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      Pick your lifelong mates, work out what Jedi mind tricks the black wolf is using on your mind and save the town you’ve come to love: it’s all in a day’s work for Jules.

      

      Jules has been living the good life. She went from penniless and uncertain about her future to being able to turn into an incredibly strong paranormal wolf creature, living in a cute little town. Oh and with an expectation that she should create a harem from the many, many hotties fighting to be by her side. So how did it all go wrong?

      

      Firstly, the heat has died down and so has the non-stop sexcapades, but Jules is now left with a group of guys who are starting to want a whole lot more from her. Mating bonds are permanent, usually for life and she’s not sure who to make that commitment to. Then there’s the black wolf. Lurking in his prison, he shouldn’t be able to touch Jules, so why is he entering her dreams, then creating chaos in life, all in pursuit of some mysterious goal he refuses to share? And to cap it all off, Sanctuary is under threat from hostile forces from beyond the trans dimensional gate.

      

      Join Jules for the continuation of her story and see her fight for love, freedom and the town she now calls her own.

      

      Cry Wolf is not a stand-alone. You will need to read A Wolf At My Door for this book to make sense. It contains 18+ very steamy scenes that make it not suitable for kids. 
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      For Matt

      Yep, I know, I dedicate everything to him, but seriously, being with this man is like all of a sudden being able to see colour or something. It opened me up to emotional experiences I’d never even dreamed of and meant I could write this, a very vulnerable book for me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            If you’re in any way related to me

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Don’t read this one. Seriously, Christmas dinners are already awkward and weird without imagining me writing werewolf orgies. Just delete the book, put the Kindle down and sidle away. It’ll be better for all of us.
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      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
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      “Oh God,” I moaned, “put it in.”

      I was bent over on all fours on the bed and could feel the warmth of Slade’s thighs against mine. His thumb slid along the well-lubricated crease of my arse, rubbing up and down, up and down, before circling my sphincter.

      “This what you want, princess?” Slade asked, slowing his caress and pushing in slightly.

      “Go slowly,” Brandon said, “no matter what she says.”

      “Pretty sure there are better uses for your mouth, right now,” I growled, looking down at the man lying between my legs. He gave me one of those beautiful crooked smiles of his—cheeky enough to get my Tirian pacing inside me—before he wriggled back, drawing my hips down.

      “Oh fuck!”

      I’d never really gotten into anal before this. The obvious phobia about it being unclean, along with some very ham-fisted attempts at introducing me to it, had meant it was well and truly off the table, until I came to Sanctuary. I whined as Brandon’s tongue flicked over my clit, firm enough that I could feel that ache inside me build, but not enough to get me where I needed to go. The sensation on my arsehole sent sharp spikes of pleasure through me, my senses following every movement as the ache intensified.

      “I need...” I whimpered.

      “I’ve got everything you need,” Slade rumbled. I felt a thrill of anticipation as I heard the clink of his belt and the sound of his zipper, his other hand never giving up on the slow circular caress.

      I snarled as Brandon’s mouth pulled away from me. “Slowly!”

      “Get your fucking tongue on my clit and shut the fuck up!” I snapped.

      “Love, I—”

      “Have had twelve-inch dicks up your arse and have lived to tell the tale, I know. I just want the opportunity to see what a seven-inch one is like.”

      “Princess,” Slade’s spare hand slapped down on my butt cheek. “I’m at least eight.”

      “And I know exactly where I want it. Slade, I need you to—”

      As per usual, my lovers ignored my orders, Brandon slipping off the bed and taking up position next to Slade, if the other hand on my butt was anything to go by. I dropped my head down to the mattress and started banging it with frustration.

      “I... just... want... to... come.”

      “And you will, as many times as you wish. Finn’s due home in an hour?” Brandon said.

      “Yeah, on reduced hours due to the pack bonds not being formalised, but Kelly knows his mind’s not really on the job,” Slade said, still stroking my pucker. The sensation was different without the clit stimulation. Brandon had said that would be the case, damn him. It was somehow sharper, edgier. I wasn’t sure if it would feel amazing or hurt, which had my clit throbbing.

      “Shaun’s on nights, so we might not see him for a bit, but Aaron’s got two days off after today.”

      “Shit, so we better make sure she’s feeling relaxed. He’s gonna be fit to burst the moment he gets in the door.”

      Fuck... I remembered exactly what that was like the last time he did a five-day rotation. I’d leapt on him the moment he walked inside the door, he’d opened his pants with one hand, tongue down my throat while I worked him into me, one arm around his neck. Then he’d slammed me against the glass door and—

      I heard the click of a bottle top, jerking my attention back to the present.

      “Lots of lube,” Brandon said. “It’s very, very different to vaginal sex. Add more, then add more again.” I groaned as I felt the wet slip across my skin, Brandon’s narrower fingers digging in slightly deeper than Slade’s blunt tips. I pushed my hips backwards, trying to spear myself on them.

      “No, love,” Brandon growled, sending a jolt through me. He very rarely pulled the dominant thing with me, preferring to use that with those of the guys up for it, but when he did... My Tirian should have come rocketing to the forefront, ready to rip his head off. Instead, she stretched out inside me, her body resembling mine in a picture of relaxed surrender.

      He rubbed his hand down my spine, a slow, sinuous thing. “I know you want it,” Brandon said. “All of it, and if you knew how much we fucking ache to give it to you, you wouldn’t torment us with asking.”

      “Yes, I would.”

      “OK, fair enough, you would.”

      “Saucy bitch,” Slade said, reaching between my legs to give my clit a little tug, something that just sent waves of pleasure-pain spreading through me. “Behave, or I’ll spank you.”

      “Oh god, yes...” I groaned as his fingers flickered.

      “Want that, do you, love?” Slade asked. “My hand slapping down on your clit as I shove my—”

      “The sexy talk is good, it’ll keep her focussing on the pleasure. Now, add some lube to your fingers. No, more.”

      “Brandon, I’m this close to kicking you out. No, making you sit in the chair and watch,” I said.

      “That’s my punishment?” he replied in a low, sexy voice. Brandon was switchy as hell, flipping from cool and calculated, to dominant and kinky in a microsecond. I didn’t mind it most of the time. It was like fucking some kind of sexy doctor, making the moment that clinical detachment fractured and he came undone inside me all the better. “I could think of worse ways to go, stroking my aching cock as I watch Slade fuck you from one orgasm to the next.”

      I could dimly hear his subversive response, but my attention was mainly focussed on his fingers, which pressed down more firmly now. I felt the slight prick of something—pain or pleasure? My body was undecided, but if the drip of my cunt was anything to go by, I wanted more.

      “Please...”

      “Well, since you asked so nicely.”

      “Oh!”

      My mouth was frozen in an open-mouthed gasp as an alien sensation spread through me. His finger was inside me.

      We’d done something similar the day after I’d changed, but it was a vague memory of all those hot naked bodies and aching cocks, each one of them sucking, stroking, or fucking a separate part of me. He’d done this deliberately, Brandon, the sneaky bastard. He’d stripped away all distractions, diverted my focus entirely to where his finger and my body intersected. My mind could only grapple with these new sensations, process how I felt, and work out if I liked it.

      “Slowly at first, and not too deep,” he murmured to Slade. I could hear the rasp of their breath, the shake in Brandon’s voice. “This is not normally an area many women see as sexual. Childhood conditioning about dirtiness etc. puts paid to that, so it needs to be wakened, teased. She needs to be introduced to a whole new world of pleasure. If you stampede in like you want to...” Another finger played with my opening. “You’ll tear her, hurt her, condition her to associate this with pain. Some men, they don’t mind the pinch, but we have a prostate just waiting to be pressed down on to make up for that.”

      “You know that’s never going to happen, mate,” Slade replied.

      “Doesn’t need to be me. She’s got two whole hands of fingers that can bring you the most indescribable sensation. Stroke the one part of your body made purely for pleasure. It would be good for you to give it a go, see how it feels from the other side. Touch her clit.”

      “What?”

      “I want to add another finger. Keep her simmering, but don’t go too far. I don’t want her coming yet.”

      “Don’t I get a say in this?” I grumbled.

      “You’ll get yours, sweetheart, now let us work.”

      My legs parted instinctively as Slade’s fingers grazed my clit, to allow him better access, to increase that incredible pressure in my groin, I wasn’t sure. The pleasure that had been bubbling away spiked suddenly as his stroke grew firmer, working the hood of my clit back and forth. My gasps became guttural nonsense words as I urged, pleaded, demanded more. Then he slid the next finger in.

      “Fuck!” My jaw, my body locked down at the sudden intrusion.

      “No, love, breathe in and then out. That’s right, relax, relax. It’ll hurt if you tense up. That’s it, sweetheart.” His spare hand rubbed up and down my spine. “That’s right.”

      “Fuck, that’s hot,” Slade grated.

      “Yeah, well, get under her. I don’t want to go any further, because you’re going to fuck her. It’ll make things very tight.”

      “Yeah?” I dimly heard the rustling and felt Slade get off the bed. My focus was entirely on Brandon’s fingers moving in and out. My head twisted at the sensation, foreign and weird, yet my clit throbbed in time with his thrusts. I jumped a little when Slade tipped up my head. “You look so beautiful, princess,” he said, and then kissed me, thrusting his tongue down my throat. I groaned into his shoulder as he moved under me, glancing kisses on my nipples and making them burn for more. His hands replaced his lips, and then one dropped down to thumb my clit.

      “Oh God,” I cried. “Fuck me.”

      “Bring her hips down to yours,” Brandon said, his voice like steel, but Slade didn’t balk this time. His hand left my breast, closing over my hip and drawing me down, until my cunt brushed the head of his cock. “You’re going to want to move, love, but you can’t.” Brandon’s voice was directly in my ear, the long hot length of his body covering mine. “When we take you at the same time, you’re the glue that holds us together. If you shift, you’ll dislodge us. You have to stay very still and just feel.”

      My teeth locked down hard as I felt the glorious stretch of Slade going into me, Brandon’s fingers moving in a slow counterpoint.

      “You’re going to need to buck up into her,” Brandon said. “It’s hard going, but it’s the only way. Make sure you’re hitting her clit the whole time.”

      “How about you shut up, Doc? This isn’t my first rodeo.”

      “You asked for my help.”

      “And now I’m telling you to stop. Princess?” I opened my eyes to see Slade lying beneath me, his eyes wide. “There she is, my beautiful girl. Look at you, you make me so fucking hard.” I kissed the palm of his hand when it came to rest on my cheek, half delirious with desire. Maybe that’s why I didn’t see what came next. “I said I’d never bullshit you or keep the truth from you, and I won’t. We’re not supposed to say anything yet, not supposed to influence your decision, but...”

      “Slade...” Brandon growled.

      Slade swallowed hard, my vision clearing when I saw the shine in his eyes. “Whether I make it in your pack or not, you’re it for me. I love you, beautiful girl. No matter what happens, it’ll always be you for me.”

      He didn’t let me answer or respond, rearing up to cover my mouth with his, slamming his hips up into mine at the same time. I knew I should stop, react, reciprocate, something, but it became a mess of sensory information. His mouth, teeth, fingers, cock, the weight of Brandon’s body, the fingers sneaking down between us and working at my clit, the thud of Slade’s hips against mine in counterpoint to Brandon’s much more gentle movements. I wasn’t a body anymore, just an endless string of sensation, frightening in its intensity.

      My Tirian—who usually stayed pretty dormant during sex—shifted inside me, stretching and pacing within me, whining like an animal trapped. I frowned, started to rasp out something, but all I could do was grunt gutturally. I was close to coming, that much was sure, but it was less a pleasurable climb towards a lovely apex and more running helplessly before a massive wave. My cunt snapped down tight around Slade, but he pistoned on. Brandon’s hand bit down hard on my other hip. Saliva filled my mouth, dropping small spots on the perfect expanse of Slade’s chest, as a corresponding ache began in my teeth. I tossed my head back, eyes closed against the dizzying sights, and felt my Tirian do the same. She howled as I screamed, and we got closer and closer and closer.

      Even now, I’m not sure how it happened.

      I was coming, my body jerking like a fish on a line as the waves of pleasure jolted through me, but that wasn’t it. My jaws opened, my howl came, and I heard Brandon shout, “Jules, no!”

      That was like pissing in the wind. What came next was inevitable, carried by the weight of mountains moving. Slade’s eyes went wide and his body limp as my mouth fastened on the point where his neck met his shoulder. It wasn’t my teeth that bit down on his flesh—it was my fangs. He thrust inside of me, unable to stop himself, his cries growing more frenzied and then, as my saliva dropped onto his skin, I felt it. He shoved himself deeper, all of a sudden feeling much, much bigger, and my body struggled, spasming weakly as if to keep him out. But in he went, and there he stayed. My whines were muffled by his skin, then I pulled myself away, the coppery taste of blood in my mouth.

      “Oh my God, yes!” I shouted.

      I came again, really hard, but what happened went way beyond that. Slade shifted, so I was straddling his legs, his arms around me as we moved together. Tiny little movements, more like spasms, and my body jerked along with his as he came and came and came. But that didn’t matter. His neck was covered in blood—some trickling down his chest—and his hair was wild, but it was his look that did me in. There was none of my cheeky, smart arse boy in his eyes, not right now. He’d said he’d be honest with me. Well, I’d had no idea what that really meant. My eyes studied his, and for a moment, I felt like I could see all the way into him, past every layer and defence to the throbbing core of the man. When I touched his lips, I was almost stunned to actually feel the rasp of his stubble, the softness of his mouth.

      He is pack.

      We both started at that, and his expression made it clear he heard my Tirian as well.

      I don’t really know how to describe how this felt. It was like coming home to someone you’ve always loved, but not seen for ages. That intense heart pain that comes from finally being back in their arms and feeling them next to you again. It was like long, lazy Sundays spent lying in bed under the blankets and ignoring the world. It was that skin hunger, when your hands and lips are drawn to the other’s, meaning to pull away but always finding their way back to each other. It was the familiar sights, sounds, smells of home surrounding you, anchoring you to a place. He pulled me closer to him as his cock finally softened, wrapping his arms around me.

      “Fuck!”

      My head jerked around to see a distraught Brandon yanking on his clothes. I went to pull away from Slade, to see how he was, but felt a yank when I tried to. Not physically, more like stepping on something gross or touching something really hot or cold. You can do it, but you really don’t want to.

      “Brandon, what’s wrong?”

      He stopped just next to the bed, his breath coming in and out in rapid pants. Those grey eyes of his looked completely gutted, like I’d somehow ripped out his heart and stomped on it.

      “You’re mated.”

      “What?”

      Slade rubbed small, reassuring circles on my shoulder.

      “You’re mated. What’s the human term for it...? Married, yeah, that’s it. You’re married now.”

      “What? What the fuck are you talking about?”

      “Except this...” he pointed from Slade to me. “This lasts for life.”

      I was left with my mouth hanging open as he slammed the door.
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      “Hello, love,” Finn said as he opened the sliding door, Buddy bounding in after him. The dog loved Finn—almost more than me—and would go and sit outside around the time the man knocked off to wait for him. He scanned the dining room when no one responded, taking in my stony expression and Slade’s wide grin, along with the blood smeared across his neck and shoulders.

      “Finn, mate, take a load off and have a beer,” Slade said, gesturing expansively. He got to his feet. “Anything for you, my love?” I shook my head, so he went into the kitchen and began digging through the fridge.

      Finn sat down, eyes wide and unfocused. Buddy barked at his knee, and he gave the dog an absent-minded pat. “My love,” he said, staring at the table, then his eyes darted to Slade who came waltzing back, a cigarette hanging out one side of his mouth and several beers in hand. He shook his head, raking back a stray strand of hair that had escaped his ponytail. “Fucking hell, I was only gone for three hours.”

      “That’s all it takes, mate,” Slade said, twisting off the lid of the beer and handing it to me. “I’m gonna get on the phone, get the families up here, see if the mob in the kitchens can throw together something for us. Gotta ring Stores and see if they can send up some beer. Fuck it, that can be our mating presents.”

      “Slade,” Finn said.

      “Where do you reckon they’ll set us up in the married quarters? Hopefully not near bloody Phyllis.”

      “Slade.”

      “It’ll be nice, setting up home, having a few kids, getting my bloody mother off my back.”

      “Slade, stop!”

      We all jumped at the sound of Finn’s voice. I found my fingers digging into the table, my heart racing. His voice was like an iron whip, smashing down on the two of us and forcing Slade to silence. When I discovered I could move, I scratched at my neck. The bite the black wolf had inflicted there had basically disappeared, but the site grew itchy at different times.

      “We talked about this.” I could hear Finn fighting to take the reasonable tone I’d always known him to use, but I saw the shake in his hands.

      “I love her. She loves me. I couldn’t fucking stop myself, OK? I mean, just look at her...” I struggled to meet Slade’s gaze as he looked at me. That naked look was back and so intense, it would have been a relief to see the old cynical Slade. “I waited my whole fucking life for this, and I found her. She chose me. Never in my wildest dreams did I think my mate was going to be someone like her.”

