howl.

      Kade had cried plenty since we got here, but it was often a quiet, little, heartbroken thing. We’d clustered around him in bed, providing him with a wall of comfort, until he finally dropped off into a fitful sleep. Ophelia assured me it was a good thing, a processing of the unprocessable. But things had been so much better recently. It was as if my Tirian had waited until she knew Kade was OK before I’d made Aidan my mate.

      “Hey…” Aidan said, getting up out of his seat and crouching in front of us, his hand going to Kade’s shoulder blade. My son detached himself from me in that instant and then threw himself at my newest mate, clinging to him like a spider monkey. “It’s OK, mate. If you don’t want this to happen…?”

      Aidan looked up at me in concern as Kade’s wails only got louder.

      “Kade, baby…” I said, my own voice breaking.

      What the hell had I done? Wantonly fooling around in a car and making a permanent decision for the family like I was some feckless twenty-year-old? The shock I felt was so deep and thorough, I felt ice cold and frozen as I struggled to get my mind around it all. Kade… I thought. I’d let one man hurt him and then was hurting him with—

      Peter’s hand felt burning hot when it came to rest on my shoulder. I jumped, spinning around to look at him, expecting to see condemnation, rage, disgust, or some other echo of my own feelings on his face. Instead, there was the same old warmth and concern and something deeper. My own eyes pricked as I shook my head slightly. No, I thought furiously, not compassion. Not that.

      “Look,” he prompted.

      I wanted to shout that I was looking, but I didn’t dare. Cringing, self-hating Flick came rocketing back, so I clamped my mouth shut. I stared at the two of them, cataloguing the evidence as I saw it. My son’s distress, which I had caused. Aidan’s terrified look as he stroked my Kade’s back, something I should have been doing. The ragged, hacking, hysterical scream of my child, as all the fucking poison I had been unaware was lurking there was thrust out into the world. It was the most harrowing song of pain I’d ever heard, and I’d made it happen.

      I sat still and quiet, not moving, not doing anything. I didn’t dare, did I? Hadn’t I done enough? I needed to help Kade, make this better. I was his fucking mother, wasn’t I? I needed to fucking—

      My thoughts stumbled to a stop when Kade finally pulled away, his face a sodden mask. He struggled to get words out, snot streaming down his face, his breath coming in great hiccuping sighs.

      “Here you go, mate,” Peter said, getting out of his chair and pulling a hankie from his pocket. He crouched down low, pausing with the handkerchief held up until my son had a chance to see it, and when he registered it, he wiped the mess from Kade’s face as best he could.

      “You…you…you…you’re…” Kade forced out haltingly, then stopped with a frustrated hiss. He looked at Aidan, then rested his head against my mate’s forehead. “You’re…my, my, my…my dad now?”

      If someone had burst into the room brandishing a machete and sliced me open, I couldn’t imagine it hurting more right now. Tears fell with a rapid plop onto the tabletop, and my hand shook when I went to wipe them away.

      “Of course, mate.” Aidan’s voice was a ragged mess, Kade watching his every response.

      “We both are, Kade,” Peter said, “if that’s what you want?”

      His face crumpled again, and mine did the same as he wrapped his arm around Peter’s neck too.

      “Kade,” I said when he finally came back to me. “Are you OK with this? We can—”

      “We can stay now. Never go back,” he said with a long sigh.

      “We were never going back anyway. I would never let that—I’d never let your dad near you again, after what happened. Is that OK?”

      If this was a Hallmark movie or something, he’d have just moved towards his new dads with open arms, but of course, it wasn’t. There’s something about that parental bond, as if they imprint upon us by just being around when we’re born. Some use that amazing opportunity to perform one of life’s greatest services—raising a child in a loving environment, noticing them and what they need, and making sure they get it. They shower them with love and affection and let them grow up feeling safe, safe enough to branch out and be who they are when they become adults. But even when you don’t, when you take that gift and ride roughshod all over it, disregarding the pain and uncertainty it creates in someone so small and unable to fight back, that bond persists.

      Because what is a child without a parent in that child’s mind? Their lives are shaped, constrained, and created by the adults around them. Their little egos are still forming in response to us. And Rick, for whatever reason, had helped shape my son. His fingerprints stayed long after the bruises had healed.

      “If you… When you’re older, you could—”

      Kade shook his head with a gleam in his eye. “This is home now. We’ll stay here forever?”

      I smiled, something that came out a bit watery. I brushed his hair away from his face.

      “Sure, love. One day, you’ll grow up and find your own mate.”

      He looked at the two men surrounding him and then nodded.

      “So, if you’re my dad now, you don’t have to ask Mum for permission to let me watch movies,” he said with a smile.

      “Oh no, you are not getting me in trouble there, but…” Aidan looked up at me. “An afternoon sitting on the couch watching cartoons might be in order. It's customary after a mating that the families put on a big celebration.” He shook his head when he saw me tense up. “Mum will be halfway through the preparations now. But I’ll give her a call, see if we can’t set it up for tomorrow or the next day.”

      “How would she know?” I said, frowning.

      “They know,” both men replied. “They always know.”
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      We spent a quiet afternoon watching yet more episodes of The Clone Wars until we fell into a kind of half sleep. Our eyes were still open, we were still conscious of each other, lying tangled up as we were on the couch. Hair and limbs were stroked, like stoking a fire, keeping the low embers of comfort and closeness I now associated with pack going. When we were forced to, we ordered some pizza from the mess kitchens, and then watched a bit more TV until we fell into a deep sleep.

      Kade slept with us again. I noticed he was very tactile with Aidan now, snuggling up to him whenever he could. I looked over at Peter, who watched all of us.

      “It’s OK,” he whispered to me. “It’s often like this with our kids. You have a different relationship with each dad. I know I did with mine.”

      “Me too,” Aidan said. “You’ll meet them tomorrow night, but Cooper was always the one I went running to when I was upset.”

      “Rob was mine, though Frank was the one who used to patch up whatever was wrong.” Peter’s arm slid around my waist, pulling me tighter against him. “No one has the exact same bond with every member of the pack. We’re all different. It’s good to see Kade bonding with Aidan like this. He needs it. Now what do you need?”

      Sex and heat was hot and all, but there was something about the complex layers of being in a relationship that I’d always loved. That mix of need and love and attraction and affection I could hear in his voice was always my preferred state. I had to admit, the concept of going into a heat, of experiencing total and utter sexual surrender, had given me some very interesting dreams of late, but doing so with my mates by my side, with the prospect of adding others…

      Adding others…

      “Shit! Sen!” I gasped.

      “It’s all good. I let him know what was happening after you bit Aidan,” Peter replied. “No man’s gonna try and get between the newly mated. He’s still keen if you are?”

      He watched me squirm on the bed as I thought about the idea with hooded eyes.

      “Good,” he said, brushing his lips across my ear. “I for one am looking forward to trying out your little scenario.”

      A shiver went down my spine, sending a wash of heat through me, but Kade shifted groggily in his sleep, drawing my attention back to him. I stroked his hair back from his face and then looked into Aidan’s eyes, ones that watched my child with a wonder I remembered well. It was that stunned, ‘I have a baby’ look I’d found myself sporting all the time when I was left alone with Kade. I studied his expression hungrily, finally, finally seeing what I’d always wanted on the face of a male partner—reverence.

      “Thank you,” I said, yet more bloody tears forming.

      “No, Flick, thank you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            23

          

        

      

    

    
      Chaos descended on the house as soon as morning came.

      “Oh, Flick…”

      Aidan’s mum, Renee, was standing in the doorway, looking at a very bedraggled me, while I just stood there in one of Peter’s discarded shirts and nothing else. She swept in and grabbed me in a hug.

      “We’ve barely had a chance to chat, what with your recovery and everything, but, darling…” She pulled back to look me over, something I didn’t want anyone doing before a shower and a coffee. “I’m so happy you chose my boy! He loves Kade so much. He tells me about everything he’s been up to when we talk on the phone. Now, this is probably a bit presumptuous, but he mentioned how much Kade likes Star Wars so—”

      “Mum?” Aidan staggered out of the bedroom, blinking owlishly. “What are you doing here? It’s really bloody early.”

      “Well, I thought we’d do a nice celebration breakfast to start to get to know each other as a family. We have so much to do today, and I don’t really know any of Flick’s preferences. This is different than if you’d been accepted by a local girl. I could ring her mum and get the low down in two seconds flat. What if I order food she doesn’t like? Or if I get the boys to bring beer around and she doesn’t want alcohol served?”

      “Ssh…” he said, closing the door carefully behind him. “Kade’s still asleep. We’re letting him sleep in, and we’ll see if he wants to go to school when he gets up.”

      Renee paused for a moment, looking at her son with a look I knew well. Her eyes shone with pride as she swallowed, then smiled.

      “I always knew you’d make a great dad, darling. Ophelia says you’ve been instrumental in that boy’s recovery. Honey, I’m so proud!”

      “Well, how about you tell me all about it while we give Flick time to have a shower and get dressed?”

      “Oh my god, of course! I’m so sorry. Aidan is the first of my sons to find a mate, so I admit I’m a little flustered. I’m gushing, aren’t I, Aidan? Oh my god.”

      “Siddown, Mum. I’ll make you a cuppa.”

      

      I beat a hasty retreat, looking blankly at the mirror in the bathroom once I’d closed the door and stripped down. Same old Flick looked back at me, though thankfully, injury free now.

      But I wasn’t the same me, was I? I searched for signs of the new me, of the me who might transform into a whole other thing, but didn’t see it. I just nodded, acknowledging the woman in the mirror for the moment, even if I was still getting to know her, and then had a shower and got dressed.

      

      “So you might think this is a bit much…”

      Renee stood in front of her car, trying to shield us from the packages inside.

      “Holy shit, Mum. What did you buy?”

      “Well, Kade’s my first grandchild and—”

      “Mum?”

      “I might have gone a little overboard. I saw the two of you together at the mess, and I just knew this would happen, so I did some research and found so many cute things online!”

      So, so many. We peered past the woman to a back seat crammed with gifts.

      “It’s customary that when a man joins a pack that already has children within it, his family brings them something nice. I got something nice.”

      “She looked at so many something nices, she couldn’t decide and then bought them all.”

      We turned to see three tall men walking up the driveway.

      “Honey, we talked about waiting until they got up,” one man said, moving over and wrapping his arm around Renee’s waist.

      “How’re you doing, son?” another man said, placing his hand on Aidan’s shoulder and looking down at him in that manly way men do, before he pulled him in to a backslapping hug. “Sorry,” he said when he finally drew away. “I’m Cooper, Aidan’s dad, and this is Smokey and Vin.” Vin was the guy standing with Renee, shooting me a smile and a wave, but Smokey hung back a little. He stepped forward and offered me his hand when named, but there was something reserved in those grey eyes. This was the parent I needed to impress, who was waiting to see if I was good enough for his boy.

      “So I assume Renee’s brought enough food to feed a horde,” Vin said. She fidgeted a little at that, but was clearly pleased. “Why don’t we get things started and get to know each other a bit better?”

      

      “I didn’t bring the boys, Aidan’s brothers,” Renee said as we set the table. The guys had gone out the back to cook up a protein rich breakfast on the BBQ that came with the house, leaving the two of us alone. “I figured that might be too much all at once, but they’re terribly excited to meet you and Kade. My youngest, Mikey, is in high school. He’s kept an eye out for Kade at the school, made sure the other kids know not to mess with him. But he seems to be settling in really well?”

      “Yep, I’ve been surprised about all of it. Kade… It’s like this was where he was always supposed to be.”

      “Ophelia thinks he’ll turn when he grows to adulthood. It’s unusual for outsiders, but it must have been some perfect genetic storm to have both of you show such strong potential.”

      “Potential?” I’d been bemused when everyone seemed to think I would turn into this wolf beast thing.

      Except for your ability to communicate with me. And those very nice claws.

      "Well, you're taking a mate before your first shift for one. The fact that you can generate the venom to do so for another. Most members of the community from mixed human heritage find that hard or impossible to do.” Her eyes dropped to the bags she’d brought in, pulling out flour, sugar, eggs, and milk. “Ophelia’s been holding your beast back from the shift, waiting until you’re ready. She said she’s really struggling.” Her hand came to rest on my arm. “She’s strong, your animal. Really strong to push an alpha. It doesn’t have a bearing on people’s standing in the community, but I’m glad Aidan’s got someone capable at his back. He’ll do anything for those he loves, you know that, don’t you? I just want the same from his mate.”

      “Always,” I croaked out. I sounded terrible, but for some reason, my scratchy voice only made her eyes softer. “He deserves everything I have to give. Both of them do.”

      “So things are going well with Peter? That’s good. He was such a sweet boy before… I always thought pairing him up with those friends of his was a mistake.” She wrinkled her nose at the thought of Darren and Brett. “I’m glad he has you. If anyone needed a mate, it’s Peter, but the local girls were put off by…” She winced when she realised where this was going. “Well, you know.”

      God, did everyone talk about his bloody dick? It was extraordinary, but surely people saw there was more to the man than the inches between his legs.

      “Yeah, I do, but he’s an amazing guy. I didn’t know it at the time, but he was the perfect first mate for me. He was patient, sweet, attentive, loving…” I took a deep breath, feeling a huge pressure in my chest, but it was one I longed to keep. “He’s my rock, and I want to be that for him.”

      It was the clearing of his throat that alerted us to the fact that Pete was up. He just stood in the doorway, face still creased from sleep, but it was still there. Bleary eyed or not, he loved me.

      And I loved him.

      I’d been skittish about using the words, afraid I was jumping in and making yet another dumb mistake, but I knew this wasn’t it. It couldn’t be. And even if it was, I had something else now. Inside me, I could feel the long lean form of my Tirian stretching as she regarded Peter’s beast.

      I walked over to him and placed my head on his chest, and his arms went around me automatically.

      “I love you,” I said when I tipped my head back to look at him.

      “I love you too, with everything I’ve got,” he replied, his voice sending delicious thrills through me.

      “Mum, someone’s cooking breakfast,” a querulous little voice came from the bedroom. “Are they making pancakes?”

      We broke apart enough to let Kade in when he staggered out, and I was surprised to see him flop against us, wrapping his arms around both our waists.

      “I am.”

      Kade’s head popped up and around us to peer at Renee.

      It was interesting, she either had good instincts, or someone had been talking to her. She hunched down to his level and waved.

      “Hi, I’m Renee. I’m Aidan’s mum. I’ll be your grandma, if you want?”

      “Grandma? Like Grandma and Grandpa back at h—” He stopped himself. “Back there. They used to see the bruises Dad left on Mum and didn’t do anything about it. They’d give me lollies and try to distract me when I wanted to talk about it. I liked the lollies, but I didn’t like that.”

      I didn’t know Renee at all, but right then, I liked her. She straightened up, frowning, the friendly look lost for a second, then replaced by one that was almost fierce.

      “That doesn’t happen here.”

      “That’s what everyone says. I haven’t seen anyone’s mum with bruises but…” He shook his head. “Aidan has you, but who’s gonna look after Mum?”

      “Everyone does here, honey. I know that's hard to accept. You’ve seen stuff and experienced stuff that no kid should, but that’s OK. We’ll just have to keep proving to you that we’ll look after your mum too. Now, did you want to help me make pancakes? Aidan said you really like them, especially with chocolate chips, and he thinks my pancakes are the best ever.”

      “Even better than Sylvie in the kitchens?” Kade asked suspiciously.

      “Only one way to find out,” she said, holding out a hand.

      He nodded and pulled free of us, then followed her into the kitchen and washed his hands.

      

      I watched them work, sitting on the couch in Peter’s arms with a growing sense of unreality. I’d had friends twittering on about imposter’s syndrome on social media as war was waging at home, something I’d discarded quickly. Cute cat videos were about all I was up for at the time, something, anything to make me feel better, if even for a second. But now, that feeling of achieving something through pure luck and circumstances rather than hard work unsettled me.

      I was living my dream, but I was terrified of waking up.

      No hard work? What was all that nattering about with the alpha if not hard work? my Tirian asked. And all those many, many mental exercises?

      Sometimes, my beast sounded like a cranky old lady, which made me snort. She saw all my human foibles and rolled her eyes.

      Monkey brains are chaotic and needlessly busy, she replied. Why must today’s bounty be measured by its longevity? I vetted the two of them for you to meet that need.

      So you’re saying they’ll stick around?

      Yes, she said with a sigh. The new one, him I don’t know. He may be just heat fever.

      Sen. His name was a hiss in my mind.

      Yes, Sen.

      

      We sat down at the big table outside and ate breakfast. The weather was perfect—a bright sunny day with a light breeze, and not too hot.

      “So, Flick, tell us a little about you,” Smokey said.

      “Smokes…” Renee said.

      “What? We know nothing about the girl. I’m just making conversation.”

      “You’re putting Flick on the spot, is what you’re doing,” Vin said. “Don’t worry about Smokey,” he told me. “Has to know everything.”

      “We’ve got a long time to get to know each other. You should join us for our famous Sunday lunches. We cook up a big roast with all the sides,” Cooper said.

      “Dad, we’re still trying to find our feet here,” Aidan said.

      “We’d like that,” I said politely, but some part of me wondered if I would indeed like it. My family had been like this once, but then Mum had died and everyone had slowly drifted away. I didn’t call them. How could I tell them what was going on? And so they stopped calling me. “Just tell us what you’d like us to bring.”

      “Oh, just yourselves,” Renee said with a pleased wave of her hand. “We always cook way too much food.” She shot Aidan a triumphant smile.

      “I grew up in the city, Smokey. Went to university and studied business, but never really did anything with it. I met my ex-husband, Rick, at one of the pubs, and we got together not long afterwards. He…” I glanced at Kade. “I didn’t do anything with my degree, just moved with Rick to Melville.”

      “Melville?” Aidan’s family looked at each other. “That’s where Jules is from. Did you ever run into her?”

      “I…” I pushed my bacon around on my plate. “I didn’t really go anywhere.”

      “Enough of this,” Aidan said with a low growl. “You’re putting her off her food. Dad, if you really wanna know what’s going on, I’ll meet you at the pub and fill you in. Now, let's eat.”

      

      “How’re you doing?” Peter asked sometime later as we stacked the dishwasher. Aidan was outside with his family, saying an extended goodbye, something that had his eyes rolling.

      “You’ll be back here in a few hours to do the set up for the party,” he’d complained when they asked him to see them off.

      “And we haven’t really had time to catch up,” Cooper said, steering his son outside. “Humour your mother.”

      We already had, seriously. Kade was playing oh so happily with some of the new Star Wars LEGO sets he’d been given. We’d forced her to keep back some of the parcels for later, but he’d been more than delighted with what he had, giving Renee a kiss on the cheek and a hug. He’d even called her Nana Renee in that completely mercenary way kids seem to when toys are on the table.

      “I’m fine. My head is spinning a little, but it’ll be OK. They all seem really nice, though I think I’m gonna have to put some hours in to get Smokey on side.”

      “Smokey’s known for being a bit of a grumpy c—” Peter smiled when he caught himself, eyes flicking to the lounge room. “Prick. A bit of a grumpy prick. He’d fight anyone to protect his family, including his own family. There was a bit of fuss when he and Renee got together. The other guys took a while to warm to him.”

      “So people don’t always find their mates at the same time?”

      “Not normally. Often, they come from the pool of your first heat. That's what it's for, to bring people closer. But you’ve still got to work through the relationship and the feelings. That happens at different times for each person.”

      “So you’re gonna be cool with me…working things out with…” Sen, say Sen, my body said, remembering how he’d felt. “Whoever I feel drawn to.”

      “Of course, love,” he said, leaning forward and kissing my forehead. “We’re here with you on whatever journey you’re on. Now, since you’ve met Renee and the guys and Kade seems to be warming to them, what do you think about them being caretakers when the heat hits?”

      His tone was calm and even, but I watched his lips form the ‘h’ word and felt something hot and liquid shoot through me. He froze at that, then took a deep breath and smiled, slow and sexy. He shoved the plate he had in his hand into the rack and then stepped in close, pulling me against him and kissing me deeply.

      “You smell so fucking hot.”

      “What?” I pushed at him, because Kade was in the lounge room, because the promise of his body was one I enthusiastically wanted to explore and now was not the right time, and because they were always doing this—smelling me. “What is that?”

      “What’s what, love?” he asked, trying to get closer.

      “Why do you…?” I turned to check that Kade was still playing happily. “Why do you keep smelling me?” I hissed. “Do I stink or something?”

      “Not stink,” he said, pulling back with a smile. “When you’re horny, you give off a receptive scent. Doesn’t mean anything, everyone knows that, it just tells us when you’re into it or not. In the end, it's always your choice.”

      “You what…?” My mouth hung open, and then my brain quickly catalogued all the time I’d checked the two of them out. “So you…?” He nodded. “Every time…?” Another nod. “Oh god.”

      “Don’t stress about it, Flick. We were flattered you found us attractive. We knew we couldn’t do anything about it until you were feeling up to it, but…” He watched my horrified expression with amusement. “It gave us some hope as we waited, that maybe someday, you might accept us.”

      I punched him on the arm, which felt a bit like pummelling a brick wall.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?!” I whispered hoarsely.

      “Because…” His eyes flicked to the lounge room as Kade got to his feet, then came back to me when he settled back down. “Because it means nothing. You might have smelt the same way when you met Mick or Shaun. They’d be flattered, but know it was not something they could pursue unless you gave them the go ahead. Women find us attractive all the time.”

      “They do? You’ve…smelled them getting hot and bothered around you?” I said with a growl.

      That earned me an even bigger smile as he pushed me back against the bench, his body wedged against mine.

      “Are you jealous?”

      “Protective,” I snapped. “No woman should be…” I waved a hand. “Around my mates.”

      “It’s OK. I like you being…protective.” He kissed me, once, twice, each kiss becoming deeper.

      “Mm…what did I miss? Mum and the dads just would not get in the goddamn car and go.”

      We turned to see a smirking Aidan standing in the kitchen.

      “I’ve just found out you’ve been smelling me this whole time. And you knew…” I lowered my voice. “And you knew when I was turned on!”

      “Why’d you tell her that? Rookie move, Pete,” he replied with an exaggerated shake of his head. “Man, did that make getting to sleep a bloody mission. Like, Kade and any other child of ours is always welcome in our bed, but damn was I glad when he decided to start sleeping on his own. It’s gotten to the point where I get hard every time I chuck our sleep shorts in the wash.”

      He chuckled when I glared at him.

      “It was bloody flattering. Every time we took off our shirts…” He moved in close and ran his nose along my jaw. “This hot perfume would fill the room, teasing us with everything, promising us nothing.” He kissed me quickly and pulled away as I snapped my teeth at him. “That’s what’s gonna bring all the boys to your yard when you go into heat. It’s already started. You’ll be able to do a few shifts at the mess hall, but not much more than that or you’ll have a riot on your hands. When you shift, the scent will flood the whole town, leave the single guys aching and attendance at the sex club will be off the charts.”

      “Sex club!?” I hissed.

      “Good one,” Peter rumbled. “Who’s the rookie now?”

      “Kade,” I called out, “I’m just going outside with the guys to get things ready for tonight. Are you good?”

      “Yeah, Mum. Nana Renee got me this most amazing LEGO set. It has Han Solo and Obi Wan Kenobi—”

      “That’s awesome, champ,” I said, walking into the living room. “We’ve just got to do a few things, and then you can tell us all about it.”

      “OK,” he said, not even looking up from his toys.

      I jerked my head to the sliding door and walked out into the back yard.

      “What the hell is a sex club, and why is it in Sanctuary?” I asked as soon as the door was closed. I kept my voice pitched low to make sure no sound got through the glass door to Kade, but they could see I meant business. “Do you guys like…wife swap or something?”

      “What? No!” Aidan said. “Look, Flick, I guess one thing no one’s told you is that Sanctuary has way more men than women. It’s why it's such a big deal when a woman comes to town. If you decided to have any more kids, the chances of having a daughter is much lower, though that has changed a bit lately. So when a woman goes into heat, she floods the town with pheromones that make the whole single population of the town go mad with lust, and a lot of them are guys…”

      His voice trailed away as it occurred to me what he meant. My fevered imagining of being expected to toss my keys into a bowl was replaced with something else altogether. Instead, there was wall after wall of hot male flesh, all rubbing up against each other, helpless in its twitching, throbbing licentiousness.

      “Something about that appeal to you, love?” Aidan asked, quirking an eyebrow.

      He sat down in one of the chairs, his fingers steepled in his lap.

      “Is that where you went when…?” I asked, not sure if I wanted that answer.

      He shook his head. “Doesn’t work for me, unfortunately. I just rubbed one out over and over, like a lot of the other poor saps.”

      “I have.”

      Peter didn’t sound happy about his confession, but there it was—bold as brass. He shot me a sidelong look, then dragged out a chair and flopped down into it, letting out a long sigh.

      I felt…I wasn’t sure. Neither of them had come to me virgins, and I hadn’t expected that, but this? I frowned and then took a deep breath.

      “OK. Tell me about it.”

      His fingers rubbed the edge of the table for a few seconds before dropping to his lap. He swivelled around and looked me clear in the eye. “I…I went with the boys.”

      “Those guys at the mess hall?”

      “Darren and Brett? Yeah. They wanted… They wanted to get off obviously, and no woman would look twice at them. I tagged along, because that’s what I did. No, that’s not right. Flick, I wanted to see what it was like, if I could…” His eyes dropped to his crotch.

      “You wanted to see if you could fuck someone without hurting them,” I said. “And did you?”

      He nodded.

      For a minute, I could see it—his big burly body pushing its way into another guy’s, both of them panting as he struggled to take him. The feelings that came after were confusing. Possessiveness and jealousy, some inadequacy and fear, but mainly it was this—some faceless guy, maybe one of the dudes at the mess, had taken something from him that I hadn’t.

      “You know I’m going to want to try…to take you.”

      “Flick—”

      “I said try. I’m never going to know—we’re never going to know if we don’t try. We’ll just take it easy. You’re not going to turn into some kind of ravening beast the minute you put the tip in. There’s plenty of women taking bigger than that.” He snorted. “Seriously, just Google it.”

      “Done some ‘research,’ love?” Aidan said.

      “If you call looking at porn way before I met you guys ‘research,’ then yeah.”

      He groaned in response, rubbing the heel of his hand down the front of his jeans. “We need to get the hell off this topic. We’ve got a long night ahead of us, and not the good kind. Mum’ll be back soon enough, and she’s bringing yours too, Pete.”

      The man went stock still at that, only looking up at Aidan after minutes had passed.

      “I’m sorry, mate. Mum’s a stickler for the old rules. I know you didn’t want her involved.”

      I sighed, rubbing at my face. This was going to be one of those days where a whole lot of the stuff the guys had neglected to share with me was gonna come up. I sat up straight and said, “Fill me in on why you don’t want your mum here.”
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      It became immediately obvious when the mothers arrived at the house.

      “Hello again, darling!” Renee called out as she came through the door.

      “Renee, you have not asked permission to enter this woman’s house.”

      This woman?

      I turned to see a lady with Peter’s brown eyes standing behind Aidan’s mum, though on her, they were hard and piercing. She was dressed in a drab blue shirt and some paint splattered jeans, and stood waiting for Aidan’s mother to acknowledge her. Renee blinked and took a step backwards out of the door.

      “Flick, this is Lois, Peter’s mum. It’s customary to ask for permission when entering a stranger’s house,” she said with a shrug.

      “Oh, right. Well, come on in, both of you.”

      “So I’ve got the menus for you to look over, but I need to ring Sylvie quick sticks,” Renee said, bustling over to the kitchen table and pulling out pieces of paper. “They’re used to catering at the last minute, as one never knows when a bond will be formed, but the more notice, the better.”

      “OK.” I quickly scanned the lists, and it looked delicious.

      “Hello, Mother.”

      I looked up to see Aidan and Peter had appeared, both of them looking stiff and uncomfortable.

      “You weren’t at the door to receive us, and you haven’t offered anyone a beverage yet,” was Lois’ reply.

      He blinked, then looked down at his hands before saying, “Can I get anybody a drink?”

      “Tea for me. You know how I take it,” Lois said.

      “Anyone else?”

      We all shook our heads, probably too scared to ask for anything in the suddenly tense atmosphere.

      “Nana Renee!” Kade said as he came barrelling into the living room. “You gotta see what I built! I used the sets you gave me and my Moons of Endor set and made this whole diorama of the big battle scene!”

      “Did you?” Renee said in that crazily enthusiastic way most grandparents seemed to master instantly. “Well, you’ll have to show me. I’ve just got to finish one little job with Mum, and then you can tell me all about it.”

      And he would too. I was feeling sorry for the woman already.

      “You let your child approach a matriarch in this disrespectful way?”

      Lois’ words cracked across the room, and my back straightened so fast my head spun, but not for long. I fixed the strange woman in my sights.

      “I’m sorry?” That was mumspeak for anything but, and she heard me loud and clear. Her frown deepened.

      “Renee is an elder in our community now. You must afford her the respect due to her, and any male child of yours should be trained to do the same.”

      “Kade, darling,” Renee said, “can you show Aidan what you want to show me? I’ll be down in a second.”

      Her voice was all sweetness and light, but I was a mother too. I knew how to read between the lines. I turned and waited until my mate had hustled my son down the hallway, shutting the bedroom door behind them.

      “I’m sorry, but who the fuck are you to be telling me how to raise my child?” I said, biting each word off. I’d had plenty of people like her in my life, telling me this and that when he was a baby, but that wasn’t gonna fly now. I took a step towards the woman and saw her hackles rise. “My little boy saw the lady he decided is his grandmother and wanted to show her the toys she gave him, out of appreciation and excitement. How the hell is that disrespectful?”

      “You’re one of those outsider girls, coming in here and disregarding the way things are done.” Her jaw set like granite. “Mating my son without even sharing two words with him. Not approaching me and asking for the requisite permissions. Made me a laughing stock of the town.”

      “Hello.” All our heads whipped around at once to see several older women accompanied by Ophelia in the doorway.

      “Apologies, Flick. Usually, we would ask permission on a day like this, but we saw it was open.”

      It wasn’t, but Ophelia’s friendly smile made that seem OK. Daphne, Peter’s paternal grandmother, stood to one side of her, while the woman who said she was Lois’ mother was on the other.

      “That’s fine,” I said, swallowing down the burning venom in my mouth. “Lois and I were just discussing Kade.”