      “You don’t even know her.” Brandon appeared in the kitchen doorway, jacket in hand. “Does she want to live in the married quarters? Does she want to go back to the human world? Does she want to be tied to multiple men for the rest of her life? Does she want kids? Fuck, tell me her favourite colour, and I’ll at least be semi-appeased.”

      “Why are you fuckers doing this?” Slade said. My hand shot out to take Slade’s without thinking. The need to do something, anything to stop the unshed tears scoring his throat from spilling was overwhelming. I felt a tension in my chest, something growing as he stared the other two down. “What? You think I planned this? I’m not you, Doc, with your carefully orchestrated interactions.”

      “No, but you have some self-control.”

      “No, I fucking don’t, and if you knew what this was like, you’d never say a word against me.” Slade’s head whipped around to face mine. “Don’t worry, love. We’ll work this out. We can go stay at Mum’s until this all settles down.”

      I needed so much more than that right now. What had just happened? Why was everyone getting upset? What did this mean to Slade? To me? But it appeared I was not going to get time to process that yet.

      He is pack, my Tirian insisted, and then I knew exactly what I had to do.

      I got up out of my seat and wrapped my arms around Slade, and he shifted back so I could straddle his lap and bury my head in the curve of his neck. That same sense of familiar rightness—like we’d been a couple for years, that we were linked in a thousand ways—settled over me. Since the heat, every touch had become sexual. But for a moment, I experienced a respite from it as I just sunk into him, his arms like iron bands around me, pulling me so close, you couldn’t have slid anything between us.

      “Princess...” Slade’s voice came out as an agonised hiss. “Love you.”

      When I finally pulled back, a certainty unlike anything I’d ever felt thrummed through my chest. The others could quibble and scrap, but that had no place here. I looked into those hazel eyes and said the words that beat in time with my heart. “I love you too.”

      “It’s done,” Finn said, rubbing his eyes. “I’ll tell Kelly.”

      Brandon’s only response was to stride over to the door and slam it on his way out.
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      Which is how I found myself standing in a new house, Slade inspecting all the features with relish.

      “Come winter, we’ll be able to build a big fire. I’ll be all hot and sweaty from chopping logs,” he said as he swaggered over to where I stood, “and we’ll snuggle up tight—”

      “Slade, son of Cheryl.”

      We both jumped apart to see an older woman walk inside the door. She held herself with a proud bearing, a long mane of grey hair pulled back into a ponytail. She smiled when she saw me and walked over. “I am Ophelia, one of the matriarchs here, and you must be Julie.”

      “Yes. Hello.” God, I sounded like an idiot. “Sorry, what’s a matriarch?”

      She took my hand and patted it. “You must have many questions. Let’s sit and talk for a while. Slade, you need to tune into your mate bond.”

      “What?” He touched my arm, and his eyes went slightly unfocused for a second. “Oh. Why didn’t you tell me you were feeling like that, love?”

      He sat down beside me, arm going around my shoulders. Instantly, a sense of peace settled over me, wiping away what had been mostly confusion and fear. I shook my head, unsettled by the rapid transition, and moved away from him a few centimetres so we were no longer skin to skin. Yup, there it was, that feeling of unease.

      “What is that?” I asked the strange woman. “Why does his touch act like a mood stabilizer?”

      She smiled at this. “It’s what pack bonds do. They settle us, connect us, make us feel strong. Like a baby getting skin to skin contact from its mother. It’s what makes us thrive. But you should not be discovering this piecemeal like this. I told Kelly you should come and see me.”

      “Hello, Ophelia.”

      We looked up to see Kelly had arrived, Finn at her back. “Kelly.” Ophelia inclined her head regally at the alpha.

      “Well, Julie, things have progressed a little faster than we had expected.” Ophelia harrumphed at that. “We thought we had a bit more time,” she glanced at Finn, “but I guess you can’t predict when love will develop, can you? How are you feeling? Does this place suit your needs?”

      “Fine, confused, fine, can I have some answers now?” I said. Ophelia grinned at me. It was a little disconcerting, like she was going to reach over and fist bump me.

      “Of course, do you mind if I sit?” I shook my head. I watched Finn take up a position by Kelly’s shoulder with narrowed eyes. “Surely you have duties to attend to, Ophelia?”

      “Not at all. I have to see young Kerry’s daughter at 2pm, but I am otherwise free.”

      “Do you want Ophelia here, Julie?”

      Kelly’s green eyes bored into mine, and I could feel the forbidding power throbbing there, but I nodded. I had no idea who the old stick was, but right now, she had offered more transparency in the last few minutes than Kelly had since I’d come here. I caught Ophelia’s smirk from the corner of my eye.

      “Taking mates comes with some rights and responsibilities. It makes you a fully recognised member of the community. You can attend the Women’s Council, where decisions are made.” I heard Ophelia shift on the couch. “Our next meeting is this coming Thursday.”

      “OK, cool and whatever, but you’ll excuse me if I get down to basics. I want to know more about Sanctuary, about how it runs, but I have one guy who’s over the moon and planning a massive family celebration, I have another two who are looking like I just killed their childhood pet, and another two who will have no idea where we are.”

      “I left them with directions on a note,” Finn said. “But don’t worry. The way this place works, they’ll be here with all our stuff after work.”

      “Not with all of their stuff, unless you’ve chosen your pack?” Ophelia said.

      “I was getting to that,” Kelly said. “Quarters on this side of Sanctuary are for bonded pack members only. The others can visit and stay over, if that’s what you want, Julie. But everyone who isn’t pack needs to return to their homes, and their jobs. We gave you a protracted period in the honeymoon cottage to allow for your recent inclusion to the community. There’s a lot we would have liked to cover before your transition,” a glance flicked at Ophelia, “such as pack bonds, but it appears we need to do that now.

      “Bonding happens in many ways, but the formal acceptance of a member into your pack usually takes place at a period of heightened emotion, often when one or more members express love towards the other. If the woman feels this is someone she wants in her pack, she bites the person on the neck. Her venom mixes with his blood and ties you to one another, up until such a time that the emotional bond has broken.”

      “That sounds like a good thing,” I said. Slade’s hand grabbed mine and squeezed. I looked up to where Finn stood, stiff as a board. “Why is everyone getting so upset?”

      “It always ruffles the men’s feathers,” Ophelia said with a smile. “To be the first accepted is a great honour, something you need to be mindful of, young Slade. But it starts to spread doubt in the heart of other contenders. Will they be selected? Why did you bond with Slade first? Is what they have with you heat-fever or real? Will he gain precedence in your pack, being first marked? There is also the dynamics between the men. Finn here has been the unacknowledged leader of the men for a while, yet you chose someone he would see as subordinate to him. Only slightly, of course, but there’s that.” I looked up at Finn, who stood there as still as a stone as we discussed him. The only sign of his discomfort was the way his eyes glowed against the now pale skin of his face. “He thinks he needs to keep it all in, feels it’s showing strength, and you’ve chosen someone who wears his heart on his sleeve to a degree. Perhaps there is a lesson there?”

      She waited a beat, until Finn nodded stiffly.

      “It is no matter to you how the men feel about it. You may like them, care about them, desire them, but what Kelly appears to be skirting is it is your Tirian that chooses. She allows you and the heat to bring her a wide selection of potentials, but she decides who is fit to run by her side.”

      Ophelia’s pale grey eyes stared into mine, her smile broadening as I continued to stare back. She nodded her head slightly, then reached out and took my hand.

      “I have seen that this is a hard process for outsider women. You need to believe, as we do, that everything you require to get through this process with honour is inside you. Care for your men, we do not condone cruelty. Treat them with the consideration you would wish to be treated with, but the bond cannot be made with desire, duty, obligation, or need. It is something else altogether. Now, in light of all of this, I will need to make an impromptu visit to my apprentice.”

      “Apprentice?”

      “Brandon. Driving trucks is something he does, helping others is who he is. He is still learning, particularly the limits of his abilities, but he shows promise. Come see me in three days. We will talk more then.”

      With a final pat, she got to her feet. “Kelly,” she said with a nod, and then stalked out the door.

      She’s a Tirian too, right? I thought.

      Yes, a powerful one. Do not anger her.

      She seems more like a cat than a wolf.

      “So, as I was saying...”

      Kelly droned on for a bit about rights and responsibilities, handing over house keys, talking about what facilities I could request in the home, the steps to take if we decided to have kids, and then she finally got up to leave. She paused at the door, waiting for Finn. “I’ll be there in a sec,” he told her.

      He didn’t turn to us until the door was closed, but when it was, he moved around the couch, not using the furniture as a buffer anymore. He drew his hands out of his pockets and then held one out to Slade. “I’m sorry, mate. I didn’t take it well, but congratulations. I... I should’ve said so from the start.”

      “Mate.” Slade got up and pulled Finn into a man hug, the two of them thumping each other on the back. “So, you’ll come tonight?”

      “Of course. I’ll get the lads at Stores to bring the beer and make sure the others get here as well,” he glanced at me. “Even if I have to drag them by the scruff of their necks. This is your night. Let’s make it a big one.”

      Slade’s cheeky grin had returned by the time they turned to me. He looked like he was about to say something, when his phone rang.

      “Yeah, Mum? Hey, yeah, I was just gonna give you a ring when Kelly came by. Yep, tonight. Bring everyone! You’ll meet her tonight...”

      Finn dropped down beside me, placing a hand on my leg, and mine went to cover his automatically. “It’ll be OK, Jules. I’ll sort the guys and see if Ophelia can’t soothe Brandon’s ruffled feathers. Aaron’s gonna be devastated he has to go back to barracks living.”

      “And you?”

      He looked away, a wry smile twisting his face before shaking his head. I thought he was going to say something, organise something, but he grabbed the back of my neck and pulled me close, his arms going around me and his mouth crashing down on mine. His lips parted almost instantly, his tongue pushing past mine, and he dug his fingers into my hair. Then as quickly as he’d started, he stopped, taking a moment to rest his forehead against mine.

      “I think you know where I am in this, Jules.” He kissed me again, a slower, softer thing. “Just, no matter what happens, no matter who you choose, I’m on your side, love. I’ll always do what I can to look out for you.” And as fast as he’d kissed me, he was up and taking several steps back, the back of his hand to his lips. He stared at me for a blink more, then turned and went.

      “That was Mum,” Slade explained, bouncing down on the couch beside me. “She’s a bit full on, so just stick with me tonight.” He leaned forward to look at me when I didn’t respond. “Don’t worry about Finnegan, princess. Your Tirian will choose him once he removes that oh so honourable stick out of his arse, and then it’ll all be happy families.”

      It was all so simple for him, as he leaned over and kissed the spot Finn had—as if eradicating all trace of his friend—before dragging me onto his lap, bucking his hips so I could feel his reaction to it all. I felt it, the sweet thrum of his desire, which infected me, but within the dizzying maelstrom of sensation was a small, hard kernel of doubt.
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      A doubt I didn’t get a chance to resolve. Everything started to happen, fast. Trucks rolled up to the house, bringing in trestle tables and chairs, tableware and serving dishes, coolers and food—so much food. I ended up retreating to the bathroom, spending an inordinate amount of time cleaning myself. When I got out, the place was full of people.

      “Hey, love. I was going to wait until the party started, but the girls, they just turned up.” I stood there, hair dripping, just clad in a damp towel as Slade came closer, two beaming women at his back. “This is my Mum, Cheryl, and my sister, Lisa.”

      “Um... hi?”

      “Oh, she’s so pretty. You didn’t say how pretty she was!” Slade’s mum said, surging forward and wrapping her arms around me in the world’s most awkward hug. My arms were pinned by my sides, holding the towel up. “Welcome to the family, Julie! I am so happy you’ve chosen my boy. Slade’s dads are dying to meet you! They’re at home, pre-celebrating.” She rolled her eyes at this. “But we wanted to come by, see if you need anything. Do you have something nice to wear tonight?”

      “Not sure,” I said, my mind racing. Clothes had been largely optional since I’d changed, so I had forgotten what I had buried at the bottom of my duffel bag.

      “Mum, you’re overwhelming the poor woman,” Lisa said, nodding to me with a smile. “This is why Slade didn’t introduce you beforehand. She’s just gotten out of the shower.”

      “Oh, yes! Well, let’s get you dressed—”

      “Mum!”

      “Let’s leave Julie in peace for a minute, and we’ll talk in the lounge room,” Lisa said, steering her mother by the shoulders. She winked over her shoulder at Slade. “Nice one, bro.”

      “Hey, I’m sorry...” His voice trailed away when his hand landed on my bare arm. His brows knitted for second before he looked at me. “Are you OK? Why do you feel like this?”

      I met his gaze square on, fighting the reassuring waves of love and excitement rolling off him. How could he not see it? I got that he’d achieved some major milestone in his community when I bit him, but I’d been given the bare amount of information about what that meant and no time to process it. God, I’d been begging him to stick his dick up my arse before I was ready for it just a few hours ago.

      I’d like to say this was the point I said all of these things to the man who confessed he loved me. That I let him in, shared my thoughts and fears. Instead, I said, “I need to see Brandon.”

      His face fell for a second. Of course, it did. His family was waiting in the lounge room—my new lounge room, apparently—ready to welcome me into the fold. It seemed some kind of makeover was involved, from his mum’s mention of pretty. Maybe mani-pedis were a universal way for women to bond the world over. I looked down at the gnawed stubs of nails on my fingers. This just wasn’t going to work.

      “Give my apologies to your family. I just need to do something first. What time is this thing on?”

      “Sundown, but—”

      “I promise, I’ll be back before it starts. I’ll sit down with your family and get to know them. I just need this, please?”

      His nod was stiff, but he handed me the keys to his car and said, “He’ll be down at the Stores warehouse.” Then he turned on his heel and walked away.

      I got dressed quickly, not in something nice, just something functional that covered my skin, protecting it somehow from the outside world. I slipped out the back door, jumped the fence, and got into Slade’s car like a criminal, Buddy sitting beside me as we drove down to the Stores building.

      Brandon was there, shirt off, a thin sheen of sweat over his body, smoking a cigarette when I arrived, like he was waiting for me. Buddy bounded over, curly tail wagging, and he gave the dog an absent-minded pat. “C’mon,” he said and got to his feet. I swallowed hard, not sure what was going to come of this, but fairly sure I wasn’t going to enjoy it.

      “Stay here, Bud,” I told my dog, then followed him inside.
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      “Who you got there, Doc?” someone called out as I followed Brandon through a labyrinth of industrial shelving.

      “Fuck off.”

      This just prompted more catcalls as we walked, then a man appeared around the corner of one aisle as we approached. I recognised the height and dark hair. It was the guy Nerida had been playing with in the animal shed, Sonny.

      “I thought getting it on the regular was supposed to...” he said, his voice trailing away when he saw it was me, then a long slow smile spread across his face. “You’re the new girl who’s still creating her pack.”

      “Fuck off, Sonny,” Brandon said with a growl.

      “Nah, bullshit, Doc. Until she’s worked out who’s in and who’s out, she’s fair game,” Sonny replied.

      I’d met a lot of ‘Sonny’s’ in my years working in retail. Good-looking and knew it, cocky, pretty sure all it takes is a pushy attitude and a shit-eating grin to get you to throw your panties at them. Probably because enough people did. But now, I realised, was the first time I was facing down a guy like this since my change, and while I might not be bigger, I was definitely stronger. My Tirian’s power throbbing through me told me he was one of the wolves I’d gutted when I’d turned. My eyes strayed to that smooth, well-muscled abdomen peeking through his open shirt, then flicked up to meet his gaze.

      “And if I tell you to toddle on back to whatever you were doing like a good little boy, then what?” He tried to hold my gaze, I saw the muscles in his face and his neck twitch with the effort, but he ended up looking away. “If there’s anything I want from you, I’ll let you know, remember?” He stared at the floor, his jaw flexing for a moment, before he nodded stiffly and walked off.

      “Now what does a woman—who can redirect a man like Sonny with ease—need from me?”

      Brandon’s grey eyes were hooded, his fingers twitching slightly around the cigarette he held by his side.

      “If it was just a matter of bossing people about, I’d be fine,” I replied.

      “Isn’t it?” His brow arched as he took a drag.

      “I dunno, what do you think? You had all of us jumping to your orders this morning.”

      He stared back, his eyes burning into mine as I felt a shiver go up my spine, an echo of the pleasure he’d inspired.

      “Not when it counts, it seems.” He dropped the smoke, crushing it with his boot before shoving it off to one side with the toe.

      “Yeah, I know what you were trying to warn me about. The house... this party... Slade’s mum...”

      He snorted at this, and I felt a wave of relief to see that smile, despite it being a mere ghost of what it normally was. “Cheryl’s a lovely lady, but a bit of a perfumed steamroller. Has she tried to dress you up yet?”