      “Finally a grandmother, darling?” Lois’ mother said, going to her daughter and putting an arm around her. “I’m Nelly, by the way.”

      She held a hand out to me, and I took it.

      “Why don’t we all take a seat?” Ophelia said.

      “Get the alpha some tea!” Lois snapped when Peter arrived with her drink.

      “Oh, I don’t think we’ll stand on ceremony here,” Ophelia said. “And I’m perfectly capable of getting my own. Sit down, Peter.”

      We all did, hands becoming fists that sat uncomfortably on the table tops.

      “With all due respect, Ophelia, I involved Lois in today’s celebration as I knew nothing had been done when Flick first came to town. She was in no state for a mating party but…” Renee’s head whipped around, her eyes flashing green as she stared at Lois. “You speak that way to my grandchild one more time, and you’ll answer to me.”

      “And me,” I said with a frown. Who the fuck was this bitch?

      “And me.”

      Lois had obviously expected us to rail against her, but when Peter’s deep voice joined us, she jumped like she had been stung.

      “You’re raising your voice to me?”

      “I don’t believe anyone raised anyone’s voice,” Daphne said with a low growl. “You had a go at a child, in his mother’s home?”

      “Now, we all need to calm down,” Nelly said. “I’m sure no one meant any harm.”

      “This is what you’ve tied yourself to? You’re so desperate to have someone…deal with your malformation, that you’d take on some battered thing someone else had thrown away?” Lois said with a sneer. “Who’s to know if she could even shift? You might end up with some kind of halfling like that bloody Nerida girl—”

      “That’s enough,” I said. I stared the woman down, feeling the throbbing pressure to look away, but I didn’t give into it until she’d done so first. “Renee, thank you for taking on all of this. I didn’t even know a celebration was the thing to do after taking a mate, so you stepping in and organising this is a great help. Your choices are amazing, and you don’t need my approval. You know better than me how this all works. Just make whatever preparations you think necessary, if that’s OK?”

      “More than fine, Flick,” she replied, taking my hand.

      “Just see Kade first. He’ll be jumping out of his skin wanting to explain everything he’s built, and poor Aidan will be holding down the fort.”

      “Of course. I’d love to.”

      “Ladies, I don’t know you well or even what a matriarch is really, but from what I can tell, you’re the elders and pillars of the community. And what a place it is. I love Sanctuary. It could have no better name, and as this is all a result of your hard work, I really respect that.”

      Ophelia, Daphne, and Nelly all nodded to me.

      “But, Lois, you can bugger off back to whatever hole you’ve crawled out of. I don’t think you wanted to be here in the first place, but probably felt guilted into it. Don’t be. I love my mates with my whole heart,” I said, reaching across the table and taking Peter’s hand, “but Peter, like me, holds a lot of scars. I’m willing to bet a lot of them came from you. I’ve heard snippets about your tragic background, which I get, really I do, but no context or social ritual is gonna make it OK for you to have a crack at my child and my mate within a ten minute period. I rescind my invitation to come into my house.” That drew some gasps from the surrounding women. “Until such a time that you’ve worked whatever bug is up your arse out and you’re prepared to treat them with the love and respect they deserve. Now, I need to spend a little time with Peter, alone. I need to check in with him, away from an audience. If the rest of you want to stay and have a cuppa, or hang out with Aidan and Kade, or just kick back and watch Clone Wars, please help yourself, but you’re going to need to excuse me.”

      I didn’t wait for their reaction. I just stood up, grabbed Peter’s hand, and dragged him after me, not feeling OK until the door was closed and it was just him and me.

      “Are you alright?” he asked, a looming figure in the gloom of the unlit bedroom.

      “Are you?”

      He answered me the way he often did—with actions rather than words. Peter scooped me up and threw me on the bed, following me down. My hands went to his face as he stopped, just looked at me, and then kissed me deep.

      “You have no idea how hot that just made me,” he growled as he placed kisses down my neck.

      “Kade’s in his room, and the ladies are outside,” I said, swatting him as the kisses grew lower.

      He looked up with a grin that softened as he became more serious.

      “Really though…” He pressed a long kiss to my lips.

      “I know, babe,” I said, wrapping my arm around his neck and then holding him to me.

      

      We spent a while just like that, resting against each other, until finally, we knew we had to go out and face the music. When we did, Kade was in the living room, having set his toys up on the coffee table, with a captive audience of matriarchs all sitting around him. He talked about the stories behind his build with great animation, and the ladies all nodded along, asking questions when relevant. We slipped into the kitchen to find Aidan watching it all with wide eyes.

      “They’ve been like that since we came out,” he whispered, ostensibly making yet more tea. The water was boiled, the tea bags in the teapot, but he just stared at it.

      I busied myself, moving around him and getting it all ready before picking up the tray.

      “So?”

      “So, that’s the matriarchs. That’s the bloody alpha of the whole of Sanctuary. She scared the ever loving shit out of me growing up.”

      “Well, right now she’s expanding her knowledge of the Star Wars universe,” I replied. “Does she like lemon or milk?”

      

      I had to admit, it was interesting to sit on the couch and watch the proceedings. Lois had gone, but her mother, Nelly, remained.

      “There are strong elements of the mono myth in this,” Ophelia said as she regarded the display.

      “The hero's journey,” Daphne said with a nod. “Now, young Kade, is this Skywalker the hero, or this Solo character?”

      “Um…both?” he said with a shrug, then started to chatter about the various strengths and weaknesses of a tie fighter.

      “Perhaps it is this Leia who is the hero,” Nelly said, “and these are her pack. I like that idea much better.”

      “Leia and Luke are brother and sister,” I said, sipping my tea.

      “Hm…that does complicate things,” she replied. “Now this Chewie. Is this his beast form?”

      I shook my head and settled back against the couch, nursing my tea. The ladies ended up helping themselves when they wanted it, with polite comments about my tea making. I resisted the urge to snort at that, but they were being very, very amiable, which was a stark improvement.

      Renee sat on the floor with Kade, a spaceship and a mini figure in her hand. She tried to play along, but was quickly corrected by Kade. Apparently, it was pew pew, not pow pow. He showed her how the planes were used in a dog fight, something that had the matriarchs leaning in to observe.

      “And this is how actual wars are fought in the human world?” Ophelia asked. “I had seen videos, but it was difficult to credit.”

      “Yeah, in the world wars and such,” I said. “Things have been more peaceful now though.”

      “Very skilful,” Daphne said. “Though it must result in a large loss of life.”

      “Aaron’s unit has been petitioning for the acquisition of aircraft and the subsequent training. Perhaps it's something we should look into,” Ophelia said. She turned to look at me. “Your display…” I swallowed, sure I was about to get an epic spanking. “Was edifying to see. There is always a concern when we take in outsiders that they will not follow the values of Sanctuary. Children are our greatest asset.”

      “May the line remain unbroken,” the ladies all said.

      “It is for them that we build everything. But mates are also important. Seeing you step up to protect what’s yours… Flick, you wouldn’t have done that when you first came. You wouldn’t have thought you had the right. I’m proud of the changes you’ve made. You’ll take your place here one day and look down on your own grandchildren. I know you’ll be an asset to our community.”

      “And I’d like to offer my apologies for my daughter,” Nelly said, her eyes dropping. “She has been troubled since her mates were killed in an industrial accident, but I didn’t realise how much. To snap at a child…” She shook her head and looked up at Peter. “And not just one, I believe. I am so sorry, my son.”

      “It’s OK, Nana…” Peter mumbled, shuffling behind me.

      “No, it's not,” Daphne said. “We assumed Lois had things in hand, and she didn’t. You had no siblings to protect you… We should have done more.”

      I looked up at him, and saw the moment he was going to dismiss all of this and make it sound like nothing.

      “You probably should have,” I said before he could. “But there’s nothing to stop you from being involved now.”

      Maybe I was being high handed, maybe I was butting in where I shouldn’t, but a selfish part of me wanted Peter to have a family supporting him as Aidan’s obviously did.

      “That’s right, we could,” Daphne said, looking down at Kade. “Your son will have a strong beast. You’ll need help with him. We’ll make a point of coming around, and bring the cousins and their children.”

      “As will I,” Nelly said.

      Oh, I thought, thinking of all the lovely peace and quiet we’d been enjoying. I looked up at Peter, wondering what I’d done, and he just cocked an eyebrow and smiled.

      “Thanks Nanas,” he said in reply. “I’d like that.”

      

      They left not long after that, promising to mobilise the families, which sent Renee into a flurry.

      “Don’t worry about Mum,” Aidan said as I watched her man the phones, ordering people around left, right, and centre. “She loooves this kind of thing. Getting lots of families together, having a big do, and you gave her an instant grandchild. You’re sweet for at least a couple of years.”

      “And what about you? What is this celebration? It seems kinda…public.”

      For a minute, I remembered him taking my bite inside the car. My mouth burned as I saw the way he bared his neck to me. We hadn’t really had a chance to be together since it’d happened, as Kade came first.

      “It’s OK,” he said huskily, his eyes dropping to my lips. “They don’t stay all night. Mum might even be persuaded to take Kade tonight, if he’s up to it.”

      “Not yet,” I said, watching him play. “But soon, yeah. I think that’d be worth trying.”
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      The backyard was crammed full of people.

      “Congratulations, maaate…”

      Yet another person came up and slapped Aidan on the back. He was obviously a popular guy, if the party was anything to go by. A lot were his cousins and extended family apparently, and there were workmates, friends from school…

      “Will you guys be going back to work soon?” I asked.

      Peter arrived at my elbow with a drink.

      “No, not for a bit. The newly mated, well, they get a little leeway, if you catch my drift,” Aidan replied.

      “They always want babies,” Peter said, eyes burning into mine as I looked at him. “And anyway, you’ll be going into your heat soon.”

      “And then this’ll be…” I surveyed the house, seeing it locked up and empty. Except for us. We’d be spread out on that massive bed in our room, clothing well and truly optional, the boys aching…

      “Stop talking about that,” Aidan groaned. “I can’t go and say hello to my Nana with a fricking boner.”

      “So how will that work?” I asked regardless. Rick was absolutely a one and done kinda guy. The thought of me panting in our bedroom, desperate for more with none coming was kind of depressing.

      “You’ll have no worries there, Flick,” Peter rasped into my ear. “Your scent will keep us coming and coming…”

      “And we’ll rope in more guys if needed,” Aidan said.

      As if summoned, Sen came in through the side gate, which was apparently a work around to stop me from having to stand at the door and give permission for everyone to enter. He walked through the crowd, weaving his way like some kind of shadow, his eyes pale as smoke against his bronzed skin. Eyes that searched until they zeroed in on me.

      I felt kinda squirmy as he made his way over. He moved like a bloody panther, containing a feline grace I could never aspire to. I felt like I was looking at a male model or something, like I should look away out of politeness.

      But I didn’t. He came to a stop before us, inclining a head to the guys.

      “Fellas,” he said. “Congratulations, Aidan. You’re bloody lucky to have found your mate.”

      “Thanks,” he replied. “Hope you’re just as lucky.”

      “Me too.”

      Those grey eyes came to settle on me and seemed to catch every fidget with a predator’s quiet restraint.

      God, don’t think about restraints! Immediately, my mind was flooded with scenarios where we transformed the silence of our house with gasps and sighs, the guys holding me spread-eagled on the bed as they—

      “I would give anything to know what you’re thinking,” Sen said in a low growl as he stepped closer. The guys moved in at the same time, sheltering me with their bodies. I tried to take a deep breath, but my lungs caught on the musky male scent that seemed to cover me.

      “I—”

      “Now, I’d like to thank everyone for coming…”

      Our heads whipped around to see Renee, complete with a microphone, had taken a spot in front of the crowd. She smiled when the crowd turned, Aidan’s dads moving through the group to take a spot by her side.

      “So, tonight is the one night my mum has to be even more extra…” Aidan muttered. “There better not be a slide show.”

      “Ohh…I would pay good money to see baby Aidan projected on the side of the house,” Peter said with a chuckle.

      “We’re packmates now,” he replied, shooting him a dark look. “One in, all in.”

      “Aidan, sweetheart? Come up, love. Don’t be shy,” Renee said. “He was always the more retiring of my boys. Even as a little boy…”

      “Bro, we ditched the projector,” a teenage boy with Aidan’s eyes said, running up to us. He grinned and winked at me. “We stashed it in the next-door neighbour’s yard.”

      This was one of Aidan’s brothers, Jared.

      “Yes!” Aidan replied, performing a complex handshake with the boy. “Is Rexy on the PA?”

      “As we speak. Hey, Flick,” the boy said, giving me a smile and a once over.

      “Do not check out my mate, you little shit,” Aidan said, grabbing him by the collar and hauling him forward.

      “Calm down, pops. I was just looking. Damn, you are lucky getting that on the regular, because she is—”

      “Finish that sentence and I’ll remove your teeth. One by one.”

      “K. You need to chill. Plenty of other babes on the loose. I’m gonna go and check out Mrs. Keely’s daughter because she’s due to come into season soon. Me and you, bro, could be coming up, starting our packs at the same time.”

      “Jared, you are fifteen. You are not joining a damn pack, and you better hope Mrs. Keely doesn’t bloody hear you carrying on, because Mum will…”

      Their words faded away as Aidan hauled his brother through the crowd towards his family. My family, I realised. I knew what living in a small town was like, how it could get cramped and insular, but as I looked around the mass of people, I realised something that was small for most but revolutionary for me—I could be happy.

      The idea of it took my breath away with its magnitude. To have a home to come down to every day without having to worry about whether there were coffee cups on the table or if the sheets had been washed and replaced. For Kade to have a safe space to spread his crazy toy empire, building increasingly complex scenarios that would only earn him a fond nod. To lie in peace at night, entwined in the bodies of people I loved and cared for, who loved and cared for me. To feel wanted, needed, recognised, and desired. This was heady, heady stuff. I’d spent more than a decade in hell, only to end up here.

      How, I wondered as Renee and the dads all embarrassed the shit out of their son, while Jared and the other brothers snickered as the stories went on and on.

      “Flick?”

      My head jerked sideways to see Sen had moved closer.

      “I…” He smiled, shaking his head. “I’ve never bloody done this before. Look, I’m gonna offer you a token later, and I just wanted to check if you liked it.”

      He grabbed my hand and placed a small stone sculpture in my palm. I rolled it over and saw it was a small stone wolf, carved from a black and white flecked rock. It even had little chips of green glass for eyes.

      “It’s beautiful, Sen,” I replied.

      “Flick? Peter? Where are you?” Renee called out over the crowd.

      “I’ve gotta go,” I said. “Mother in law is calling.” I placed the stone back into his hand, his fingers tugging at mine for a moment before I pulled free, and that heat washed over me, making my skin tingle when he took it back.

      “Good luck, mate,” Peter said, slapping Sen on the back, and then we walked through the crowd.

      

      “…And I just want you to know how proud I am to have you in our family, Flick.”

      Renee was in full flight, her skin glowing, her eyes starting to shine with tears, and I found myself doing the same. Her pack was all around her, her kids as well as her mates, and she was just so bloody happy and she wanted to share it with me. She was already tousling Kade’s hair and patting his shoulder like we did, like he was her biological grandkid. Which I guess here didn’t matter. With all those dads, only one was likely to be the sperm donor, so I guessed here, blood wasn’t thicker than water. Kade, like many kids, just liked the attention and the spotlight.

      Renee finished her speech and looked at me expectantly. I should have been listening, staying in the moment and participating in what this family had going on. The expectant pause seemed to stretch out, asking me over and over to say something, anything. So I did what I could.

      I grabbed Peter by the hand, stepped up to Aidan and Kade and Renee and the dads, and I put my arm around as many as I could, resting my head on Aidan’s shoulder, the weight of Peter’s arm across my back letting me know he’d joined us. I was still working out what the hell this whole pack thing was, but perhaps it was this—a group of people prepared to open themselves up to others and let them in.

      “Thank you,” Renee whispered.

      

      “Now, as alpha, it's customary for me to say a few words about the happy pack.”

      We were down to my immediate family now, standing in front of everyone as Ophelia regarded the crowd.

      “I’ve known both Peter and Aidan since they were young cubs, and seen them grow into the strong men we see today. It’s impossible for us to predict the Great Wolf’s path, but even as younglings, I could see they would honour her in their doings and grow to become good prospective mates.”

      “Flick,” she turned to face me, “I have known for a much shorter time, though no less well for that. She came to us wearing the evidence of another’s cowardice, his pathetic attempts to break her and her child upon them. But just as the bruises have faded and their bodies healed, so have their souls. It’s a long path out of abuse and into healing, to shift from surviving to thriving, often one we spend our lives walking.” Ophelia’s eyes stopped roaming the crowd and settled on the woman I knew was Kiralee’s mother and her friends. “I am honoured you have taken me on that journey with you. So let's raise our glasses. To Kade, Flick, Aidan, and Peter!”

      I felt it rise as the beer cans and goblets went up into the air, a huge thing, filling my chest. It made my eyes prick and my lip tremble.

      “Flick?”

      My hands went to my eyes, dashing away the tears before they could fall, but that just smeared them over my cheeks.

      “Are you OK?”

      “Mum?”

      “I’m just happy, baby,” I tried to say, but to my complete and utter shame, it came out as a garbled wail. To make things worse, people made soothing noises, the crowd responding with a chorus of platitudes.

      “Mummy!” Kade said, wrapping his arms around me and holding me tight.

      “Oh, Flick…” Ophelia said. “It’s all been a bit too much. Boys, take her inside, give her a moment, and help her wash her face. I’ll settle the mob down. We’ve got quite a few for the petitioning ceremony. Do you think she’ll be up for it? The men have been very restless.”

      “I’ll be fine,” I said, my words a distorted mess.

      

      “Look, we can put this off or pause it. I shoulda told Mum to back the hell off,” Aidan said, pacing the bathroom floor.

      “Is Mummy OK?” Kade said, his voice starting to waver.

      “Mum’s fine. It’s a bit like you last night. You didn’t cry because you were sad, did you?” Peter asked. Kade solemnly shook his head. “Sometimes, when we get really happy, we cry. That’s what’s happened.”

      “OK,” he said. “Kiralee’s outside. Can I go and play?”

      “Just stick inside the gate, mind the big kids, and you should be fine.”

      “Gimme a moment to clean up. Go and do damage control, please,” I told the guys.

      “You’re sure?”

      I nodded, moving over to the bathroom taps and turning them on. I splashed water on my face, trying to remove all of the evidence of my outburst.

      “It’ll be alright, love. You’ll see,” Peter said, and then they both left.

      Goddamnit, Flick, I thought, looking at the mirror and seeing my red rimmed eyes. If you were trying to convince people you were less of a freak…

      I never understand this. Monkey brains are reactive and excitable, yet you concoct ways to be shamed by your own natures? Your kind is truly strange.

      Do Tirians have no rules about what you do and don’t do?

      Of course.

      And how would you feel if you unwittingly did that thing?

      There was a short pause. Oh.

      I dried my face and then brushed my hair back into a neat ponytail. Time to face the music.

      

      “Flick?”

      I jumped when I heard a strange voice come from the kitchen. I walked stiff legged up to the doorway, worried about what I might see.

      “Hey.”

      He waved his hand awkwardly, the guy with the cereal bowl from the mess. What was his name? I took in the neatly pressed clothes and the long ponytail of blond hair. Shaun, it came to me finally.

      “Hi, Shaun,” I said, sure the suspicion was obvious in my voice. And why not? What was he doing, lurking in my house?

      “Look, sorry to sneak up on you like this. I just wanted to have a quick word and…” His eyes flicked to the sliding door.

      “OK.”

      “Um…well, I know this is gonna sound kinda forward, but I wanted you to know what you’re about to walk out into.” A thrill of fear went through my veins. “When you go outside, they’re going to sit you down and your pack will be around you when they ask if anyone else wants to petition to be part of it.” His hands went up when he saw me stiffen. “Petitioning doesn’t mean anything. Well, it sort of does. It does to us…” His voice trailed away as he stared at the floor for a moment. “It just means you’ll consider what they have to offer, maybe choose some people to work through your heat with. You’re keeping your options open, but you’ll think about it.”

      “Is that what this is?” I said with a frown. “Did you want…?”

      “What?” His eyes went wide, still startlingly blue in the low light. “Oh shit, I guess that is how this looks.” He backed up against the kitchen benches. “Nope, not what I was thinking. Not that you’re not…” He waved his hand up and down. “Fuck, I’m messing this up.”

      He raked his hands through his hair, and I noticed the fine tremor there.

      “I wanted to petition Jules and she was just dumped into the whole ceremony and no one prepared her and…” He shook his head slowly. “It didn’t go well, for either of us. I just wanted you to know what you’re getting yourself into. We haven’t had enough outsiders come here. We just tend to assume somehow you’ll know all this shit, and then…” His hands fell limply to his sides. “Anyway, I’m gonna go.”

      To see a man as gorgeous as him so abjectly unhappy was somewhat shocking. He looked like he should be a spokesmodel for some kind of multinational gym, with babes hanging off each arm, not standing there looking… Broken-hearted, that was it.

      “You don’t have to,” I said.

      His smile when it came was bright and shaky.

      “Yeah, I do. Trust me, I do. I feel like a total creeper right now anyway. I’m just gonna…”

      He made a move towards the door but I said, “Why?”

      That stopped him in his tracks. He turned and looked back at me, eyes haunted by ghosts I didn’t know.

      “I know Sen’s got a token for you. I just wanted you to have some time and think about whether you wanted to accept him. It looks like everything’s getting dumped on you out there. We do that. We just assume everyone will just go along with the way we’ve always done things. Sometimes, it doesn’t work out that way. Good luck, Flick. You deserve to be happy.”

      And with that, he really did leave, slipping out the door and into the night, then shutting it with a click.

      I blinked, then squared my shoulders as I stared at the sliding door. All those people, watching, staring, talking…

      What does it matter to us what people say? You dealt with your mates damn well. Be that woman.

      Well, alright then.

      

      “So, we didn’t really get a chance to explain all of this…” Aidan said as I walked outside. He grabbed my hand, to comfort me or to stop me from running? “So what’s going to happen is—”

      “They’re going to ask who wants to petition to be part of my pack, or at least, in my bed for the heat.”

      “You know.” Aidan looked stunned. “Did your Tirian tell you?”

      “No, Shaun did.”

      “Shaun? What the hell did he…?”

      He didn’t get a chance to finish his sentence. As we walked over, a group of men stood around one of the dining room chairs, Peter and Ophelia standing by its side.

      “Flick, did Aidan fill you in on this?” Ophelia asked, looking a little frazzled, which was interesting. “I admit, I was remiss in preparing you for this, but we thought we had a little more time before you were going to take the final step with Aidan.”

      “So I sit here and listen to what these guys have to say?” I replied.

      “Well, yes.”

      I scanned the mass of men, seeing hard body after hard body. It was both hot and intimidating. While I knew I was so much stronger, there were so many of them looking at me with a mix of interest and fear. Eyes ran over my body, somehow taking in my mum jeans and plaid shirt like it was couture that they would very much like to peel from my body. But it came with a curiously shuttered expression, as if each and every one of them waited for me to slam my door in their faces.

      God, this is like some horrific paranormal version of The Bachelorette, I thought. Sen was the only one I recognised in the group, but it must have been hard, putting yourself out there in this public display, crowd members yelling out words of encouragement or jokes at their expense.

      “Can we take this inside the house, away from the mob?” I asked Ophelia.

      She seemed surprised by that, but she finally nodded.

      “You would like to keep the rest of the party away from this?”

      “Yeah, if we can. I don’t… It’d be better not to have the kids around, and I don’t think this needs to be a spectator sport.”

      “I agree. Go inside with your mates. I’ll explain to everyone else.”
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      So here I was, sitting in an armchair, waiting to interview my prospective fuck buddies. I rubbed at my still raw face. Every time I thought I was on top of things here…

      “You OK, Flick?” Peter asked.

      I looked up at him and felt that deep, warm ache inside me when he took my hand. I leaned over when he dropped down beside me, sitting on his heels, and I kissed him slowly so I could capture his every taste.

      “So you’re not doing too bad,” Aidan said with a wicked smile. “After this, we’ll have some food and then send everyone home.”

      “Put Kade to bed.”

      “And go to bed for the first time as a pack,” I said, my breath catching on the words.

      Aidan’s grin broadened. “Hold onto those thoughts, love. They’ll get you through this much easier.”

      As if summoned, the door opened and in they came, making me wonder about my choice of venue. They filled the room, and the house seemed so much smaller for having so many tall men crammed into one space.

      “It’s OK…” Peter whispered, running his finger across my palm.

      And it was. I sat up straighter in my chair, the movement followed by most of their eyes. I didn’t need any of them. If I spent the entirety of my heat, my life, with just these two men, that was two more worthwhile partners than I’d had before. There might be something else out there in this pool—my eyes strayed to Sen, who stood close to the front, his hand clenched tight around his token—or there might not. I had nothing to lose from exploring this.

      “This is much better,” Ophelia said as she and several matriarchs filed in. “We don’t usually have children at such events, and this allows us to protect them from the process.”

      My eyebrows shot up in alarm.

      “Some of them get a little feisty trying to prove their worth,” one of the women said. She had a long tumble of red brown hair and bright green eyes that sparkled with a devilish light. “I’m Rhoda. We met at the alpha’s house.”

      “Flick,” I said in return.

      “Oh, we know. Everyone knows,” she said, impishly nodding towards the men.

      “Yes, well, let's get things started, shall we?” Ophelia said. “Any who wish to petition for a position in Flick’s pack may speak now. One at a time.”

      A really tall guy with a shock of black hair and a shit-eating grin stepped forward and dropped to his knee.

      “Flick, daughter of Chloe…”

      How had they found out Mum’s name?

      “I ask that you accept this token as a symbol of my regard for you. I wish to start the petitioning process to join your pack. My deepest wish is that I will prove worthy and that I will take a place by your side. As part of my offer, I gift to you—”

      “Hang on,” I said, and the man looked up when I interrupted. “What’s your name?”

      “Sonny,” he said, brow creasing, bemused.

      “Sonny, can you take my hand?”

      He glanced at Ophelia, then at my outstretched palm, wrapping his hand around it.

      The effect was instantaneous—a sharp, painful feeling zapped through me. I jerked my hand back, something he tried to fight, but there was no way he was keeping a hold of me.

      “Damn…” he groaned, rolling his head as if to loosen the muscles.

      “No,” I said. “Definitely not.”

      Sonny’s ecstatic expression was quickly dropped and exactly what I’d feared happened. His brows jerked down, a snarl forming on his lips.

      “No,” I growled before he could. “And if you’re gonna give me attitude, get the hell out of my house.”

      The permission granting had a point to it, I could now see. This was my turf that I could defend, control, and no one was going to take that away from me. Instead, others would rise to defend it for me, as here, this was my right.

      “Fine,” he snapped out, then got to his feet and went to go.

      “Present yourself at my offices tomorrow morning,” Ophelia said to him as he stalked past, but she got no answer other than a slammed door. She turned to the group. “If there’s anyone else feeling like they want to push things, leave now.” The other matriarchs stepped forward, providing a united front. “Your appearance here is a privilege, not a right.”

      Things went more smoothly after that. Rather than offer tokens and speak the ceremonial words, I touched them to feel if I got a similar response as I had with Sen. Some were tickles, others slow, sensuous waves. One came from a gorgeous looking guy, Snowy they called him. His white blond hair stood out when he came forward, as did his pale blue eyes. His smile was mysterious, obviously feeling my eyes on him and liking it. He dropped to his knees, but there wasn’t a compliant bone in his body. His gaze, when he looked up, was pure mischief.

      I knew how he’d feel before he even touched me, but I let it happen anyway. Sure enough, a great lick of pleasure slid over my body as his palm grazed mine, deepening with his touch. A moan escaped my lips against my will, making him grin, right up until it fluttered and the same feeling washed through him.

      “Yes?” Aidan asked finally, breaking through the haze.

      “I’m…not sure,” I gasped. I watched that smile falter for a moment. “I…”

      “Tell him you want more time to explore things, if that’s what you want,” Peter said.

      

      “Can I get permission to call on you?” Snowy asked.

      “Sure…” I said, my mouth reluctantly making the sound. “But not when Kade’s here. Inside school hours only.”

      He nodded and then got to his feet, swooping in to brush his lips against my knuckles before going back outside.

      I was in a bit of a daze after that. While they were all gorgeous looking, I got only lukewarm responses or nothing at all from the rest. Except for Sen.

      He’d hung back, watched the guys file in, and then again when they left, as if storing the information away for later. Then came his turn. When Ophelia called upon him, he strode forward, then dropped down to one knee.

      “You know how we respond to each other,” he said, “so can I say the words?”

      He needn’t. I’d already decided to give him a try, so this was just a foregone conclusion. But he needed to, I could see that as clear as the eyes on his face. Eyes that burned into me, waiting.

      “Say the words, Sen,” I said, leaning forward and taking his hand. His other placed the tiny wolf onto my palm.

      “Flick, daughter of Chloe, I ask that you accept this token as a symbol of my regard for you. I wish to start the petitioning process to join your pack. My deepest wish is that I will prove worthy and that I will take a place by your side. As part of my offer, I gift to you this carving, completed by my grandfather when he petitioned my grandmother’s pack.” He closed my fingers around it gently.

      “Yes, Sen, I accept.” I looked at the tiny sculpture, the lines of the wolf showing it ready to hunt. “But this is precious—”

      “All the better,” he said. He turned to the guys. “Peter, son of Lois, Aidan, son of Renee, do you approve my request to pursue your mate, to petition to be a part of your pack?”

      “I do,” Peter said, holding out a hand to him and hauling him up to his feet. The two did that blokey back slapping thing.

      “I do. It’d be good to have another set of hands around here,” Aidan said. “I’ve got a cool idea for a patio around the back—”

      “Aidan!” I said. “You sure you want in on this, Sen?”

      He moved closer until I was forced to look up to meet his eyes, his hand going to my jaw, tipping it up further. There was a question in his eyes as his thumb stroked my cheek, one I found myself nodding in answer to.

      Fuck… was all my mind managed as he his head dropped down and then he kissed me.

      I’d had plenty of great kisses before. Those kisses you have at some crazy hour of the night, the air chilled, the streetlights blurring behind our heads as we had one of those open mouthed, messy kisses tasting of beer and cigarettes, and you don’t even care. Or slow, just waking up after a awesome night of sex, sensual kisses that celebrated and honoured the magic we’d been able to create, even if it was just for one night. But none of my kisses before had been like this.