      “I wasn’t even dressed, just out of the shower.”

      He shook his head. “Her heart’s in the right place. Aesthetics are her thing, she loves things to look beautiful. She’s going to be in your ear about decorating your house now that Slade’s got a permanent home. But you’re not here to talk about how to keep good feng shui in your lounge room, are you?” I shook my head. “Come through here. We should have a bit of privacy, for a while anyway.”

      He used his key to open a small storeroom filled with big bags of flour and other dry goods. It smelled pleasant in a sweet, dusty, grassy kind of way. He grabbed his shirt from where it hung from the back of his waistband and laid it over the bag on top of a low pile, gesturing with his head that I should take a seat.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, then wondered why I’d said that. I frowned. Did I regret what I’d done? As soon as I thought of Slade, I felt that same ‘breath caught in your chest’ ache, my fingers itching to tangle themselves in his hair, my hand going to my lips feeling the ghost of his kisses.

      “No, you’re not,” Brandon said, not as an accusation, just a statement of fact.

      “No, I’m not. I just would have liked to go into this whole mate process knowing what I was getting myself in for. What have I gotten myself into?”

      “Ophelia talked to you?” I nodded. “She would, she loves to try and keep everyone ticking along. She’ll be your best source of information. The plan was we would hold back, let you adjust. You’ve just come through the heat, the change, the black wolf... We felt it was all a bit much at once. So, we would avoid making any overtures, just enjoy things as they were, until you were ready to work with the matriarchs and learn all the stuff you would have as a young girl if you grew up here.”

      “And Slade ruined that.”

      He shrugged. “Slade is Slade. He says what he thinks and feels. That’s what you love about him, isn’t it?”

      I stared at Brandon, saw his eyes burn bright in his face as he appeared to hold back a million emotions. His chin tilted up, unable to look away as he braced himself for my answer.

      How did it come to this? How did admitting that I cared about one of them feel like I was about to administer a knife blow to the heart of another?

      “I always know where I stand with him.”

      He blinked at that, fingers worrying the seams of the bag he was leaning against.

      “You know where you are with all of us, Jules, deep down. You know how we feel about you. We were just waiting for you to catch up, to see it.”

      “And now you’re pissed that Slade ignored all that. That he rushed it.”

      “Do you feel rushed?”

      I never felt like I could lie to Brandon. It was as if his cool gaze took in my every foible. “Yeah, a bit. It’s all happening so fast. In my world, telling someone you love them means sex and a cuddle, a nice dinner or something. It’s just you and the other person. It’s like I spent the morning having sex with you two, and now, I’m getting ready for a wedding. We spend months, even years planning this kind of thing at home.”

      “You don’t need to worry, there’s matriarchs whose whole life is spent organising things. You only have to turn up.” He grinned when he saw my face. “That’s going to be hard, isn’t it?”

      “Why is that? I never used to be like this.”

      And with that, my cool-eyed lover transformed. He settled back against the sacks, crossing his arms as his smile twisted into a knowing smirk. “Because you’re powerful now.” His voice came out in a sing-song. “Because deep down, you like being powerful, and relinquishing some of that power to allow others into your territory is just a little bit difficult.”

      My Tirian rose within me. She wanted to wipe that smug smile right off his face. His eyes widened as I took a step towards him, then another. With my animal enhanced senses, I noted the rapid increase in his breath, the tension in his muscles, the jerk of his hands when mine went around his wrists. I jerked them backwards, holding both in place with one hand while my other slid down the front of his jeans.

      He was rigid, his brows knitting, and a gasp burst from him as I closed my fingers around him.

      “You didn’t come.”

      He shook his head, a quick abrupt thing.

      “I couldn’t. I was...hurt, devastated. It wasn’t supposed to happen like that.”

      He rasped the words as I flicked open the button to his jeans, his frown deepening—as if getting the sounds out hurt him—then I closed my hand around his length and twisted my wrist. His head fell back, his legs widening to stop him from slipping down, his hips thrusting along with my hand.

      “You can’t always control these things, Brandon,” I said, a hint of cruelty in my voice. While I felt for the guy, my Tirian loomed over my shoulder, mouth open, teeth bared, laughing at the prey before us. “You can’t control us.”

      “Yeah, got that. This is gonna be embarrassingly short if you keep doing that.”

      So, I stopped. I didn’t remove my hand, I just stayed still, feeling the throb in the vein running along his dick.

      “What do you want?” I said, the weight of an incoming thunderstorm in my voice. It wasn’t mine, it was the sound of my Tirian commanding a packmate.

      “I want to get off. My balls feel like they’re boiling.”

      “What do you want?”

      His eyes flicked open, studying mine, looking past my brown ones to the beast beyond. His cock flexed in my hand, his throat working.

      “What. Do. You. Want?”

      My voice was a rumbling growl, and I felt the saliva drip on my chin.

      “I want you, Jules,” he said, and he pulled free of my hands, his going to my face. “I’ve always wanted you. You think I didn’t want to be the one making the declarations? I didn’t because I was worried about you. I wanted you to have time to adjust, to make these bonds knowing what that meant. But if you think it doesn’t kill me that it’s him and not me as man of the hour tonight, you don’t know shit. I’ll always want you. Always.”

      I knew then what it’d be like, bending him over the stack of bags, my hand on his cock as my teeth dug into his neck. For a second, I could taste it, the coppery burst of blood in my mouth, the denseness of his flesh parting beneath my fangs.

      He knew it, that need that rode me, and closed his eyes. “Don’t take being first from him,” he whispered. “It’ll break his heart to have to share this moment.”

      I swallowed, my venom burning as it began to pool. I dropped to my knees, dug my hands into his glutes, and tugged him to me, his length going down my throat and filling my mouth instead. His hands were usually gentle when I sucked him off, hesitant prayers for pleasure, but this time they dug cruelly in my hair, his dick thrusting farther than it’d ever been before. I was lucky I had my new abilities, or I’d have been gagging uncontrollably.

      Instead, my saliva soaked venom created a burn in my mouth—and around his cock, if his whimpers were anything to go by. He was right, it didn’t take much, his cries growing louder, harsher, more desperate as I swirled my poisoned tongue. He didn’t get a chance to warn me, the swelling of his shaft was my only clue before his cum pulsed down my throat.

      He pulled me to my feet, his kisses stealing my much-needed breath as his tongue went some of the way his cock did. “Get on the stack. I’m gonna pull down your jeans and stick my —”

      Brandon didn’t get to finish that damn fine suggestion, as a heavy thump came from the door. “Unless you just mated him, Brandon doesn’t qualify for conjugal visits. You’ve had the last six weeks off. Time to get back to work.”

      “Later?” he asked ruefully.

      “Of course,” I said, wrapping my arms around him and laying my head on his chest. He stroked my hair with one hand, leaving a kiss on my crown. “And thank you. I needed this.”

      “Well, take some advice from the ‘doc’ and treat Slade the way he treats you. Don’t be rude or blunt, but tell him how you’re feeling. He needs that.”

      When I walked out of the room, a man-lined corridor had been formed. Back before I’d come to Sanctuary, I’d have been turned-on, intimidated, and wondering how I’d gotten backstage at a male strip show if I’d seen something like this. Now I just sauntered out, Buddy yipping when he found me, watching the men’s nostrils flare as I passed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6

          

        

      

    

    
      “Hey,” I said to Slade.

      The preparations were in full swing. There were people bustling about everywhere, setting up, cooking, prepping, and decorating. If I thought about it too hard, I’d have a meltdown or start ripping off faces, so I pretended this was someone else’s house, and I was here to help set up their party.

      “Hey,” he replied.

      I hated the shuttered look on his face. All that wide-eyed joy had been packed up tight behind that very nice manly facade again, and I wondered if it was ever going to come out again. I had fully intended to follow Brandon’s advice. He might not be the ‘doctor’, but he did have a good handle on the group dynamic. But instead, I felt that same aching-chest feeling I’d felt when Brandon was quizzing me, so I reached out and touched his arm.

      Watching his face transform as he felt what I did down the link of our bond was like watching the sunrise. It was gradual, beautiful, and heart-stopping. “Hey,” he said again, and he pulled me close, burying his head in my hair and breathing me in. For a moment, it was just us, reconnecting. “How’d it go with Brandon?”

      “We talked, it helped me process what happened. I’m sorry, Slade. I’m trying to catch up, really. I haven’t spent my whole life building towards this. I didn’t even know what I was doing.”

      “But you don’t regret it, right?”

      The fact he could say that, while sending a stab of fear down our bond, said a lot about what was simmering below the surface with Slade. I was realising there was more to him than I’d imagined.

      You are pack, my Tirian said, implacable as stone.

      He nodded, looking away abruptly, his eyes suspiciously shiny before he grabbed his beer and took a long swig.

      “I nearly added Brandon, as well. My beast is a bit out of control.”

      He stopped mid swallow, eyeing me over the bottom of the bottle.

      “He said no, that this was your day.”

      “Fucking Doc,” he replied, shaking his head. “He’s got everyone’s numbers. You’re going to have problems with him. He tops from bottom.”

      “What?”

      “He’s all nice and reading you romance novels and stroking your hair, but all the while, that brain of his is ticking away, manoeuvring you into the right position.”

      “You mean like us talking about him on the eve of your big party?”

      Slade shook his head. “The little fucker. C’mon, let’s get you some food and somewhere to relax. These things are often long, drawn-out affairs. There’s speeches and ceremonies...”

      “Ceremonies?!”

      “It’ll be fine, princess. I won’t let it be anything else.”

      

      So there I was, standing in the backyard of a house I’d barely even looked at but could now apparently call home, dressed in a pretty purple frock Slade’s mum had produced, watching what looked like every bloody person in Sanctuary come out through the door.

      “Hi, I’m Jaz and this is Sheila,” a woman with a close crop head of hair said, holding out a square hand. Her other was linked to Sheila’s hand. “That’s Nick, Mel, and Joe. We’re down on Jakers Street, up the end.”

      “Hi, guys,” I said with a lame wave. I felt hopelessly awkward, and doing this over and over tonight hadn’t seemed to alleviate that. It didn’t matter, Jaz turned to Slade with a broad grin.

      “Slade, you fucker! I never in a million years thought anyone would willingly choose to put up with your shit, and on a permanent basis?” She looked over her shoulder at me. “You know what you’re getting yourself in for?”

      “Pretty sure,” I replied.

      “Ah well, too late now, I guess.”

      “Hey, if Sheila’s prepared to put up with your crap—” Slade spluttered, but the woman yanked him into a hug, slapping her hands on his back, and he returned the gesture with gusto. “Thanks, mate.”

      “Best of luck to you, and if he gets too much, just let us know,” she said to me with a cheeky grin. “We’ll sort him out.”

      “But seriously,” Sheila said with a roll of her eyes. “We’d love to have the two of you over for dinner one night.”

      “Sure,” I said. I needed to start making some friends, now that I was apparently staying here for the rest of my life. “That'd be awesome.”

      “I’ll give you a call,” she said with a smile before her group moved to place a moving-in present in a pile with the others.

      When I turned back to greet the next person, I thought it’d be more of Slade’s family or our new neighbours. I hadn’t expected to see Aaron, still in khaki fatigues, with several of his similarly dressed colleagues at his back.

      “Aaron! You’re off rotation? I thought you weren’t on break until tomorrow.”

      “Princess,” Slade said with a nudge. I watched, my mouth dropping open, as Aaron and his guys all dropped down to one knee. “I told you there would be ceremonies.”

      “Julie, daughter of Marian, 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 the arms of my brothers, so that they might fight for you in any conflict and protect you from those that would hurt you.” I scanned all eight of the men, then darted a quick look at Slade. He just shook his head slightly. “I believe I will bring strength and security to your pack.”

      Apparently, that was the end of that, as he got to his feet, the guys behind him following suit. As the crowd clapped, he fished something out of his pocket. It was a small carved pendant, made from a gorgeous jade green stone, that hung from a leather thong. “I’ve been making it while on roster,” he said in a lot less formal tone, stepping in closer so only I could hear him. “You don’t have to take it. It doesn’t mean anything at this stage, just a gesture, that I’d like to see where things might go.”

      All of a sudden, the noise and the people around us fell away. Aaron and I didn’t have the same relationship as I did with Slade. If anything, we weren’t much more than fuck buddies. I liked him well enough, that which I had seen of him. He’d been called back to active duty quicker than the other guys, and when he got home, the need to touch each other was so strong, it crowded out everything else. I felt that same hunger now, my fingers going out automatically to brush against his chest. He saw them, grabbing them with his own and pressing them against the broad muscle there. When I turned to answer him, he’d bowed his head, his lips only inches from mine. I could feel the fan of his breath on my skin.

      “Yeah, of course,” I said, feeling the need to slide my hand between those buttons to the warm, hard flesh beneath it. His grin was lighting quick, then he darted forward, sealing whatever this was with a kiss. It was probably supposed to be some nice, neat, social thing, but as soon as his lips touched mine, both of our mouths parted, and his hands slid up into my hair as his tongue flicked out.

      I was dimly aware of cheers coming from the crowd as we kissed, something that forced its way into my consciousness when we finally pulled away. Aaron looked inordinately pleased, while I just glanced around, blinking. Slade grabbed my hand, giving it a squeeze, which helped me to focus back on the here and now.

      “God, I’d love to see him fill you with his cum,” Slade said in a low rasp. “Then I could slip in afterwards, and you’d be fucking drenched.”

      “Can be arranged,” Aaron rumbled. “As soon as your announcement was made, I was put on leave a little earlier. Some of the married guys are cursing us but...” he shrugged.

      I felt a throb deep between my legs. “You have no idea what it’s taking to stop myself from walking you two over to the bedroom and doing exactly what you described.” I smiled when the two of them groaned.

      “We know how she feels about it,” one of the older women holding court under a large tree shouted. “But what about him?”

      Aaron grinned at this. There was something almost shy about the big man’s smile that I loved. He had hands like massive rocks, looked like he could flatten the both of us with minimal effort, but he still smiled like a little boy.

      “Better do this right, so the Nanas don’t get pissed. Slade, son of Cheryl, do you approve my request to pursue your mate and to petition to be a part of your pack?”

      My eyes flicked between the two of them, confused.

      “I get a say as well, seeing as I’d have to share a house with the bloke,” Slade whispered. “Not as much as you, but some. Most blokes would find it difficult to say no to their mates, but there have been instances.” He turned back to Aaron, who waited patiently. “Of course, mate. Good to have you in the running.”

      The two of them clasped arms in what looked like some kind of Viking handshake, and then pulled each other in for a hug.

      “Now, you’re going to meet some of the other matriarchs,” Slade said when he pulled away, and sure enough, the catcalls began.

      “Bring that boy of mine over here!” one said.

      Slade rolled his eyes. “That’s my Nana, Nancy.”

      “Well, he’s no match for my Aaron. He’ll be shouldering your boy to the outskirts within the week, you mark my words.”

      “And mine, Rhoda,” Aaron said with a shake of his head. “C’mon, we may as well get this over and done with.”

      “Well, look at her, pretty as a peach she is!” an older woman in a long green dress said. “Much better presented than that last girl from the outside. What was her name?”

      “Do you mean Carissa? I thought she was very fetching.”

      “Because she took your Rafe as part of her pack. No, no, she looks just fine. Her name started with an H...” another matriarch said, leaning forward on her knees.

      “Hazel?”

      “Gods, yes, Hazel! That horrible magenta monstrosity she was wearing at the spring do.”

      “Um...Nanas?” Aaron said.

      That was evidently the wrong move. Seven pairs of eyes instantly landed on the three of us, the power within them immediately evident. I took a step backwards without even thinking about it, only Slade’s hand on my arm stopped me from retreating farther.

      “Don’t show weakness in the face of the old ducks,” he hissed. “They’ll be baying for your blood.”

      It was then I remembered what was going on underneath all of this civilised facade. We were strange paranormal creatures, surviving on our wits, our instincts, and a distinct pecking order. I squared my jaw, strengthened my stance, and then stared the old biddies down.

      Which resulted in them all immediately bursting out laughing.

      “What?” I asked, looking at Slade, then Aaron.

      Aaron shrugged. “The Nanas, they’re a whole other thing. I dunno if anyone understands them.”

      “Rhoda,” the woman in the green dress said, stepping forward and holding out a hand. She had similar light brown hair and hazel eyes as Aaron, though not the same build. Her grip was strong however, but not too much, like she had nothing to prove whatsoever. If an older woman could rock big dick energy, she had it in spades. “My Aaron will be an asset when you accept him. He is strong, big...” Her eyes flicked to him for a second and then back to me. “All of his grandfathers were.”

      I looked into those hazel eyes and just smiled politely, not sure what the fuck to say. Is she talking about his dick? She’s got to be talking about his dick. Why is she talking to me about his dick?

      “You will make big, healthy babies together. I can smell it.”