      Sen’s mouth had a direct line to my clit, the plush of his lips, pressing against mine, then opening to suck my bottom lip in, it felt like it was doing double duty between my legs. I whimpered down in my throat, then clawed him back when he tried to pull away.

      “No…no…” he moaned, finally jerking himself free. He stared at me and I stared at him, looking like we’d just survived a bomb blast or something. “Fuck, no,” he said when I moved closer, holding a hand out to stop me. I liked the way his eyes rolled back when I closed my fingers around it. “You’re gonna have me coming in my pants if you keep doing that.”

      “Fuck, me too…” Aidan leaned in, rubbing his face against the side of mine. “Love, you smell so—”

      “Everyone out who isn’t pack or an accepted petitioner,” Ophelia snapped, her voice like the slap of a wet cloth across my face. I blinked, struggling to keep my eyes open as the sensations that came from Aidan, then Peter as he tugged me against him, washed over me like waves, dragging me down below into their velvety depths where I’d happily drown.

      “Keep Sen from her and get Snowy in here. And Renee,” she ordered.

      “She’s going into heat? It's not the full moon. She hasn’t shifted.”

      “Who’s to know what her body is doing? It’s always a new discovery with each outsider that comes here. Now get them here immediately.”

      Lips trailed over my flesh, sending burning trails over my skin and squashing down the monkey brain part of myself that was screaming questions about what was going on. She was shouldered roughly to one side, seduced by the great swell of sensation to just stay quiet for this once. I felt my Tirian shift inside me, and it felt like she had much more room to do so. Her mouth fell open in a wolfish smile, her eyes flashing bright at what was coming. All she was had been held back, boxed in, kept at bay by my ‘monkey brain,’ but that was offline right now. She was taking control.

      “Not yet.”

      The alpha’s command beat down on both of us, holding us still, keeping back what had to happen, if only for a moment.

      “Think of Kade,” she said when I pushed back, lifting my head to stare into her endlessly grey eyes. “We will take him to Renee’s, he can have an extended sleepover with the boys.”

      I nodded. The cub, he always came first. We could see just how scared he would be if he was escorted away from the house without an explanation. “Bring him, now. I can’t wait for much longer.”

      “You’ll shift tonight?” she asked. “I need to prepare…”

      Her words fell away as she saw my toothy grin, the echo of my wolf twin’s.

      “That’s for the moon to decide.”

      “We’ll need to study her afterwards. If this is something other outsiders will do, it changes how we do things,” one of the matriarchs said as they exited the door.

      “Something for later, don’t you think?”

      

      “What’s happening, Mum?”

      Kade studied the lot of us, eyes skipping from one to the other in rapid succession.

      I dropped down to his level and threw my arms around him, hugging him tight.

      Cub…cub…cub… my heart went.

      “Darling, you’re going to have a sleepover at Nana Renee’s, with Jared and Rexy and—”

      “Really! Tonight?” I nodded my head, watching his little face light up. “Cool! I’m gonna take my LEGO Star Wars dune walker and—”

      “Kade, we actually have a whole lot of new toys for you to play with at our house,” Renee said gently. “Rex has a massive stash of LEGO sets. Space, dragons, monster fighters…”

      “Really? Will he let me play with them?”

      “He’d love for you to. Now, you’re going to stay with us for about a week, so we’ll need to get you some clothes.”

      “A whole week!” I heard his cry with trepidation, but when he turned to me, Kade was all excitement. “Can I, Mum?”

      “You sure can, champ,” I said, stroking his face, feeling the tears wanting to form and holding them back. “I’ll ring you every day, OK?”

      “But what will you do, Mum? Is this that baby making thing?”

      “Um…what?” I spluttered.

      “The kids at school, they said they have to do sleepovers sometimes for a week and then they got baby brothers or sisters.”

      “Not that, love. I just have to do some stuff with the guys, and it’d be better if you were over at Renee’s. That OK?”

      He flung his arms around my neck and hugged me tight, then bounced away.

      “Sure, Mum.”
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      “Just…don’t come too close,” I said, standing in Kade’s room, forcing myself to pack him a bag when Aidan and Peter came in. Somehow, my gentle mates were gone, and instead, they were the big bad wolves, stalking in, eyeing their prey, and getting ready to eat me all up. I wanted to let them, as there was very little stopping me from throwing myself down on my son’s bed and pulling them on top of me.

      And those others too, my Tirian said with a hungry smile.

      Even Snowy? I replied with a frown. I have no idea who he is. Maybe he kicks puppies for fun.

      I would not let anyone like that touch us.

      But still.

      You want to cut everything up with the knives of your mind, be able to predict every eventuality. He may be just heat fever. A body to lose yourself in. There’s no shame in that.

      But I only just got myself back, I replied.

      “Should we pack his pillow?” Aidan asked.

      I just nodded, not trusting myself to speak.

      “What about his books or his backpack?” Peter asked.

      Nodding again.

      “His—”

      “Mum has all of this,” Aidan said, throwing the pile he’d collected on the bed. “She’s gonna give him chocolate chip pancakes for every meal, let him sit up until midnight watching Disney+ and have a right royal time. This is just stalling.”

      He was right, of course. Most of this stuff had been supplied by the town. They’d have little trouble coming up with a second set, but I zipped up the bag with a defiant jerk and went to pick it up.

      “Let me,” Peter said, sending a shiver up my spine when his fingers grazed mine. I looked up at him, saw those molten chocolate eyes and all the desire raging there, only held back by his will. But I didn’t want him to. I wanted him to unleash it upon me, drive me to the ground, and then spread my legs and shove that great big—

      “Flick?”

      My head jerked up at Aidan’s voice. God, I felt fucking boneless, my body like jelly, barely able to support my own weight with the heat rushing through me.

      “It’s OK, baby,” he said, coming in close and wrapping his arms around me. “We’ll see to this soon enough, make you feel so good.”

      “Yes…” I hissed.

      “I’ll be right back,” Peter said.

      “No,” I said as I shook my head, the world spinning when I did so. “I need to say goodbye to my son.”

      

      I knelt down in front of an excited little boy who was listening to all the instructions with barely concealed impatience.

      “So, you’ll be OK?” I asked finally.

      “Yep. The kids at school reckon it's the best, like going on holidays. Everyone’s grandparents spoil them rotten and let them get away with murder.”

      “Do they indeed?” I said, definitely hearing someone else’s words in my son’s mouth.

      “No need to tell Mum all our secrets, Kade,” Cooper said. “It’ll be OK, Flick. Renee’s been preparing for weeks for this.”

      “Well, I didn’t want to jinx anything, but just in case…” She smiled brightly, giving Aidan a quick kiss on the cheek. “Don’t worry, we’ve got this in hand. Kade’s already told us the friends he wants to catch up with. We’ll keep him busy.”

      They would, I could see that. They had this healthy, happy family, and I was bloody lucky to be a part of it, but seeing them walk out that door clawed at my heart. And of course, my mates realised that, as they came closer and stroked my arm.

      “Now, Flick, before we leave you in peace, some negotiations need to be hammered out,” Ophelia said. “You have your mates. For some women, that’s who they wish to exhaust their first heat with. It’s a vulnerable, overwhelming time. You’ve also voiced an interest in exploring things with Sen and Snowy.”

      My eyes were drawn to the other men as if tugged that way, Ophelia’s words fading out as I inspected them, one pale, one bronzed. Snowy fidgeted under my gaze, but Sen met it head on, as if he longed for its touch and more.

      “Flick?”

      Everyone kept saying my damn name.

      “Sen stays, Snowy…” My lips pulled away from my teeth. “You’re something I’d like to taste.” The pale eyes flicked up at that, and there was something almost prey-like in his reaction. But then he smirked. “But not yet. There’s an unused room in the house. You can stay there, in case I want you or—”

      “Done,” he said. “I’ll have my bunk mates send over a bag and leave it in the driveway. That OK?”

      I nodded, eyes narrowing as I felt the urge to replace that smile with something else altogether.

      “You’re not to approach Flick unless she says it’s OK. The fridge and cupboards are well stocked. You’ll not need anything,” Ophelia told him sternly, which had him dropping his head and nodding.

      “Sen, your place here is provisional on Flick’s approval. If she decides you’re out, you’re out.”

      “Got that loud and clear,” he replied, but he didn’t look at the alpha. His eyes were only for me, and he looked like he was dying to cross the floor and strip me naked. And I wanted him to, my mind wondering how that intense touch of his would feel so much lower.

      “Well, there’s only this to give you.”

      I heard a choked cry from Aidan, and my eyes swivelled around to see a very large bag branded with a high-end sex shop’s logo on the side. It bulged with boxes and what looked like several kilos of silicone sex toys.

      “Fuck, Mum…” Aidan groaned.

      “Yes, your mother wanted your first heat to be its best,” Ophelia said, holding the bag out to Aidan, but he just backed away from it.

      “I’ll take it,” Peter said, pulling out a few phallic objects and waving them at my mate. “What was your mum thinking was gonna happen tonight?”

      “I don’t want to know. Take it away. It scares me.”

      “This might,” Peter replied, grabbing a little cat o’ nine tails. He was grinning, but all our smiles faded when he gave it a short flick, the cracking sound filling the air. This was followed by a quiet whine from Snowy.

      “We’ve got this,” Sen said, walking over and taking the bag, then putting his hand on me. He noted my every reaction as soon as his fingers touched me like he needed it.

      “Well, Flick, call me if you need me,” Ophelia said, but even an alpha knew when to make a hasty retreat.

      “Got any lube in there?” Snowy asked, ignoring the silent snarls of the guys to dig through the bag and retrieve several items, the lube only one of them. He hefted a reasonable-sized butt plug in his hand, then looked up at me and gave me a lightning quick smile. That soon gave way to a heavily hooded gaze as he looked at me like I was a well-oiled supermodel, ready for a full body massage. “Call me if they get too tired to see to you. Seriously, bring me in.”

      And just when the guys were going to launch themselves at him, he turned on his heel, seeming to know where the spare room was without being shown. He opened the door, shot me a glance over his shoulder, and then shut it on us with a click.

      Which left just us four.

      

      It was hard to describe how this went. Nothing in my life had prepared me for it. The level of freedom… For as long as this lasted, I had the run of the house and them… My body swayed with that realisation. I’d effectively been a single parent with Kade, though worse, because I had to protect him from the person I shared a house with, so this was an odd feeling. ‘Mother’ hadn’t been my label, it was my life, and now I was going to put that to one side for a little while.

      I wasn’t sure what I expected when they all filed into the room. To start stripping off, to crowd closer maybe? Instead, they each took up position around the room, waiting. The quiet brought it all to the fore—the biting need in my skin, the low simmering fire in my pelvis, waiting for the tiniest spark to flare to life. And they wanted to be that spark. They watched me for any sign, any little movement that would make it OK to come forward. I admired that restraint, it made me feel safe, but I also despaired of it. So much of my sexual experiences before coming here had been me on the receiving end—of their need, their desire. Now I was left alone with mine.

      My hand went to the top button of my shirt, pulling a tiny groan from Sen. I glanced at each one of them, and they nodded. Peter was the closest. Once I started walking towards him, I knew that was what I wanted, feeling better and more confident the closer I got. He opened his arms for me, letting me settle against his chest, raise my head, and breathe in deep lungfuls of him. That woody, musky scent of his clouded my mind, bringing that same snake-like languor to my body. I curled my arm up around his neck and brought his head down.

      He tasted sweet and dark, like the rum and Coke he’d been drinking, and my lips parted, mouth opening wide, wanting to take as much of him as I could inside me.

      “Flick?” he said when he pulled back, placing a hand on my hip. I grabbed it impatiently, pushing it up under my shirt to the sound of his groan.

      “Fuck…” he gasped. “You’re so hot.”

      “Slide her top up, brother. Show us what we’ve been waiting to see.”

      My eyes flicked open to see Aidan and Sen had come closer, shifting like animals before the hunt.

      “Just one button,” Sen pleaded, his eyes watching every move of Peter’s hand.

      “This button?” Peter asked, teasing the small plastic disc with his finger, then sliding it through the gap in the shirt to my bare skin below.

      “Fuuuck…” Aidan said. “We don’t need to string it out. We’ll be crawling the walls for the next week. Babe, let's get you naked, and I’ll make you feel so fucking good.”

      “What do you think, Flick? You ready for this?”

      I didn’t allow myself to think too much about that. My Tirian was right—my monkey brain would just get in the way. Instead, I did the exercises Ophelia had prescribed me, taking one deep breath, then another, and bringing my focus to the now.

      Invited in, my libido roared to life. I just let my gaze trail over all of them as my body became fire. It felt heavy, sodden through with desire for them, to feel them, touch them, and my fingers twitched with that need. So I gave into it.

      I smoothed Peter’s shirt up, revealing an abdomen tensed tight against my touch. He took over taking the shirt off as I focussed on trailing my fingers through the channels between each muscle. His skin felt like satin, the muscles becoming granite when I shoved my hand down to his waistband.

      “Flick…” he growled in warning.

      “Yes,” I said, nodding, then unzipped him when he didn’t protest. His brows knitted as I pushed his jeans down his hips, and there he lay—big, thick, hard across his hip.

      “Commando?” I said with a smile.

      “You seemed to like it in Aidan.”

      “So all this time, I could have stuck my hand down the front of your jeans and found this ready and waiting for me?”

      “Yesss…” It came out as a long hiss as I wrapped my hand around him, followed by some sobbing pants. I felt his length pulse in my hand, as if jumping with enthusiasm. “Flick…” he said, trying to push my hand away. “I’m gonna spurt like a cub.”

      “You that wound up?” I asked, then moved my hand up and down his cock, nice and slow, every muscle in his body tensing as I did so, as if to hold back what I knew to be inevitable. “You on that edge?”

      “Yes…yes…yes…”

      “So it would really push you over if I did this?”

      I heard the other men groan as I bent over and took Peter into my mouth.

      “Fuck! Fuck…” the big man yelped, his hands coming to rest on my shoulders. “Need to… Should be…”

      “Whatever you want to do, you can after you’ve come, right?” I asked after pulling away. “You’ll get hard again quickly?”

      “Again and again, until our bodies crap out,” Aidan said, now standing next to us. “Make our boy pop, love. This is no time for one and done.”

      I wrapped both hands around Peter’s cock, Aidan watching me and me watching him as I lowered my head down, until I felt his head part my lips. Then it was the customary struggle to get as much of him inside my mouth as possible.

      “Flick…” Peter groaned, saying my name over and over again as I moved. His shaft went rock hard, pulsing and jerking as he rushed towards orgasm, dry firing in erratic little spurts before the real thing came. I felt the reverberations of his roar all through my body as he jerked up and into my mouth, wedging his cock there as rope after rope of cum burst out. He dragged me up and against the wall, slamming his lips down on mine when he had finally recovered, his lips quickly dropping to my neck. “Gonna get you back for that. Spread you out and eat you whole.”

      My cunt twitched at that, remembering just how good he was at that.

      “Promise?”

      “Hey, stop bogarting the babe,” Aidan’s voice broke in. I turned within the cage of Peter’s arms and saw him watching us with a mixture of heat and amusement. “C’mere.” He wiggled his fingers, gesturing me closer. I gave Peter one last kiss and then ducked under his arm and into Aidan’s. “Hey,” he said, just cradling me there for the moment.

      “Hey.”

      “How you doing with all of this? You OK?”

      He was sweet, really he was, but I wasn’t sure when the last time I’d felt this alive was. My every nerve was throbbing in time with my heart, which beat for them.

      I answered with a kiss that started out slow, just wanting to feel the press of his lips against mine, feeling Aidan. But the pulse that throbbed inside me wouldn’t let that be. It began with sucking his bottom lip, then letting it go to tease his mouth open with my tongue, his joining mine seconds later. It wasn’t until our kiss got open mouthed and hungry, teeth abrading each other’s lips, that he pulled back.

      “Fuck…” he said, catching his breath. “I thought I knew what I was getting with this, but I had no fucking idea.” His fingers trailed along my bare forearm. “Stroking one out in your room in rapid succession is nothing compared to this.”

      I smiled, liking his reverent tone very much, the way his breath came faster when I started unsnapping the buttons on his shirt even more, but he stopped me when I got to the bottom one, forcing me to pause when I went to push my hand in and against his chest.

      “I want you to touch me everywhere, as I’m intending to do the same with you, but what about your boy there?” He turned me around to face a restless Sen, who paced the floor, his fists balled tight. “He’s looking wound pretty up right about now. What are you gonna do about it?”

      “Always thinking of everyone else,” I said, looking over my shoulder. “Maybe I want you to pull my jeans down, bend me over the bed and fuck me? What about that?”

      He growled against my shoulder, digging his teeth in slightly.

      “If you had any idea how much I want to do that, you wouldn’t say that.”

      “Yes, I would.”

      The words were out before I could think twice, but he just chuckled, a low, dirty sound. He tugged me back hard against him, rubbing his jeans clad lump against my arse.

      “Yeah, you probably would in your current mood, but we usually keep dominance fucks for when someone’s misbehaving.”

      “Dominance fucks?”

      “It’s when you fuck members of your pack to show another member just what he’s missing or when he’s messing up. Now, before my control is completely shredded by your fucking scent, what are we doing with Sen? Do you want him? Want to touch him? Want him to watch? You haven’t done much…”

      Aidan’s voice trailed off when I walked away, his words directing my focus. Now all I could see was the dark man, my eyes scanning his t-shirt for hints of the body as I moved closer, only to remember I could see it, all of it. My hand went to the hem, fingers pushing up until I felt the hot skin underneath it. I looked up into those grey eyes, watching my every move, waiting for permission.

      “What do you want, Flick?” he said.

      I jerked back at his comment, though his hand covered mine, stopping me from going too far. I frowned, looking down at our hands, feeling those same hot, hot waves of pleasure rushing over me. It was like his mouth and hands were already in all the places I wanted them, which made me wonder what it would feel like when they were. But his words…

      His smile came and went in seconds as he continued to stare.

      “We don’t know each other yet. I wanted time, to try and…” His eyes dropped to where my fingers wriggled, unable to stop from stroking the small square of him I’d been allocated. “I like to know what my lovers want, what they need. I like to talk through things.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I like to control things. I’ll want to take over sometimes and direct you all in ways that’ll just make you come that much harder, but I can’t do that if I don’t know what you want. Tell me what you thought about yesterday in the mess. What did you see in your mind?”

      His other hand went to my chin, lightly rubbing his thumb against it, but with that caress, he kept me from looking away.

      “Flick?”

      “You OK?” Aidan asked, coming up behind me to stroke my shoulders and sides. “You don’t have to do this if you don’t want to.”

      It was then I realised how a pack worked. In some ways, it gave people more freedom to be who they were without having to be everything to one person. Aidan was always going to be a caregiver, and Peter would be my gentle rock of strength, but… It felt disloyal to even think it, as I could see we would rub along fine, a nice unit of sweet and loving support. A family, in other words.

      But what if there could be more? Was this in the minds of all women? Wanting the secure relationship and the demon lover all at the same time? And was that what Sen was? I watched him closely, like one would a specimen under a microscope, initially focussed on the intensity of his stare as he asked for every little dirty secret of mine and the opportunity to create more. But there was more there. Part of him didn’t want this. I could feel the tension in him, thrumming.

      “You don’t always want to,” I said with a cock of my head, removing my chin from his hand. “Part of you doesn’t want to control things at all.” His eyes narrowed, and I took the resulting flare of fear and need as my due. “Part of you wants to do exactly as I said, throw me down on the bed and just rut inside me with little to no care of my needs or pleasure, but secretly hoping I’ll love it.” His teeth bared slowly, his eyes bleeding to green as I saw his beast push forward. “You want to be the big bad wolf.”

      His hand slammed down on my wrist, gripping me tight, to Aidan’s consternation.

      “Tell me what you saw. I felt a flare of the most intense sensation, like you were lowering your wet little cunt onto my cock right there in the mess hall when you thought it. Took every-fucking-thing I had not to come right there and then. Tell me.”

      My heart was galloping. Of course, it was. There were elements of what I’d gone through with Rick here—the tight grip, the sharp demands. But it wasn’t.

      We like to play with dominance, my Tirian purred. Make it feel like there’s something to fear when there isn’t.

      Isn’t there?

      She laughed at that, something incongruous from a wolf.

      Let him play his little games. Monkey brains delight in such things, and I’ll keep an eye on him, see if he is a worthy mate.

      “You,” I said by way of a belated reply to Sen. “I saw the guys holding me down on the bed, forcing me to lie there while you…” He nodded, a faint smile forming, encouraging me to continue. “While you ran those hands that feel so fucking good all over me and your head dropped between my legs.”

      “Yeah? I can make that work. Now?”

      “We better, before I pull away and all my social conditioning slams down on me, sending me scuttling out that door to hide in the bathroom.”

      “Don’t scuttle. No scuttling.” I could hear it now, an echo of Ophelia’s alpha whip in his voice, his will pushing down on me. I could push back if I wanted, shove his suggestion off with a snort. But I didn’t want to. I could see how this might work. He’d use that push to ‘make’ me do exactly what I wanted, giving me the excuse I needed.

      “You get it,” he said, his tone much more gentle now, his smile softer. I nodded.

      “And right now, I need you to kiss me like you would have if we’d gone on that date, before you let your freak flag fly.”

      “Freak?” One eyebrow cocked up at that, but he cupped my jaw and lowered his lips to mine, just brushing them at first, testing and tasting, then surging forward when I opened my mouth for him.

      I got lost in him, that foreign taste of sour beer and Sen, the feel of his mobile tongue, his hands tugging me against him, until I had to pull away to catch my breath.

      “Get out of those clothes,” he said, “and I’m gonna get out of mine. I want you spread out naked on the bed by the time I’m done.”

      Aidan was waiting when I turned around, a look of concern on his face. That made sense. He’d seen exactly what had happened to Kade and I at the hands of a controlling man. His mouth opened, ready to…what? Warn me? Check in?

      “I love you,” I said, moving in close, linking my hands with his.

      “I love you too, Flick, but…are you sure you want this? After…”

      “Force my hand up.”

      “What?”

      “Force my hand. Grab it tighter and move it somewhere. Please, Aidan.”

      He shook his head, and then I saw his arm flex, his grip tighten, and then…

      And then nothing. It seemed completely odd, his muscles so much larger than mine, but he couldn’t move my hand an inch away from where I held it. I felt his muscles begin to tremble, his face flushing red with the effort of trying to move me, as if he needed it, to reassure himself I was strong enough to resist him, all of them.

      I stroked his face when he finally gave up, looking around the room, sure my eyes were blazing green at that moment. The others nodded to me, acknowledging what had just been shown. I could surrender to them, for my pleasure and theirs, but I was strong now.

      I placed my mouth on Aidan’s ear, whispering into it, though I’m sure everyone could hear what was said. “I love you, Aidan. You’ve held me and Kade so gently, so patiently. You’re a born husband and father. You have so much love to give, and every day I wake up, I can’t believe it's me you choose to give it to. But for this to be more than a brother-sister relationship, I need the Aidan you keep at bay to come forward. The Aidan who watches me with hungry eyes every time I come to bed, who kisses me just that little bit too hard, who wants to just fuck me sometimes, rather than always making love.”

      I just listened to the ragged sound of his breath and felt his fingers dig into my skin.

      “None of you can make me do what I don’t want to do,” I told the three of them, “but I’m interested to see what you want. I’m not a survivor, I’m moving beyond that. I want to take risks, find whoever this new me is. You’ve been placed here, by the alpha, by my beast, by fate? I don’t know. But I want the freedom to try new things, and I want to do it with you.” For a minute, I could see Snowy and his little selections from the bag, my eyes straying to it left discarded in the corner. “All of you.”

      “You’re still clothed,” Sen said, his hand going to his belt buckle.

      I smiled, as happy as a child, and went to undress.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            28

          

        

      

    

    
      “No, let me,” Aidan said, pushing my hands away as I went to undo the buttons of my blouse. He surged forward and dropped kisses along my neck as he removed my shirt in record time, my eyes falling closed and my hand going to the back of his neck. He flicked my bra clasp loose and was unbuttoning my jeans before I could even register it. Another set of hands started to work them down. Peter, I thought as I felt those broad hands stroke across my arse, pushing the fabric down. I lifted my feet on automatic to free them, because my attention followed Aidan’s.

      He traced the line where my underwear met my skin, chuckling when I gasped as they slid under. It seemed he was tempted to repeat the leisurely inspection of when we were all in the truck, but my words perhaps reminded him of what he was allowed to do. He shoved them down so they locked around my thighs, and then his fingers pushed in.

      “Flick…” came his throaty purr. “You’re drenched.”

      Any reply I might’ve had was cut off by a punishing kiss, his tongue thrusting past my lips as his fingers forced their way into me and opened me up in a brutal way that sent shivers up my spine. His fingers curled up as he sucked my lips, tracing them with his tongue. Venom soaked kisses worked their way down my neck as he pushed me higher in this quick, efficient climb to orgasm. I clawed at his shoulders as he rubbed the place that ached the most.

      He bit me when I came, not hard enough to place a mark on me, but my eyes flicked open at the sharp sensation joining the rollicking wave of pleasure. Behind us, I saw Peter and Sen standing there naked, idly stroking their cocks.

      “On your hands and knees,” Aidan growled when he wrenched his fingers free, drawing a yelp from me. “I want to look at that perfect arse when I fuck you. I can get so fucking deep from that position, it’ll feel like you take my whole length.”

      Green eyed Aidan was alien and somehow thrilling for it. I nodded and then got on the bed.

      He was on me before I’d even managed to get settled, yanking my limbs into place, then lining his cock up, smearing my wetness around the head before surging forward.

      “Fuck!” I cried as he filled me, the casual brutality a far cry from his usually much more solicitous approach.

      “You OK?” he ground out.

      “Yes,” I rasped.

      “You’ll tell me to stop if anything hurts or gets too much?”

      I nodded.

      “I’m trusting you, babe. I’m trusting you to know your limits and communicate them. Don’t let me down. Now,” his hand slapped down on my shoulder, “I’m gonna fuck you and come in your hot little cunt.”

      I couldn’t make any more comments, my mouth falling open as he worked himself in and out of me. My cunt felt over sensitive and not sensitive enough, swollen around him and just getting more so from the delicious friction. A part of me that didn’t get to come out except for now thrilled at this, that my loving Aidan could be broken by me, thrusting inside over and over, faster and faster, because of me. I knew I was driving him mad, because he told me so, because he was doing the same to me.

      “Look at her.”

      My eyes flicked open to see Sen and Peter had sprawled across the bed in front of me, watching every damn thing with rapt eyes. Sen smiled, like I had pleased him beyond measure.

      “Look at her,” he commanded needlessly, Peter’s eyes already burning into mine. “She’s so fucking beautiful.”

      “She’s always beautiful,” Peter rumbled.

      “Agreed, but this is the beauty I love the most. When a woman completely loses control, and all that messy, sexy disarray they try to hide comes flooding out. I’ll see you painted in cum before the sun rises, Flick,” he said.

      “Promise?” I moaned.

      But Aidan tugged my attention back to him, his fingers sliding between my legs as his thrusts grew increasingly erratic.

      “You’re going to come soon,” my lover groaned.

      And I was. I felt it prickling up my thighs, up my spine, his plunges cutting through all my fluttery spasms of bliss, rising and rising, the pleasure so sweet, I could taste it on my tongue. It was him, Aidan, my love. My cunt snapped down on him, forcing hard waves of ecstasy through my body, then wrenching the cum out of him.

      “Fuck!”

      Something soft and heavy settled through my body as I felt him empty. Part of it made me want to collapse onto the bed as Aidan did against me. The other had my eyes flicking open, searching for new prey.

      “Your beast is hungry,” Sen said with a pleased nod. “What about your boy here? You ever taken him?”

      I’d thought Sen was going to be all Dom-like, ordering me and the boys around, but he was something else altogether. Aidan pulled free of me and collapsed onto the bed, so I moved over and kissed him as we panted.

      “Are you—”

      “That was fucking hot,” I said, interrupting him. “You felt feral.”

      “I was. Still am,” he said, writhing on the bed, his cock twitching and still mostly hard. “You’re gonna wish you never said anything, Flick. My balls have been boiling since I met you.”

      “Never,” I said with a smile, running my hand down the side of his face, and his eyes closed as I tangled my fingers in his beard.

      “Love you,” he said almost sleepily.

      “Love you too.”

      When I looked back at the two of them, Sen looked intrigued and Peter worried. He was still hard as a rock, so not that scared, but I saw the frantic swallow of his throat, the urge to pull away as I crawled closer. I made my way up his legs and locked him down when I settled back on my heels, feeling the slick of Aidan’s cum on my thighs.

      “You must be wondering what that’d feel like, going in,” Sen said, and both our eyes jerked to him. He rewarded us with a smile. “The thing I love about heats is it gives a woman an excuse to let go and let that greedy little girl inside her come out. The one who wants to eat cake until it makes her sick, guzzle bottles of beer down, feed her appetites. Are you a greedy girl, Flick?”

      His words were delivered coolly, seductively, like this was the most tremendous of games, which was of course, sexy as hell. But there was something in them that pricked at me, that I was wanting too much, showing a side of myself that every part of society tried to hold down.

      “I think you are,” he said, a hint of steel in his voice, pushing at me, cutting through my paper-thin defences with little effort. “What do you want to do with your mate’s big hard cock?”

      “I want to try.” I said that to Peter, not Sen. I watched those troubled brown eyes. “If you don’t want me to—”

      “Of course I fucking want to,” Peter growled, then looking instantly abashed. “Every time I touch you or smell you, I dream of it and how it’d feel. But I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “So don’t,” Sen said. “Let her take the responsibility from you. You’re just there for her to use for her pleasure.” Something flared hard in Peter’s eyes. Sen rolled into a kneeling position. “I want to come behind you, play with those lush tits and stroke your clit. I’ve seen women take dicks as big or bigger than that before.”

      “Here?” Peter asked with a frown.

      Sen nodded. When Peter continued to look suspicious, he said, “I can tell you who if you want to compare notes.” Peter shook his head, frowning. “Here,” he said to me, handing me a bottle of lube. “Get him nice and slick. Doesn’t matter how wet you are, more lubricant is going to help things. Now…” He swung around until he was at my back, his hands landing on my shoulders. “You gonna let me touch you as you fight to take that cock, greedy girl?”