      What the actual fuck? While I pondered what kind of alternate crazy world I’d stepped into—where grandmothers talked about cock size and could smell fertility—another woman came forward. She had a long fall of unruly red hair and was smoking from an honest to goodness clay pipe. Her blue eyes crinkled when she stepped closer.

      “She’ll be having them with my boy first. You swelled within her?” She shot a sharp-eyed look at Slade.

      “Nana...”

      “Don’t Nana me, boy! I patted your bottom when you were a puling child! Did you lock within the girl or not?”

      “Um... what the fuck?”

      The words had been on high repeat in my mind the whole time, but this time, they came out before I had a chance to stop them. But seriously, I stood by them. These weird old ladies—that looked like the residents of a Stevie Knicks inspired aged care home—were asking questions even my gynaecologist would have balked at. The eyes all returned to me, but this time I was ready for it.

      “With all due respect to you, ladies, what the fuck are you talking about?”

      “Did you?” his Nan insisted.

      “Of course, I did, but Jules—”

      “Excellent, then the deed may well already be done. Your grandson will need to fight to be second.”

      Slade sighed, “Nana, Jules is new to all of this. With her illness—”

      “That was an ugly business. How did one of those bastards get through, Aaron?” Rhoda said.

      “I’ve been telling people we’ve been undermanned for some time, Nana.”

      “Undermanned...” one of the other women muttered. “My Kieran said—”

      “Um... I’m sorry to make this all about me, but seriously, what? Are you saying I could be pregnant?” I looked down at the little implant in my arm, and the women’s eyes followed it.

      “That won’t help anymore,” one said with a carnivorous smile. “We work for the strength of the tribe, and children are our greatest strength.”

      “They only work for the ones like that Nerida girl, who can’t shift,” Nancy said.

      “So you’re saying....” I didn’t have the words, but the two Nanas nodded anyway.

      “Pfft...” one of the quieter women said from the back. “Stop tormenting the girl. She hasn’t gone through initiation yet, and you’re going to play games with her?” The woman’s dark eyes locked on mine. “Your body is a gift from the goddess, born from the originals who were raped and forced to bear children for those we do not speak of. You will have a child when you feel ready, not before. Never again will fertility be imposed on you. Sometimes, when caught up in the moment of bonding, pregnancies have happened. The swelling you felt inside you heralds the potential for a child from the union, but it won’t happen unless you want it. I’m Asher, by the way.”

      “Thanks, Asher.” I gave the Nanas a baleful look, which only made them laugh all the more. “I hope you’re not offended that I’m glad that’s not on the table just yet?” I said to Slade.

      “With all the practising we’ve got to get done? Never, princess. Now, about what we were talking about before...”

      “Welcome to the family,” Nancy said, exhaling a thin stream of smoke. “That boy gets out of line, you tell me. His grandfather was always a mouthy one, as is his father.”

      “Hey, it was opening my fat trap that got me the girl, Nana.”

      “Yes, and I’m sure the girl can think of a much better use for it.”

      “Our esteemed leader’s here,” one of the women said, peering out the side fence to the front yard.

      Nancy glanced over to the back door with a flat gaze. “You need to invite the alpha into your territory. You can rescind it at any time, but for now, you let her in.”

      “Thanks, and nice to meet you all,” I said with a nod and then walked off.

      The house felt cool and blessedly quiet as I went inside, Slade at my heels. I glanced at the big spread of food arranged over several tables and, he tugged me into the kitchen.

      “You OK, princess?” Those hazel eyes searched my face, looking for cues to go with the feelings no doubt rocketing down our link. I nodded, not trusting myself to speak. “I’m sorry, love. Brandon was right to be angry. I didn’t mean to dump you in this.”

      My hand went to his cheek, just feeling the rasp of his bristles for a moment. “As much as he would hate to admit it, you can’t plan these things.”

      I saw the smile in his eyes as he turned his face, his lips kissing my palm. I gasped at the soft feel of them pressing against my skin. Fuck, I thought as I felt my cunt throb, this is like the heat, but worse.

      It was nice of all these people to come and celebrate this moment with us, and I’m sure all of them were lovely, but a house full of guests was not what I wanted right now. I wanted the silence to settle over us in this foreign space as we stripped ourselves bare for each other, nothing between us as we gave ourselves time to really discover what we’d  created together.

      “God, princess,” Slade groaned, his eyes hooded. “You smell so fucking hot. Maybe I can flip up your skirts and crawl under and—”

      “Smell?”

      His eyes opened slightly, but he still looked dazed, pressing his body against mine, his hands slipping down to my hips to press me closer.

      “Like honey, heavy and dripping and hot, just like you’ll feel when I push myself inside you.”

      A loud knock on the front door had both of us jumping. For a moment, I just stood there, Slade’s arm loosely wrapped around my waist, the feel of him—hard and heavy against my leg—anchoring me in the now. Another knock came.

      “No flipping skirts,” I said, waving a finger before pulling free and walking over to the front door. Buddy came bounding over, yipping at the door until I pushed him away. I opened it to find Kelly and Finn standing on the front step, which was to be expected. What surprised me was Jack and Hawk stood behind them.

      “Hi, come in,” I said. “You didn’t have to knock.”

      “This is different, Jules,” Finn said, then nodded to Kelly.

      She straightened, her demeanour sombre now. “As alpha of Sanctuary, I request entry into your home.”

      “Um...sure. Come in?”

      I moved aside, and the two of them walked in. I looked back at Jack and Hawk in confusion.

      “What about us, love?” Jack said.

      “The invitation was implied, Jack,” Kelly said tersely. “Come in and stop playing the fool.”

      “Sorry, Mother,” he said with a twisted smile.

      Mother? My eyes went wide. If I thought things were awkward before, with Kelly stiffly requesting access to a house she’d just handed over to me hours ago due to some arcane reason, they were now as awkward as when the contestants on the Bachelor realised the dude had been sleeping with each of them.

      “As alpha of Sanctuary, I’ll be giving a little speech in front of all gathered, to make it official that your pack has been accepted as one of our own. Then there’ll be a petitioning ceremony, where those who wish to apply to be part of your pack will offer a gift and deliver a short speech on what they believe they will bring to the pack.”

      “Ah, she already knows,” Slade said. “Aaron got the ball rolling.”

      Apparently, there were levels of awkward still to be plumbed. Finn went white, his eyes burning brightly. His fists slowly curled, then relaxed. When he looked at me, I saw something I’d never seen on his face before: fear.

      Kelly was a whole other ball game. “That is not how it is supposed to—”

      “We’ve all been playing it by ear, Kelly,” Finn said. Her eyes were grass green when they glared at him for the interruption. “Jules hasn’t gone through initiation, has been largely left to her own devices.”

      “Something you argued for. You said it was all under control.”

      “Yeah, well, I was wrong... and probably thinking with my dick,” Finn said.

      Jack snorted at this.

      “It’s the spirit of the rituals that matter, not following them to the letter. If I’d been here early, you’d be damn sure I’d be laying my token and heart at her feet as well. It is what it is.”

      Jack watched the whole exchange with a lazy smile, looking over his shoulder to where Hawk stood, a silent sentinel.

      “Well, if we’re not following protocol,” he said, and dropped to his knee.

      “Jack!” Kelly snapped.

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

      “Julie, daughter of Marian,” his smile grew wider as he chanted the words, his hand going to the open collar of his shirt, sliding along the golden flesh and stopping over his heart. “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 give you all I have that’s worth a damn.” He looked back again, Hawk standing there, eyes wide. Jack nodded, gesturing to the man to come forward.

      “What the hell do you think you’re playing at!” Kelly said. “You can’t offer another person as a token.”

      Hawk strode over, face a seamless blank. It wasn’t until Jack stood and placed a hand on his shoulder that I saw the tension there as it leached away. Hawk’s eyes partially closed for a second, then opened again. He stared back, an endless chocolate brown gaze that seemed to see everything and nothing all at once.

      Jack took a step towards me, something that wrenched a snarl from Slade. He just sneered in response, but when he turned to me, all of it—the cocky bullshit, the cynical front—seemed to drop away. “Take him,” he rasped in a low voice. “He wants a woman more than anything, and I’ve got no other way to give it to him. No one else will take us, with things the way they are. But you—”

      “You’ve got a lot of fucking nerve,” Slade said.

      “You think I don’t know how you feel right now?” Jack snapped back. “Like your heart jumped out of your chest and started walking around, vulnerable and open to being kicked at any time, and you’re just helpless to watch it go? You’d do anything for her, wouldn’t you? Walk through fire, slay a thousand enemies, bring her the world and lay it at her feet. Don’t tell me I have some nerve, when you’d do the exact same thing in my place.”

      “You don’t have to do this,” Finn said to me. “This is so bloody unorthodox, I don’t know if you’ll get the matriarchs’ approval, even if you do.”

      “What won’t get the matriarchs’ approval?”

      It was right about now the drama in my life ratcheted up from reality TV to telenovela. Ophelia stood within the doorway, looking for all the world like a sorceress. She wore a rusty black dress that fell around her in voluminous folds, and she rose from within it, a steely tower.

      “Well?”

      “Jack has made a petition and is using Hawk as his token,” Finn said.

      Those grey eyes inspected the lot of us and then, she smiled. “My Jack, always the cunning one.”

      “Mother,” Kelly said. “This is not helping.”

      Mother? I thought. Again. Seriously, we were five minutes away from someone announcing they were long lost siblings or had had a secret baby for ten years. Ophelia merely shrugged, a cool presence in what was obviously an interesting family dynamic. Nice to know being able to transform into a smoke wolf monster didn’t preclude you from family drama llamas.

      “It’s not for us to say yea or nay to another woman’s offer. If she feels the token is pleasing, she accepts. It does not tie her to Jack in any way, it merely puts the offer on the table, allows him to pursue her. If he fails to persuade her, she returns the token,” her eyes slid over Hawk’s still form, “and everything returns the way it was. How is it different to any other petition?”

      They argued about it for a bit—even Slade got involved—but the sound dropped away for me. Instead, it was obscured by the regular thump of my heart, the rasp of my breath in my ears.

      “Is this what you want?” I said to Hawk. I’d seen him in the field outside the honeymoon cottage, on his knees with his mouth full of Jack’s dick, but I’d never heard him say a word.

      “Yes,” he replied, his voice a deep rumble. He moved towards me, his breath starting to come in faster, if the shift in his chest was anything to go by, and then he stopped himself. My eyes zipped down to where his hands began to tremble.

      “It’s OK,” Jack said, placing a hand on his forearm. He turned back to me. “Don’t let their bullshit get in the way of this. You want him, I can smell it on you. Take him, please.”

      For a moment, I just hung there, the guys so close that I could feel the warmth radiating off of their bodies. I swallowed, feeling a hard lump in my throat. I didn’t need any more guys in my life. I was already concerned about my ability to meet the needs of the five I had. But that greedy little girl—who came out to play when they were all naked—inspected that powerful body, the long fall of chestnut brown hair, and wondered how soft that beard would be between my thighs. My eyes flicked to Jack. How did he fit in to all of this? The implication was he wanted to pursue me, something he’d made obvious in previous meetings, but this offer?

      “What do you want?” I asked. Fuck all this walking around with only parts of the whole picture. I needed to start asking a lot more questions, finding out what the hell was going on. “What do you get out of this?”

      Jack’s pupils flared for a moment, his mood communicated only in the sharp tip of his chin.

      “You asking if it’s gonna be a chore, squiring you around the town on dates to keep him by your side?” His smile spread, displaying his sharp white teeth. “I’ve got your scent, sweetheart, bloody near tasted it when you were fucking Shaunie on the tabletop. Don’t get it twisted, love, I’ll be hard as a fucking rock the whole damn time you’re with me, wanting a taste of you, him, and if I had my wish, both.”

      “Yes,” I said. To what, I wasn’t totally sure, caught on the end of Jack’s gaze as I was. His smile changed at that, the corners twitching. “I accept your token, your offer.”

      When I turned to face the others, they all fell silent. Ophelia looked like the cat that had the cream, and Kelly just short of having an aneurysm. Finn’s eyes were wide and empty, something that had the hair on the back of my neck standing up.

      He needs caring for, my Tirian said.

      They all do, I said, looking to where Hawk had taken a place by my side.

      But that one puts everyone else’s needs first, leading through service. You are the leader of the pack, with that comes responsibility to those you want to include in it.

      Got it, I said, moving away from the crowd.

      “I’ve made my decision. Ophelia says the matriarchs will support it. Can I ask the rest of you to consult with them and check? I need a moment here.”

      “Sure thing, princess,” Slade said with a nod and then turned to walk outside.

      “The ceremony—” Kelly said.

      “In a minute,” I replied, taking up position beside Finn. He looked down at me in surprise when I grabbed his hand.

      “This is—” she began to splutter, but Ophelia swept over, taking her daughter by the arm and walking with her towards the back door.

      “Come along, the children have things they must do. No one’s going to notice if things are delayed by a few minutes.”

      That silence I’d longed for settled over the living room, but now it felt a little too big, too much, as if I had to somehow answer its weight.

      “Hey,” I said, turning to look up at Finn and reaching up to pull his lips down on mine. Something restless settled inside me when we connected. It was just a dry, soft, almost shy kiss, but those weren’t the feelings that it inspired. I let out a breath I hadn’t realised I was holding when we pulled apart.

      “That bad?” he said, his grey eyes twinkling.

      “You have no idea. I hashed it out with Brandon, which gave me a bit of respite, but then...” I gestured lamely to the room.

      “Come here,” he said, drawing me over to the couch. We both collapsed down onto it, my legs going over his, his arms going around me. “Bonding, creating a pack, it’s a big emotional thing for the whole community. It changes things. Relationships are made and broken. Alliances shift. Families are tugged to and fro by the shifting status of the people involved. It’s really, really intense, which is why we were all going to wait.”

      “But Slade.”

      “Always but Slade. We call people like Slade tricksters. They smash through tradition, rules, customs, not always aware of the consequences of doing so.”

      “That sounds bad,” I said, bristling. He was a bit of an arse at times, but the fact I could rely on him to tell me what was going on was reassuring, though that pregnancy thing...

      “It’s not. It’s just chaotic. We need rule breakers as much as rule creators. If we have too many breakers, anarchy reigns, if we have too many creators, society ossifies.”

      “You’re a creator, aren’t you,” I said with a smile.

      His, when he returned it, was devastating. I hadn’t realised how much I’d missed that brilliant flash of white teeth against deep brown skin.

      “As a rule, yes. You can’t work for the alpha and not be. But today, I’m going to take a leaf from Slade’s book.”

      My eyes went to where his hand reached into his pocket. He pulled out a small bag, undid the drawstrings, and pulled out a silver ring, placing it on my palm. I just stared into his grey eyes, the intensity there startling. Finn always came across as unflappable, but this was a whole other beast.

      “Give me the chance to pursue you, and I’ll do so to the ends of the earth. You want this, you won’t get away from me, Jules. I’ll hunt you down with everything I have.” His arm tightened around my shoulders as I turned the ring around in my fingers. It was incredibly beautiful, with tiny Tirians running along the band. “You’re right, I’ve worked all my life to try and keep order. I’ve always done what the matriarchs wanted; kept the order with the men, brought the single men’s concerns to them, acted as a broker between the factions. But I’d give it all away. Fuck Kelly, fuck all of it, if that’s what it takes to make you mine. I don’t resent Slade for what he did, I envy him.”

      I looked up at him, his eyes almost glowing with his intensity. My Tirian rose within me, looking out of my eyes at this contender. She met his stare head on, then nodded in acknowledgement. I plucked the ring from my palm and slid it on my finger.

      “Fuck, Jules...” he growled, and dragged me onto his lap. His mouth was on mine in the next second, open and hungry. “My beautiful girl...” he panted between kisses, and then stopped for a moment, his eyes staring into mine as our foreheads pressed together. Then he kissed me again, slower, softer this time. My breath hitched in my chest as our lips made slow work of each other.

      God, I was drowning in him, his spicy sandalwood scent, the feel of his big hands clamping down on my hips and shoving me down hard as his rolled up in just the right spot. I was hot, so hot, but it wasn’t the same blinding sexual burn as before.

      Did I love Finn? I wasn’t sure. I felt like I stood on the precipice of something huge and was teetering on the edge...

      I threw my arms around his neck, putting my head on his chest and just lying there for precious seconds. Taking my cue, his arms went around me, holding me. I listened to the rapid thump of his heart, the rustle of his breath in and out, and thankfully, everything else dropped away.

      What was this feeling? It wasn’t one of those high key ones like lust or anger. It wasn’t even quite like peacefulness. Instead, I felt something…release. Right now, there was nowhere else I wanted to be. I searched through clichés to try and describe what this was like, to process it. He didn’t complete me, he didn’t belong to me, but it felt something like that.

      Connection, my Tirian said. You two are connected. The silver is nothing, merely a symbol of what you know.

      She knew. I hadn’t thought about it that way before, but that’s exactly what it felt like. It was the power thrumming through me when I pulled back, placed my hand on his cheek, and stared into his eyes. When we kissed, it was like creating an electrical connection. I heard it in his gasp, that he could feel it as well. It had a language, this connection, written over my flesh as his hands roamed, as my nails scratched at his chest. It passed between us, mouth to mouth. We spoke—much more eloquently than when we used words—of our desire, our need, our affection for one another. A myriad of memories cascaded through my brain, of those big broad hands serving me coffee in the morning and trailing across my shoulders as he moved past. Of him listening to my stories and complaints patiently, and watching me drunkenly proposition him. Of him making sure I was safe, tucking me into bed with a kiss on my forehead and wrapping me in his arms to kiss me all over. When I pulled away his eyes had transformed. While they might appear bright depending on his mood, now they glowed Tirian green, too intense to look on for long, but I was unable to look away.

      He is pack, she said, in that patient, long-suffering way.

      But not now, I said.

      Not yet.

      “You know what I want to do, don’t you?” I said. It became patently obvious that wasn’t totally clear to Finn, until I’d said the words. His face transformed, some of the ravenous hunger softening as the surprise registered.

      “You know I want nothing more than to wear your mark,” he said. The words came out raspy, like he was struggling to force them out.

      “I know.”

      “But if I walk out there bleeding...”

      “I know.”

      He laid a gentle kiss on my lips. “Mark me in another way.” His hand went to the hem of my dress, sliding underneath.

      “What? You want to...?”

      His hand skimmed upwards, strong fingers scoring the soft skin of my inner thigh. I stared at him, not sure what he intended, until his fingertips grazed the crease of my thigh.

      “Let me wear your scent on me. Let me walk out into that group of people, all congratulating Slade on becoming the first of your mates, with your sweet scent on my fingers. I might not wear your bite on my neck, but I’ll have something...” His fingers plucked at the edge of my knickers, edging underneath. “Jules?”

      “Yeah?” My reply came out all breathy.

      “You want that?”

      “I shouldn’t.” I twisted around, saw the kitchen and the food, heard the sound of the crowd out back for the first time in ages.

      “I won’t, not if you don’t want me to.” As if to bely his words, his fingers grazed the sensitive flesh just inside the leg seam and slid down.

      “What about you?”

      “I don’t care about me. I want you, riding my fingers, shuddering as you come, crying my name. Then I want to lick every damn drop off of them.”

      “Goddamnit, Finn. I’m supposed to be out there being the hostess or some shit, not getting a handjob in the lounge room.”

      “Say no.”

      “You know I don’t want to do that.”

      “Say no, love, and I’ll stop.”

      He wore that singular male smirk that said, at the very least, he was enjoying my struggle, if not outright doubting my ability to say that one word. Then his finger swiped up along my seam.

      “Oh fuck,” I whispered, fighting to keep my groan inside. I throbbed with need.

      “You’re so fucking wet,” he said, and his fingers slid over drenched flesh. I whimpered, not able to keep the sounds back now. “Your little clit is all perked up and ready to be touched.” I nodded, unable to get out the words to agree as his thumb grazed over it. “I want to take my time, stretch this out, have you crying and pleading for more, but I can’t. So many can’ts.”

      I was about to argue, plead, whatever it took to turn this slow, light stroke into something firmer, when his fingers shifted rapidly, two pushing inside and forcing a moan from me, as his thumb worked my clit faster.

      “Are you feeling that stretch inside you? Like the feeling when we push into you, but different, I imagine.” I nodded, hips starting to shift with his thrusts. “I’m going to curl my fingers, rub the pads of them against that hard little swell.” I gasped when he did. He knew me now, exactly when and where to get a reaction. “Is that it? Yes, it is, isn’t it? Feels like I’m massaging your clit from the inside. So, what’s it feel like when I do this as well?” His thumb rubbed back and forth over my clit, the motion growing more and more rapid. “You look so fucking beautiful, love, like a goddess taking her pleasure from us mere mortals.” Both of our heads whipped around as we heard another knock on the door. “Gotta make this quick. I don’t want to, but we’ll have so much time later, I promise. Come for me, love.”

      I always found scenes where the romantic leads told the FMC to come weird and dumb. Like our clits were good little puppies, ready to roll over at an order. But here I was, my back arching as I felt a godawful pressure build within me. I yelped when he pushed another finger in, as it was too much and not enough. I knew if he pulled them out of me, it would hit those places in me so good, especially when he altered the angle just right.

      Another knock at the door.

      “C’mon, love, or we’re about to get an audience.” My eyes flicked open to see that his smile had become devilish. He watched my reaction as he slammed his fingers in hard, twisting on the downstroke. “That’s it, love, just let it go.”

      I fell upon him, my tongue tangling with his as I worked myself against his hand, the two of us racing, racing...

      “Fuck!” I hissed against his lips, my hips jerking as wave after wave of pleasure washed through me, leaching all of the day’s tension out. My hand shot down to hold his in place, unable to tolerate him moving anymore but not letting him pull away.

      “You OK, Jules?”

      I’d have liked to have come up with something heartfelt or sweet to say, but instead, I was just wiped out. I collapsed against him, catching my breath in the crook of his arm.

      “Mmm,” Finn said, and neat as a cat, licked his fingers clean. Fuck, after being with guys who either didn’t like or simply tolerated going down on a girl, watching him do that like a little boy with an ice cream was fucking hot. Another, more terse, knock came from the door. “I’d love for you to stay here all night, but I think it’s time to become the gracious hostess.”

      “God, but I don’t want to.” I flipped my skirts and arranged myself in what I hoped was a semblance of neatness.

      “We won’t get much of a chance to hang out tonight with all the pomp and circumstance that’s about to take place, but I’ll come for you soon. We’ll do something, just the two of us.”

      “Maybe we should just walk in,” a muffled voice came from outside.

      “Into an unknown woman’s house?”

      “I’d like that,” I said, then squared my shoulders and plastered a socially appropriate smile to my face before opening the door.
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      The first thing I did when I returned to the back yard was grab a beer, the second was take Slade’s hand. I sought the reassuring pulse that came down our connection like a child with their favourite toy. He looked up from the conversation he was caught up in and smiled. His nostrils flared for a moment, and then his eyes darted over my shoulder to where Finn went to pay his respects to the matriarchs. His smile turned sly.

      “Soothing our boy, were you?” he whispered into my ear. “You hot little minx.”

      I pulled away slightly, as his mouth created a delicious buzz down my spine, and I’d reached and surpassed my public sex quota for the day. “How about we piss all these people off, and I show you how hot I am?”

      He just stared back, smiling that damn crooked smile of his. “You know how much I want that.”

      “But...? There’s a but coming, isn’t there? And not in the way it was this morning.”

      “Goddamnit, Jules, don’t remind me of that. Walking around with a raging boner I can’t satisfy will crack the Nanas up.”

      “They can tell?” I said, aghast.

      “Those old bitches know everything. If you decided you were into pony play and stuck a horsehair buttplug up my arse and rode me about the room, one of them would be neighing at me before the day ended.”

      I shook my head, trying to process that very vivid, if unconventional, image.

      “But this is your introduction to Sanctuary, your real one. You’re becoming part of a community. You’ll be living and working beside these people, making decisions about our future.”

      “OK, you convinced me,” I said, leaning into his embrace. I felt so damn tired.

      “And anyway, think what it’ll be like tonight, when I peel this bloody confection my mother selected, off your lush body.”

      “Stop,” I said, pulling away, but his arm yanked me back beside him. “I wondered how the hell I was going to keep up with you guys sexually, but it feels like my sex drive has multiplied for each new partner. Walking around with five times the lady boner isn’t as comfortable as you’d think.”

      “Five? Or is it six now?”

      He nodded over to a corner of the yard where Jack, Hawk, and Shaun stood with a bunch of other single men. “Do you mean Jack or Hawk?”

      “I dunno, what do you think?”

      “Brandon told me to be honest with you.”

      “Yeah, so what do you honestly think?”

      “I don’t know about those two. Jack and Hawk, there’s obviously a thing going on there, and I’m not sure why they want to put me in the middle of it.”

      “A smart observation, but he’s just given you a person. There’s no real precedent to this, but if I had to guess, Hawk will be living in the house with us. He belongs to you. What I’m asking is what you’re going to do with him?”

      “What do you want me to do with him? That one word he spoke today is the most I’ve heard from him, ever. I have no idea who he is. He’s a complete stranger.” Slade just watched me, taking a swig from his beer. “I don’t know what to do with him. No one's ever given me a person before.” He nodded. “What do you want me to say, Slade? Do you want me to fuck him? Want him to be the one who comes in me first, so you can after, like you said about Aaron?” He shrugged noncommittally. My teeth ground together, my fingers gripping the neck of my bottle hard. “Look, there was this moment—”

      “And there it is,” Slade said with a smirk.

      I scowled at him. “Do you want me to tell you, or not?”

      “Of course, princess. I got something down the bond, but I couldn’t tell what. Jack, that’s pretty straightforward. Outsider girls love an arsehole, but Hawk...” We both turned to look at the man in question.

      “I saw him when I was out running, on my first day. I ran past the creek down the bottom of the hill and saw him working in the afternoon sun. Everything looked golden, you know the way it does late in the afternoon. He was standing there, no shirt on, all those muscles on display, but with no idea I was looking. And then he saw me. I felt the most intense need to run, so I took off up the hill. He wasn’t going to chase me, I knew that, it was just some weird feeling, but...”

      “But...?”

      “When I turned around, he was halfway across the field, looking like he was about to climb over the fence after me.”

      Slade smirked at that. “He probably was, catching scent of a receptive female. All right, now I know what we’re working with, I can accommodate that.”

      “Working with what? Accommodate what? Slade, this is your night. If what people tell me is true, then it's the most important night of your life, apart from maybe the birth of your kids. Isn’t it bad enough that I blew Brandon in the storeroom and Finn just got me off in the lounge room?”

      “That right?” His eyebrow jerked up. “Well, you have had a busy day. So what’s the problem?”

      “The problem is in my world, a woman looking at another guy on her wedding day is reasonable grounds for stoning, let alone discussing adding yet another dude to her bedroom roster. I get that you guys have this whole polygamist thing going here, but even in that situation, shouldn’t today be about you? I didn’t even stick around to meet your parents.” I felt my Tirian rise up inside me, my eyes tightening. “I’m a fucking shitty partner, Slade. You made this huge leap with me, and I’ve been off with everyone else but you.”

      “Jules...” He reached out to touch my face, but I shook him off. I couldn’t let the lovely sucking warmth of our bond reassure me into thinking this was right.

      “I do love you, Slade. You’re funny and sarcastic, and you push my buttons like no one’s business. I want to clean your clock every damn time you call me princess. Do I look like a fucking princess to you?” He opened his mouth, about to reply, but I charged on. “In my world, when you love someone, you know when the other person’s needs are just as important or more than your own. You were so bloody happy when I bonded you and I...” I swallowed, the words growing bigger, harder in my throat, so I had to force them out. “I bailed. I want better for you than me. I want someone who can take care of you, put you first, love you, be honoured to meet your family, be at your side to welcome the guests to celebrate the most important day of your life. Someone who can put you first, because I’ve got no idea what I’m doing. I’m a fucking mess, getting led around by my clit and then wondering how the fuck I ended up here.”

      For a second, I endured the agony of looking into the eyes of someone I loved and waiting for the axe to fall. What else could I do? I’d behaved badly. I deserved anything that came my way.

      To say what came next was unexpected was an understatement. He wrenched me close, burying his nose in my hair. I could feel the shake of his arms as they wrapped around me.

      “And that’s how I know it’ll always be you for me, love. You could perch there, like a true princess, taking everything we give you as your due and using us until there’s nothing left, but you don’t. Don’t you dare talk about yourself like that again. I don’t need perfect, Jules, I just need you. Let’s face it, we all know I’m a bit of a cunt. Never keep my mouth shut when I should.” A burst of laughter fought its way out. “I gob off left and right, but still, you want me around.” He pulled back slightly, smoothing my hair from my face. “Better than that, you seem to value at least some of what I say, and that which you don’t, well you listen because it gives you access to my mighty, mighty cock.”

      I snorted, then sniffled, in that weird place between hysterical laughter and tears.

      “It’s OK, sweetheart, no need to cry. I’ll give it to you good after all these nice people go home.”

      “Fuck you,” I said, pounding on his shoulder “I’m trying to be noble, here.”

      “Noble’s boring, I much prefer you naked and in that very interesting position we had you in the other day...”

      “Fuck,” I cried, resting my head on his chest. "I take it all back, every single word.”

      “Will you at least listen to me before making major life decisions?”

      “Yeah, of course.”

      “Will you listen to me if I bring any of my concerns to you?”

      “Sure, but—”

      “Will you make time for me, sometimes just the two of us, if I need it?”

      “Of course, Slade. You just have to say.”

      “Will you get me a beer from the fridge, if I ask?”

      “Well...”

      “Rub my fevered brow when I get back from work?”

      “Um...”

      His grin was bright and pure, “Then that’s it. It’s you and me, and whoever else you choose to add to this ragtag band of misfits.”

      “Well, I think that concludes the official bonding ceremony.”

      I swivelled around to see most of the party was standing around, looking on all misty-eyed, and Ophelia was smiling down on both of us. She turned to Kelly. “The official ceremony is redundant at this point, don’t you agree?” Her daughter nodded stiffly, scanning the crowd as if to gauge people’s responses to that. She wouldn’t have gotten much, everyone surged forward and surrounded us. Suddenly, we were at the centre of a massive crowd of well-wishers.

      “Lovely ceremony, guys, damn near brought a tear to my eye.”

      “This one’s a keeper, Slade. Just watch that mouth doesn’t run away with you.”

      “Beautiful, love. You hold that man tight for me, you hear?”

      Cheryl and Lisa fought their way through the throng to appear by our sides with several men in tow.

      “I’m so sorry, love, for bursting in on you like that,” Cheryl said. “You must have thought me a madwoman. Of course, you’re having doubts, being an outsider and all, but it’ll all work out. You should hear some of the stories about me and Slade’s dads.”

      “Mum, dial it back. You’ve already scared the girl out of her own house once. Let’s avoid a second time. These are our dads, Angus, Jim, and Brock.”

      Angus, a big, blustery looking redhead surged forward and enfolded me in a tight hug. “Welcome to the family, love. I’m so glad you picked our son.”

      “Ease up, Gus,” a dry voice said. I was let go and took in some much needed breaths when Brock came over. He and Lisa had a lot of physical similarities, being lighter in build and with dark hair and complexions. “Welcome, love. I’m sorry this has all been a bit overwhelming.” He shot a look at Cheryl, who laughed a little guiltily. “They’ll learn to behave, I promise.”

      Jim moved closer, giving me a small, private smile. He didn’t say anything, just took me in his arms and hugged me to his chest. A strange calm throbbed through me, washing away all the spikes of emotion, both negative and positive, until I felt almost a little dizzy with it. “It’ll be OK,” he said. “The Great Wolf wouldn’t let you take the wrong steps.”

      “Well, that’s enough for today,” Lisa said. “The poor girl has obviously had a lot to deal with.” Cheryl and Angus went to say something, but she held up a hand. “They’re mated, people. You’ll have plenty of time to get to know her. Now, if you want them to have a chance to start making those babies you keep harping on about, shoo! Go on!”

      “You shouldn’t boss your mother, Lisa,” Brock said, arms folded on his chest.

      “Well, you know how she gets. Endless clucking. No wonder Julie went AWOL. I would too, if it was at all possible.”

      “You need your own men to redirect that energy towards,” he replied, cocking an eyebrow. I looked at Slade, then him. He didn’t look like he was Slade’s bio dad—that probably being Angus—but that expression was so familiar.

      “Oh, if I could find anyone I could stand for even three minutes, and it got me out of the nest? I’d be on that in a second, believe me. Now, are we finished airing our dirty laundry in front of our newest family member?”

      Brock rolled his eyes but slung an arm around his daughter’s neck, bringing her in close. “Come by in a day or two. Don’t leave it for too long, or you’ll have them beating down your door. We’ll have a nice dinner, away from all the hoopla.”

      “Oh, there’ll be plenty of hoopla, just of a much more intimate variety,” Lisa said with a grin before giving me a hug. “Hang in there,” she whispered. “He’s worth it, I promise.”

      I was standing there, blinking and feeling like I was completely wrung out, when Kelly said, “Well, if we’re dispensing with the official ceremony, perhaps we can move on to the petitions.”

      “We better get you a chair, love,” Slade said, pulling away from me and disappearing into the house.

      “Come forward, Julie,” Kelly said with a smile. I dutifully took my place by her side as a bunch of the single men moved forward. A lot of single men.

      “Here, love,” Slade said, putting a chair down behind me. I sat down slowly, a little weirded out by being the focus of so many eyes. I smoothed my skirt down, an action that many followed closely. I snatched my hand back, feeling weird. “Don’t worry,” he said, stroking my shoulder. “You don’t have to accept any of them, if you don’t want.”