      When I tipped my head back to reply, he kissed me, slowly, thoroughly, then he waited.

      “Yes,” I said finally, rewarded instantly by the stroke of his hands up my spine.

      “Good girl.”

      

      “You’ve gotta be clear with me too,” I said to Peter as I held his throbbing cock that now shone with a thick layer of lubricant, the veins standing out proud on the shaft, the head swollen and red. “Talk to me if you hate this.”

      “Can’t hate you,” he grunted out, his eyes fighting to hold mine. I took his hand and squeezed it, then shifted forward, lining him up. Instantly, I was aware of the challenges I was facing. He felt so much bigger when I brushed him against me, which felt great on my clit, but then I moved him down.

      “You can do this,” Sen said as he settled against me, his erection poking into my butt, his hands sliding up to cup my breasts. “Fuck, these are nice.”

      “So’s that,” I whimpered as his fingers pulled gently on my nipples. He paused when I did.

      “I move when you do, sweetness, or until you decide you’ve gone as far as you can.”

      “Bossy…”

      He laughed at that. “Oh, sweetheart, you have no fucking idea.”

      I dragged my eyes open and locked them with Peter’s.

      “Ready?”

      He nodded, a sharp thing.

      

      Oh. My. God.

      I could see where he would have had problems. If you weren’t suitably warmed up, maybe being out of heat would be an issue, but I had both. I let out a long embarrassing groan, but I couldn’t help it, especially when Sen’s fingers slid down to tease my clit.

      “Flick?” came Peter’s strangled response.

      “So good,” I panted out. “So full.”

      Peter surged forward, his mouth crashing down on mine, but only for a moment. It was too intense, and both of us were reduced to panting against each other’s lips.

      “Fuck, Flick, you’re so tight and hot.”

      “And about as far as I’m gonna go,” I said when I felt him press against my cervix. I paused there, my legs shaking with the effort of going slow.

      “Goddess. So much better than I dreamed.” Each word was punctuated by a frantic kiss.

      “You OK, Flick?” Sen asked. “You want Pete to take over?”

      “No,” he replied with a snap. “She can control it this way.”

      “And so can you. You're not some savage beast. You're not gonna be able to go freaking nuts like a bloke less blessed, but you won’t need to. You’d be jammed up tight against her g-spot and making her feel so good. Let her lie down and rest. I’m gonna lavish all the attention these fucking stupendous tits deserve, because damn, and you’re gonna fuck her until she comes, right?”

      “Mmm…” I mumbled, feeling drowsy with the sensation. I wanted to come, it was just there out of reach, but I was too dopey to do anything about it.

      “She’s getting pack drunk. Probably all those happy hormones flooding her so she can take you.”

      “Fine,” was Peter’s answering snarl.

      I was picked up and laid tenderly on the bed, then Peter pulled out, causing me to grab the air and whine, trying to pull him back closer. He returned soon enough, the feel of him pushing in taking my breath away all over again, but then I felt the brushing, then suckling at my nipples, a blunt thumb coming to rub on my clit.

      “Oh god…” I cried. “Fuck me.”

      “You heard the girl.”

      “I know what the fuck to do. We don’t actually need you here.”

      “No? You hadn’t sealed the deal until I got here. I know you love her, but that doesn’t necessarily mean treating her with kid gloves. To be blunt, Kade’s head was bigger when he was born than anything you’re packing. So let's make our girl happy and give her what she wants.”

      “Our girl?”

      I couldn’t focus on the words, my fingers clawing at Peter as he began to move.

      Sen sighed. “For the next week at least, she is.”

      I’d said I’d wanted to just give in and experience, and that’s what I had to do now. My attention narrowed down to three points of my body—my breasts, my clit, and Peter inside me, and that’s all I had space for. His progress was slow at first, and his cock dragged as he pulled back, pushing up against my g-spot and making me feel that overly swollen, ‘god, I might pee’ feeling, before he drew back again.

      There was something almost endless about this, with none of Aidan’s frantic desperation. Peter couldn’t, locking all of that away to keep me safe. But there was something in this I’d never really experienced. I felt completely passive and limp as he worked himself inside me, just one big pleasure receptor being stroked over and over again.

      The first time I came was a bit of a surprise to both of us. I was swimming in an ocean of lovely sensation, when my clit abruptly started to throb, my mouth and eyes falling open. Peter’s eyes widened as he felt me tighten around him, every muscle pulling at him as I rode the waves of it, then those brown depths softened.

      Even my pleasure, which hadn’t abated as he continued to move and the promise of another orgasm tightened in my spine, faded away at that. Had anyone ever looked at me like this before? Like I hung the sun and the moon, like I was the constellations and beyond? He frowned slightly, with the effort of holding it all back—what he felt, what he wanted to tell me, what he needed to unleash.

      “Come, love,” I said, reaching up to stroke his face, his head turning into it. “It’s OK.”

      And it was. Sen pulled away, realising he wasn’t needed, as Peter loomed above me, his strokes growing longer and more erratic, his arms shaking as he moved.

      “Come,” I moaned, feeling all the pleasure from before and more wash over me. “Give it to me.”

      He sounded like someone tore his heart out when it happened, his eyes finally falling closed so I had an unimpeded view of him being destroyed. I felt the moment his back arched, the first spurt, then the rhythmic pulses along his shaft that drew me with them.

      The pleasure was like the falling of a fine mist, prickling against your skin, covering you, saturating you, until you were drowning in it. I rolled into his arms when he finally pulled free, and for a moment, we just lay there.

      “Thank you for trusting me,” I whispered, and he replied by tugging me closer. “Was it good?”

      “Words are pretty fucking inadequate to describe what that was like for me,” he said, wrapping his arms around me. “That was…everything.”

      “Everything for me too,” I sighed, burrowing my head into his chest.

      

      “How’re you doing, greedy girl?”

      My eyes fluttered open to see a smiling Sen sitting and looking down at me.

      “Aftercare can be pretty important during a heat. You OK? Not feeling cold or shaky?”

      I shook my head. I just felt drowsy and happy. I told him that, and he reached over and kissed me on the forehead.

      “Well, I might duck out and grab some clothes and stuff, if you still want me to stick around?”

      I frowned at that, a pang of something unpleasant cutting through my haze at the thought of one of the guys leaving. So I rolled over, pushing him down on the bed, and was rewarded by a very surprised look on his face. It was kinda nice to see that confident façade rocked for a change. I moved him until he was in a good position, then laid my head down on his arm and snuggled into his side.

      “Did you really want to leave?” I asked, drawing small circles in the light smattering of hair arrowing down from his bellybutton to his groin.

      “No. That’s the problem. You all are flooding this room with all these feel good pack pheromones.”

      Oh shit, I realised. I barely knew this guy, and here was I, snuggling up like he was my mate or something. I went to pull away, but his arm tightened around me.

      “Not like that. I want to breathe them in and just…” His voice trailed off. “I’ve done a lot of this, heats. Quite a few women here have given me a spin, but it's never turned out to be anything other than heat fever.” He paused when he felt me stiffen, rolling over to face me. Those grey eyes searched mine, then he smoothed my hair back from my face. “That’s not your responsibility, so stop that little brain of yours from ticking away. Any break in the heat like this is a good time to eat, hydrate, look after your body. I was just gonna go for a quick drive to clear my head. I just didn’t want to step out while you were asleep, let you think I’d taken off.”

      “Yeah, of course. I’m sorry, I didn’t really think this through. We’ve spoken more today than we ever have before. Fuck, this is weird.”

      He smiled and shrugged. “It’s heat.”

      “Look, if you need to tap out at any time, I’ll understand. I can’t promise you anything.”

      “I know. I—”

      “I want to. Right now, I’m full of all this soft, squishy goodness, and I want everyone to be included in it.” I thought of the mysterious Snowy relegated to the spare bedroom and frowned. “But I can’t. I’m done rushing into things, and I have to think of Kade.”

      “It’s OK. I put two and two together. It's half the reason why I was keen to get to know him first. If he can’t accept me…” His eyes slid down. “One of the guys in my mum’s pack joined us when I was around his age. Said all the right things at the start… Let's just say seeing the way he was with my younger brothers was an interesting experience. They looked a lot like him, and all of a sudden, he was this patient, loving guy.” He pressed his lips to my hair. “Kade might not warm to me, you might not, but I never want to be the guy that ends up coming between a woman and her child.”

      “Thanks for understanding,” I said, right as my stomach decided to ruin this little moment with a rowdy rumble. “What were you saying about food?”

      

      “Oh my god, what is this?” I asked after swallowing down the spoonful Sen offered me.

      “My mother’s truffle trifle. She developed the recipe when she went into heat. Said she needed something super sweet and rich to keep her energy levels up and to tempt her away from the bedroom.”

      “She told you that?”

      “When I was an adult, yeah. She’s pretty blunt about things like that. Doesn’t believe in pussyfooting around. If you let her get close, she’s gonna wanna talk allll about the situation with Monster there.”

      “Please don’t call him that.”

      I said the words quietly, but the terse tone was apparent. He nodded in response.

      “Cool, I’m sorry. It just slipped out. Look.” He put the spoon down in the tray and dusted off his hands on his jeans. “I might take off for that walk, clear my head again, and then come back with some gear. Would that be OK?”

      “Sen—”

      “It’s OK. I’ll be back, I promise.”

      

      He probably would, I thought as I watched him walk out the door. From what they were saying, my pheromones would be flooding the town, triggering the single men. He’d smell my receptive scent wherever he went. But my hands rubbed at my arms, feeling that cold, shaky sensation Sen had described. More cake, I assured myself. There’s not much that can’t be sorted without cake. But when I put another spoonful in my mouth, the rich sweetness was cloying and slightly sickening. I dropped it with a clatter and then poured myself a long glass of water.

      “Flick…”

      My ears pricked at the moan. I moved towards the bedroom door, assuming it was one of the guys, but then I heard it again. My name, repeated over and over in a sigh, barely above a whisper. I tiptoed up the hall to see the spare room door half open, and there—naked and gleaming in the moonlight—was Snowy. Not as broad as the other guys, but his body was still a masterwork of lean muscle as he worked his cock. His mouth was open, panting my name, his eyes closed, and he looked almost angelic in the light streaming in through the windows. He sat there, butt bouncing against his heels as his hand got faster and faster.

      This was wrong. I’d relegated him to the spare room, and for good reason, so he deserved a little privacy, but I couldn’t bring myself to move. Heat washed over my body, making me aware of the dampness on my thighs, the hard pebbling of my nipples. Button up your shirt, turn on your heel, and walk away, my monkey brain shouted, but she wasn’t running the show right now. My Tirian watched the little display with a hungry smile, taking in the guy’s stamina as he just kept going. The bouncing obviously had some sort of effect, as he groaned on the downstroke, his hand getting faster, then slower, as he edged himself.

      “Flick…” My name was so drawn out, it became just syllables, sounds that pleaded, begged for me to leave my spot and come closer. “You feel so good. So tight and…” He swivelled his slickened hand around his dick with exaggerated care. “You’re strangling my cock,” he growled, his teeth flashing as he bared them. “C’mon baby, give it to me. Faster, love.”

      He snarled when he did just that, his muscles standing proud as he thrust himself into his hand, his hips flexing.

      “Goddess, love. Wanna fill you with my cum, feel you fluttering around me as I make you come over and over. I want to taste every inch of you, drown myself in your scent. You make me so fucking hard.”

      I remained pinned to the spot, able to imagine every bloody thing he mentioned and more. Him, a complete stranger. I knew his name and what his smile looked like, but that was it. Oh, and what he was packing as well. But I couldn’t look away, track back, open my bedroom door, and nestle down in between my very sweet lovers, because right now, I understood what heat fever meant.

      Our bodies apparently ran a lot hotter, and our minds became a whole lot more focussed. That he was a stranger only added to the allure. He was beautiful, hard, and completely undone by me. The fact it was just my scent, my hormones, didn’t register right now, and I supposed it wouldn’t. This was about instinct—bringing people together and then letting the human side of us sort things out once the heat died down.

      I wasn’t surprised when his eyes flicked open and slid straight to me, a slow smile spreading across his face. Nor when he took in all of my barely clothed form, those pale eyes seeming to pierce the near darkness. “Come in if you want to look,” he said, his voice a low purr. “I want to come, and it’ll be so much better if you’re here.”

      “I should—” The words froze in my mouth as he shifted into a cross legged position, and a small black circle let me know he was wearing the butt plug he’d taken from the bag. He shivered as he settled, his long slender fingers running lightly up and down his shaft.

      “Mm…” he moaned, his eyes falling closed as he began to work himself harder, faster. “God, your scent. And you’re watching me play…” His mouth fell open as he moved, and his forehead creased as whatever wave he was riding was starting to crest. “This feels so good when you’re near. It’s like every damn inch of me is aching for you. Open your shirt.”

      “What?”

      “Unbutton a few buttons… Oh fuck, it’s only fastened at the top. Slide your leg up or out. Please. I’ll lick every drop of cum from your pussy if you just show me…”

      I didn’t know why I did it. I told myself it was the heat, because it was such a small thing to shift my stance so I could feel the cool air play over my slick cunt. I’d only created the tiniest of gaps in the shirt I was wearing, but his gaze remained transfixed by it as he worked himself closer and closer.

      “Oh, Flick…”

      His voice was almost boyish as those eyes flicked up to my face, searching it for god knows what and looking almost heartbroken as he finally came. And came he did, gouts and gouts erupting all over his stomach as he leaned back to catch it all on his torso.

      He sounded like he’d run a marathon when he finished, sucking in great lungfuls of air before reaching down and scooping up the mess, then he stared at me when he licked it all up. He settled back on the bed in a more comfortable position.

      “Fuck, that was amazing. Like, I’ve scented heat pheromones before, but never this close. It felt like you were all around me, touching every inch of me.”

      Which was quite a few by the look of his still rigid form. He wasn’t as thick as the other guys, but he was longer. His smile was slow when he caught me looking, a curious mixture of shyness and sensual pleasure. He was still twitching, looking just as hard as he was before he came.

      “I’m Noah, by the way,” he said, holding out a hand. The one he hadn’t licked clean. I moved in and shook it on automatic. He let his thumb rub along the outside of my hand for a second and then pulled away. “We haven’t had much of a chance to get to know each other.”

      “Considering this is the first time I learned your real name, then yeah.”

      He scooted back on the bed and then patted the mattress surface.

      “Take a seat. I won’t touch you or anything. It’d just be nice to find out a bit more about the woman whose house I’m staying in.”

      I frowned, but found myself stepping forward and sitting down on the mattress. Further than where he’d patted, but he didn’t seem concerned. Like all the beds—except Kade’s—this could have fit seven or eight people comfortably, so there was a reasonable distance between us. He just lay there in all his naked splendour, looking pleased when I did what he asked.

      “So, how’re you finding your first heat? If the noises I heard from the bedroom were anything to go by, you were getting it good.”

      “You want to hear about the sex I was having that you were excluded from?”

      “I want to hear everything. People interest me. Hot women coming multiple times with their mates are even more interesting.”

      “So, what? You want sexy little stories to get you off?” I asked with a frown.

      “Everything in this house gets me off,” he said, eyes closing as he flopped onto his back. His fingers ran idly over his stomach. “I haven’t been able to get soft since you chose me. It’s like I’m drowning in this pool of woman. I can feel her all over my skin, like a million little kisses all at once, and I can’t escape it.” His eyes opened and slid around to look at me. “But I don’t know anything about her, except for what Ophelia told us.”

      “And what did Ophelia tell you?” I asked, stiffening.

      “That you were tough, that you did something amazing coming here, that you weren’t to be messed with because you were a fricking badass.”

      “She didn’t say that,” I scoffed.

      “Not the badass thing. I’ve seen her swear plenty, particularly when we’re pissing her off, but I don’t think she used the word badass. It was all noble and heroic and shit, what she said.” He nodded, as if in recognition. “But that’s not all of what you are.”

      “So what? Do we do a speed dating thing where we ask each other questions?” I snorted at that. “Seems we’re a bit past that point, since I’ve seen you swallow your own cum.”

      “Did you like that?” he asked.

      “I…I don’t know what to make of you, Noah. You’re gorgeous.” He smiled so wide then, looking almost innocent, in spite of his previous debauchery. “You’re obviously into…whatever this is. I…” I was about to ask something I knew I shouldn’t, but seeing as we were both naked or semi naked and covered with cum, I figured the time for standing on ceremony was over. “Are you gay?”

      That wasn’t quite right. He’d been calling my name as he worked himself but my mind struggled to get my head around it.

      He laughed at that, going limp on the mattress.

      “Well, the butt plug, the cum licking… Look, I’m sorry I asked. It’s really none of my business.”

      “Sure it is. Like, don’t go up to random dudes asking that, because you’re right, that is none of your business. But you invited me into your house, let me stroke one out for what felt like hours on your spare bed, and I’m lying here, dying for you to straddle my face and let me lick you clean. I figure you can ask my sexual orientation with impunity.”

      His hands strayed to his stomach again, stroking the smooth skin, holding himself from stroking something else, I’d bet.

      “I’m not into guys. It was you I was imagining as I came, not some guy. I don’t hate them or anything, and being in a group scene is fucking hot, but while I love the taste of cum, I don’t want it straight from the source, if that makes sense. My favourite fantasy has always been a woman that completely surrenders to her heat partners, just lets them tease her and touch her and fill her with everything they’ve got, trying to make her cum just one more time. And then I want to drop down between her legs and worship her, kiss every tender, twitching inch until she's nice and clean, and then a little more until she bursts all over my face.”

      “You’re pretty kinky,” I said, stating the bloody obvious. “Have you done any of this before?”

      “Nope, just me and my imagination.” He shrugged, back with that sunny smile. “If I just end up in here, edging myself until my cock is raw, drunk on your scent, that won’t be a bad week away from work.”

      “But you want to.”

      He reached out across the bed, knowing his fingers wouldn’t reach me, just leaving them there—an offer for me to accept.

      “More than anything. Are you sore?”

      “What?”

      “Wiggle your hips for me.”

      “What the fuck are you on about?”

      “Just do it. I’m not coming any closer.”

      I grit my teeth, feeling the enamel grind, but he just watched me as if daring me to do something silly. So, to turn that lambent gaze away, I wiggled slightly, then gasped.

      “Does it hurt a little? Like deep inside, but it's a good hurt? One you wanna go rushing towards and repeat over and over? I like that, Flick. I like women being drenched in pleasure, tipped over into a surrender that’s nothing like their day to day life, and dazed by it until they forget their own name. I like being the one to do that, and I like tasting it. At least, I think I do.”

      He frowned slightly, looking down at his still throbbing cock, a thin stream leaking from the tip.

      “You seem like some kind of warrior goddess, and those mates of yours are great guys.” His eyes dropped down. “They’ve never got involved in all the blokey shit that goes down. I haven’t met your kid, but I hear he likes Star Wars. That stuff is kinda my bag. Maybe you’ll let him meet me at the end of this, maybe you won’t.” He frowned, his fingers picking at his skin. “Especially when I’ve shown you I’m kind of a freak. But, Flick, I’ve never been picked before. Women here always overlook me. So, if you want me, in any capacity, let me know. If I’m walking back to the singles quarter at the end of this, I wanna know I’ve put everything on the line before I go.”

      I didn’t know why I did it, but I reached over and took his hand. Maybe it was to see his eyes widen when I did, because hope looked so good on him. It was probably cruel. I’d had no thought of adding him to my pack beyond that feel of him at the petitioning ceremony. As if to remind me why, a slow, steady stream of heat pooled in my hand, sliding up my arm and then throughout my whole body.

      Our groans were synchronised as it flooded us. It was the feeling of rich chocolate ice cream on your tongue, or Sen’s mum’s truffle trifle, the sensation of satin on your skin. Sinking down into a hot bath when you’re cold or aching. Being held close when you’d cried everything you could out. It shouldn’t be like this, the touch of a near stranger, but it was.

      “Fuck, Flick…” he groaned, rolling over and looming above me. “Can I…can I kiss you?”

      Fear, that probably should have been there when I walked up the hall and stood in the doorway, came roaring in. This should have been the moment that Snowy—no, Noah leaned down and pressed his advantage. Just because no one had been touching, didn’t make what had happened in here less of a sexual act. But instead, he jerked back, an answering look of alarm in his own eyes.

      “Shit, I’m—”

      I rose into a sitting position and touched my lips to his, for just a moment. They were soft and dry and yielding beneath mine. I watched his eyes go wide, then pulled away and was out the door in the next second, scuttling down the hall to the sound of his long, drawn out groan.
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      Peter’s hand slid up my thigh. We had decided this morning that underwear was a waste of time. They’d reached for me when I slipped into bed with them and again in the morning. That ache Noah had described was well and truly present now. Not a pain so much as a constant reminder of my emptiness.

      Something Peter was going to fill temporarily if his hand kept up the current trajectory.

      “What happened to Sen?” Aidan asked, bringing a pan of bacon over to the table.

      We were sitting at the dining table, finally about to have some breakfast. Half the dishes stashed in the fridge were spread across the table, but Aidan was definite about wanting some bacon. Peter seemed to have other things in mind. His fingers dug into my thighs, pulling them apart, then burrowing between them.

      “Did you want any…” Aidan’s words trailed away as he regarded us from across the table. A slow smile spread when he heard my gasp. God, right now I was wondering if my clit was a little punch-drunk. It’d taken quite a beating, but it couldn’t seem to stay down. Heat was delicious, I’d decided. I’d never been so bloody responsive in my life.

      Peter played me, knowing just what I needed and giving it to me with a slow, sure hand. The two of them smiled as they saw me writhe, Aidan crunching on his bacon, peering over the table like he could see through the wood at what was happening. And it was damn lucky he couldn’t.

      Those lovely fingers were whipped away when footfalls were heard down the hallway. Noah! I’d forgotten all about him. Probably on purpose, his little display…confronted me when I thought about it. He liked things I hadn’t known any other man to like, his confessions disarming, but alien. I’d forced myself to stop thinking about him when I went to bed and had been more successful than I’d realised.

      “Is it OK to grab some breakfast?”

      We turned around to see him standing there in yet another pair of stretchy sleep shorts. Did guys realise that grey jersey fabric was like lingerie to women? It hung so well on their muscular bodies, the way the fabric draped giving everyone a real nice view of what was underneath. His hand went to his erection poking through the fabric, and pressed down on it before letting it spring back.

      “Sorry about that. I can’t seem to…”

      “None of us can, mate,” Aidan said. “Have a seat. I’ll get you a plate.”

      And now I knew what I wanted, Aidan’s dick bobbing around at the perfect height for a blow job as he walked back into the kitchen. I thought I’d gotten sprung drooling after my mate, but when I turned back, Noah watched Peter licking his fingers oh so thoroughly.

      Alrighty then.

      I quickly scooped spoonfuls of god knows what onto my plate in an attempt to avoid any eye contact and started eating.

      

      “So how’re you coping?” Aidan asked Noah.

      “It’s…stimulating. Better than having to front up to work with a never-ending supply of boners.”

      “You work in the IT division, yeah?”

      “If by division, you mean two guys, then yeah. I started there when I was eighteen and never really found anything else I wanted to do. You’re in transport and logistics, right?”

      “Both of us are. It’s how we met Flick. Bringing a load back from the outside.”

      “And she bit Peter.”

      When I glanced up, those pale eyes, even lighter in the sunlight, were staring at my mate with something that looked like wonder.

      “Yeah, she did.” Something about his voice drew me to him. He studied me, despite having seen my face most hours of the day, every day, for over a month. “Bloody transformed my life. Having a mate… Nothing they tell you about it even touches it. It’s like having two hearts, three really, with Kade.”

      “So I don’t rate a heart,” Aidan said with an exaggerated frown. “And I made you bacon.”

      “Which you’re eating,” I said, grabbing the tray. I held it out for Noah. “Did you want some?”

      “Thanks,” he said after a short pause, spearing a couple of slices. “I’ve got something for you too.”

      He put what looked like a small remote on the table next to my plate. I picked it up, turning it over and back again as he ate. I slid the wheel on the side up and then to full bore but got no reaction, then Noah’s cutlery went crashing down on the table, his hands slapping down on the table and digging in. I dialled the remote back again quickly, much to his relief. We all watched him pant wildly, waiting for him to catch his breath and provide an explanation.

      “That’s…that’s the remote to the vibrating plug I’m wearing,” he finally forced out.

      I felt everyone’s eyes turn to me.

      “I figured I’d put it on the table so to speak. I thought about giving it to you when the guys weren’t around, but guessed that would come across as sneaky. So, if you want, you can take it, have a play…with me. Without actually having to engage. I thought that might…”

      Blinking, I had to spend a little time parsing what he was saying, but when I did, my eyes dropped down to the innocuous little rectangle of plastic.

      “So you want Flick to…?” Aidan’s eyes dropped down.

      Noah squirmed a little at the attention, which made me want to grab the remote and turn it up a little.

      Wait, what?

      I picked it up, considering the dial before sliding it up a little.

      All eyes turned to me again.

      “What? It’s kinda cool. So this feels good, right?”

      “So, so good,” Noah groaned.

      “I like it. Makes me feel powerful.” I slid the dial up slightly, and Noah almost choked on his mouthful. He swallowed hastily, then flopped back in his chair, his ab muscles bunching and flexing as he rode the waves. “Like I can drive him out of his mind without even touching him.”

      “You do that anyway.”

      The guys all had the words out at the same time, provoking a laugh from all three of them. The tension seemed to relax a bit after that. Well, everyone but Noah.

      “So how does it make you feel?” Aidan asked as he mopped his plate.

      “You’re very curious about this,” I said, cocking an eyebrow.

      “What? I just want to know what we’re dealing with. Like, are you gonna expect me to…?”

      Noah laughed at that, though it was a strange breathy sound. “I gave Flick the remote, not you. It feels like that glorious moment when you’re just about to come, except it just goes on and on and on. When you finally do come, it blows your fucking head off. Like the closest we can come to having multiple orgasms.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah.”

      We all looked up when Peter spoke. He just shrugged.

      “Prostate’s an organ, not an orientation, Aidan. Its sole purpose is pleasure. If you’d been paying attention in sex ed classes, you’d remember that.”

      “Right.”

      “Well, you better have your breakfast,” I said briskly. The air in here was so damn thick, you could cut it with a knife. “Or I’ll need to turn this off. Can’t have you wasting away.”

      “Right,” Noah replied a little shakily, then reached for his fork and started to eat.

      

      We ended up sprawled out on the couch after breakfast, not having the energy for another round yet. But it was there—a niggle in the base of my spine, an expansive warmness in my pelvis that sometimes turned into a sharp twinge.

      “You OK, Flick?” Peter asked as I gasped, settling down against him. “Flick? What was—?”

      “I feel like I can still feel you inside me,” I said, lying down with my head in his lap. “But not. It’s kind of a reminder, of where you were and what it felt like.”

      “Oh.” His worried expression gave way to a supremely male one, his smirk the loveliest thing right now. “So you’re not hurting?”

      “Only for more,” I said, rubbing my head against his groin.

      “Don’t do that, or we are not watching this movie,” he growled.

      “Mm…” I stretched, feeling the cloth of my robe scratching against nipples. “Tell me again why that’s a bad idea?”

      “Getting a little toey, love?” Aidan asked, walking over and stroking my hair from my face. “This heat is hitting you hard.”

      “So why are you grinning?”

      “Because it's hitting me hard too. Kade sounded like he was having a ball at Mum’s. You know he probably hasn’t slept yet. Rexy and his crew get a little nuts when there’s a lot of sugar. But having the freedom to do this…”

      Peter chuckled as I began to wriggle, Aidan sliding his hand up my thigh.

      “Aidan!” I hissed, looking meaningfully to where Noah sat on the floor, his eyes following every move the man made.

      “What? You’ve got that plug buzzing in his arse, making him feel like he’s just about to come. The time for shyness is probably over. I’ll stop if you want.” He watched my back arch as his fingers slipped through my sodden folds. I hadn’t showered yet, so I was drenched. “But why don’t we give Noah a little show? You won’t touch her unless she says so, right, mate?”

      He moved in one flowing motion, perching his butt on the coffee table, elbows on his knees as he watched me.

      “Never, Flick. Not unless invited. We all know the drill, but…” His eyes slid down at the sound of Aidan working his finger in and out of me. He couldn’t seem to decide where to look, his eyes flicking back and forth from what Aidan’s hand was doing and my reactions.

      “Are you…? Are you gonna touch her breasts?” he asked Peter.

      “Whaddya reckon, love?” Peter asked me, sliding his hand inside my robe when I gave him a short nod. “Nice, huh?” he asked Noah when he heard the other man groan. “Aren’t many women in Sanctuary as blessed as Flick. Sensitive too, aren’t you?”

      I didn’t reply, I didn’t need to, the whole tableau falling away as I got closer and closer. Peter was gentler in his caresses, the night’s antics leaving me a little tender, but electric shocks of pleasure shot out with each pass of his hand. Coupled with this was Aidan’s thumb, brushing up against my clit, forcing the hood back and forth as his fingers shoved in.

      “Fuck, she’s beautiful.”

      Noah’s reverent tone made my eyes flick open.

      “You look like a goddess.” His eyes seemed dragged back to my body. “Look at you stretching around Aidan’s fingers. Are they curling up?” I gave a quick nod as Aidan did just that and let out the moan I’d been biting back. “How do you keep your hands off her? I’d be fighting the urge to pull her onto my lap—”

      “What, like this?”

      I cried out when those delicious fingers were pulled from me and Aidan hauled me on top of him.

      “You wanna show him how it’s done? Give him a demonstration to play over and over when he’s pulling his cock at night?” Aidan asked me, and I felt a thrill that my gentle eyed lover had somehow turned hard and smirking for the moment. I felt the robe fall away, revealing my back as I kissed him, reaching down to free him from his shorts. “Yess…” he hissed while I stroked him a few times. “But not like this.” He spun me around, my now basically naked body on display in the harsh morning light, but as Noah slipped to his knees, pushing his shorts down, hand going to his cock, I could see he didn’t give a rat’s arse for my stretch marks and wobbly bits. When he looked up at me, he did so like I was a goddess, his eyes shining and brows knitting, as if he couldn’t believe what he was seeing. Then Aidan lined me up and speared inside me.

      “Oh fuck…” I groaned, then began to move. He felt so good going in, stretching me open and rubbing against everything I needed. I had to bounce up and down to keep repeating the experience.