      “Trying to skew the results before we even make our case?” Sonny stepped forward, crossing his arms across his impressive chest. “That requires a response, Slade.”

      “Sonny—” Kelly said.

      “Calm down, step back, and go have a beer,” I said. “I’m not interested.”

      “What the—”

      “I’ve seen you with your hands all over another woman, and you were rude when I came to see Brandon. Not interested,” I said.

      “The woman has spoken.”

      Sonny had been about to dispute this. I saw him and his cronies start to shift in the group, but the whip of Kelly’s voice stopped them in their tracks. I watched the matriarchs move from their spot under the tree, saw them move closer to the proceedings, but Sonny and his cronies pulled back, their spaces taken by others.

      “Now, who will make the first petition?”

      “I will.”

      We turned to see Brandon coming down the steps and into the backyard, his smile impish when he saw me. The guys milling around in front of us gave him ground begrudgingly, many looming over him as he came closer, but he paid them no mind. As soon as he was front and centre, he dropped down to one knee.

      “Julie, daughter of Marian, 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.” He pulled a book out from within an interior pocket of his jacket and held it out. “As part of my offer, I give you...” his eyes darted down to the book, “everything I am. I hold nothing back. Anything I have, you may ask for. The strength of my arm, the convolutions of my brain, the tick of my heart. Jules, it's all yours anyway. This is just a formality.”

      I dropped down to my knees in front of him and placed a hand on the book, ready to accept it, but he kept a hold of it. “I don’t want you to take it yet,” he said in a low voice.

      “OK, will they still accept the ritual?”

      “I think so.”

      “What is it? Why don’t you want me to look at it?”

      “It’s a story, and it’s not finished yet.”

      “A story? Did you write me a romance book?” He nodded, his smile shy. “Let me read what you have.”

      “I can’t. I don’t know how it ends yet.”

      “Well, maybe I could help.”

      He shook his head. “It’s the story of us, Jules.” His voice wavered a little. “Or my version, at least. Let me keep writing, for as long as I can.”

      I cocked my head, seeing the intense expression on his face. I understood now the chaotic nature of creating a pack. It brought everyone’s emotions so close to the surface, we all walked around raw and vulnerable. I didn’t want to sit here, pronounce judgement on the complex man I was starting to get to know. I wanted everyone to go away, so I could lie down beside him as he read what he’d written so far. I wanted to bury my face in his hair and smell his scent. I wanted to argue about whether or not a book really was a reverse harem if two men were in love with each other. I wanted to hold his hand and look into his eyes and say nothing at all, until whatever was going on between us had a chance to settle.

      Instead, I said, “OK,” and got to my feet. “I accept his offer.”

      “You can take some of them up on their offers to have a bit of fun,” Slade said at my shoulder. “You haven’t had the opportunity to run wild, like Lisa has.”

      Another hot guy laid himself at my feet, promising me everything in return for some of my time. He was gorgeous, and had this dark smouldering thing going on. When he looked up, his eyes had a twinkle in them that promised to satisfy my deepest, darkest fantasies. I stared into them as he held out his token: a beautifully wrought silver bracelet, but while he was just gorgeous, they all were. I felt strangely numb towards all of these guys. Would I want them in my pack? I didn’t know.

      “I can’t accept anyone else’s tokens right now,” I said, watching the man’s face fall as I did so. “Sorry, Ned?”

      “Ed,” he corrected me.

      “Sorry, Ed. You are beautiful, and maybe something amazing could happen between us. But right now, I think I’m at max, emotionally. I can’t see any of you clearly enough to make a decision whether or not to accept you. Do I need to get through these petitions now?” I looked around to where Kelly stood there stiffly. I forged on nonetheless. “Can I leave it until later, when I’m feeling a bit more clear-headed? I really need some time to adjust to what’s happened today.”

      Silence fell over the party. It was only the squeeze of Slade’s hand that stopped me from getting up and retreating inside.

      “That’s not normally—” she began.

      “I’d be amenable,” one of the matriarchs said. “My Ed is a lovely boy. If she needs to take some time to consider him properly, I think it worthwhile.”

      “Yes, well, that’s going to mean that—” Kelly said.

      “Kelly, with all due respect,” Asher said, “we don’t have enough women to satisfy the men. What was often a temporary thing is now starting to become permanent, as well you know.” I frowned, not sure what that meant, until I saw all eyes slide over to where Jack and Hawk stood. It took a minute for him to realise, so I got to see the transformation of a comfortable Jack—standing there with a beer in his hand and chatting with Hawk and Shaun—to a tense Jack, with his back stiffening, his chin lifting, and his eyes hardening as he noted the attention. I wondered if it was just me that saw his hand slip down into the thin space between him and Hawk, one finger stretching out to make contact with the other man’s thigh.

      “Julie, you are in a position of power here,” Asher continued. “What you ask for is not unreasonable, but petitioning cannot become too prolonged. Part of what keeps the peace here is that all men who wish to present themselves get the opportunity to do so. It appears this will be a lengthy process.” Her eyes scanned the group. “I say we halt things for today and meet at Council to discuss how to move forward.”

      "Agreed," several of the other matriarchs said, and then it appeared it was all done. I found myself letting out a long breath as people started packing up and readying to head home. Some of the guys looked pissed, but with some cajoling from the others, they retreated, off to petition for another day. Finally, it was just Kelly, Finn, Brandon, Aaron, Slade, his family, and Jack, Hawk, and Shaun, still standing in their little cluster.

      Kelly appeared to shake herself, her eyes flashing with irritation, but she eventually nodded and said, "Enjoy your first night with your mate, Julie. We'll talk again, soon. Jack?"

      "Just got something to talk through with Julie," he said.

      "Come away, Jack. You've meddled enough for today."

      He and his guys had drifted closer now that the back yard was almost emptied.

      "Yeah, and I say I've still some more to do before the night ends. Leave it, Mother."

      I watched her stare at her son, her fingers curled up tight into fists. She could have used that alpha whip of a voice on him, forced him into compliance, and I could see what it took to stop herself from doing just that. Did he respect that at all? I wondered as I looked into his face, it was a mask of pure defiance.

      "Fine," she grated, and then turned on her heel to leave.

      That stillness I'd craved before settled over the back yard. The moon had risen, and now that it wasn't drowned out by people talking, I could hear the hush of the breeze in the trees and the distant sound of birds calling. My spine sagged, like I'd run a marathon or something, and I guess emotionally, I had. I rubbed at my face. It was almost too much to process right now.

      "So that's it?" I looked up to see Shaun standing near the other guys. "No more petitions?"

      Shit, I'd forgotten all about Shaun. I felt a pang at that. He'd been the first guy I'd connected with here, the memory of him curled up on the porch of the honeymoon cottage covered in blood flashing up. How had I forgotten him?

      You didn't go to him when you were disturbed, my Tirian said. You did not seek his strength. There was almost a sneer in that last statement. You did not feel his absence during the petitioning.

      So what are you saying? That I'm just not that into Shaun?

      She didn't reply, just stared me down, those green eyes burning into mine.

      "Shaun..." I said, but didn't know what to say next.

      He just stood there for a moment, blue eyes staring just as my Tirian's had, but they encapsulated a whole world of pain within them. The thing was, I was surprised to see it. He never gave away much, never really talked about himself. I didn’t want to see him hurting, but I had no idea how to prevent that. I walked towards him, hoping I could work it out as I went along. The problem was, his face said he knew.

      "Mate, she said she's still finding her way in this. It doesn't mean—" Jack started, but Shaun shook his head, tossing his beer bottle into the nearby bin and then ran off, leaping over the fence and disappearing into the darkness. “I fucking hate this process,” Jack said, eyes trained on the ground. “C’mon, Hawk, let’s get you set up.”

      And then there were ten.

      I turned to Slade's family and said, "I'm so sorry about all of this." What the hell must they think of me?

      "Oh, don't you worry a bit," Cheryl said, giving me the best mumsy smile ever. "This was nothing compared to some petitioning ceremonies. No blood spilled, no broken bones, it's almost a disappointment, really." Her grin grew cheeky and suddenly, I could see the family resemblance. "Rest up, my love, if you can with that tribe of men, and we'll see you for a family dinner in a few days and get to know each other then."

      "Good luck," Lisa said, casting an eye over the guys.

      "Lisa, stop stirring the pot," Brock said.

      "Any of them give you grief, including our boy, you just tell us," Angus said.

      “Especially our boy. Always feel free to come to us. No matter what the issue is," Jim said.

      I nodded, feeling a swell in my throat as I did so. I'd been doing it on my own for some time now, my brother fairly uninterested when I'd told him the troubles I was having when I was looking for work. To be a part of a family again... I couldn't thank them or make some socially appropriate response that they absolutely deserved, but they seemed to sense what I was feeling, if the pats on the shoulder were anything to go by. And then they were gone too.

      I went to pick up some beer bottles left on tables, but Slade shook his head.

      "The clean-up crew'll be by tomorrow. Don't get used to it, they just do it for the newly bonded, assuming we're too busy producing the next generation to worry about such prosaic things. C'mon inside, princess, you look completely done in."

      I nodded, grateful in that moment that I didn't have to explain or fight to get them to understand how I felt. It was a little scary though, because giving me permission to just feel brought with it a sudden onslaught of emotion. A hot rush of gratitude when Slade took my hand and led me inside, a deep sense of wonder at what I felt come rushing down the bond. I kicked off my shoes by the back door, the cool of the wooden floorboards a slight shock as we padded deeper into the house. I was almost glad most of the lights were off, the details of the new place shrouded in a soft gloom. I couldn't take any more new right now, but of course, the universe wasn't going to let that fly.

      "The main suite is through here," Slade said, and he pushed open the door, then we all stopped.

      There, standing next to the largest, widest bed I'd ever seen, were Jack and Hawk. That golden chest I'd seen hints of through open shirts was on full display, the long, lithe muscles working as he kissed Hawk with everything he had.

      What Brandon and Aaron had together was just play, I realised as I watched, unable to move from the shock of it. I'd never seen it before, but this was someone's soul passed to another in a kiss. And Hawk took it, returning it with equal passion, the big broad muscles in his shoulders quivering with the effort of holding back as he clawed at his lover. Finally, Jack pulled away, wiping his mouth on his hand and taking a step away, then he returned, as if they were pulled to each other like magnets.

      "Stay here. I'll let the boss know what's going on. I'll be back, if I'm allowed." He glanced at me. "Tomorrow if possible, if not, then later in the week."

      "I love you," Hawk rumbled.

      "Don't say it." Jack's voice broke, his eyes going wild. "You know I know, so don't say it."

      Hawk went to pull him back, but the blond man strode over to me, fire flashing in his eyes. "Give him a chance. Please." The plea was tacked on as an afterthought. "He's gonna kill me for saying this, but if I don't, he'll just simmer there, all torn up with longing and need, and you'll never know better."

      "Jack!" Hawk's voice was ragged.

      "I'm not asking you to bond with him, I know I can't ask for that, but give him a chance. I'll give you whatever you want, fight any bloke. Fuck, I'll bring you my bloody mother's head, if that's what it takes. Just, please."

      My hand went automatically to his hip, the warm skin just above the low waistband of his work pants. I don't know why I did it. Maybe because people had reached out to me when I was hurting, and I was bloody grateful for it. Maybe it was just all that perfect wrought flesh so close to mine. Strange flesh, a whole undiscovered country. When I looked up, his pupils had blown huge and black, the green of his eyes just a thin rim.

      "Let me come for you in a day or two," he said. His eyes flicked up when a growl came from the guys at my back. "After you've had some time to settle in with them. Whatever you want, love." His hand took mine from his hip and placed it on his cheek. "I'll organise it."

      ‘Yes’ was sitting there on the tip of my tongue, but then I felt that thrumming bond between Slade and I as he stepped closer.

      "What do you think?" I said.

      "You want to give him a go. I can smell it. It's your decision, but I say go for it, if that's what you want." He turned to Jack. "You fucking hurt her, and I'll break every bone in that pretty face. You won't be sucking anyone's dick for a time after I get through with you."

      "Right back at ya," Jack said, looking over his shoulder at Hawk. "I gotta go before we start fighting or fucking. I'll be in touch."

      And with that, he was gone.

      It was at this point that we managed to reach peak awkward. Silence covered the room in a thick blanket, choking all reactions and responses. All I could hear was the creaks of the house and the sounds of the guys breathing.

      "Sorry about that," Hawk said. "Jack, he can't fucking help himself. Has to try and 'fix' things. Look, you've got a night ahead of you, with your newly bonded and your petitioners. He didn't talk to me about doing this. All my gear’s at home..." His big hand fell limply by his side. "I'll head back there and—"

      "Aren't you his token?"

      "What? I mean, yeah, I guess. Who even does that shit? Fucking Jack."

      "Fucking Jack," Finn agreed, ruefully rubbing his forehead. "He's always pulling stunts like this."

      "Not to this degree. His mum already wants to disown him. After this..." Hawk fell silent as he considered it, his eyes filling with pain.

      "Didn't I accept you as his token?" I said.

      "Yeah, but you were just trying to help him save face. You had to be." Those deep brown eyes searched mine for evidence for or against. "Weren't you?"

      "I don't know what I did, to be honest. This day has been..." I rubbed at my eyes, but the ache in my head didn’t subside. "What I really need to do is have a shower, lie down, and have a rest." I turned to Slade. "This is a shit wedding night for you, but I don't think I've got anything else in the tank."

      His arm went around my shoulders, and he hugged me to him. "Love, this morning was fucking smoking. My balls are still aching from how hard I came." I snorted at that. "But we're mated now. It's not one long fuck fest. I told you, it’s about who you can live with. I'm knackered myself, to tell you the truth. How about whoever's staying strips off and gets in the shower, and whoever’s leaving fucks off so we can have some sleep?"

      "I'm off, unfortunately," Finn said. "All the latitude I got during the heat is now gone. I've got work piled up to the ceiling. I'm gonna have to knock off some paperwork before collapsing in bed. Sorry, love."

      "That's OK, I knew that was never going to last. See you tomorrow?"

      I hated the wheedling tone in my voice. He'd been a mainstay in my life since arriving in Sanctuary, and the thought of not sleeping beside him felt weird and wrong. He seemed to have no such problem with my tone, smiling and coming in close to hold me.

      "Of course, love. Just try to keep the drama to a minimum until I get here after work, yeah?" I nodded, and then he kissed me, long and sweet but obviously trying to hold back the heat for now. "Sleep well and rest up." His eyes flicked over my shoulder. "I think you're going to need it."

      "I'm staying," Aaron said, taking Finn's place as he walked out. "For the next two days, if you'll have me. I brought my gear in the car, just in case."

      "Of course," I said, throwing my arms around his neck. "You must be fit to burst."

      Heat flared in those hazel eyes, and his smile became carnal. "If you knew what I thought about, rubbing one out in the barracks every night..."

      "Well, if it was me, it'd be all of those hot soldier boys getting naked and covering you with their cum," I replied.

      "This seems to be a recurring fantasy," Slade said drily. "Anything you want to share, love?"

      "Oh, you know. One hot guy is awesome, many hot guys is exponentially better. Then, when all of the hot guys are getting off on how sexy each other is..." I heard the sharp intake of Hawk's breath as I shrugged, turning around to see him stare at the four of us. He scanned the group, his expression unreadable, but the shift of his eyes indicated he was searching for something.

      "Well, when you decide to put that little fantasy into practise, you give me a call," Brandon said, pulling me back against him, and my arms instinctively went back and around his neck. Aaron watched my breasts pull up higher with rapt interest. "I believe I can add a little something to the scenario."

      "You just want more guys to boss about," I said.

      "For your pleasure? Always, but not tonight." I almost groaned when he turned me, placing a gentle kiss on my lips. "I think you're right. You're at your limit, and you should respect that."

      "Topping from the bottom?" I said, remembering Slade's words.

      "Where did you hear...? Slade." I grinned at him. "I'll be by in the morning, I'm bringing your supplies. Later, love."

      "Alright, that's that then," Slade said. "I don't know about you guys, but I'm looking forward to enjoying a proper mated quarters shower."

      "What?"

      

      Four people shouldn't be able to get excited by a bathroom so much, and yet, here we were. Palatial was the only word for it. With grey marble tiles throughout, the room was dominated by a huge multi-person cubicle with several showerheads and sides built up enough you could plug in and fill the whole area as a bath. A long bench with multiple sinks and mirrors made up the back wall.

      "They've kept the loos separate, thank god," Slade said. "Probably because they know your pack’s likely to be a large one. Nice to have a bit of privacy. Alright, let’s test this baby out, then off to bed."

      I watched as two of the men started to pull their clothes off. Fuck, my mouth went dry as the big slabs of Aaron’s muscles were revealed. I was fairly tall for a woman, but I felt tiny compared to him. He smiled as he noted my attention and heard the little gasp that came from me as his cock—thick and hard—slapped against his belly as he jerked his pants down.

      “Fucking show off,” Slade said as he stepped into the shower and turned the taps. He stood under the rose, groaning when the water started to cover him. “I knew the marrieds had a better setup than us. The water pressure is amazing. Come in, love."

      I was going to, really, I was. My hand went to the zipper down the side of my dress, my finger plucking at the zip pull, but as I started to pull it down, Aaron stepped in and turned his shower on.

      I was tired, overwhelmed, and flatlining emotionally, yet my eyes couldn't help but follow the rivulets of water as they ran down their bodies. Slade's eyes opened for a second, and he snickered when he saw me standing there. Then Hawk came closer.

      His took me in, then the guys, as if trying to determine our relationship in total from this one moment. His brows creased for a second, then he reached down and pulled his shirt over his head.

      He was beautiful, of course he was. Doc Hobbes' peacock theory seemed like a valid one. I'd met guys I didn't like here, but none I didn't like the look of. He wasn’t quite as big as Aaron, but taller and bulkier than Slade, and thin black tattoos covered his shoulders. Two Tirians chased each other across his chest, my eyes following the stylised linework down, down, until their muzzles ended, and the finely delineated corrugations of his abs started. He watched me closely as his hands went to the button of his jeans.

      "Sweetheart, you say that you're tired, but that’s not how you smell," Aaron called out from the water. My eyes jerked over to him, where he rubbed soap slowly over his torso and then further down. I could hear my breath rasp as his hand closed around his cock. He had to be aching. The last few times he'd been on leave, he'd damn near tore my clothes off in his need to get to me. "Come here, and we'll wash you down."

      "This isn't going to end up being just a shower," I growled, then spun around when I heard the sound of Hawk's zipper. His smile was tiny, the merest twist of his lip, but he seemed to very much enjoy the attention he was getting. Then he pulled his jeans down.

      There's something that happens when you first see a guy naked. I admit it, I've always had an eye for a fine male form. I've watched crotches, wondering what the hell lurked there, and whether or not it'd be nice getting my hands on it. But when they're naked for the first time, there's a curious vulnerability to it. There's nowhere to hide from the inevitable unspoken questions, the same ones that rocketed through my head when I got undressed. Do I measure up? Do they think I'm attractive? Do they still want to touch me, now they've seen all my lumps and bumps? Well, Hawk need not have any of those worries.

      His cock was thick, obscenely so. It may have been because he was similar in breadth to Aaron, just not as long, making it look that much fatter.

      "Babe, you're gonna have problems with that," Slade said, then shook his head. "Get your clothes off, and get in here."

      When my hand went back to the zipper, I found Hawk had beat me to it. His eyes asked me questions as his fingers closed around the pull. I nodded. I instantly felt the cloth loosen as he slid it down, then his hand moved into the gap he'd created.

      His fingertips were hot, one set resting on my waist while the others went to the slim strap on my opposite shoulder. He paused, waiting for my nod before pulling it down. My breasts—still bound in a strapless bra—popped free, his eyes on them as he slid the fabric down, both hands at work now, like a kid who couldn't wait any longer to unwrap his present. I heard a low groan before he reached down, fast, and whipped the skirt up and over my head. Cheryl's beautiful gown was dropped carelessly to the ground. He moved in closer, pausing, then nodding as he reached around to undo my bra. I felt his breath against my collarbone and lifted my head to follow his when he pulled back.

      As the cool air brushed against my nipples, they pulled up tight. "Fuck, I'm glad we don't have to work tomorrow," Slade said, his voice raspy. "You'd make a dead man hard, princess."

      My eyes jerked around to where he stood under the water, slowly stroking his cock with a shit-eating grin on his face, while Aaron did the same. "Undress her, new boy. Take those panties off that soaking wet cunt, and feel your bloody mouth water as you do so."

      Hawk leaned in, more than he needed to do the job, and as his mouth trailed down the space around my body, the only thing I felt was the barest brush of his hair. Then those fingers hooked under the sides of my underwear. He looked up at me, checking in—always checking in—then he pulled them down.

      He froze as I stepped out of them, eyes staring up between my legs.

      "Probably the first pussy he's ever seen, love. Spread those legs, and show him what he's been missing."

      God fucking damn. I had these guys who loved to push me into situations and boss me around, but the problem was—maybe due to lust, or maybe due to some hidden ability the males here had to survive dominant females—their voices grew hypnotic. I'd find myself following along, even if I balked a little at their prompts. Well, that's what I told myself was happening when I widened my stance.

      Hawk's hands went to my ankles to hold me in place, not asking anymore, his eyes trained on my most intimate flesh.

      "You've had a lot of cock," Aaron said. "But you need to know where a woman's clit is, if you want to pleasure her. You know where it is?"

      Hawk nodded, his hand reaching out automatically, only to stop when he was inches from me.

      "Can I?" he asked.

      "What do you want, Hawk? This is all new to you. Jack didn't talk to you about this."

      "I want to touch you, taste you. Can I?"

      "You don't want—"

      "Jack put him here so he could get some pussy, and yours is dripping at the thought of it," Slade said. "He's a grown man, and this is his fantasy. He's more than capable of standing up for himself, if he needs to. Now, do you want him to lick your cunt, or not?"

      The mood in the room was thick, I glanced over, saw how fucking rigid Aaron was after so many days on roster, then looked down and saw the heat in Hawk's eyes. I don't know how Brandon did it, looking out for everyone all the time. Right now, I just wanted to be selfish, and they were all giving me permission to do so. So I lifted my leg and hooked the calf over his shoulder.

      It brought me up close and in his face, literally. I could feel the rapid blast of his breath against my wetness, which made me shiver. His hands, now freed from my ankles, went to the creases where my thighs met my torso, the fingers spidering towards my core on one hand.

      "She's lush, isn't she?" I felt a warm damp presence against my back. "So sweet and pink and wet. Ain’t nothing like it. Touch her. She likes it as much as we do, sometimes more. Brush your thumb across the hood of her clit. Yes, that's it. Someone's been watching videos. Not too hard or too close to the tip, until she's really turned on. She's sensitive."

      I gasped, the feel of Hawk's thumb somehow more intense for Slade's words. He might have been feeling his way through this, but I got no sense of reticence. I leaned back into Slade's arms, his hands going to my breasts and cupping them for a minute before plucking at my nipples. His laugh was low and dirty as I groaned, tipping my head for his kiss. I got a brief glancing thing, which made me only want more.

      "Now push a finger into her. Make sure it's nice and slick from rubbing between her folds. Yep, that's it. Now push it in, nice and slow. You can get a few in there, depending on how relaxed she's feeling. Pump it in and out, get her ready for cock. Now, if you really want to drive her nuts, curl your fingers up, as if towards her clit." I moaned as that heavy, full feeling that came from a g-spot massage spread through me. My hips started to move with his fingers, pushing down into his strokes. “Have a taste, new boy. No, don’t pull your fingers out. Keep doing that, and then lick her clit.”

      Oh, fuck! I fell back farther into Slade’s arms as those soft lips—complete with the prickle of his beard—closed around my clit. His lips and tongue worked in time with his fingers.

      “Jules, I’ve been trying to hold off, but watching the three of you is driving me insane.”

      My eyes flicked open to see Aaron dripping beside me. He took in every twitch of my body, every gasp, like a ravenous beast. He leaned in, claiming my mouth as I lay half sprawled against Slade's chest.

      "Fuck this," Slade said. "We've gotta take this to the bedroom."
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      "Get on the bed," Slade said.

      "You taking over from Brandon?" I said, but I did as he requested, getting on all fours.

      "Maybe I want to see what the pushy little shit gets from all this. Yeah, I think I get it. It's like playing dollies for adults."

      "So what're you going to do with us, oh lord and master?"

      He chuckled at that, but his hand went to his cock, giving it a few long, slow strokes. "I know you're only joking, but it makes me so damn hard to hear you say that. How about we let new boy keep practising on you, while you suck Aaron off? Poor bloke looks fit to burst."

      "Do I get a say in this?" Aaron said, but he was clambering onto the bed, moving into position in front of me.

      "She's willing to throat that anaconda, and you're complaining?"

      "Yeah, alright." Aaron looked down at me with a smile, caressing my cheek. "You OK, love?"

      "Sure," I said, watching his cock bob as he got into position.

      "You want this." His voice was the sound of pure male confidence.

      "So do you, if this is anything to go by." I stroked his balls, pulled up and tight against his body, ready to offload. "You do look like you're going to burst."

      "All over your face if you keep doing that. Fuck, I feel like a kid around you. Got no fucking self-control."

      "So I'm guessing doing this is gonna drive you nuts?"

      His growl started when my hand went around his shaft, and I struggled to close my fingers. Then I licked the head like you would an ice cream, provoking a louder response from him. For a moment, I just enjoyed that—twirling my tongue around the head, running the tip along the sensitive underside, and brushing my wet lips across the top.

      "I'm about five seconds from shoving this down your throat."

      My head snapped up, my eyes burning as I stared into his. "Have a care, Aaron, for I have sharp teeth." My voice was an ominous rumble, completely unlike my own. I felt the tremble in his body under my hand.

      "I'm sorry, I got carried away. I shouldn't—oh!"

      I swallowed him down as far as I could fit him, which admittedly wasn't too far, but his gasps made it apparent he didn't seem to mind. His hands, when they went to my hair, were reverential. I felt him swell in my mouth almost immediately. He didn't like coming so quickly when he first came home, but the thought of him out of his mind with need was hot. There was also the logistics of giving long, enthusiastic head to a guy with a dick like a Coke can. It's one of those things that sounds cool in theory, but is much harder on the jaw in reality.

      "Fuck, Jules!" he cried as my tongue began to wiggle. His hips began to shift in time with my bobbing head, but not pushing too far—we'd learned that wasn't a good idea the last time—but enough that I could tell when he was close by their spasmodic twitch. I sucked harder, faster, pushing him closer and closer, until his dick swelled granite hard, and then he came. He cried, begged, offered prayers to heaven. It was hard to tell as his cum shot over and over in my mouth.

      I pulled back when he collapsed down on the bed, panting hard, and moved over to lie down with my head on his chest. His arm went around me instantly, his other hand tipping up my chin to present my lips for a kiss. "I missed you," he said, eyes crinkling as he smiled.

      "Missed you too. We've only got two days, right?"

      "Yeah, there's stuff going on with the black wolf... I can't say much, but let's just say my CO was not pleased to hear I was offering you a token."

      "Well, I was," I said, suddenly feeling shy when I looked down at the pendant now hanging between my bare breasts.

      "It looks beautiful on you, particularly now."

      Aaron's eyes stared into mine as he reached over, trailing a path down my neck and sternum. I shivered when he traced the outline of the stone, his smile spreading as his finger trailed outwards. He noted the shift in my body, the attempt to put his fingers where I wanted them quicker. Slowly, slowly, his fingertips scudded across my breast, and I waited, anxiously, until they brushed across my areola, then circled my nipple.

      "That's it," Slade said. "Flip her on her back and keep doing that. New boy, lie down beside her and stroke her clit. Princess, I wanted to string this out for some time, but I'm beat. I need in you. That OK?"

      I felt a sharp stab of heat in my groin as he came towards me. Hawk moved in almost cautiously, but the feel of his body lying against mine held that weird frisson that comes only from touching someone you don’t know. I looked into his eyes for a second, making sure he was OK, and he just nodded. I settled back against Aaron's broad chest, feeling him stir underneath me. I barely resisted pulling Slade towards me with my foot as he made slow progress closer to me.

      "Look at you, beautiful," Slade said, his face softening. Both of Aaron's hands were now on my nipples, tugging them much more firmly in that place just between pleasure and pain. I gasped, my legs spreading as Hawk’s hand slid between them. Slade nodded, noting every movement. "I dunno what the fuck the Great Wolf was thinking, giving you to me, but I swear to god, I'm gonna thank her every damn day I get to wake up beside you."

      He hung above me, arms on either side of my shoulders, creating this small, sheltered space on the huge bed, and for a moment, everything but him fell away. When he moved between my legs, pushing himself inside me, it was as if a piece had clicked into place. This was how we were supposed to be, joined, moving in time with each other and building pleasure in each other's bodies.

      As I stared into his eyes, I saw the moment the walls came down. It'd been there before—when I bonded with him, and when I hurt him by leaving—but it was only now I was ready to deal with it. I dove into Slade as I'm sure he dove into me. We were just looking into each other's eyes while fucking, as we had done so many times. But for some reason, it was different now. Perhaps it was the bond, thrumming as it took mere physical pleasure and transformed it into something else. We moved as one body, making long loping movements, and then I saw them. Our Tirians ran along some moonlit internal landscape, running the way healthy animals do, for the sheer joy of it. We were tugged along with them, their thudding steps matching our frenzied thrusts. We chased them down as they ran and ran...

      Something strange and beautiful happened when we came. I was dimly aware I was screaming, perhaps because our Tirians had stopped, sitting side by side to howl. There were a million words and feelings in that sound, so densely packed I could spend my life trying to understand it and never finish. I writhed underneath Slade in ecstasy, but that didn't matter. As the howl built, as we got closer and closer, as Slade's cock swelled deep within me, it happened. We came like fireworks, my body jerking with the intensity of it, but that's not what held my focus. For a moment, there weren't two grey Tirians howling at the moon, only one. A much, much larger one.

      When I came back to my body, Slade was holding me close, his arms and legs all wrapped around me, as if he couldn't bear even the slightest gap between us. When his face came into focus, I saw the tears on there and reached out to brush them away, but I realised I had my own to deal with.

      It felt like years had passed when we finally pulled apart, though it was probably minutes. I finally noticed Hawk, lying beside me, his face white. "Congratulations," he said, in a hoarse voice. He searched for other words but couldn't come out with any, and I understood why. I reached over and hugged him, feeling Aaron and Slade also around me. I was goo, surrounded by warmth and love.

      That's the weird thing about love. While I didn't have huge amounts of experience with it, the thing I noticed about intense emotions is that they tend to be contagious. People avoid you when you're depressed, because they start feeling down as well. Raging at people often provokes answering displays of anger. But love, it seemed to be this warm, fuzzy glow. Fragile, so fragile, and so easily blown out with jealousy and mistrust, but when allowed to flourish, it touches everyone. I was dimly aware I was being the soppiest of cows, but I just didn't care. Sex afterglow with love was fucking amazing. I felt connected to the whole damn world.

      Which is why when Hawk got up and left the room, I left the very lovely embrace of my lovers, Slade already halfway asleep.

      "You good on your own?" Aaron asked, and I smiled. He was gentle, almost inconspicuous compared to some of the other guys, but he loved to look after people. I nodded.

      "Go to sleep. You look trashed. You'll need your energy tomorrow."

      His smile deepened, and he reached down and tugged up a blanket, covering him and Slade with it.

      "Hawk?"

      The house was so quiet, my voice sounded like a rude interruption. I walked into the bathroom, the kitchen, and then noticed the back door was open. I grabbed a t-shirt of Slade's from his bag by the door and pulled it on before venturing out.

      I found him under the tree he'd spent much of the night at, smoking a cigarette. Naked as the day he was born, mind you, though the moon seemed appreciative, the light picking out every line of that gorgeous body.

      "Hey, are you OK?"

      His eyes jerked up at me, and I saw the shine there. He was just some stranger, foisted on me for no doubt devious reasons by Jack. But right now, I was stoned off my tits with love feelings and was willing to lavish them on anyone. I sat down beside him on the grass, wishing right now I'd worn knickers, because grass and sand and pebbles in your butt aren't as fun as they sound.

      "That freaked you out, right?" I said as I took his hand—it was a big, broad thing that dwarfed my own—and laced my fingers through his. "It's OK."

      "Don't treat me like I'm some kinda kid," he said, trying to pull away, but I held fast. He tried a few times to get free, then sighed, all the tension leaching from his body. "I don't mind playing the whipping boy in there for kinks. Or licking boy, I guess. But I'm not a fucking child."

      "Didn't say you were. And as licking boy, you did a damn fine job. But you don't have to do anything anyone tells you, not if you don't want to."

      "Oh, I wanted to." Those dark eyes grew hot for a moment. "It's why Jack put me here, the fucking bastard. Can't leave anything alone."

      "Hawk, if you want to go home, I'll grab the car keys and take you. Or we could call Jack?"

      "That's not it, is it?" he said, flicking the cigarette out on the dew damp grass. "With all his bloody machinations, he wouldn't have the faintest fucking idea what it would do to me to see you with Slade like that. It was beautiful, Julie, just in case you're wondering. The both of you lit up like fireworks, and you glowed. I could see your Tirians running, joining." The words began to come out raw and scratchy. "I love him with every fucking breath in my body. I'd give him anything, thought I had given him everything by choosing to stay with him rather than chasing women like the matriarchs wanted. They expect us to fuck sometimes, can't get around it with the heat. But to form something permanent out of it? Men fucking doesn't produce kids, and they're all about the kids. It's always him, y'know, he's here, even now." He scratched at his chest. "I dunno what he was thinking, that maybe I could sink my dick in you a few times and get this need for a woman out of my system. Well, he bloody fucked up. I want what you have, Julie." His stare grew hard. "So much I can fucking taste it. I want to feel that magic with a woman and him."