      “Not long,” I said between pants.

      “Thank fuck. I’ve been wanting to explode since Peter started fingering you under the dining table. That’s it, darlin’, ride my cock and take what you need.”

      So I did, loose limbed and fluid as I moved over him, and felt him swell inside me as the pleasure built. His hand snuck around and stroked my clit, but it was almost superfluous. My eyes flicked open to find Noah leaning as close as he dared, his fist around his cock, matching me stroke for stroke. His expression mimicked mine, of the most beautiful pain, as Aidan and I came apart.

      “Fuck, Flick,” Aidan said, jamming me down tight as we came, my cunt milking every damn spurt of cum out of him as I flopped back against him, my body thrumming with spent pleasure.

      “Flick?”

      I opened my eye a crack to see Peter kneeling beside me, cock in hand. As natural as breathing, I slid off Aidan, a gush of fluid painting my thighs as I took him in my mouth.

      “Fuck, I love it when you do that. Makes my balls boil,” he grunted out.

      “Look at her,” Noah groaned as I worked my mouth around Peter’s shaft.

      “Like them creamy, do you, mate?”

      I moaned as he spread the mess around, making Peter yelp and thrust forward, though he couldn’t get far.

      “Don’t…” he gasped. “Make me come…”

      An evil part of myself perked up at his desperate tone, so I hummed some more. I’m pretty sure it was one of the bloody Wiggles songs Kade had made me watch a million times when he was younger. You could take the orgy to the mum but you couldn’t take the mum out of the orgy.

      “Fuck!” Peter barked out minutes later, jerking back when I continued to hum through his orgasm.

      “Well, isn’t this a pretty sight?”

      Our heads jerked up like rabbits to see Sen had come in, considerably more dressed than the rest of us. He leaned over the couch back, taking in every single one of us with a hot gaze.

      “Any chance of a kiss, Flick?” he asked. “Daddy’s home.”
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      I just stared at him for a minute, standing there, arms propped on the back of the couch, regarding the debauchery before him with his warm, even gaze. A small smile quirked his lips as he watched it all sink in. The curtains had been drawn to protect the neighbours, but here I was, sitting naked, covered in all of our juices, the faint buzz of a strange man’s butt plug the only real sound. I shivered, feeling cold all of a sudden.

      “Here.”

      Sen tapped his bottom lip with one long finger, fingers that could—I shut down the roar of the heat for a moment, trying to orientate me, not my hormones, for a minute.

      “Stop thinking and come here.”

      Sen’s tone was light, but that thread of steel had me moving forward, kneeling so my front rested against the couch back, the leather cold against my skin. The guys growled as I leant over, slowly broaching the gap between us, feeling the slight push to close the deal.

      But when I pressed my mouth to his, that was me. Because oh, when I did, I felt that same curl at the bottom of my spine at his touch, smelt his familiar spicy scent, felt the way his lips softened, letting me in, heard the whistle of his breath. He wanted to deepen things, his lips opening slightly, but I kept it light, giving him quick nipping kisses until I pulled away.

      “How did that feel?” he asked me.

      “Good, like I wanted more.”

      His smile was dazzling in response to that. He drew back, cupping my chin with his hand before moving to take a seat in one of the armchairs.

      “You’re using an alpha whip against her?” Peter asked, his tone dark. He pulled me closer, so I ended up sprawled against him. “What kinda bullshit is that?”

      “I’m not really,” he said with a wave. “Don’t believe me? Fine.” Those grey eyes came to rest on me, burning into my naked skin. He didn’t look away as he unbuckled his belt and jeans, tugged out his hard dick, then left it to lie against his stomach. “C’mere Flick.”

      I felt it—a tugging, a drawing of my attention here, here, here. The muscles in my legs tensed, as if ready to obey, but I didn’t move.

      “Come here, Flick,” he repeated, though this time with much more coercion in his voice. I could feel it throbbing at the base of my skull. Up, get up, do it. “Come and put that pretty mouth of yours on my dick. I want to wrap my hand in your hair and force you down on it.” Aidan stiffened at that, rolling into a seated position with a low growl. “I want tears streaming down your face as you gag on it, as I jam it down your throat. I want you sucking breath in through your nose as you take me deep.”

      The coercive pull of his voice ramped up with each word until my muscles quivered, urging me forward, burning venom pooling in my mouth. I could see everything he wanted me to do and knew I didn’t want it. Some men and women were into this, I understood that, but the thought of my throat accepting an alien intrusion just sent a cascade of horrible mental images through my mind. In them, Sen became Rick, standing over me, forcing his cock past my lips, tearing the hair from my scalp as—

      “No,” I said, frowning and shaking my head. “I’m not doing that.”

      “See,” Sen said, flopping back into his chair, looking pleased with himself. He wiped his brow with the back of his hand. “That was all I’ve got. I can’t make Flick or any of you do anything, but I can push a little, and I do that when I can see it’ll help.” His gaze switched to Peter. “Like last night. You took a big leap last night. How’d it feel? Tell her what it was like, being inside her for the first time.”

      Peter’s arm tightened around me, making me turn to face him. He fought to meet my eyes, but when he did, I almost pulled free. Those familiar brown depths contained so much. So much, it frightened me. My hand went to his face on automatic, stroking that tensed jaw, until finally he let out a long sigh.

      “I… When you bit me, it was the greatest and worst moment of my life. All of a sudden, my heart felt completely full, like nothing else could get in. There was this beautiful woman in my arms, and without even questioning it, she chose me. Me. I never thought that was gonna happen, but it did and I…”

      When his eyes filled with tears, so did mine. I couldn’t help it, and neither could he. I went to swoop him and wrap my arms around him, but he shook his head.

      “But then my heart fucking broke, because no matter how things went, if you decided to keep the bond in place, some day, some how, you’d end up wanting me to hurt you trying…trying to make love to you. That moment, when you took me inside you.” His eyes darted off to the side. “It’s just sex. I spoke to Ophelia about work arounds when you felt up to it. We could have had a perfectly satisfactory sex life without it, but…” His breath came out in a long shudder. “There’s something that comes from being in the person that you love. Like you can’t be physically any closer than that. You give them pleasure with your body in the most intimate of ways. When I could do that…”

      His face crumpled down and then hid within my palm as he turned into it, a tear springing free.

      “Peter…” I put my arms around his neck and buried my face into that broad chest, his going around me. “I love you so fucking much, and you felt so amazing. I can still feel it inside me.”

      “What?”

      I was smiling when he stiffened, so I grabbed his hand and pressed it against my pelvis.

      “When women have really intense sex, it leaves an… ‘Ache’ is too strong a word for it. It’s like a constant reminder of where you were, of how good that felt, of how good it’ll feel when you do it again.”

      “Again?” His eyebrow cocked up, and he gave me that rare as hen’s teeth cocky smile of his.

      “Definitely again. You can’t let me feel that and then take it away. Like with you, there’s no way to miss my g-spot, ever.” I moved in slowly, so he could pull away if he wanted, but he reached for my lips, just tasting each other for a moment. “It was rubbing so hard each time you moved, and my orgasm was so intense.”

      He pulled me to him, and I went limp in his arms, just letting myself be held by those massive muscles.

      Love is kind of a scary thing. To dismantle those carefully constructed defences, made for bloody good reasons, and allow someone in and give them all the keys to your triggers and vulnerabilities. But sometimes it’s an exchange—of power, sex, time, energy, attention, support, and care, as well as those fears. Then when that other person takes all you are and holds it inside them, and you do the same, that’s where the magic happens.

      I looked at Sen with new eyes, when I finally turned around after however long we’d taken, and saw a similar look of awe in Aidan’s eyes. The man himself didn’t seem fazed, his eyes running over the lot of us with a satisfied air before coming to rest on Noah.

      “So obviously there’s been a bit of a shift in the dynamic when I was out. Snowy here is buzzing like a bee in clover. Anyone want to clue me in?”

      Noah’s pale blue eyes came to rest on me, studying my face, no doubt for indications of what I was about to say. I leaned forward and retrieved the remote from the coffee table, his tongue flicking out and swiping across his bottom lip as he watched me show it to Sen.

      “When you left, I heard Noah…playing. I went down the hall.” My eyes dropped to the remote, my thumb drawn to the dial. “I watched Noah get himself off, and we talked.”

      “About?”

      I could see the other guys were interested in that as well, as I felt their eyes on me.

      “What I like,” Noah said, his eyes starting to dart, but when they connected with mine, there was something startling about the intensity there. “What I’d like to do if there’s an opportunity. I gave Flick the remote in the hope she’d play with me in a way that still felt safe. That way, she doesn’t have to touch me if she doesn’t want to, but we can still…”

      “Do you want to?”

      Sen’s words were delivered conversationally, but there was a challenge there, despite his tone.

      I looked at Noah, still sitting there, his shorts pushed down away from his still throbbing cock. Damn, the boy had some stamina.

      And what would that feel like, being unleashed upon you?

      “Stand up, Snow. Let the lady take a look at you. And ditch the shorts. You’re three quarters of the way there right now. May as well commit.”

      I marvelled when Noah did exactly as he was told, standing up and towering over me. He was bloody tall, taller than any of the guys, I thought. His eyes scanned us as his thumbs tucked into his shorts, then he pulled them down and kicked the fabric away. He stood there, hands on his hips, all the many lean muscles on clear display as his body tensed. Peter placed a gentle kiss on my neck as I inspected him, sending a shiver through my body.

      There was an elegance about Noah that the others didn’t have. He looked like some kind of elfin prince, possessing the strength of a rapier rather than an axe. My fingers twitched as I leaned forward, scanning all that perfect milky flesh.

      “How do you feel when she looks at you like that?” Sen asked, amused when he caught our startled looks. I’d been under some kind of spell wrought by Noah’s body without even realising it.

      “It’s hot. I like being looked at, watched. I always want attention, too much. It stops me from feeling invisible.”

      “Noah…” I said.

      “Don’t feel sorry for me,” he said, frowning momentarily. “That I hate. Look at me like you did beforehand, like I was beautiful to you.”

      “You are,” I replied. “All of you. I haven’t seen an average looking guy in this whole town.”

      His smile was gentle, happy for a moment. “So that’s not it then. So it must be…” His hand shot out, ready to take the remote from me, but I tightened my grip. Everyone heard the hiss of our breath as we made contact and that same sweet, hot feeling washed through us. I resisted his fingers’ pull, sliding my thumb along the dial.

      “Oh!” he said, his face a picture of bliss, his fingers boneless but not pulling away.

      Because he didn’t want to. He wanted to be touched so much, even if by proxy.

      “Is your skin hungry?” I asked, the words kind of nonsense, but I figured he’d understand what I meant. I saw the need rise in his eyes before he nodded.

      “So fucking much.”

      I reached out slowly, but he flinched anyway when my hand came to rest on his surprisingly warm hip. A small moan escaped his lips as he covered my hand with his.

      “Touch me wherever you want, Flick. I’m yours.”

      “Well, there’s an offer. That’s a whole new playground you’ve got on your hands,” Sen said.

      “He’s not a playground. He’s a person,” I snapped back.

      “One who’s craving your curiosity and your exploration.” Those grey eyes taunted me, daring me to go that step further.

      “In the bedroom,” I said, getting to my feet, and Noah didn’t move back to give me space until he absolutely had to.
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      So much for turning into a wolf, I thought, feeling like prey as I walked over to our room, the four on them hot on my heels. They came to stand by my bed, and for just a second, I admired the male beauty on display there. How the hell had I gotten so bloody lucky? I shook my head, not wanting to go down that rabbit hole.

      “Noah, I don’t know if I can do what you said you’d like to do.” That sharpened the eyes of my mates. They stared at him, not entirely friendly. “He said he’d like…”

      “I want to spend hours licking her clean, right after she’s been fucked and is full of cum. She’d be so sensitive. You’ll have been driving her mad for hours, her clit, her cunt. I’d be so gentle, just teasing that post-coital soreness she talked about, just reminding her so, so gently of what she’s been through.”

      “That’s what gets you off?” Aidan asked, arms firmly crossed.

      “It’s one of the many,” he said with a shake of his head. “They’re kinda encyclopaedic. I could go through them with the two of you over some beers if you like, make sure you’re cool with them. Nothing harmful or humiliating. I don’t like that at all.”

      “You sure that’s off the table, Flick?” Sen said with a long look at the way my thighs rubbed together on the bed.

      He was right. God, this heat was punishing. I’d only just gotten off, and now I could feel the twist inside winding tighter.

      “I’m not sure of anything, but I want everyone who’s staying to get on the bed. If you want to take a minute to have a drink or a shower—”

      “I’m in,” Aidan said, sitting down on the edge of the bed.

      “Always,” Peter said, coming to lie down behind me.

      Sen shook his head with a smile at the idea that I would even ask. He looked meaningfully at Noah, who still hovered at the end. Finally, the blond man said, “Just…just don’t touch me because you feel sorry for me, OK?”

      “Look at her,” Sen said. “You need to learn to read her. None of this is an exact science, but see how her nipples are budded tight? Look at the way her body is angling towards you. Her pupils are dilating, her breathing is slightly faster.”

      “That may be because I’m getting sick of waiting,” I said. “Get on the bed, Noah, or don’t. I get this is a vulnerable experience for you, really I do. Come here, see how you feel. It all stops when you want it to.”

      “And if I don’t?”

      Whoa, those eyes burned with a whole different light now.

      “Crawl over here and kiss me, and then we’ll see.”

      Despite the fact that I knew he turned into a wolf on the full moon, there was something feline about Noah. He sauntered over, doing as I asked before stopping in front of me. A small smile formed when I leaned in to him, waiting for him to close the gap. And when he did, the world went sideways.

      Well, really, I fell down onto the bed, instantly caught up in a swoon of feelings. If I’d found touching him overwhelming, the feel of his lips was something else entirely. His hair fell over me like a silken curtain, and I couldn’t help but reach up and touch it, the strands like feathers. The other went around his skull, tugging him down to deepen the kiss. I felt the echoes of the light brushes of his mouth all over my body, the texture of his lips so plush and soft. I found myself opening to him, wanting more, more, more. More of the taste of bacon and coffee and mint, his tongue swiping in and reminding me of just what he’d proposed to do before.

      I moaned when the mental picture came, of that satiny hair trailing down my body as his head moved lower, kissing his way down…

      His eyes went wide as I flipped him over onto his back, straddling him with a smile.

      “Everything OK, Flick?” Aidan asked.

      “Oh, she’s fine,” Peter replied for me, so I shot him a quick smile, but my eyes were drawn back to what was beneath me.

      How had Noah been overlooked? I traced my hand over the broad span of his shoulders and watched his arm muscles jump as he fought to hold himself back. I smiled down at him, recognising the effort it took and appreciating what opportunity I’d been given. Curling my hand, I ran the back of it over his collarbones, trailing down between his pecs, then placing the palm on his sternum.

      His heart beat at a furious pace, rattling around his chest, because of me.

      “How are you feeling?” I asked as I scratched a nail across his pale pink nipple. His lips fell open at that. “You like that?”

      He gave me a quick nod as I leaned down and ran my tongue along his chest before flicking his nipple with it. His hand came up, holding me in place, pressing me for more.

      “Flick…”

      “It’s OK,” I said, then circled that tight little bud with the tip of my tongue. I sucked it into my mouth, feeling that slippery sensation, then bit down gently.

      “God, I feel that in my cock.”

      I felt his hand slide down to help that along, but I batted him away.

      “Not yet,” I said, placing a kiss on his lips, but pulled away before he could return it.

      “So hard…” he groaned. I was sitting on top of his rigid length now, letting my hips shift back and forth slightly. “You’re so fucking wet. I can feel it. Let me—”

      “Not yet.”

      “Yet?”

      Those pale blue eyes went wide with hope that stopped me for a moment, but his hands went to my hips, encouraging me to keep moving. I shifted so the movement could grow longer, coating him in me, feeling that throbbing length and the need for it to be pushed inside me growing. I cocked an eyebrow at him, not willing to commit yet.

      But I was lying to myself, I knew that somewhere deep down. A banquet of male flesh had been laid out for me, and every restriction and responsibility had been taken away. What had Sen called me? A greedy girl. Well, right now I was. I wanted to glut myself on the four of them, with little care for the consequences. Just drown in them. Take and take and take until I collapsed, knowing they’d catch me.

      This is heat, my Tirian said. It is the feeding, it is the release, it is the test.

      That makes no bloody sense.

      Because you still need to be fed. You are like this one, starved of touch for so long, you will need much of it. Lie down, let this one take his fill. He has shown he has good stamina. He will please you greatly.

      But what about after? I think he wants—

      After is after. Now is now. Surrender to your hunger.

      And with that, the world reasserted itself. I hurriedly took in the guys’ intent observation, Sen most of all. Speaking of hunger, there was some of that in those grey eyes, before he realised I was looking. Then the calm, sensual mask was back in place. His eyes dropped down to where Noah writhed underneath me.

      “Please…” Noah begged.

      “What do you need?” I asked, stilling above him.

      He rolled us over so that he covered me with his body, his cock sliding between my thighs as he pressed a hot, messy kiss to my lips, all teeth and tongues.

      “Gonna make you come so fucking hard,” he promised, his eyes shining green, his voice a guttural growl as he moved down my body. He glanced over his shoulder at Aidan. “Will you hold her still?”

      Noah seemed to realise what he’d done when his eyes darted around, a pregnant pause filling the room.

      “I want to—”

      “Oh, we know what you want to do,” Aidan replied, coming to sit by my side. “You want this, love?”

      “You know the answer to that already,” I said softly, not liking the concern on his face.

      “I do. Me and Pete, we’ve been feeling a pull towards pinning you down, but we weren’t sure if you were ready for it.”

      “I guess I won’t know unless I try?”

      But as he settled behind me, I knew how this was going to go. It might have seemed a strange thing to allow someone I loved to hold me down, trapping my arms and legs, especially after I’d suffered so much when Rick had pulled similar shit with me. But the act to me wasn’t a trigger now. Everyone had been oh so careful about boxing me in when I was still healing, but as I felt the vice like grip of Aidan’s hands on my arms, stretching me out for Noah, I realised something. There was the odd familiarity of being trapped, an old frenemy, but it was coupled with that which was new.

      I was in the arms of one man who loved me and another who might come to. They wanted to destroy me with pleasure, not pain, and as I felt Noah’s sensitive fingers caressing my thighs, parting them for me, as he settled on the bed, I realised this was the moment I had become more than a survivor. Aidan smiled down at me when I whined at the first kiss placed on my inner thigh, stroking my hair back with one hand and gripping both my wrists with the other. I was strong. I was a mother, a lover, a friend, and as weird a realisation as it was to have when a strange man started licking your skin clean like a cat, I knew then I was a good person who hadn’t deserved any of what had happened to me.

      It turned out overthinking can be useful at times. Noah spent more time labouring over my cunt than any other man I’d ever met. He teased me with kitten-like licks up one thigh, until my clit throbbed and my slick overflowed, then backed off to do the same to the other leg. I was emitting one long, low, keening sound by the time he finished and pulled back, forcing my eyes open. I looked at him through slits and saw that cocky smile on that almost pretty face, transforming him into something radiant. He hooked his thumbs under my knees, pushing them up to my chest, splitting me open to his gaze. And stare he did, like I was something magical he dare not drag his eyes away from.

      He did finally, turning to me and saying, “You sure now, Flick? Like, I’ll stop if you want me to, but it's gonna be…it's gonna be hard.”

      “I’m sure. Please, Noah. I need you.”

      I was treated to an almost boyish grin before he settled down, face perilously close to where I needed him to be, my leg angling out to draw him closer.

      “Grab her leg,” Sen said to Peter. “I’ll grab the other.”

      The feel of them settling next to me and the pressure of their bodies anchored me, kept me grounded as Noah’s tongue flicked out.

      Initially, he was gentle, just taking little sipping tastes of me, a low hum in his throat telling me what he thought about that. Then that cunning little tongue got quite a lot more adventurous, tunnelling down into my depths, it too slick, too mobile to give me the rougher pressure I needed, but that just made me ache all the more. He shifted, swiping up with long broad strokes of the flat, my legs twitching under their restraints as he grazed over my clit but otherwise avoided it.

      “Noah…” I sighed, part plea, part acknowledgement of the world class head he was giving. Before coming to Sanctuary, there’d been a degree of fear when a guy went down on me. How long was he going to tolerate doing this? Was he any good? Would I get off? How did I ask him to move a little to the left or right and then flick…oh yes, just like that!

      Instead, I was rocked on a dreamy sea of sweet, soft caresses that fell upon me like snowflakes, each sizzling on contact and dissipating, only to be replaced by another and another.

      “Noah…Noah…”

      My voice was ragged for calling his name, but on he went, until my voice cracked, until those mobile fingers teased my aching cunt, brushing way too briefly over my clit before thrusting in.

      “Oh fuck!”

      “You’re OK, love. You look like a fucking goddess,” Aidan soothed. “Make her come, Snow, as many times as you can. She looks ripe for it.”

      “Forced orgasms? Fuck, yes,” he said. “I’m gonna press pretty firmly on your g-spot, so just tell me if it hurts.” He noted the tensing of my thighs. “But it shouldn’t. It should blow your fucking head off.” He waited for a nod before bending over me again, his tongue tracing the length of my clit hood as his fingers thrust in and out, slowly building up the pressure to the sounds of my moans.

      Jesus fucking Christ.

      I’d had a few partners acquaint themselves with my g-spot over the years, but apparently, they knew nothing, Jon Snow. I felt the customary intense pleasure-slash-pressure, my clit almost blossoming in response to it, but his licks grew lighter, depriving me of the rapid flick I wanted. He chuckled at the sound of my growls and pushed harder.

      “Oh fuck!”

      It was hard to describe what happened. It was like everything just swelled up and burst somehow. That sounds really painful, but it was amazing. His licks grew firmer, his hums louder when he finally wrapped his lips around my clit, suckling on it as he continued to stroke. It was less ‘come-hither’ and more ‘you’re gonna come fucking hard, bitch.’

      And I did.

      My eyes flicked open, staring blindly at the ceiling as my cry sliced through the air. I sobbed openly, tears streaming down my face as it happened. My clit felt like it was being sandwiched between his fingers and his lips, massaged and stroked in ways it had never been before. Rather than the fast explosion of orgasm, it was so much slower. Heart breaking in intensity, it just kept spreading and spreading as my cunt fluttered erratically around his fingers, and then it peaked. I was completely and utterly awash with a pleasure so intense, it shut everything else down. It surged through me, rewriting me, transforming muscles and cells, soothing ragged nerves, bathing me in a golden bliss, that for a moment, turned the world white. Something flooded from me, licked away hungrily by Noah, despite the electric zaps that made my body jerk with every sweep.

      “More?”

      That one word took my brain an aeon to put together as his fingers trailed lightly over me. Then as it started to come online, one dropped lower to circle my anus, teasing the tight muscle there.

      But that wasn’t what I needed right now. I couldn’t handle his dislocated love-making anymore. I wriggled out of everyone’s grip, reaching for Noah.

      “Hang on, love, you need to let some circulation—”

      I silence Sen’s oh so sensible advice with an honest to goodness snarl, hauling Noah up.

      “Flick, it's OK, I—Oh!”

      I watched his response hungrily, taking in every detail as I lined his cock up and then pulled his hips closer.

      “Oh!” He kept repeating that same funny little exhalation the deeper he sunk, until his forehead came to rest on mine. “Oh, Flick, you feel so good.”

      This Noah wasn’t quite so well practised away from the little scenarios he’d been playing in his head. Now he was here, connected to me, and I gloried in every micro-expression that crossed his face. His head twisted on his neck, and his eyes shut tight as he moved, stroking in and out of my deliciously tortured flesh, stirring up that old ache and replacing it with a new one. For him.

      I hadn’t really understood the point of the heat until now, but our Tirians were wise creatures. Sex brings forth a complex array of hormones, responses, and pleasures that we spend quite a lot of time putting up barriers to. It’s what made it possible for us to do something so shockingly intimate as putting our bodies in the hands of another, then walk away emotionally unaffected moments after we had what we wanted. But maintaining that in a heat?

      The endless responsiveness lulled the mind, dismantling those boundaries we kept between us in a sea of pleasure to let things in. Let the other person’s needs, wants, desires, pleasure in. Let their ideas and experiences in. Let their history and their predilections, their hopes for the future. What should have been a mindless orgy was actually something else. Some people I’d met at parties at uni had babbled on about tantra and sacred sexuality, and I’d dismissed it all as hippy bullshit, but what else was this?

      As if sensing my mood, Noah opened his eyes and then shifted us so he was in a seated position with me straddling him. He looked at me with the softest eyes and then kissed me as he pushed back inside me.

      “Does this… Is it better for…?” I asked between kisses.

      “The plug? Well, yeah, it presses on my prostate so damn good, but that’s not it.” He studied me for a moment, not changing our slow, rocking pace. “You might not want me to do this again. I want to feel you and smell you and bury everything I am in you, so that if this is it, I’ve got something to take back with me when I go home.”

      I felt a pang at that, a sense of loss, despite the fact that he was right here with me. And how could I lose someone I didn’t even know? I knew about some of his sexual proclivities, but that was it. And yet I took everything he had to give me—breathing in his sighs, tasting his lips, sucking his sweat into my skin and his scent into my nose. When we finally came together, my body absorbed his ragged rasping cries, his snarl of almost pain, his sobs of relief, and his jetting seed.

      Mine, a voice rumbled in my mind.

      Don’t do this, I told my Tirian. Not again. You can’t keep throwing people together and expecting it to work.

      Mine, she replied, all her age-old wisdom cast to one side to reveal a primal beast snarling at me. I know what is pack. He is pack!

      Then let me find my way to that. If we’re meant to be together, we’ll sort it out in time.

      Stupid monkey brains. Always pick, pick, picking.

      And what about Kade? Noah hasn’t even met him yet. He’d be bloody horrified to find he has a new dad ensconced in the house. He needs time to adjust to things, to develop a relationship with anyone that becomes a part of this household.

      I didn’t get a reply to that, just a sulky sniff before she prowled away.

      “C’mon, lie down,” Sen said. “Everyone nice and tight. Coming down can be a bit rough after something like that. You did well, so very well. Just rest now. The next wave will hit soon enough. Just rest.”
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      Everything made sense after the incident. Rick looked at his close-cropped head and the great big scar on his skull, outlining what his bitch of a wife had done. He’d been found by one of his mates—who’d seen his car hooting off down the road at some ridiculous hour of the night—and taken to hospital, where he’d laid in a coma, apparently. Until they came.

      It had just been darkness for Rick while he was out of it. He’d heard the doctors and the nurses dimly, but he’d been smothered by this heavy layer of gloom, unable to respond, to form a thought, anything. And then somehow, that changed.

      The red lights were what came first, just points of glowing scarlet in the seamless black. He stared at them with his mind’s eyes for what felt like days, because what else could he do? He couldn’t breathe unassisted, couldn’t piss, shit, do a bloody thing but stare. And after a while, the red lights stared back.

      Rick couldn’t remember the moment it happened, when they resolved themselves from the darkness, emerging as two of the biggest black dogs he’d ever seen. That made him chuckle hysterically inside his mind, remembering how his mate Macca always talked about getting a big black dog up someone when he was pissed off. The dogs didn’t respond, didn’t do anything but stare at him.

      The weird thing was they didn’t go when he woke up. That was a slow, painful, shitty process. He’d still been pissing and shitting into a bag for a bit as they got him back on the mend, much to his disgust. What use was life if a man couldn’t have a smoke or a beer whenever he fucking wanted? None of his mates turned up either. Macca did and Gus, who’d reported his car stolen for him, but it seemed taking one look at him, with the scars and the drool pooling in the side of his mouth, was enough to keep them away. That was fine, they weren’t his focus, anyway.

      Since waking up, it was her and only her that clogged his mind. He pictured her falling down, crushed by his punishing blows, the crack of her bones as he kept on punching, her blood running and matting the carpet, only stopping when her face was so fucking rearranged, she was barely recognisable.

      That’s when he’d know it was done—when she looked like that.

      His cock only got hard when he thought about that now, while the pretty nurses giving him sponge baths did nothing for him. When they weren’t looking, he gave the old fella a stroke, thinking of his wife’s destruction, those big black dogs looking on.

      But he was out now, after some long, painful rehab. He strode out to Macca’s car, a few of his mates summoned by a series of angry phone calls. They’d passed him a beer as soon as he got in, trying to be all jovial and shit, but he’d shut that down pretty quick.

      

      “I need a fucking car and a tank full of petrol. I’m going after that bitch.”
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      Sen left the bedroom first, which made sense, I guessed. My head jerked up as I heard the door open, and I saw that dark clad back leave before shutting it with a quiet little snick. Something started to ache inside me at his absence, at his second absence.

      That one… my Tirian growled. It was shocking to hear uncertainty in her voice. Too closed off. Walls too high.

      But why? That was a question it felt like my instinct ruled beast didn’t ask enough. I wriggled out from under my guys, but Noah reached for me sleepily, trying to tug me back down.

      “I didn’t keep forcing you to come,” he mumbled.

      “Something for later,” I promised with a kiss, then let him fall back to sleep.

      

      I padded along the carpeted floor, grabbing my robe and putting it on when I saw the back door was open. The bright daylight stung my eyes, but my sense of smell told me where Sen was.

      His eyes flicked to me when I walked out onto the patio to where he lounged on one of the outdoor chairs. He held a burning cigarette up and said, “Sorry. Appalling habit but…”

      I just nodded, resting my hips against the table a distance away from him. Out of range of his smoke, but also him. I let my eyes catalogue him—the relaxed slouch, the faraway look as he stared out into the garden, the fingers clasping the cigarette. But then there was the tension in those muscular thighs, the way he avoided eye contact, the steadily growing silence.

      I felt a sharp stab at that of…what? Rejection? How could I feel like that, with a bed full of blokes ready to go rounds one, two, and three inside? Why wasn’t I with them now, listening to the hush of their breath, feeling the heavy, comforting weight of their bodies against mine? Why was I here with the one who looked like he wanted to get away?

      “Sen…” I fought to say the words.

      Just spit it out.

      Women didn’t do that, weren’t supposed to question the relationship dynamic. A million self-help books told me that what I was about to do was destined to drive him off. So be it, I thought. I’m done pussyfooting around.

      “Is everything OK? You seem…”

      He snorted at that, then took one last drag of the smoke before crushing it under his foot, picking it up, and placing it in the bin. He loomed above me, the bright light creating a halo behind him as he came back.

      “I’m sorry I’m not falling at your feet.” I jerked, stung. The words were harsh, even if the tone was mild. “Not like that.” He shook his head with a rueful smile. “I’m not doing this well. Because that’s what you deserve, Flick. For us to fall down upon our knees and worship you. When I saw you there with Noah…” Those grey eyes flicked away again. “There’s a generosity in you, an openness, even after you’ve been through all that shit.” His gaze returned, and then I saw the terrible intensity there. “It’s fucking terrifying. How can you…? You… Fuck.”

      I watched his hands clench along with his jaw and his head shake, as if that would help him to force the words out. I pushed myself away from the table, because I was done being scared. Maybe going to him now would scare him off, drive him away. Well, if that was the case, he was never the one to be with me.

      I walked over, his eyes tracking me like I was some kind of approaching predator, but he didn’t run. He held himself tightly, only flinching a little when I reached out and placed a hand on his chest, resting my body against his. The other went around his waist, and I laid my head down on his sternum and just listened, to his breath and his heart.

      Something in Sen made him want to run, I could feel it in the faint tremor in his body. But something equally wanted to stay, to unleash all of what he was so obviously keeping held back on me. I closed my eyes, focussing on the sound of the garden and him.

      “Fuck…” he growled low in his chest. “You make this so hard.”

      His arm went around me, and he held me to him, tangling his fingers in my hair and then stroking it smooth.

      “Come on,” I said, pulling away and walking back into the house with no idea whether or not he was following, going past my bedroom into the spare one. Noah’s paraphernalia littered one side of the bed along with his clothes, something Sen smiled at when he did enter the room. I got on the bed and tucked my limbs up against me, needing the comfort of a body pressing into mine and making do with my own. He went to join me, but I shook my head.

      “Either lose some of the clothes, or I go and put a whole lot more on.”

      I wanted that, a shell of fabric around me. He made me feel uncertain, where before, he had guided me with a sure hand. I felt its loss now, felt stung that it had obviously taken some effort on his part to be the one that shepherded us through this process.

      An effort he couldn’t or wouldn’t be able to maintain.

      But he got to his feet, tugging his t-shirt off and revealing that beautiful chest. His hands went to jeans, an eyebrow cocked in question. I nodded, and he stripped out of them too.

      When he lay down on the bed, skirting the remains of Noah’s play, I saw that one thing remained true—he was still attracted to me. It was kinda pathetic, but seeing the hard lump of him in his underwear at least gave me some kind of solid ground to negotiate it. So not a sex thing.

      “I scare you,” I said, testing out a theory. He nodded sharply, his eyes dropping to where his fingers worried the texture of the bedspread. “Why?”

      That killed the conversation dead before it had started. I watched his face grow more closed off and remote as the seconds ticked by. Alright, new tack or walk away.

      It was tempting. I felt curiously powerful in knowing that if I got back into the bed, the guys would feel the movement, the brush of my skin, my scent, and be ready to fall upon me in a moment's notice. So when I turned to Sen, I was able to be something I found difficult—brave.

      He wanted to fuck me and avoid answering questions, that was apparent. I could do that, help myself to the obvious bounty of his body and enjoy that novel feeling of discovering someone new.

      But I didn’t need that. Heat forced proximity, made us come together in both meanings of the phrase, and if he was going to hold it all back behind a wall…

      “How?” I asked my last question.

      “What?”

      “How do I scare you?”

      That seemed to crack his brittle shell, his expression constantly changing as he struggled to get his head around what I’d asked and its implications.

      “How?” He laughed, the sound dark and desolate. “By…” He swallowed hard and sat up, hunching over to pick at his fingernails. “I don’t usually approach women before the petitioning process. Not much point. When you all grow up around each other, most women have made up their mind about who they’re considering before the petition even starts. I’ve thrown my hat in the ring. Being told no is just as hard as sitting in your room with the scent of a receptive female in heat in your nose and stroking your cock, so you may as well put yourself out there. But I didn’t do that with you.”

      Those eyes slid sideways, holding mine.

      “All the guys started calling in to see their mothers when word went around about you. Usually, single women are on our side of the town, easy to access and talk to. But not you. I dropped into the mess, as all my mates were down there, had some breakfast, and then I saw you.

      “Maybe this is gonna piss you off, but I watched you for some time. We all did, as you probably know. Looking, wanting, thinking about what it would be like to have you under us…” I felt my cunt spasm at something that had made me uncomfortable at the time. “But when I did, I saw that you were beautiful, felt a damn lightning strike of attraction, going from zero to down-to-fuck right there and then, but that wasn’t what held my attention.”

      My breathing was shallow as I waited for his answer, my lungs burning for more oxygen, but I was unwilling to disturb the quiet with it.

      “There was a vulnerability to you. No weakness, no fear, just… I felt like I could see the scars all over you that made you what and who you are today—strong, tough, able to take literally anything that life has dished out at you and keep going, but also a…a nakedness. You were like one of those insects that shed their skin, softer, more open, and it made something I’d thought I’d managed to keep down rise. I felt an insane need to…protect, manage, direct. That if you just gave me control, I’d keep you, all of you safe.

      “That’s… In Sanctuary, that’s damn near sacrilege. Women are to be worshipped, obeyed, respected, but when I felt it, it felt like all those things too. So across the floor I came, without even thinking about it, plonking myself in front of you and making a play I hadn’t made since I’d just come of age. When you bent your head, I wanted my hand upon it, and when you fidgeted, I wanted to still you. I went to get you a plate of food, as I didn’t know what else to do, and when I gave it to you, I wanted to watch. Watch you eat what I had provided, take strength from it, get pleasure from it and…” He snatched his hand away from the bedcover, finally realising what he was doing and perhaps what it was revealing.

      “I wanted to make sure you ate enough, that you were full, sated. That you weren’t letting all the demands on you wear you down. Here that’s madness. Mates care for each other, make sure they’re OK, but to get that involved, and with someone I’d only just met…?”

      He looked away, staring at the wall.

      “And it didn’t stop. When I saw how you worked as a pack, I could see it, the logic of it all and what was missing.” His eyes dropped down to his hands. “Where I could fit.”

      “And now?”

      “It’s only become clearer. You have good mates that’ll love you as long as you let them, who’ll raise your son right. Even Noah.” He laughed at that, but the sound died away quickly. “I want to interfere there too. Not let him get too crazy, too quick, just let you adjust and get to know him in bite sized pieces, rather than a big banquet he’s just as likely to try to force your face down in. Your beast wants him, doesn’t she?” I nodded. “Goddess, that just makes this harder.”

      He buried his head in his hands, scrubbing at his hair until it stood up at crazy angles.

      “Fuck, Flick, if this got out, they’d fucking exile me.”

      I couldn’t believe I was about to say this, but I slid my hand across the bed to touch his fingers and his gaze snapped to me. That same flood of heat trickled through the tentative caress.

      “So indulge yourself, here and now. I can’t promise I’ll go along with everything you want, but I’d be interested in exploring it. People…they use words and rituals to explore this kind of thing, don’t they?”

      “Safe words?” His grin was bright, even if his eyes were still troubled. “Yeah, I guess they do.”

      “You’ve never tried that?”

      “Sort of. Just play, theatrics at the height of a heat. It’s not the same.”

      “No? So what did you do when you were ‘playing’?”

      His face transformed at that, some of that dark sensuality flooding in as his eyes scudded over my skin.

      “Usually, I tied her up to the bedhead,” he said with a jerk of his head to the heavy wooden one behind him. “I like having her vulnerable and open to me. Then I’d tease her, work her up, edge her over and over, until she told me it was enough.”

      “And did you stop?”

      “The instant the woman said,” he replied, nodding.

      “But you didn’t really want to.”

      His jaw flexed before he answered.

      “Flick, I was raised to respect women. I don’t want to hurt them or make them do things they don’t want to do.”

      “But you’d like to make them do things they would.”

      He just watched me, his grey eyes bleeding to red, something I’d never seen before.

      “Yes. With every fucking breath, yes.”

      I did not know Sen at all. He’d always had this dark sexiness, but right now, he really was that demon lover of literature. Those eyes of his promised a dizzying array of scenarios as I fought to visualise what his words might mean in practise. My eyes darted to the bedhead, and his followed mine, lingering way too long on the furniture. Whatever part of him gave him insight into others was ticking away right now, cogs turning, calculations made. He crawled towards me but stopped well short, sitting back on his heels and waiting.

      What’s the deal with the red eyes? I asked my Tirian.

      The Great Black Wolf touches him.

      And what’s he when he’s at home? Some kind of devil? I shivered as I saw the grey in his eyes shift.

      Sometimes. He has been in recent years. He is the divine masculine. Oppressive, controlling, and violent when unchecked.

      I saw Rick and that fucking sneer on his face for a second.

      And when checked?

      When balanced by the feminine, he is the strong, the protector, the provider. He wants to play games with you, channel that energy that calls to him without actually constraining you. He makes you flush with heat. Let him feed your skin hunger as he wishes it. We can free ourselves from any kind of trap he creates.

      I nodded, to her and to him.

      I realised then he didn’t expect me to say yes, as his eyes went wide, completely grey now. As my answer sunk in, he got to his feet and walked around the bed to where I sat, reaching over and tipping up my lips for his to taste. His kiss was all Sen—forceful and thorough, yet considered. The only clue I got of what I was doing to him was in the hiss of his breath.

      “I’ve just gotta go grab some stuff as well as some water for you.”

      “I’m not—”

      “You’ll stay hydrated,” was his reply. Short, sharp, decisive. “They call it a heat for good reason. Your body…” His fingers brushed my collarbone, sending a shiver through me. “It’s got a one-track mind right now, but that doesn’t stop it from needing fluids…” His lips parted, his smile dark. “Other than ours.”

      And with that, he turned and went outside the room, leaving me alone with my thoughts.

      They rushed in as soon as the door closed, a chaotic tangle, rising and rising, threatening to overwhelm me. What would he…? How would this…? Would we…?

      “Here.”

      Right now, he wasn’t Sen. He’d arrived back, a disembodied slice of muscular abs and hard cock confined by his skin tight boxers, with a bottle of water in one hand and a loop of rope in the other. He pushed the cold bottle into my hands, cracking the lid first and closing my fingers around it.

      “Drink.”

      My mind grabbed the simple word, and I lifted it to my lips and sucked the liquid down. As if awakened by the sensation of water in my mouth, I felt the dryness of my mouth, roughened from so many kisses, my body accepting the fluid gratefully.

      “Good girl,” he said, running his hand down the side of my face, and I found my eyes closing. The weight of it was comforting, grounding. When I focussed on the feel of it against my skin, the calluses on his palms, the stink of nicotine, everything else fell away. It was like the breathing exercises Ophelia had prescribed, bringing my awareness back to the here and now.

      Then he put his hand on my hip, urging me up on all fours, and his hands lingered as he drew off the robe I’d been hiding in, throwing it to the floor. They returned quickly, stroking down my back, my flanks, and between my thighs, his chuckle dancing along my skin when I parted them willingly.

      “Soon,” he promised. “Now, up to the head of the bed. Put your wrists up on the headboard if you’re OK with me tying you up.”

      Was I? That question mark threatened to trigger it all off again—that cascade of worries, future telling, mind reading, and fear that hyper-vigilance brought with it.

      “Hands on the headboard, Flick. If you don’t like what’s happening, say Kade and everything stops. I’ll have you untied and free within seconds, I promise.”

      I’d underestimated how much trust was required when I’d put this on the table as I froze there for a second, then crawled forward. My heart raced as I placed my hands on the wooden bar, and my fingers tightened stiffly around the smooth surface.

      “Good girl.” His voice was so rich and dark, I felt like I could fall into it. The sound almost had a body to it, the words sliding over me.

      He stroked me like you would the animal that hid under my skin, and my back arched up under his caress. I felt an instinctive need to be silent, so I needed to show in other ways that this pleased me.

      “Mm…seeing that spine all long and loose, you threaten my control, pet. Now, I’m going to tie this rope around your wrists. It’ll be a little firm, but not too much. If you decide you like it, we can do some tighter holds with better rope, but for now, this will have to suffice. If you feel any circulation issues like numbness or tingling, say Kade straight away. Same goes for pain—”

      I nodded.

      I could hear the smile in his voice when he spoke again. “Eager, love? I like that.” I quivered when I felt his warm grip, the rope placed around my wrists in a figure eight that brought them together, then he lashed them to the bar.

      “Fuck, Flick…” His growl felt like it filled the room with desire and, it took me a moment to place it, reverence. That was supported by his hands, as his palms, so much bigger than mine, spanned my body, brushing over my breasts, making me long for them to linger, making my nipples ache for attention. “You’re so bloody beautiful. I’m gonna make you come so hard, and then…” My hips jerked when his fingers slipped between my thighs, trailing through the seeping wetness. “Then I’m gonna line my cock up and bury it in you, cover myself in you, give you everything that’s been building inside me until we both burst.”

      A whimper crept past my lips, my teeth biting down to stop more. One minute, we’d been talking through things, and the next, I was transformed into this wanting, needing thing. I needed everything he described, to feel the moment that mask slipped and shattered, when he unleashed upon me. My thighs closed, hoping to hold him there just a little longer for a few more strokes…

      “Keep your thighs open, Flick,” he said. “I need you open for all I want to give you, up until you decide we need to stop. That’s right. Keep that position, or I’ll be forced to stake your legs out. That’s it.” I felt his knuckles grazing me, the backs of his fingers brushing my sopping folds, then heard the sucking sound of them being cleaned when he pulled away. “Need to taste you, love. Watching those boys bury their faces in you had me aching.”

      He wasn’t doing anything the others hadn’t as I felt him settle on the bed behind me, trailing his hands down the back of my legs before sweeping them up. But not where I needed them to be. The knowledge of what he was going to do, that he wouldn’t say the words if he didn’t mean them, drew inarticulate noises from my throat as I felt his hands holding me still. His breath was the first thing I sensed, sending a prickle of sensation over me, then his tongue flicked out.

      His hands bit down into the soft flesh of my thighs as his tongue slid effortlessly through me. “Mm…” I liked his helpless little moan, his tongue delving deeper as if I was some kind of delicious fruit he wanted more of. His licks became a little less practised but no less thorough, covering every inch of me, which only made me want more. He chuckled when I pushed back, as far as my limited range would allow, and his fingers dug into my hips. Well, those that weren’t sliding inside me.

      “So needy. I like that about you, Flick. I feel like all of us could give you everything we have and you’d still need more, making me want to push us harder.”

      His fingers zeroed in on my g-spot, pressing down, but not as firmly as Noah had. He seemed to know it was a little sensitive, but I threw my head back, groaning as the heat spread through my body. They found a steady rhythm, and my hips matched its pace, pulling uselessly against the bonds.

      “Not too far,” he murmured into my ear, shuffling me forward a bit with a hand on my butt. “You don’t want the ropes cutting in. There. You’ve got a bit of movement, but not without putting strain on your wrists.”

      I couldn’t focus on my wrists right now, not as his fingers worked me in a methodical efficiency. The contrast between an almost mechanical movement, designed to drive me mad in as short a time as possible, and his gentle words, lavishing praise upon my whole being, was dizzying. Was he a machine, my lover, or something else? My head spun, and my body ached, clutching tighter around his fingers.

      “Flick, I need all of you open to me.”

      He’d pulled his hand away, much to my whimpering dismay, and placed both on my butt, spreading me wide so nothing was hidden from him.

      “What do you say if you don’t want what I’m doing?” My brain struggled to respond, words a forgotten tool. “Flick?”

      “Kade,” I rasped, my voice rusty.

      “That’s it, love.” His finger slid up my crease, gathering my moisture, only to deposit it somewhere else. My whole body stiffened when I felt his thumb brush my anus, the ring clenching down.

      “Ssh…” he said. “It’s OK. Just say the word and I’ll stop.”

      But I didn’t, and the pad of his thumb began to circle the muscle, soothing it, causing a strange type of pleasure to prickle.

      “I found Renee’s bag of tricks when I was outside. There’s some I think might be of use to us.” I heard the mechanical whine of a sex toy, then felt it brush the lips of my cunt, slowly, slowly sinking in. As did his thumb. He pressed down more firmly, reaching down for something else, when I heard the flip of a bottle top. Thick, slippery lube poured down my seam, his thumb now slipping in the slick before it dripped down onto the vibrator.

      “That’s it, Flick. Doing so, so well,” he said. “Your little cunt is gripping that toy, making everything else tense up. Just give in, love, let the sensation wash over you. Let me make you come so hard.” I jerked when his finger broached the entry to my arse, as the slight popping felt so fucking weird. My clit jumped at the feeling too, throbbing so wildly, I thought maybe I was about to come.

      “Listen to you pant.” He sounded amused and endlessly patient. “See if you can lengthen those breaths a bit. That’s it. Big breaths in and out.”

      When my breath trickled out of my lungs, making my body limp, he pushed his thumb in.

      “Oh!”

      “That’s it, love. We’re not gonna go any further than this today, but let's see how this feels when you come.” I could feel the press of his legs against mine, his thumb beginning to work faster now as the rest of his hand pushed the vibe back in so that wild buzzing pressed against the spot he’d massaged so thoroughly, waking up all those old aches and creating new ones. Then his other hand moved around to work my clit.

      I had no chance now, of maintaining my breath, of doing anything other than surrendering. So I did. I was just one long lick of aching, throbbing need, and there was so much stimulation going on, I started to feel a little overwhelmed.

      “Good girl. Come hard for me, because when you do, it’s just gonna be me and you. I wanted to do so much, thought about it for so long, but I need inside you so fucking badly. I’m gonna be tough on you, ride you rough until you tell me to stop. Just remember that safe word, love, and come.”

      I did, and it felt like I was swept up on a huge wave, one that was almost frightening in its intensity. But Sen held me through it, keeping up the punishing pace until I cried out. Then, as my body shook, everything was pulled away and replaced by him. I sobbed as the blunt head of his cock rubbed against my overly sensitive folds.

      “Tell me you’re still OK, Flick.” He pushed in an inch, giving me just a taste of him right when I wanted him so much deeper.

      “Please…” I begged instead.

      “Of course, love. Always. We’ll deny you nothing.”

      My mouth was frozen in an O shape as he slammed into me, spearing through all my fluttering like I was nothing, his fingers digging in. But I was everything. I’d always found coming more than once in a row hard, but I hadn’t had sex with Sen. The pleasure didn’t abate, my cunt didn’t stop twitching, Sen’s ragged gasps a testament to that. Instead, I pulled him into me, drawing him along, faster and faster, until we both exploded.

      

      “Come here, darling, come here.”

      He pulled me hard against him after untying my hands, trying to soothe me, anchor me back in the real world while his own body shook. He ran his hands over my wrists, checking them for circulation and marks, then when satisfied, he tucked me tight against his body, throwing a leg over me to keep me from pulling away.

      As if I would. I felt all floaty and spaced out, my head spinning as my body twitched with the aftershocks. He’d pushed it harder than I’d ever been pushed, and I was shaken to the core, unable to process anything, including the long stream of compliments and sweet talk he mumbled into my hair. But I didn’t need to. In the same way I felt when Aidan and Peter held me, I was allowed time to just give up, lay it all down, and just be in this fuzzy haze, until I finally passed out.
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      “What did you do to her?”

      We were all sitting around the table again, trying to use the time to refuel. Well, we were. Aidan picked up my wrist, inspecting the faint line on my skin left by the rope there with an expression of alarm, then anger. I jerked it out of his grip, something that just spiked his ire.

      “I don’t give a shit about remotes or whatever else you blokes want to bring to bed, but hurting her?”

      I got to my feet, still feeling boneless, walking around on swaying feet to deposit myself on Peter’s lap, winding my arms around his neck.

      “Hey, baby,” he said with a smile, bringing his lips down to mine for a slow kiss. “Have fun?”

      I nodded. “I love you, so much.”

      “Yeah?” His eyes sparkled as he watched me. “I think you’re a little pack drunk right now, but I’ll take it. Now, how about something to eat?”

      When I looked up, Sen observed Peter feed me with hungry eyes, observing every mouthful.

      “Are you fucking listening to me? You bruised her! Don’t you know what she’s been through?”

      “Do you?” The two words silenced Aidan in two seconds flat. “Look, mate, I’m not here to take anything from you.”

      “Damn right, you’re not.” Aidan jerked his shirt down, revealing his pink mating mark. “She bit me.”

      “She did, so it stands to reason you could reach over, take her hand, and read how she’s feeling down your bond. Check in with her. Ask her if she’s OK. Don’t start fighting enemies for her. She’s stronger than any of us. She gave birth, she raised a kid on her own, she survived that cunt’s attentions, and she made it here. Everything else…” He shrugged. “See to your mate. Pete’s got the right idea. Feed and hydrate her. Get her ready for what’s coming.”

      I looked around when I felt someone take my hand and smiled when I saw it was Aidan, liking the way his face softened, his eyes shining as he held it.

      “Oh Flick…” he said, leaning in and kissing me. I went loose and limp as both of them did, Peter against my neck, diving down, down into the sweet hum of the pack bond.

      “I need to spend some time with just my mates,” I said when I finally surfaced.

      “Oh, I had some cool ideas for some scenes,” Noah said, looking up from his plate. “We could—”

      “Later, mate,” Sen said. “She knows what she needs, after she’s drunk the rest of that water.”

      

      I drank it and another bottle, all under his approving eye, but it wasn’t Sen I thought about when I went back to my room with my mates in tow.

      “Is it OK if we just sleep?” I asked as I lay on the bed.

      “Of course, love,” Aidan said, pulling me against him. “Fuck, it feels like a million years since we’ve done this.”

      “Cuddle?”

      “Just…this. Quiet, cuddles, bed, us. And sleep. I dunno about you, but I am trashed.”

      “The heat will break soon. Full moon’s coming,” Peter said, watching me with that steady gaze of his. Like he saw all of me and was happy as a result.

      “But what about the guys, Flick? What happened before? Did Sen… Did he hurt you?”

      “Only when I wanted him to.” I let out a long yawn. “Can we talk about it when I wake up?”

      “Of course, love.”

      

      I’m not sure how much Aidan slept. My dreams were kind of unsettled. Not outright nightmares, just lots of shadowy shapes pursuing me, tracking me. When my eyes finally opened, there he was, watching me as I yawned, as I flopped back on the bed and looked up at him. I glanced back to see Peter was still asleep, his hand on my hip.

      “You’re worried,” I whispered.

      He resisted that word, but I saw it in the tense line of his body, the muscles in his jaw.

      “You liked things as they were.”

      His eyes dropped down to the bed at that, fingers tracing the folds in the fabric.

      “You don’t want me adding anyone to the pack.”

      “That’s not my choice,” he said finally.

      “Aidan, I’m not asking you to tell me what to do, but I am asking for your opinion.”

      “It’s not… That’s not it.” He shook his head. “Pete and me have been mates for a bit. We know each other, can work well together. I guess I was invested in this thing. Ophelia took us off work while we helped out here, and I kinda threw myself into that. I… When the bruises faded and I started to see you smile, when Kade’s nightmares stopped and he felt OK to sleep in his own bed, I guess I felt like I was part of that, that we did that.”

      I put a hand on his cheek, scratching my fingers through his beard.

      “You were and are. I’ll never forget that, what you did for us. I see you, Aidan. I know you making us breakfast, doing the washing, sitting and watching cartoons with Kade, and rubbing my feet is you telling us over and over how much you love us. And we love you, Aidan. We’re not going anywhere, but we are changing.”

      He placed a kiss on my palm, holding my hand there as his eyes closed.

      “In a lot of ways, you’re just starting to get to know us. God, I’m only just starting to get to know me. I married Rick straight after university and spent much of my adulthood under his thumb, then I came here. That’s what’s been so amazing about this place. I’ve had a chance to explore things I would never have thought to try. Do as Ophelia instructed and just play. Today, Sen tied me up and made me come and fucked me hard. The marks are from the rope I wanted him to use. It was incredible, but no more than what we have, no more than right now.”

      He watched me intently, a slight frown on his face.

      “But he’s pushing you around, Flick. Telling you what to do. Isn’t he just another controlling dude who’s gonna…”

      “That’s what we’re going to find out. Sen seems to have some alpha tendencies, whatever that means, that manifest in him caring for people in a kind of pushy way. He’s a lot like you, just more insistent.”

      “And that’s what you want?”

      “I don’t know. Right now, it’s hot, sweet, and reminds me of something else. You and especially Peter, I feel like I could do anything and you’d catch me if I fell. In some ways, that makes me brave enough to experiment with Noah’s many, many kinks and to let Sen play games. But ideally, if it turns out we’d make a good pack, it’d be all four of you working with me to raise Kade, keeping this household ticking along, and then when night came, we’d file in here and we’d work together. Noah would be endlessly inventive and keep us from falling into a rut and find out a whole lot more about what turns us on. You would be looking after my best interests and make sure shit didn’t get too crazy. Peter would be my safe harbour, my safe place, somewhere to curl up and recollect myself when things get intense. And Sen would push us, test our boundaries, see if he could get some of what we hold back to surface. Like could he get that secret selfish side of you to come out to play every now and then, the one who isn’t constantly worrying about me. That Aidan who deep down, just wants to dispense with the foreplay and shove me down on the bed, peel my jeans down over my arse, and fuck me.”

      His eyes burned into mine, not blinking for even a split second.

      “Do I want him to replace my Aidan? Of course not. But can selfish Aidan come out to play sometimes? Yeah he can, whether Sen sticks around with us or not.”

      “I like this plan.”

      We both looked back to see a sleepy-eyed Peter regarding us. He hauled me back against him, his mouth dropping kisses on my neck. “I’m your safe place?” I nodded. “That’s all I ever wanted.” He looked back at Aidan. “You don’t like Sen directing her, but you’re trying to do the same.”

      Aidan looked stung at that.

      “That’s not quite right,” I said by way of a rescue. “Some of you have more opinions than others, some of you will back my plays no matter what. The balance is what I like. The responsibility is shared.” I yawned again, both their hands going to my stomach. “Just keep talking, that’s what I think. Rick always stopped that, at first by being snide, then yelling, then—” I stopped still for a moment, a flash of the old fear rising, then falling as I just breathed through it. “We’re gonna have to work through this, no matter which way things go.”

      They rolled into me, arms criss-crossing as they went around me and I was held. I just lay there, breathing in time with them, feeling that warm, comforting, suffocating, all-consuming bond rise. It was an intense thing, being pack. Much more than any relationship I’d ever experienced, and the only thing comparable was my love for Kade.

      Kade. I extricated myself gently, rolling over and looking at the clock. Time to give him my daily call. Aidan was passing me the phone before I could say anything, Renee’s number cued up. Peter sat up too, so I could lean against his bulk as we made the call.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            35

          

        

      

    

    
      Rick saw the three backpackers walking along the road, thumbs out, and slowed down. She was laughing at something the two blokes said. Her eyes were hidden behind sunglasses, but that long tumble of brown hair, those long limbs…

      Her, an instinct growled inside him. That slut, she must be taking both of them on the regular.

      Not her, a purring voice argued. But prey all the same. Let them in the vehicle.

      “How’s it goin’?” he said when he pulled up beside them, and his smile felt like it tore at his face as he tried to make it easy-going and friendly looking. “Need a lift?”

      

      “So what brings you all the way out here, Rick?” the girl asked in that sweet tone women always use when they want something. The bitch didn’t give a fuck, not when she had those two young bucks pressed up against her on the back seat. One said he was her brother, but Rick didn’t believe that for a second.

      “My wife and son went missing,” he said, trying to keep his voice from betraying just what he thought about that. He studied her in the rear vision mirror, waiting for an appropriate level of sympathy to be shown. She did, stupid fucking bitch, cooing some bullshit about finding them soon and trying to imagine how he felt. She wouldn’t be saying shit about what he felt if she actually knew, except for run.

      

      “I figure we stop here for the night,” Rick said, pulling over into a rest stop.

      Why don’t we keep going? he’d argued with that inner voice. We could be on that bitch in hours.

      Practise, young one, the voice had replied. How will you know the perfect way to punish her, your woman, if you do not explore your options? His gaze had swivelled back to the mirror, watching the hitchhikers dribble shit. They will become willing accomplices. I will make sure of it.

      

      The voice in his head had been spot on. Of course it had. It had helped him punch Macca into a bloody smear when he balked at giving Rick his car. It had him trawling the back roads of god knows where, sniffing for signs of her. And it had the two men’s eyes shining red when the time came. He’d liked the way they glowed, that familiar bright red light, as they tore into the girl. Initially, it was just thrusting into her while she screamed and sobbed and begged, before she realised what these men had become.

      Animals, the two black dogs… No, they were wolves, he knew that now. Savage beasts that stood like sentinels as they watched the two of them work her over until there was nothing but a bloody wreckage left. They lifted their muzzles when the men finally stopped, the red light fading for a moment to leave them alone with their actions. Rick hadn’t liked that much, not really understanding the looks of fear and anguish on their faces. But then the red came back, staining their eyes and then their flesh as they tore each other to pieces as well.

      He’d looked at the wolves.

      That didn’t tell me much. I know what I wanna do to that fucking bitch.

      No, but it feeds our power, makes us stronger. We are predators, red of teeth and claw. We must rend, we must tear, if we are to be strong.

      He shrugged, pulled out a cigarette, and lit it up, momentarily obscuring the view of the horrors before him in a cloud of smoke.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            36

          

        

      

    

    
      “Is there a rule that we stay here during the heat?” I asked, walking into the lounge room wearing Aidan’s t-shirt. Both Noah and Sen looked up, eyes boring into me and seeming to see past the fabric.

      “What did you have in mind?” Sen asked. “Why don’t you take a seat with Noah there?”

      I smirked at his tone as he tried to make it a suggestion and failed miserably. I padded over to Noah, who was slouched on the couch. Those pale blue eyes tracked my every moment, his body shifting to make room for me before I’d even sat down. I stopped and reconsidered what I was going to do, then crawled into his lap. I still felt the residual effects of what he had done to me, but I knew little about the man himself. If proximity was what made things happen here, then I may as well put myself in his path.

      Which was Sen’s plan all along, I thought as I settled. “This OK?” I asked Noah.

      His nod was enthusiastic and fervent, his eyes wide, trying to take everything in as I relaxed against his chest. His arm went around me, stiffly at first, then they softened as I laid my head down, the other stroking down my legs in slow, soothing movements. He tensed again when I tilted my head back and placed a kiss over the rapidly beating pulse, holding himself oh so still. I just waited for him, and sure enough, his head came down, lips perilously close to mine.

      “Can I kiss you?”

      “Please,” I said.

      As that wave of warmth he always seemed to exude washed over us, I wondered if men realised how much feeling safe made some women—this woman—so much more responsive. In not having to hold myself tight and on guard against him, I found all that lovely desire rushing up unimpeded by worries and concerns, and just felt soft and natural. What other crazy shit will Noah want us to try? I thought as I squirmed a little. His hands snapped down on my thighs and held me in place hard against him, as a dizzying array of possibilities popping into my head.

      “What are you thinking about?” Noah asked when he finally pulled away.

      “You were saying something about—” Sen went to interrupt, but Noah held his hand out.

      “What was it?” he asked again, more gently.

      “I guess I was just wondering what that mind of yours had in store for us today.”

      “Swimming,” he announced.

      “What?”

      “You want to get out of here? Getting cabin fever, yeah?”

      “Yeah,” I nodded, realising that was what it was, the itch under my skin.

      “We could go down to the Old Man Falls,” Aidan said. “It’s nice down there this time of the year.”

      “I’ll ring Ophelia,” Sen said. “Ask her to put the word around to keep everyone else away for the day.”

      

      The car ride over was an interesting one, especially after the last time I was in Aidan’s truck.

      “Nice memories?” he asked with a smirk, pulling himself into the driver’s seat.

      “I know I’m gonna get hard each time we get in here for a bit,” Peter said from the passenger seat. “I’m taking mine when I do the school run for now.”

      “Don’t want the ladies at the school gate getting all flustered?” I asked as a joke, but as he turned around, he smiled at seeing my eyes narrow down, a growl rising in my chest. “They better not.”

      “Fuck, that growl is sexy,” he replied. “So, to be clear, we aren’t having sex down at the waterhole, right?”

      I nodded slowly, not so sure about the plan that had seemed like such a good idea moments before.

      “So what is your definition of sex?” Noah asked, lifting my thigh onto his knee, resting my foot on the centre console so I sat there with my legs splayed. Those sensitive fingers trailed across the bare skin there, revealed by the brief shorts I was wearing. “Like is this considered sex? Anatomists have found that in some women, the same nerves connected to your clit can be detected all the way down here.”

      Right now, I could believe that, as I felt every single stroke of his fingers, an answering pleasure flaring somewhere much deeper.

      “Keep your leg there,” Sen said when I went to pull away. “Keep stroking her for the drive over. Tell us more.”

      “Ah…well, the movement of the muscles in the thighs and pelvis can also contribute to stimulating the clitoris indirectly. Not as intensely, obviously, but if you lift her other leg.” Sen’s hands went under my other knee, drawing my foot up onto the seat.

      “Uh!” I yelped, feeling an incredible stretch throughout the whole groin area, one that seemed to make my clit sit up and take notice. I started to squirm, noticing an emptiness I wasn’t aware of until now.

      “Fuck…” Aidan grumbled. “I’m gonna wreck us if you guys keep doing that. Five minutes out. Keep it in her pants until then.”

      

      The heat wasn’t entirely at bay, hence the call to Ophelia. The beautiful waterhole was completely empty, so we weren’t going to scar anyone. I slid out of the car and into Noah’s waiting arms, his smile growing as my body brushed against his. He pushed me against the side of the car, his hand above my head as he kissed me. It felt much like the sun on my skin—warm, comforting, sensual. When he pulled away, my lips followed his.

      “C’mon, let’s go.”

      We carried down towels and baskets of food Aidan had carefully packed, walking down to the banks. A kind of calm settled over me at the sound of the water running down a tiny little waterfall. A faint mist from the stream hitting the rocks made it feel considerably cooler, especially with the trees growing around it, shrouding us in shade.

      “This is so pretty,” I said. “God, I feel better already. It was starting to feel like the walls were closing in on us.”

      “I didn’t mind,” Noah said, nuzzling my neck. “I felt like I was drowning in you. Your scent was everywhere.”

      “There’s a kind of magic to it, the heat,” Sen said. “For just a moment, it creates a little world within a world.”

      “You sound sad that it ends,” I replied.

      A quiet fell over the group, the sound of the wind in the trees and the birds calling all that could be heard.

      “I’m going in for a swim,” Aidan said, my eyes following him as he jerked his shirt off. “Coming, Pete?”

      I couldn’t focus on anything else until those big bodies were submerged under the water, but when they were, I felt a pressure inside me to say something, do something, break the silence.

      “What if it didn’t have to?” My voice to my ear sounded like a little squeak, tinny and high, but I forged on. “Not like this exactly, obviously, but if you guys…”

      Fuck, my heart pounded so hard in my chest. Just get the words out, Flick. If they don’t want to pursue things, that’s the way it is. You have two gorgeous mates. It’ll hurt, but it’d be better to nip things in the bud now.

      “Ifeelaconnectionwithbothofyouandwanttoseehowthingsgo. Whoa!”

      Noah jerked me back so my head was lying in his lap, and those intense eyes studied me, searching for something, perhaps the meaning of my vomit of words, because damn.

      “Noah, let the woman up.”

      His head whipped around to face Sen, and an honest to goodness snarl formed on his face.

      “No, mine!”

      He covered me with his body, angling it to almost protect me from Sen.

      “Let's hope so, mate, but right now, Flick needs to talk to us about what she just said, slowly. How about you turn around and hold her in your lap, if you’re feeling that strongly about her. Feel her body pressed against yours, and then we can talk this out, yeah?”

      It took a while, but he followed Sen’s advice, the other man’s eyes watching our every move as Noah rearranged us.

      “Flick…” Noah whispered against my back, thinking I didn’t hear it as he rested his forehead against my skin.

      “So,” Sen said, fighting for calm, but I saw the flash of red in his eyes. “You want to pursue things beyond…?”

      I nodded.

      “With both of us?”

      Noah’s arms tightened around me, so I ran my hand along them, stroking him until they loosened a little.

      “I can’t promise anything. A lot relies on Kade, how everyone gets along, whether we’re all compatible, but…”

      “‘But,’” Sen said with a smile. It was a strange one, like it wanted to be a whole lot bigger, more relaxed, but he kept that held back. He nodded. “I can work with ‘but.’ Noah?”

      “I…” I heard his voice crack as he forced the word out. “Flick, can we go for a walk?”

      “Uh, sure. Where did you want to go?”

      “I’ll take you up to the top, where the stream runs through.”

      Sen passed me a bottle of water as I got to my feet, and Noah’s fingers tightened around mine when I reached down to take it.

      “I’m heading in for a swim,” Sen said, standing up. He moved in closely, slowly, but I think even he felt the tension in Noah’s body. He placed a gentle kiss on my lips and pulled back before Noah could get too wound up, then stripped down to his shorts and ambled off down to the water.

      

      It was beautiful up here. We’d walked up a well-worn path past the water, rising up and over an outcropping of rocks. Noah had smiled when he saw me pause, watching the three guys sitting in the water. Someone had gone to get beer cans, and they were relaxing with them.

      “They really pull at you, don’t they?” he asked.

      “You all do. This is…” He took my hand, helping me traverse a fall of rocks. “If I was back at home, telling people how deep I was getting in with a bunch of guys I’d either met a bit over a month ago or had only just slept with, they’d think I was mad. Being…whatever Tirian is or means makes everything really intense. My wolf wanted to mark you when we had sex.”

      His fingers went limp with shock, and he froze where he was, leaving me to jump onto the ground unaided. He just stared until he finally seemed to realise what he was doing.

      “She did?”

      “I stopped her. You might not like that, but I had to. Noah, I don’t know anything about you except for your seemingly endless knowledge of human sexuality.”

      “Right, yeah.” His head dropped down as we walked farther down the path, along the river now, the trees forming a thick canopy above us. “That’s kinda the scary part.”

      “Why?” I peered under the curtain of hair. “Do you harass little old ladies for fun or something?”

      “No, nothing like that. I guess everyone says I’m a dreamer. I’m at work or I’m reading. Books, the internet, forums.”

      “Porn?”

      He flushed red at that.

      “Like what do I have to offer you, Flick?” he soldiered on. “You’ve got a phalanx of muscle dudes all panting after you. Why me, I guess is what I’m asking.”

      “And I’d say, why not you? But we both know how this started. I touched you, and it was intense. I had no fucking idea what I was doing at the petitioning ceremony, and then my heat hit. It feels like the wolf inside me makes most of the choices, and I just process them as fast as I can. And she chose you for some reason, and I don’t think it’s because of any of the reasons you told me before. It’s something else. What would you do if there was only you as a contender? If you were coming into my life as it is now, how would you play it?”

      You could tell when Noah was really engaged in something by the way his eyes changed. The doubt dropped away, and then there was something keen and sharp looking out from behind them.

      “I’d focus on Kade first. I’ve told myself that if you decided to let me stick around that I can abstain from sex.” I snorted at that, which drew a rueful smile from him. “Yeah, I might be a bit optimistic at that, but I would concentrate on him, just coming around a bit at the start, letting him get used to me. Like bringing you both dinner or something. Aidan said he loves Star Wars and I love Star Wars, so I figure we could watch some movies. He says Kade likes to talk about the plot threads and characters. I’d want Aidan there, so he still feels safe, but yeah, I’d probably try and engage him that way, see if he felt comfortable with me, would be OK with me sticking around. I know that nothing’s gonna happen without that, so I’d want to build things from there. If he doesn’t feel safe…” Noah shivered a little, his eyes seeing something I couldn’t. “Then I’d leave it, us. Maybe we’d…get together every now and then, but yeah…” He shook his head. “I should’ve said something more romantic. My family always tells me I’m way too clinical.”

      “You’ve thought about this a lot,” I said, unable to keep the wonder from my voice. He was right, it was probably a little clinical to plot out his introduction to my son before we’d even expressed an interest in going further with things, but the detail with which he’d planned things was kinda stunning.

      “Yeah,” he said, raking his hair back. “I kinda do that all the time. People are always telling me to stop, but I can’t. I need to think about all the possible outcomes and the consequences for them and—Fuck! I am ballsing this up so badly.” I tried to hold onto his fingers as he strode over to a nearby tree, ripped up a handful of wildflowers, roots and all, then came back and thrust them into my hand. “I like you, Flick, a lot. I know from what Jules and some of the other outsider women have said that it takes a longer time for you to decide on someone than is normal here, and I’m happy to wait. I just…”

      He closed my fingers around the stems and stepped back. “You’re sweet and kind, you seem to accept people for who they are, instead of matching them against some arbitrary mental model and discarding them because they don’t fit. You saw me…in a really weird position. I’m not usually that…out with what I’m into, but when you touched my hand as I explained things, I…” He shook his head. “Everyone told me to be careful, to put up some boundaries and protect myself, but I can’t. That… When we were together, that’s the first time I’ve ever had sex with anyone else, and while it was so fucking hot, it meant more than that for me. I could smell you all around me and you held me close and stroked my hair and your cunt milked the cum from my balls and I felt…home.” I wanted to go to him. From his expression, his heart was breaking. “The Great Wolf steps in sometimes to bring people together, and I guess I hope with all my fucking heart that’s what this feeling is.”

      God, I could not keep up with this man. His mind teemed with so much he held back, and then it all came rushing out, leaving me wondering what the hell had just happened. I had no words, but I needed to process a whole other side of him, so I moved closer and just held him.

      His hands were slower to mimic mine, but they came to rest on my back, holding me to him, and for a while, that’s all we did—just held each other.

      Until he stiffened.

      If the last outburst surprised me, the next one floored me.

      “Get behind me, Flick,” came his low growl.
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      My eyes shot up to see a transformed Noah hunched over me. His lips were pulled back from his teeth, becoming bigger, sharper somehow.

      “Now, Flick!” he hissed, picking me up and shoving me when I didn’t move fast enough. His body transformed from long and lean to somehow bestial as he stood before me.

      “You’ve gotta get back to the watering hole. Get to the boys and don’t look back.”

      And that was the last thing he said before transforming into a perfectly white giant wolf.

      I hadn’t had time to really process the Tirian form when they’d first shown it to me, having just woken up from a mini coma, but I got to now. Because not one but two stood before me. Down the path was a semi familiar sight—a black wolf sitting there panting, its red eyes glowing like hell fire.

      Is that you? I asked my beast.

      No, and you need to do what your mate says and run, came her terse reply. There is nothing good for you here, only pain and death.

      What?! You’ve got to be shitting me. That’s just a dog.

      A really big dog that was padding closer with every second, whose eyes burned into mine, whose muzzle wrinkled up to show its very white teeth. Who spoke to me, mind to mind, as I stood there like a bloody stunned mullet.

      We’re coming for you, Felicity, it said, the voice inside my head the sound of animals shrieking and houses burning, of whimpers of pain and sadistic smiles. And that boy of yours. Of ours, really. We’ll transform him from that soft little creature…

      I was treated to a rapid flicker of images, some stuttering, showing the same few seconds over and over in a loop. Kade with a transformed Rick, his hair close-cropped, a large squarish scar on the side of his head. Kade screamed at the start, trying to get away from Rick and back to me, then he just screamed.

      My answering one was caught in my throat, the muscles as frozen as my body’s, unable to let it out nor let oxygen in. Rick brought him animals, the cuter and fluffier the better, his grin growing as they wagged their pathetic little tails or arched their backs, expecting to be treated well. They were quickly disabused of that. They screamed, Kade screamed, everyone did but Rick, who sliced them up with a methodical interest in making them hurt as much as possible. What had been a petty tyranny with me had bloomed into so much more. It continued, on and on, until my eyes ached from watching it, until Kade’s screams stopped and he became a dead-eyed nothingness that transformed when Rick put an older Kade’s hand around the knife handle.

      It was the long howl that woke me from my nightmare, my vision snapping to the present day to see the moment the black wolf dropped down into a crouch, right as Noah lifted his head to send up the alarm.

      “No…” I whispered, that old habit of keeping my cries to myself for fear of being heard as easy to slip into as an old pair of shoes. He was going to take it all away. He couldn’t let me go, let me find happiness, give my son everything I’d hoped for. He was going to come and keep on coming.

      “NO!” I shrieked as the black wolf leapt.

      I heard the sound of footfalls behind me but couldn’t look away as the black wolf’s jaws closed around Noah’s beast’s neck. Slamming him down to the ground close enough I could feel the impact, the black beast straddled the white wolf’s body and then thrashed his head, tearing at his throat. Blood bloomed obscenely on the white fur, but he refused to cry out, Noah’s whole body bucking and writhing as he struggled to throw him off.

      Then a massive black beast, so much bigger than any of them, slammed into the red-eyed wolf’s side and sent it spinning, a grey and a white one following hot on its heels. Noah clambered to his feet, the movement an ugly combination of scrabbles and leg waving, but he got up, head hanging low and blood dripping with frightening regularity on the thirsty soil.

      “No, Noah,” I pleaded, reaching out and touching his wisping fur when he turned to join the fight, now a scrambling, snarling mass of animals. “No, you’ve done enough.”

      But he whined, pressing his nose into my palm, and then started to run towards the fray.

      You stupid fucking bitch!

      The echo of David’s words smashed into me as I just stood there, my eyes blurring with tears, but nothing could take the brutal sound of animals killing each other away.

      You stand here while they die.

      He’s coming for Kade, and you can do nothing.

      They’re fighting for you. You. What a fucking waste.

      You’ll never escape him. Never. All of this has been just a pretty interlude, but he’s gonna strike so much harder for escaping him.

      Enough! my beast snarled. You let the beasts in your mind tear you in two while he does the same to your mates! We are strong.

      No.

      We will tear the interloper in two!

      No.

      He threatens the cub, the pack. Our strength comes from our number.

      And as if she was sick of talking to insensible me, I felt myself shoved to one side. My body grew hot, so very hot for a moment, burning until I screamed, but what came out was not from a human throat. We howled, to alert those around of the danger, to throw our spite in the interloper’s teeth. Teeth that were wrapped around the throat of one of my mates and closing inexorably, despite the others tearing chunks from him. My paws struck the ground hard, the powerful muscles of my haunches coiling which sent us sailing forward, scouring the earth as I went and building up speed to a lightning pace, before I sent my body crashing into the red-eyed wolf’s.

      I pulled up, panting, listening to the wild music of my heart as the beast went spinning in a mad flail of limbs.

      No, Flick! one of my mates called.

      Yes, Flick, was my reply as I stampeded on, keeping the momentum up as I landed on the still struggling wolf and my teeth sunk into his flesh. The burning taste of his blood was the sweetest thing, and I had to have more. I ripped at him, effortlessly avoiding his answering snaps, and the best came when I caught his leg in my jaws and whipped my head, the fangs spearing straight through his muscle and into the bone, and the thin lengths snapped moments later.

      I saw the wisdom to this when he finally managed to get to his feet. While four-legged animals can get along with three legs, a recently broken third was enough to give me an advantage.

      Imagine if we took out the second, an alien thought slid into my mind, revelling in the mental image of the beast that had threatened my mates, pinned to the ground by his own pathetic body. I saw his tail wagging furiously, his ears flat to his skull as I stalked up to him, my burning venom dripping on the ground as I—

      “Flick! We’ve gotta go!”

      My head whipped around to see my men clustered around a fallen Aidan, the strangled sounds drawing my attention.

      Pathetic. You’ll never make the killing stroke. You’ve not the strength, that monstrous voice snarled inside my head.

      “Flick!”

      There was something to this decision. I could feel that, even in this instinct ruled brain, one misstep could send us crashing through the ice to drown. But which? This beast was a creature of malice, pure and simple. He knew me, Rick, Kade, and was prepared to do whatever he could to make us suffer. He was a threat, and threats were to be put down.

      But my mate… That was no natural sound. He was… My mind refused to make the words, which decided my next action. I came loping back to them, saw that Sen and Peter were in human form, Noah still a wolf.

      “We gotta get him to doc, now!” Sen said as Peter cradled Aidan to his chest. And my love, he fought for every breath. I could hear it through the bloody mess of his body. There were holes where there shouldn’t be, blood dripping from him, and an awful whistle of his lungs. “Let’s go!”

      

      We went as fast as we could, but jostling Aidan seemed to only make things worse. I shifted when we got into the car, pulling a blanket over me, but Noah stayed in wolf form, sitting up in the front as Peter and I held Aidan still. His hazel eyes, wide and staring, were the only indicator we had of what he was going through. He couldn’t cry out, groan, or even breathe, only stare, tears trickling out the sides.

      “Hang on, mate,” Peter said, taking his hand, my own tears coming thick and fast. “You have to hang on. We’ll be there soon. They’ll make it better, I promise.”

      

      “What the hell happened?” Ophelia asked as we ferried Aidan into the doc’s surgery.

      “None of that now,” Hobbes said, bending over my love, scanning him with an expert eye. “Bloody hell. Get the midwives in here. I need anyone with healing experience in here, right now.”

      She moved frantically around the room, pulling out equipment and supplies with wild abandon, but I saw the shake in her hands when she pulled on gloves with a cool kind of detachment. I reached across, slapped a hand on her arm, and stopped her from moving, then said, “Take a breath, then proceed.”

      She nodded, then moved. My gaze shifted to the proceedings, where she took the wreckage of my mate’s body and tried to put it back together, but all I could see was her tensed shoulders, her teeth digging into her lips, her little sobs of breath.

      None of which I could make.

      My mind couldn’t, wouldn’t accept what was going on.

      Not Aidan, not my mate. I couldn’t be one of those people who have their loved ones torn away from them so soon after finding them. That wasn’t his blood, it wasn’t him fighting to keep breathing. I was wrapped up tight in acres of grey woolly nothingness, putting a million miles between me and them. I was watching this happen on TV, the life of a character I wasn’t really engaging with, who was suffering some awful fate, but I just wanted to get back to flicking through social media, the director having failed to move me.

      Then the swinging doors burst open, and the many older women I’d seen at the alpha residence entered the room in a long stream.

      “Finally!” Hobbes snapped. “Scrub up and get some gloves on. I need…”

      Her voice trailed away as she heard the hum, the sound of each and every woman’s throat filling the room. It got louder and louder, especially when they joined hands, forming an inviolable circle around the operating table.

      “Join us, Flick,” Ophelia ordered, taking a spot in the ring nearest the door, a white faced and pregnant Jules at her side, moving to become one with the circle.

      “What the hell?”

      My head whipped around to see the doctor pulling away from my love, her hands in the air, as if to protect herself. From what, it became immediately apparent. Light poured from Aidan’s body, slowing the drips of blood seeping from him first, his skin growing brighter and brighter.

      “You must join us, Flick. You are Aidan’s mate, his anchor in this world,” Ophelia insisted.

      “Flick, please,” Peter pleaded, his hands soaked in blood.

      The weight of their expectations felt crushing, threatening to hammer me into the ground. What did they expect of me? I could do nothing, was nothing.

      “Don’t do this right now, Flick.” Sen’s voice was a whip crack across my already raw flesh. “Don’t get caught up in the bullshit in your head. Just take the women’s hands.”

      I stepped back automatically, until I felt hands part to accept me, then each grabbed mine and the world fell away.

      

      It was beautiful here, the blood and pain replaced by golden clouds and radiant light.

      “Direct us, Jules.”

      My eyes flicked around me at the sound of Ophelia’s voice, and as if summoned by it, they all appeared. Well, they did and more besides. I saw Jules and Ophelia talking animatedly, trying to work something out, it increasingly drowned out by the humming. It rose and rose until it was a physical presence in my ears, pushing against my eardrums, forcing everything out as rings upon rings of women filled the cloud landscape.

      And then she came, a massive white wolf, padding forward, her head down and her green eyes burning into mine. She stepped over each ring, so tall she blotted out the light source here and replaced it with her radiance, then came to a stop in the centre of the circle and sat down.

      My eyes ached and my head throbbed as if I stared directly into the sun, but I couldn’t look away. I trembled, my body fighting to hold its position, until finally she relented, looking away.

      Why have you summoned me here?

      Summoned you? I don’t even know who you are!

      And yet, you do. Your ears may not have heard the explanations, but you know. So why am I here?

      My mate Aidan… Something about my mind balked at this, shutting down, putting up roadblocks, trying to stop me going further. There is only pain there, it whispered. Go no further.

      What is this Aidan to me?

      Aidan’s hurt, I squeezed out, feeling like my throat, my brain was being shredded. The women came in the room and started humming.

      They summoned me for you. To what purpose? I could hear the thinly concealed irritation there, a pulsing need to pull away, walk free of this place and its net of power, to run on the plains.

      I…

      The red eyed wolf smashing into my mates.

      He…

      His teeth digging into Aidan’s throat, thrashing around, doing his damn best to tear his life out.

      From death comes regrowth, she said sagely, like I was supposed to make sense of that. And that was apparently it, as the wolf got to her feet, readying to leave.

      Everything I’d been struggling to keep a lid on came rushing out at the sight of her feet moving.

      

      My thought process was so breathtakingly selfish, it stunned me. Of course Aidan would get hurt trying to look after me. Of course some red eyed fucker of a wolf was pursuing me, ready to steal my child away, to run him through some kind of serial killer bootcamp. Of course Aidan’s blood was drying on my thigh, the red-eyed wolf’s blood on my teeth, making it feel like I’d been sucking copper coins. Of course we would have some kind of metaphysical ritual with magic giant wolves that spouted useless aphorisms.

      The white wolf nodded to me, then turned.

      “Wait! Wait….” My voice trailed away. My chest heaved as everything faded away, plonking me right back in the room where the guys and Doc Hobbes were rushing around as Aidan’s body fought to stay alive.

      And was losing that battle. The tears streamed down my face as I walked through them to his side and saw those same damn staring eyes, all that was Aidan leaching out of them, growing steadily dull.

      I’d thought I loved Aidan before, but it was a selfish, summer love of heat and sweetness. I’d wrapped him around me like a warm blanket, used him as a shelter against the storm of my abuse, and made a nice little home there. And now that was being ripped away. As he tried to protect me, he’d been brought down, and now he needed me to step up and do as he had done for me—give him my strength, commit myself entirely to helping him, knowing I was probably going to fail. The greyness threatened to wrap around me again, insulate me, keep me away from what I knew was going to break me until he was gone.

      Not gone, a tiny voice in my mind cried. Never that.

      We’d only been together for such a short time, but an avalanche of memories of being with him flooded me. The feel of his hand in mine, taking it when I could bear it and then it never far out of his grip after that. The gentleness when he stroked the hair back from my face and placed a kiss on my forehead as he put containers of food on the table. His patience when he listened to Kade talk on and on about whichever cartoon he was obsessing about now, getting down on the floor and playing pew pew battles with him, much to Kade’s cries of delight. Of carrying him into bed and laying him down. Pulling his hair back into a ponytail as he worked at keeping the house clean. Cups of tea on the coffee table waiting for me. Arms around me, stroking my skin when I could tolerate its touch and then soothing my jangled nerves until they finally stilled.

      Aidan was love. He’d grown up in a happy, well-adjusted house and it saturated him, and it was all he could do to just send it back out to those around him. And I couldn’t take that away from my son.

      He’ll look after Kade, I told myself through ragged breaths. He’ll raise him well, help him to become a strong man in his own right, him and Peter. Renee’ll step in, be the mother. Fuck, her whole family would cluster around Kade, keep him safe from his fucking father.

      Rick wants me, and he can’t have me. Kade needs Aidan. They’ll be able to protect him way more effectively than I will.

      I looked up into those implacable green eyes, eyes who saw every thought, every feeling of each and every one of us, and nodded.

      I stepped forward, knowing what I had to do. Because love isn’t selfish. It’s that curious magic a bunch of sentient apes managed to conjure, where the needs of another became just as important as your own. I’d never experienced the level of pain radiating in my heart before, and I welcomed it, every aching moment.

      I’m sorry, Kade, I thought quietly.

      From death comes regrowth? I said. Then take me. Regrow him, his skin, his muscle, his blood. Make him whole again. Let him continue to be the man I know him to be, let that heart of his keep beating to love entirely those lucky enough to find a place within it. Let him live, please.

      This will come at a cost, the white wolf said.

      I know. I don’t have anything else to give. Just…make sure Kade will be safe.

      The cub is important. He will survive.

      Figuring that was as good an assurance as I was going to get, I closed my eyes and stepped forward, into her white light.

      They didn’t see it, with the hysterical action going on within the surgery, but I did. Just as I had asked, I watched Aidan’s body knit back together, slowly at first, the wrench I felt only slight. But the pace picked up, and my heart beat harder and harder as it did, the gaps between the beats expanding until it was the ponderous sound of a gong being struck, years going by between each pulse. My vision began to grey when I saw him blink rapidly, when people stopped panicking and started to see. It faded as the last of his skin was remade, and then I fell to the floor.
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      To say I was surprised to realise I was taking one breath, then another, was an understatement.

      Flick!

      My name was shouted a million times in chorus, the sound deafening, but even when I put my hands over my ears, it didn’t stop. Because it came from inside me, deep in this pool I hadn’t realised I possessed. And as if in noticing it, the sounds, that feeling of holding something infinite grew.

      Initially, it felt like sunlight on your skin. Just those gentle, shifting, dappled points of light as you lay under a tree on a warm day, each one caressing you like fingers, covering your whole body. Then it swelled, growing more insistent. I was raised up, pulled from whatever darkness I lay within, drawn up and up, until my eyes flicked open.

      “This is not the way!” one of the matriarchs hissed at us, her face screwed up into an expression of pure venom. “Look at his eyes! This interloper! Where is his mother? She has a case to answer to.”

      I struggled to make sense of it, this cold, clinical box of a room with all its harsh reflective surfaces. Everything in here hurt my eyes to look at, but I blinked rapidly, trying to stop the ache.

      Because everything did. My body was limp now, I realised, held by strong arms, other hands roaming my skin. They were the spots of light I recognised, my eyes threatening to close again.

      Flick…Flick…Flick…

      My name no longer a shout, it was a beat, tugging my heart along, forcing it to keep a regular pace. It came from those hands and the chest I was held against. They grounded me, kept me from floating away. Had always done so, I realised.

      I felt the drops of water on my skin, and it soaked each one up as its due, a curious energy filling me as it did so.

      “Let me…” A voice the sound of a heart being crushed slowly in a vise pleaded. The hands around me, the arms that held me were reluctant, covetous, but they opened and I was moved. Pulled close, draped over someone’s body like a doll.

      “My Flick…” he whispered, his words lighting upon my skin, working their way under it and into the core that beat within me. “No, love. This isn’t what I wanted. You can’t…” His voice broke on the pleas, unable to force anymore out. It didn’t matter, I felt them, dropping like depth charges inside me, the subsequent explosions radiating out through every cell. “Come back to me. Come back to us.”

      So much unwitting power in those words, that they knew not what magic they wrought. They were a call to action, as more arms surrounded me, interlinking with my bearers until I was contained in a cocoon of them, their combined weight sparking a heat.

      “Come back to us, Flick.”

      This voice was different, holding a steely core, one that would not be denied.

      “Flick, come back. Never leave us. Be our pack. Come back, love. You promised us ‘but.’ I need a chance at ‘but.’”

      It wrapped itself around me, this insistent voice, grabbing me in a grip of iron and tugging me out of the darkness I floated within.

      Which brought him.

      He was just a pair of red lights in the gloom, that soon resolved themselves as eyes. Eyes that burned with an unearthly light, the largest black wolf I’d ever seen.

      I am death, entropy, decay.

      I couldn’t reply. I was only a consciousness, able to observe, but no more.

      I am endings where she is beginnings. I am power, violence, aggression. I am force. I am anger.

      That disturbed my unnatural calm, the word dropping into the pool I held within me, sending ripples out.

      I am raging against the dying of the light. I am the death of light. I am chaos, the breaking down of rules and barriers, and the stifling construction of them.

      And I’m sick of your fucking litany, I replied finally. Live, love, pray? Seriously, you sound like a fucking five-dollar wall hanging from Kmart.

      The beast’s head jerked up at that, then his jaws fell open, his red, red mouth panting.

      Let me go, I said, all my prior life’s wishy-washiness blasted away in the furnace of whatever the fuck this was. They are pulling me home, to be with them, to raise my child. To put that cunt, Rick, into the motherfucking ground. You want a sacrifice like she did? I will cut his fucking throat, then spread his blood in your honour.

      By the flare of those red eyes, that idea pleased him greatly.

      You will do that anyway. It is written in every cell.

      I was treated to a rapid flicker of scenarios. Me holding a gun out as Rick stormed our house, blood staining his skin, then bursting from his forehead as I shot him. Slamming a knife my searching fingers found in the chaos of the dining room floor into his neck as he thrust himself into me, showering me with blood. My pack emerging like shadows from the darkness around the house, padding after him as he approached Kade’s window, hand on the screens, our claws extended.

      Will you surrender to him? Will you let him have his way?

      Never.

      Then I accept your sacrifice, but I want more.

      Of course you fucking do. You’re a man, aren’t you?

      No, not yet. The balance was broken when those two became our avatars. It must be restored. If you ask this of me, to release you back to the world, this burden will become your community’s. They will restore the order.

      Being around the Great Black Wolf helped me claw back a kind of savage selfishness. I nodded, the first time my body had been able to move. At that, the big paw I hadn’t realised was standing on my chest was taken off, the sensation of being reeled up dizzying.

      You will remember. You will make your sacrifice.

      

      “This is absolutely the way,” a man said, forcing his way through the mass of people in the room and taking a place next to a pregnant woman. The look of love that passed between them as he took her hand was so pure and intense, it felt intrusive to watch it. “We defeated Lonen in the form he was in, but we had no idea where he went. The Black Wolf swallowed him and…?”

      “I saw them, the way they were manifested by Branwen and Lonen in Wolflantis,” the pregnant woman said.

      “Oemis, love.”

      “Whatever. Just as we manifest our Tirians on the full moon, I think they did the same at special events. The Great Black Wolf is free now, but who manifests him?”

      “That we even speak of such a beast is an abomination!” one woman spat.

      I coughed, unable to do anything else, a splutter of fluid erupting everywhere.

      “What the actual fuck!”

      “Flick! By the goddess…”

      “Let me through!” A cool hand was placed on my forehead, a bright light shone in my eyes.

      “Ouch,” I said, blinking against it.

      

      The debate continued to rage around me, but that dark certainty inside kept me quiet. Now wasn’t the time. Instead, I lay where Aidan had, my pack surrounding me.

      “Flick…” Peter contained so much in the few words he said, the tone tearing at me. I resisted it for a moment, that hard black seed inside me ready to protect me, armour me against the world if I’d just let it. Rather, I reached up with a clumsy hand, taking his hand, and his squeezed mine painfully in response.

      But I had to like the pain. Why else would I scan each of their faces, see the devastation I’d wrought spelled out plainly there?

      “You’re…” Noah couldn’t get the words out, his eyes, his throat, clogged with tears. But Sen, he remained stock still, staring at me with red eyes, his stillness an excellent copy of the Great Black Wolf’s. His grip on my arm hurt as he hurt, his gaze going on and on, as if that was all that held me here.

      “Flick… This isn’t what I wanted,” Aidan said, shouldering forward. “I…I did it for you.”

      “And I did it for you,” I forced out, ending with a spluttering of coughing.

      “Mum? Mum!”

      My head whipped around as fast as it would go on my leaden body and looked beyond to see a small figure smashing through the swinging doors, arrowing through the chaos and masses of people towards me.

      “Kade,” I said, and forced my arm around him when his body collided with mine.
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      The next few days were a series of sacrifices.

      The first was to Kade. He’d been shaken by what he’d felt down our connection, and demanded to be brought down to the clinic. He hadn’t gotten the details. Renee explained that our natural parental instinct to protect our children stopped inappropriate information coming down the bond. Danger and pain had leaked past this barrier though, and for a while, Kade regressed somewhat.

      “No,” he said, clinging like a spider monkey to my side. I’d been set up in the lounge room against the doctor’s orders, propped up on a bank of pillows and swathed in blankets.

      “C’mon, mate, just a quick shower,” Aidan asked, reaching out a hand.

      “No!” he’d cried, burying his head deeper into my chest.

      “It’s OK. I’ll do it,” I said, moving slowly, gingerly. Whatever I had done had given my natural reserves of strength a knock.

      “No, Flick,” the guys said as one, all rising to their feet, but Kade just clung harder.

      “Yes, Flick,” I replied, and hobbled to the bathroom with my son.

      One of them had brought me a chair, and hands went to my shoulder as I watched Kade wash through the blurry glass. And he watched me, his face no more than a smudge of grey, white, and black from behind the textured glass, but I could see those dark points staring as he showered.

      Then back into my arms, while we ate, while we sat in front of the TV, and when he fell asleep in them.

      “I’ll take him,” Aidan volunteered, the others watching us with haunted eyes. What they needed tugged at me, prompting me, pushing me to meet it, but I was so tired. I wanted to, to separate everything that was in me and parcel it out by need, until they were full. But I was empty, so empty, and whatever core of vitality I possessed was being used up entirely by Kade.

      “Not yet,” Noah said with a shake of his head when the others turned. “She can’t.”

      “She can’t do this!” Aidan snapped. “She…” I watched him swallow twice, like that would dislodge the lump there. But I knew from experience it wouldn’t. That’s not how it worked, or the countless cups of tea and water would have done the same for me. I looked at him with sympathetic eyes, because that’s all I could give. “She nearly fucking died.”

      “That’s why he’s like this,” Peter said. “He knows on some level.”

      He got to his feet, bent over the two of us, and lifted us into his arms, Kade only stirring slightly, before carrying us into the bedroom. His muscles didn’t even quiver when he put us down onto the bed and then crawled up beside me to lie at my back. My body sagged, using his to support it as I had the couch. The others followed, Aidan curling around Kade, but Noah and Sen just waited.

      “We should—” Sen started to say.

      “No, you shouldn’t,” Aidan shot back. “Get on the bed and get as comfortable as you can. You’re in for the long haul. You know you are. Neither of you would be able to walk out of here after that, unless she tells you to.”

      I felt the moment they all settled, the little points of contact between us all. It fuelled me somehow, as if all the energy I’d expended was slowly leaching back. I let out a long breath, sinking into the bed, and then into sleep.

      

      That night, I dreamed as a predator would. I was a shadow, padding through the night, my gleaming red eyes shining in the dark and scaring the prey from their hiding points, only for my jaws to snap down on them. When I woke sometime in the night, my mouth was filled with the taste of blood. My tongue inspected the interior, looking for bites or cuts, but found none, so I wriggled my way free and went to the kitchen for a drink of water.

      I wasn’t surprised when he followed me.

      Sen stood in the entranceway, his eyes shining red in the darkness, an answer to my own I was sure.

      “You know what I have to do,” I said.

      He nodded. “He’s sick, broken. He’s chasing down wildlife right now, catching them in traps and—”

      “I know what he does with them.”

      “He’s refining his skills, pushing himself further down the spiral. The police are investigating what happened to those backpackers, but—”

      “You see all of it.”

      He nodded. “I think he’s a warning. To you, obviously, but this is Lonan’s or whatever he is, his statement to us.”

      “The balance has to be restored. That was the price he told me, the Black Wolf.”

      “That’s gonna be a hard ask. The matriarchs are pretty rigid about it.”

      “Then he’ll keep sending Ricks and their ilk until they do. So, you’ll help me?”

      “Always, you know that. But what you want to do, it won't be that easy. To…” I saw myself padding across the peach carpet in my old house, the stone ashtray in my hand. “To kill a man, to execute him.”

      “What else do we do? I’ve seen what he wants to do. To Kade…”

      “I know, love.” His voice was a warm caress his hand echoed when it rubbed up and down my arm. “I don’t disagree, I’m just saying it's harder than you think.”

      I moved in closer and put my head on his chest, wanting that animal comfort for just a moment as all the consequences of my choices crashed in on me. He stroked my hair as the tears came, those horrible, silent, hacking ones, and kept on holding me until I was done.
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      “You’re different since…”

      We lay under a tree on a blanket, that same dappled light playing over us as Kade ran around squealing with the other kids. It’d been a few days. He hadn’t gone back to school yet, but he was more and more willing to detach himself from me as long as I was within sight.

      “Noah…” Peter rumbled.

      “No, it’s OK,” I said, sitting up and resting back against him as that massive arm of his locked around me. “He’s right, I am different.”

      “Not bad different, just…” I watched the blond man struggle to find the words. “Contained. That’s how I’d describe it.”

      I smiled, but it wasn’t an especially happy thing, my eyes straying to Sen.

      “And there’s a thing, with you two.” He studied us for a moment, a small frown forming. “Sorry, I shouldn’t really say anything. I’m not pack.”

      “Yes, you are,” I replied, the words just falling out as I watched Kade scream, escaping the clutches of the girl that chased him. I looked down again as the silence drew on. “How can we have gone through what we’ve gone through without becoming a pack? I felt you on my skin when I came back, your power flowing into me, strengthening me. Are we not connected?” I felt the venom flush my mouth, and my teeth ached with the need to pull them close and bite deep into their flesh. “But I’m not rushing into biting you. I need time to catch up, find you and feel you, both of you. Putting that mark on Peter and Aidan, it’s so fucking personal and I can’t just do it to finalise things neatly. I don’t know when it’ll happen, but know I will when it does. But I’m guessing you’d like some certainty, and I can give you that. Consider yourselves part of us. Ophelia sanctioned you being in the house while we recover, but I’ll fight any of them if they try to take you away.”

      I watched the play of emotions on both Sen’s and Noah’s faces. There was something still a little dead about me. I was slow to react, to respond, part of me just observing before reacting. But then it would come, somehow more intensely for the lag.

      There was something naked about Sen’s face as he heard the words. His usual façade was ripped down rather ruthlessly, leaving something much more fragile in its wake—a softness that made his eyes widen as I crawled over and kissed him, that had his hands going to my hair, wanting to hold me still, even as I pulled away. I grabbed his hand, feeling the pulse down the bond that shouldn’t be there but was, before turning to Noah.

      He was always much more plain about how he felt, his skin as white as milk when I moved before him. He couldn’t move, his eyes standing out plainly on his face, his head tilting as he seemed to search me blindly for answers to the questions that swirled inside. He shook, even flinched away when I went to touch him, as if it would hurt. Or was it the distance between us that caused him pain? Then he surged forward, collecting me up and pushing me to the ground, his body following with it to the sounds of my other mate’s complaints. Food, drinks, phones were all crushed beneath us as he kissed me with his whole soul.

      And that fed me somehow, that straightforward expression of affection and lust, the feel of his feathery hair just as nice as the thrust of his tongue, so for a moment, I lost myself in that sensation until he finally pulled away.

      “I want to be worthy of your bite,” he whispered.

      “I know. You will be.”

      “C’mere,” Aidan tugged at my arm, extricating me and pulling me close. My head came to rest in the hollow of his neck, his arms caging me in. “When you… I was going, and I did it because I knew it was for you. I’d made my choice.”

      “And I made mine. I’d do it again, fair warning, just as you would for me.” That quieted them, but there were nods all around. “That’s the way it works to make a pack. We’re in this together. We have each other’s backs.”

      The weird emptiness that had filled me since I came back actually made it easier. My mind had never been quieter, my constant stream of worries silenced. There was only this—certainty.

      I kissed Aidan slowly, letting his taste overpower the persistent one of coppery blood, and then crawled over to Peter.

      “Back where I started,” I said, smiling. He turned up at that, like a flower to the sun, and I stroked that square jawed face, liking the fur like feel of his stubble, the warmth of his skin under my hands. He held me, folding me up small and tight, and holding me as close to inside him as he could. We just listened to the musical sound of kids playing and trees swaying and breeze rattling leaves.

      “Flick, if we’re to be a pack, they need to know,” Sen said.

      I sighed as their focus sharpened, then nodded.
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      The day Rick reached Sanctuary was a quiet one. Ophelia and the matriarchs had been notified. We couldn’t risk any other families being used as ‘practice’ even if we knew he was coming for us. So we roamed the night with other packs in shifts, patrolling the streets, watching, waiting.

      “It’s the dark of the moon,” Sen said, glancing at the sky.

      I glanced up at the night sky that felt like velvet on my skin, stroking me, soothing me, bringing my focus back to the world around me.

      “We better stay close to the house,” Peter said. “He’ll come tonight.”

      He wouldn’t come to the house, I could feel that in my bones, but I just nodded and followed them back.

      “Hey,” Cooper said, emerging from the gloom of the veranda, the rest of Aidan’s dads following suit. “We figured we’d need…”

      His words trailed away, but Aidan walked over, putting a hand on his arm.

      “I think we’re all feeling it.”

      “The blokes have emptied out of the singles’ mess, the pub, and the club,” Smokey said. “Every bloke in the town is out on the streets. We’ll catch the fucker, Flick.”

      “No you won’t, but I’ll need you to keep Kade safe. That’s very, very important.”

      “Of course, love,” Cooper said. “I know you need to get involved after what happened, but, sweetheart, you can leave it to us. It’s what us fellas do.”

      “Not this time,” I said, lifting my hands when I felt the stretch in the tips, and everyone saw the claws pushing through. “His sacrifice is mine. It’s how I got back here. I promised.”

      My eyes shone red, I was sure of it, as did Sen’s, and the men stiffened around us.

      “Then I’m calling the boys,” Vin said. “The sons have gotta come home, circle the fucking wagons. I’ll ask some of that tribe of Moira’s to come and provide back up.”

      “Carissa’s too,” Cooper said, flicking his eyes over to the next-door neighbours. “We can consolidate what we have here. If he’s coming for Kade…”

      “He’s coming for someone. The children, protect them,” I said, and then strode up the steps, into the darkened house and down the hall, flinching away from the light burning in the bathroom to open my child’s bedroom door.

      Will he slink inside like this? I wondered, dropping down beside his bed, my hands sliding across the bedcovers. Will he touch him like this? My hands curled around Kade’s. I got no answers, just the steady rhythm of his breathing. I glanced out the window, half expecting to see his silhouette against the glass, but that wasn’t right, was it? Kade was endgame, his prize once he had what he wanted. I got to my feet, striding outside without another look.

      The men were clustered in the driveway, talking in that spare, muscular way they do, leaving me with a feeling of satisfaction that the den, the cub was safe. My pack peeled away from them without saying another word, following on my footsteps, as sure as the beat of my hair on my shoulders as I strode forth.

      Rick wanted me, always wanted me. To annihilate me, destroy me, as I was evidence of something he could not bear. He looked into me as one would a dark mirror and saw all of it—the obvious weaknesses, the pathetic inability to hold his temper, his confusion and fear at his complete failure to self-regulate, his lack of discipline when it came to alcohol and drugs, his vicious words turned in on himself. Every fucking day, he got up and built that flimsy house of cards that was his identity, and I smashed it down by merely breathing.

      I strode down the street, blindly moving away from my home. I would not bring this fight to my son. I’d rip his eyes from his skull before Rick set them on Kade again, let alone anything else. The moon shone so brightly for most of the cycle, bathing all of us in her glow, her love. And that was me ninety-nine percent of the time. I was a mother, a lover, a pack leader, a teacher, a caretaker. But right now? My smile spread across my face, a quite different crescent. Right now, she had turned her face away from the world, shrouding us in perfect darkness that only artificial lights could try to broach. So many monsters of mythology were female, because who was more tied to the moon’s tide than us? My fingers twitched, and my claws clicked dully against each other.

      They stood waiting for us in the central square just outside the fenced off area. Ophelia and several elders of such advanced age, I’d never seen them before, a cluster of matriarchs.

      “Bringing down the moon?” one snapped. “You want one tainted with him working this ritual?” She stabbed a finger at me. “It’s a bloody dangerous thing with proven members of the matriarchy, let alone an outsider. But that man of hers, with those red eyes…”

      “There’ll be more of them,” Ophelia said. “You know that.”

      “So you say,” another woman said. “This Brandon and his pronouncements. I thought all that had dried up for him, that a woman was to take his place.”

      “She will, when she’s old enough.”

      “Why are we doing this? For one woman, one child?”

      “Pfft…”

      The small sound from one of the eldest women, hunched over with age, silenced the group.

      “Simple children. Too soft by half ye are. Think this place was formed on sweetness and light? All loving packs and pretty mates? We knew this was coming. You had many good years with which to come to your power. Now you need to use it. ‘The line remains unbroken, when the balance is returned.’ You always forget the other half of it. Now, this raddled interloper is on the outskirts of town. You can either form the circle and draw him here, or let the diseased workings of his brain decide who he will attack first. This is what being a matriarch means. They have the children, the love, and we have the power. We use it to protect them.”

      My spine pulled endlessly taller as I turned to stare up the long road that led newcomers in through the big gate, then down here to the square. Dark things moved on the road beyond, but I couldn’t see if it was him yet. I heard the women moving around me, linking up hands, caging me and the boys within. Then more footsteps came. Arelia, the woman I’d met at the playground, and her sisters approached on one side.

      “Let the mothers in,” an imperious little voice said, and the circle parted to admit Kiralee, one of my son’s friends.

      “Sweetheart,” I said, walking over, feeling my claws recede, my voice softening. “This is not the place for you.”

      “Isn’t it?” Her eyes flashed red in the darkness, something that raised a flurry of splutters from the circle. “Crone, mother, maiden. That’s how it’s done.”

      “So it is.” The elderly woman, who had spoken before, hobbled forward with Ophelia at her side. “You know the words?”

      “I heard them in the beat of my mother’s heart, before I was born.”

      “So you did,” the woman said. “I am Flora, child. Your mother will bring you to me after this?”

      Arelia nodded stiffly, but her eyes shone in the low light.

      “But you don’t know the words, do you, Lady Mother?” Flora said, eyeing me. “Nonetheless, we have enough power within us. From death comes rebirth.” Flora grinned, her lined face transforming into a skull. “I’ll go first.”

      The woman’s voice ripped through the still of the night in a hoarse and ragged tone. It wasn’t precisely a song. There was no regular cadence, no determinable rhythm, the sound more a mix between an inarticulate cry and a rasping scream. The guys clustered close to me, and I felt them brush against my skin as my claws reformed.

      “So how does this go down?” Aidan asked in a hushed whisper.

      “We back her play,” Noah replied.

      “Fan out. Flank her. We ring this cunt and bring him down,” Sen said.

      “No, we catch her when she falls,” Peter said.

      “What he said,” I said, and strode forward, the circle fanning out, forming an honour guard as I went. The same ugly beautiful sounds erupted from their throats as I passed, joined by the crystal-clear notes of a young girl’s.

      I wasn’t staying still, waiting for my prey to come to me. I was the motherfucking hunter, and I was taking the threat to my home down. I ran with shadow light feet, my mates at my back, until I sighted him.

      My nightmare made flesh waited under the gate of Sanctuary, his eyes gleaming red. But mine did too. We were each the Black Wolf’s puppets, and we were about to see who was gonna come out on top. He shifted until he stood under a streetlight, the illumination unkind, picking out the ravages his excess had wrought as well as my violence.

      “Hello, Felicity,” he said in his best bad guy purr.

      I narrowed my eyes, noted his fingers twitching in time with mine, and then did the only thing reasonable—I laughed.

      Many have said it was the laughter of women that drove abuse. That we could see all that an abuser was, with his puffed-up facsimile of real masculinity, and find it amusing. But rather than find actual strength in themselves, they used it against us, as if that would stop the world laughing.

      I circled Rick, moving in a lazy loop, inspecting every inch of him. Had he always been so small, flabby flesh with muscles lurking below? Those hands seemed fragile now, not capable of smashing into me, not capable of doing anything, despite the rings of rusty blood under his nails.

      But he did, that was the bitch. So many men got up each day, looked themselves in the mirror, and decided they were OK after hurting, lying, brutalising their partners and kids. I didn’t say “not all men”, that was obvious. I had four of them at my back and a network of them roaming the streets, ready to take down anything that got in the way of their loved ones, and there were millions who’d do the same in your everyday suburban street. But that men like this could be allowed to exist…

      His lips pulled back in a pathetic attempt at a snarl. He had some of what we were inside him, I could see that in the longer fangs, the gleaming eyes, but not enough.

      As always, Rick was gonna fall short.

      “You stupid fucking bitch!” he screamed at me, his voice so shrill.

      Right, so we were back to that then.

      I slid out of the way of his clumsy swipe, leaving him to go careening into Peter, who met him head on and slammed that boulder sized fist into my husband’s face, sending him flying backwards. I watched the moment his skull bounced on the tarmac with a cocked head, but the red in his eyes flared harder, and he was scrambling to his feet moments later. I licked my lips when I saw blood trickle down the side of his face.

      “You dumb slut. You think these fucks you’ve managed to lure in with your sloppy cunt will be enough to stop me?”

      He lunged, then lunged again, which I sidestepped effortlessly. I drove my elbow into his exposed back, arrowing in on the kidneys so he dropped like a stone.

      “Stay down, you stupid fuck,” I said. “There’s something riding you that I need to get rid of.” That was the threat, I realised, not Rick. He was just an insecure, pathetic, abusive fuck. A nice long jail sentence could maybe have dealt with that, but that wasn’t what kept peeling him off the tarmac. It was the thing inside him.

      Lonan, my beast said. The old avatar of the Black Wolf. Twisted, sick thing, his shade does not lie quiet. Exhaust your anger on this man, then bring him to the crone.

      But of course, he couldn’t just lie there and take it, could he? I felt a thrill of excitement as he wriggled out from under my grip. I was trying not to give into the itch in my fingers and cut this lumbering git into ribbons, but he just kept on coming.

      Time to try something a bit more direct, I thought, driving my fist into his stomach as he swiped at me, causing him to careen into Aidan, who caught him with a snap, headbutting him with a brutal efficiency before shoving him towards Noah.

      My pale lover glowed in the pool of light as he held a writhing, sobbing, bleeding Rick at arm’s length. Rick tried with every fibre of his being to lash out at Noah, but my lover just watched him scrabble with a faintly amused expression. One that twisted the longer he looked at him.

      “I don’t need to do anything to you,” he said, awe creeping into his voice. “You’ve done it to yourself. You hurt Flick and Kade. You saw everything that they are and figured the best response was violence. You’re so fucking pathetic, you’re not even worth it. There were so many moments of possible redemption, and you shat on every single one of them. Just die. That’s all you can do right now.”

      He thrust Rick away with a flick of his wrists, sending him careening over into Sen’s hands.

      There was no such mercy in my dark lover’s eyes, his red gaze burning into Rick’s. He held him by the collar, dragging him up to his face so they were mere inches apart.

      “Show me,” he snarled, his voice a full-throated alpha command. The other man went dead still within his grip, then Rick’s mouth curved into an unnatural smile. Because it wasn’t Rick doing the smiling, I realised. He laughed, spitting blood on Sen’s face, but he refused to look away. “Show me!”

      I knew what Sen was seeing by the change of expression. I felt a pang of something I hadn’t for a while, not since I’d seen Aidan on the table—of loss. Every time Sen saw me going forward, this would be there. All my current strength and badassery would be lost under the avalanche of memories. Of Rick’s cutting remarks and laughing put downs, his mates cackling like hyenas. Of petty tyrannies, of inspections of my ‘work,’ of aspersions about everything, including my sexual performance, housekeeping, and value as a mother. And of course, the physical abuse, me screaming, crying, begging. I strode across the space as Sen’s hand raised, his lips pulled back in a snarl.

      “Yes…” a voice said, but it wasn’t Rick’s. “Do it!”

      And that’s when I knew where I fitted in all of this. It wasn’t my revenge trip, my turn to pummel the ever loving shit out of Rick. The Black Wolf could have killed any of us if he tried that day at the waterhole, but it hadn’t been him. It was this Lonan, and he wanted Sen to commit this act of violence for a reason.

      Power, my Tirian said. Power to take a more acceptable avatar.

      “Sen,” I said in a low growl, but he wouldn’t look away, his hand shaking with the effort of holding back. “Sen!”

      I’d never used an alpha’s whip before, but I heard my voice crack over the whole square. When he looked up, Sen’s eyes had gone to grey, haunted now with shadows that hadn’t been there before.

      “Sen, this is what he wants, whatever is inside Rick. He wants you to kill him. You’re the one he’s wanted all along.”

      “But he… He…”

      “I know, love. I was there. I went through it and I was strong enough to get past it, and so will you. Give him here.”

      “I’ll keep coming for her. Her son, her—”

      My fingers slapped over Rick’s face.

      “And my little dog too? Shut the fuck up.”

      I hauled him away from my pack, trying not to be too happy when my claws dug into his skin. He screamed the whole way, thrashing like a little bitch, past the women until I reached the square.

      “You relinquish your right to vengeance?” Ophelia asked when I brought him before her, Flora now holding a silvery sickle of a knife.

      “You can put an end to what’s inside him?” I replied.

      “For now,” Flora answered, stroking the handle of her knife. “Until there is balance, there will be threats like this.”

      “Sounds all very Jedi,” I said. “Fine. The Black Wolf asked for him as a sacrifice, for bringing me back. Let's give him over.”

      If I was a better woman, I’d have some sort of kumbaya moment where I got Rick separated from Lonan, put him on the path of rehabilitation, and he went out into the world a changed man. I didn’t. He was broken, Lonan was broken, and if they were the coin I had to pay the ferryman with to stay with my pack, it would be paid.

      “The mother is love, nurturing, but she is also dark,” Flora said with a witchy smile. “She is the animal swallowing her young whole, crunching them between her teeth.”

      “Right fucking now she is,” I said. “Let’s get this done.” I stamped down on his hand when he started trying to claw at my feet.

      If I thought the sounds the women made were ugly before, they were damn near satanic now. Kiralee and Flora muttered dark imprecations over the backdrop of humming from the other women. Arelia came forward, placing her hands on her child’s shoulders. I knelt down and pushed Rick’s chin back, knowing somehow what was coming. The blade darted down like an arrow from heaven, slitting his throat, the blood spurting black in the darkness and quickly pooling on the concrete below us.

      I wavered, then stepped back, feeling suddenly empty. My head felt too big and too full to be supported by my neck. But I didn’t have to.

      Strong arms went around me, holding me up as I collapsed, taking the burden from me.

      I watched as the circle broke and men surged in from everywhere, moving as one to take the scraps of Rick, then carrying them forth. The gates that were always locked were flung open, and a long, long pathway lead towards a point of light in the distance. There were people all over the place as I was carried along, pouring through the gate, spreading through the trees that filled the cordoned off area. Huge Tirians that apparently lived in this fenced off area poked their heads out from between the foliage.

      “They’re the ones who cannot shift back,” Noah said when I stared. “Sometimes trauma…it keeps them in Tirian form, and they live here. We care for them.”

      They were skittish, flinching away if people got too close, but eventually, they joined the procession as well.

      They walked and I was carried until finally, the brightness resolved itself. Looking like a doorway of standing stones within its irregular arch was a pool of blue light, and beside it stood two people.

      “Lou and Allen,” someone near us murmured. “What are they…?”

      They didn’t answer, just stood there waiting, their faces and colouring so close as to appear like identical twins. Impassively, they accepted the remains of Rick’s body, nodding to us, then each other, before they tossed it through the glimmering gate.

      The crowd cheered and clapped, the freaky fucking mood of the night fading away until it was just night time and I was bone tired. But I got Peter to put me down so I could stand on my own two feet.

      People stood around, gossiping and discussing what had happened for a bit, and we were forced to share what we could about what we had seen and done, though all of us were closed lipped about Lonan and Sen.

      “How are you all?” Ophelia had asked when she’d approached. “That was tough, Flick, but worthy. Beasts like Lonan feed on sadism and pain. He used your ex-husband to do that, then hoped to use Sen.”

      “You saw that?” I asked. She nodded. “So the matriarchs did as well.”

      “There will be some blowback from this, but I will deal with it. Go home, be with your son and each other, then come and see me in a couple of days.”

      I groaned at that.

      “You didn’t think you’d get off that easily, did you? Family therapy this time, I think.”

      “What school of psychology do you—”

      Noah’s question was cut off by a great crack at the gate, the blue light within it bursting outwards, forcing everyone back. But as it died away, there he lay. It appeared the gate had reciprocated our gesture, thrusting a man back through the gate. Quite a different man, he had long black hair and didn’t seem to be wearing a whole lot, sprawled out onto the dirt as he was.

      “Father!” a childish voice called out, and Kiralee weaseled her way through the crowd, her mother hot on her heels.

      “Sylvan…?”

      Arelia’s face contorted as I watched. Pain, need, and disbelief all wrestled with the main player—fear. Finally settling on hope, she crouched down, placing a hand on the fallen man’s hair. He groaned in response, a soul deep sound of pain.

      “I must go,” Ophelia said. “But congratulations are in order. You’re free, Kade is free. You have your whole life ahead of you now.”

      I looked around at my pack, my eyes tugged to each and every one of them, and smiled.

      “Let's go home.”
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      So, what will happen with Sanctuary? Will Flick bite Noah and Sen? What about Sylvan? Is he really dead? I don’t have a whole lot of answers for you right now, but here’s what’s planned:

      ●  Noah and Sen’s HEAs. These will be short stories/novellas that you’ll get for free when signing up for my newsletter

      ●  At least one more book to resolve the White Wolf/Branwen storyline. This will be Arelia, Sylvan and Kiralee’s story. There’s obviously a lot still to resolve there, so that will come.

      

      Possible spin offs/ancillary books in the Pack Heat series:

      ● Shaun’s HEA is planned BUT for those of you who want him to die in a fire, it will be a separate book that you can read or give a miss if not keen.

      ●  I am interested in doing at least a short story about Grace, Max, Rhydian, and Grey, looking at how they work through the trauma of what has happened. This could potentially be quite a sad and intense story, but I’ve definitely got ideas for this.

      ●  A series of light and fluffy ‘human woman comes to Sanctuary and finds her pack’ romances. These would be shorter and much lower on the drama. Think Gilmore Girls rather than Lord of the Rings!

      ●  Possibly some other spin offs for other minor characters. If there’s people you’ve liked and want to see get a HEA, let me know!
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        Upcoming NEW Shifter series
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        Sexy new faerie rockstar series. Books 1 and 2 out now!

      

      

    

  







            Stalk me!

          

        

      

    

    




      Stalk me!

      
        
          [image: Sam Hall banner]
        

      

      
        
        Facebook author group: Sam’s Hall of Heroines

        https://www.facebook.com/groups/2356697491274667/

        Come and see teasers and me explain what the hell was going on in my head when I was writing that.

      

      

      

      Instagram:

      
        
        https://www.instagram.com/samhallauthor/

        Teasers, WIPs and pictures of my animals here!
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