      I don't know why, but I pulled him in close and hugged him. I didn't know what else to do, and the burning in my chest seemed to want everyone to be included in its warmth. I couldn't give him what he wanted, not with me, not with Jack. I didn't know him, and I had no idea why Jack would be holding out on Hawk, but I could at least give him the comfort of my body.

      He pulled me onto his lap and wrapped his arms around me, burying his head in my neck. His hands moved restively, not stroking but not able to be still.

      "I miss him, y'know?" His voice came out muffled, but no less intense for it. "He never seems to get that. We live in the same place, work on the same team, but I fucking ache when he's not around. I carry the scent of him in my nose, the taste in my mouth. I watch him as we work, and I’m always getting pulled up by the leading hand for that. I remember how it felt to take his cock down my throat, to plunge myself into him over and over. The twist of that shit eating smile of his, the way his hair feels under my fingers, that tilt of his chin when I just know he's gonna cause trouble again."

      "Hawk, you've got to go back to him. Tell him this. He obviously loves you. He's doing this to make you happy."

      He drew back, keeping me straddling his lap with a loose arm. "That's the problem, isn't it? It's me that stops what you had happening. Some of the blokes, not many, but they only want their male partner or partners. Some never wanted a woman in the first place, others aren't willing to challenge what they have by trying it with a woman. Too much of a risk that she won't accept all of them, or be threatened by the bonds they already have. But me, I can't let it go. I'm too much of a selfish bastard to be grateful for what I've got. He sent me here because he thinks you might be more open, might give the two of us a chance. He knows I won't be happy with just him. I want it all, Julie."

      He pulled me closer, his hand going to the hem of the shirt that was rucked up around my waist now. "He thinks I can fuck this out of my system, but I'm not so sure. You're so fucking soft and ripe. I knew this would be hot, but fuck. I've been aching and hard like a stone, watching you with those two, watching Slade order you around and just waiting for you to smack him down and put him in his place." His hand roamed across my belly. "I can still smell you in my beard. I don't want to wash my face, I want to hold onto it for as long as possible. You get so slick and wet. We don't do that. You seem so soft and fragile, but you were taking it from them like a warrior."

      "You want to taste me again," I said.

      "Yes."

      "You want me to suck your cock."

      "Yes."

      "You want to work that fucking behemoth of a dick into me."

      "I'll go slow, slow as you need."

      "Well, alright then. Let’s go inside. It’s wet and dirty out here."
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      The smile on his face as I got to my feet was what I was looking for, sort of. Was his heart still breaking? Would he feel this was betraying Jack? Slade's words came back to me. He was a grown man, and this was his fantasy, and he was more than capable of negotiating it without me micromanaging him. He wasn't a child, something that became more than obvious when he stood up. He towered over me, blotting out the moonlight with his broad shoulders as he reached out to cup my head in his hands. When he bestowed it, his kiss was warm, prickly, and gentle. He'd said he'd go slow, and he did. He kissed like this would be his only opportunity, like he needed to memorise every bit of me and file the details away for later. When he pulled away, I stood dazed in the darkness, my lips throbbing, and he smiled. He liked seeing me disorientated by his touch, and emboldened, he grabbed my hand and drew me inside.

      We were just inside the door when he pressed me against the wall. Looking into my eyes—always, always checking to see if I was OK—he yanked my shirt up to bare my breasts.

      "These make me wish I was a fucking poet," he said, cupping one, then both. He almost appeared to weigh them with his hands, getting a feel for their heft. "I need words I haven't got to describe them."

      "Don't need you to tell me what they look like," I said, grabbing the back of his head and drawing it down. "Human men do that all too much."

      "Have pity on them," he said, placing small, glancing kisses on my lips. "Mortals struggle to describe the forms of goddesses."

      I pulled back and cocked an eyebrow. His dick was rigid, and though many a man had blathered bad poetry to get into a girl's pants, he had to know this was a sure thing. I told him as much. His smile in the darkness was something altogether different, rakish even.

      "Allow me a little gratitude, then. You wake up every morning and see this body. You have no idea what it does to someone like me."

      "Oh, I think I have some idea."

      His lips dropped open slightly as I cupped his balls, feeling the tight weight there. His former claim of aching made sense. He panted as my hand slid upwards, my fingers straining to wrap around his impressive girth. Then his eyes rolled back when I moved them up and down.

      "Fucking hell," he said, head hanging down. "It feels so different. Your hand is so soft, so small, like you can barely fit me."

      "Um, yeah, that's about right. We're going to have to go damn slow and find some lube, otherwise you're going nowhere near me. I get Jack is obviously a pro at taking monster cock, but I've got a ways to go until I'm at his level."

      His hand snapped down on my wrist. "Don't talk about Jack. I get he's masterminded all of this, inserted himself as he always does, but this is not about him. This is about me."

      I covered his wrist with mine and pulled him gently off.

      "There's no one else here but you. No one else I'm touching, no one else's beautiful body on display, no one else aching to come."

      "If you're not yet," he said with a growl, "I'll get you there." He shifted in closer, a shadowy figure now looming over me. His kisses, when they came, felt completely anonymous. A thrill of fear ran up my spine as he grabbed my hands and placed them above my head against the wall, holding them there with one hand while his other slid between my legs.

      "Is it going to feel like silk, sliding into you? Because that's what you feel like now."

      I didn't get a chance to answer, as a loud thumping on the front door made the two of us spring apart. I was surprised when Hawk pushed me behind him, hiding me from whatever threat he'd detected. That was admittedly sweet. Striding over and unlocking it was less so.

      The intruder barrelled in, a flurry of blond hair. For a moment, my heart leapt, thinking it was Shaun. Then I saw the stranger shove Hawk up against the wall, stumbling over the crap left lying on the floor, but the other man had him.

      "I can't do this," he hissed at Hawk. "I fucking can't. I've been lying in our bed, tossing and turning. Fuck, I buried my face in your pillow like some lovestruck moron, trying to trick myself you were still there with me."

      Jack—I'd worked it out now—kissed the other man, hard and long, looking almost as if he was trying to climb inside the other man's mouth.

      "Hawk, you've gotta come home. I can't... Please."

      Hawk's hand, when he raised it to stroke Jack's hair back from his face, was shaking. I felt like some kind of unwelcome voyeur, standing half-naked in my lounge room and watching the emotions spill across their faces.

      "Please..." Jack's voice was less a desperate plea and now a dark, seductive sound, tempting as much as it begged. His long fingers spidered down Hawk's chest, moving lower and lower until he circled the other man's hard length. I saw the difference then—I was positively timid compared to Jack. He jacked Hawk’s cock with a rough, swift efficiency. Hawk widened his stance to keep from being pulled over or due to the pressure building, I wasn't sure. "Spreading your legs for me?" he asked in a low growl. "Turn around, I've got what you need."

      "Julie," Hawk rasped, his breath catching in his chest.

      “What?” Jack jerked away from his lover as if stung, then looked over his shoulder, finally noticing me. "Well, well," he said, taking a step towards me. "What do we have here?"

      In the day time, Jack was all golden skin and hair, an errant sun god come down to earth to work on strengthening the fence line, but the darkness suited him better. All the radiance was muted, and a much more sullen energy was allowed to shine. "You watching the show, sweetheart?"

      "Up until you thumped on my door, I was part of the show," I said, crossing my arms across my chest. "There's obviously something complicated happening here, something I never wanted to get in the middle of. You approached me, several times from memory. You made him your token, left him here with me. What did you think we'd do? Sit around, playing cards?"

      "So that's you I tasted on him?" His grin was a slice of brilliance in the gloom. He licked his lips slowly. "Mmm...sweet."

      "What is your fucking story, Jack? I'm tired, was about to go to bed with the lover you left here, to do what people do when they’re naked. One minute, you act like I'm trying to horn between you, and then you want to spend the rest of the day licking every inch of me. Am I enemy? Or prey?"

      "You think I fucking know? You've got the lot of us panting after you, desperate for the merest look. That changes shit up. Friendships, relationships are all up for grabs. Blokes left their mates for you when you changed. They didn't want to, but their instincts smashed through everything they'd built. Things might have gotten a bit stale, humdrum, but what long term relationship doesn't? They tried to go home to their wife and kids, and found the doors locked against them."

      "This isn't about married guys," I said. "Though I'm sorry for any hurt I caused. I never wanted to split anyone else."

      "No, that's just it with you," he said, stalking closer. "You don't want to hurt anyone, but you do. Shaun only stopped drinking when he passed out." I flinched at that. "Didn't say anything, but I could see it. You ripped his heart out without even trying. Imagine what you could do if you did?"

      "And you're worried about Hawk. Whether I'm going to hurt him, or tear your relationship apart."

      He laughed at that, but there was no joy in it.

      "If only that was it. I love him enough to be able to fight like the devil to keep him, I'm smart enough to outwit a small-town girl, but that's not it. No." He shook his head, his lips pulled back in a snarl. "I'm lying in bed, just after we've fucked, my dick like granite, when Beloved there is drifting off to sleep, aching for you, just like all the others. No matter how hard he tries to drain me—and I'll thank you for the crazy monkey sex of late—part of me wants your hot little cunt fluttering around my cock as I wring every fucking orgasm I can from you."

      I took in a sharp breath, realising only now that I'd been holding it, my oxygen-starved lungs breathing deeply.

      "It's just biology, just hard-wired instinct trying to force the strongest of us to fight to be by your side and sire your kids, but that's not what it feels like. You broke my friend's heart with no more thought than squashing a bug."

      "It wasn't like that!"

      "Wasn't it? Why didn't you give him an opportunity to stand beside you with your other lovers? Why didn't you give him a chance to offer you his grandmother's necklace?"

      "Because he is not pack."

      My words were not my own, the low rumble, the whip of authority something I've never been able to wield.

      "And there it is," he said, poking his finger into my shoulder. A snarl was on my lips before I even thought about it, my hand whipping out and grabbing his wrist, then yanking him to me. He might be taller, but I felt his arms tremble as he tried to break free but couldn't. "You, me, we're all at the mercy of some kind of beast, who rides roughshod over everything we build. There's no point to creating anything, building anything." The muscles in his jaw flexed as he looked over his shoulder at Hawk.

      "You're afraid, Jack, son of Kelly." My voice echoed throughout the room—not my voice, but my beast’s. "You fight what you are, tie yourself and those who love you in knots, trying to avoid what you are. This is as inevitable as the stars. Waste your energy resisting, it'll only make your surrender all the sweeter."

      It was right about now I was starting to wonder if I was having some kind of Tyler Durden inspired psychotic break. Hawk moved closer, hand out and ready to go to Jack's shoulder as he just stared at me. Jack’s green eyes glowed with an unearthly light, and then he was on me.

      I don't know if he realised it was me—not the bloody wolf that lurked within me—he was shoving against the wall, but it didn't seem to matter. His mouth was on mine in one second, my shirt yanked up and around my neck. I heard the fabric rip as our lips parted, my tongue capturing his taste of mint, cigarettes, and beer. While kissing Slade settled something deep down inside me, Jack had the opposite effect. I came out fighting.

      "Fucking stop, Jack!"

      Hawk tried to wrench him off me, but I was not about to be placated. I shoved Jack, watching his limbs windmilling with a twist of a smile, but my hand snapped out and grabbed his belt buckle before he fell. I growled at Hawk when he went to intervene, throwing the blond man down on the couch and tearing the front of his pants open with honest to goodness claws. He lay beneath me, eyes wide as I looked at my fingers, now curved with long vicious claws that were slowly receding. By the time I pulled out his dick, they had returned to human form.

      "Last chance, son of Kelly, grandson of Ophelia. Tirian do not rape. Say no," I said, palming his rigid length, "and I'll never bother you again. You can take your pretty lover and spend a long and happy life together." I watched his face, saw the moment when he knew he was going to say yes. He nodded, unable to get the words out.

      I smiled as I moved over him, slowly rubbing the head of his dick against my wet cunt. His brows jerked down, his mouth going wide as I worked him in. It was a slow process—did they all need to have such big dicks?—but my body was thrumming with the unique pleasure of being completely full. When I moved, it was with the long lope of the wolf. Along with the shove of his cock inside me, I could almost feel the thud of my paws slamming down onto the ground as I ran. I ripped open his shirt and placed my palms on the tattoos on his shoulders, one hand on each Tirian, noting they were identical to Hawk's. I closed my eyes against the lambent green glow of his eyes and just felt.

      Usually, I needed something more than just dick, but perhaps whatever this was made life that much easier for me. I bit my lip, my head twisting on my neck as I focussed on the drag of him in me. The big crown of his cock felt like it was forcing itself against the front wall of my cunt, rubbing a thick, heavy pressure against my g-spot. It was quite a different pleasure, a dull, almost sullen sensation, but as we moved together, our strokes growing faster and faster, something huge built inside me.

      In my mind’s eye, I raced along a dark landscape, not fleeing, but running towards something. A black sun rose above a lake of midnight, its reflection mirrored on the water’s surface. I ran, the air feeling tangible, slick and silky, like thousands of gentle fingers trailing through my fur as I passed. Pleasure spiked harder inside me as I chased it, the great obsidian orb rising and rising, while I sprinted faster and faster to try and catch it. It would burn me whole, consume with no thought, but I strove with everything I had to reach it. I got to the edge of the lake, seeing the star begin to rise, and I leapt.

      Returning to reality, I was hit by a chaotic maelstrom of sensation. Jack's hands dug into my hips, shoving me down on his cock as we hurtled towards orgasm. My clit throbbed, my mouth going wide when he changed his angle. "Oh fuck!" I yelped, moving now in earnest.

      "You better come soon," he snarled.

      I leaned back, my whole body swaying with our movements, and my eyes closed for a second. I felt it, the familiar prickle along my spine, the most glorious ache inside me. As I came, I saw the wolf in my mind's eye bite the black sun, and then, everything exploded.

      I couldn't move, couldn’t keep going to pull Jack down with me, my nails lengthening as I raked at his chest, my whole body rigid as I braced myself. I was pummelled by pleasure, shaking, my mouth open and howling as wave after wave hit me.

      "Fuck yes," Jack snapped, sitting up and gripping my hips as he shot inside me. I felt every damn spurt, the shudders wracking his body with each pulse. Then he shoved me off him, got to his feet, and strode towards Hawk.

      I nodded to the two of them, my eyes sliding to where Jack dropped to his knees, taking Hawk's cock down his throat with admirable ease. Hawk's hand was in Jack's hair, pulling him down on his dick, but his eyes were on me as he came.

      

      I went into an empty bedroom, saw strange furnishings and smelled strange scents, but refused to pay much attention to sensory information. I was overloaded, pure and simple. I didn't have another conversation, negotiation, emotion or fuck to give. When I slipped under the cool covers, I shivered, my body tensing and trembling. Tears leaked out as I curled up hard, trying to calm down, but more came because I was crying alone. I lay there like that, until sleep descended.
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      Someone was stroking me as I slept. I felt like I had swum up, up from under the black water of the lake I'd seen in my mind's eye, the viscous fluid holding a heavier than normal weight as I pushed through it. By the time I breached it, I was panting with the effort.

      Which didn't explain why I was lying on a bundle of furs in what looked like a medieval cottage.

      "Ah, there she is." Apparently, she was my nipple, as a strange hand reached from behind me and gave it a tweak. "These are quite lovely. So lush."

      I jerked away and heard peals of laughter as I clambered clumsily from the fur nest. When I stood, I looked for the owner of the voice and the hand, and was horrified at the result.

      There he lay, the black wolf, resplendent on the pelts, his pale skin unmarked as it had been just after I'd left his cell. His hand toyed with his rigid cock almost absently, but those blue eyes stared into mine.

      "Finally taken a mate, little queen? I have been waiting for you to form your court. You activate your mating bond, you activate all of your mating bonds."

      "All of them? I only activated one."

      He smiled at this, finally leaving his dick alone and getting to his feet. I shied back when he approached me, so he held up a hand. I had no idea what magic this was, but I couldn't move a muscle.

      "Mmm..." he purred in appreciation as he inspected my body. "What a pity I couldn't mark you in much more pleasant ways. Look at you quiver, my darling. I could almost persuade myself it was in anticipation.”

      Not fucking likely, I snarled in my mind, unable to move my lips.

      "Well, let's reveal your other mark, anyway. I'm hurt you don't wear it with pride." He pouted, honest to goodness pouted, as he pulled my hair to one side. He stroked his fingers over my neck, the place where he'd bitten me, and inside my head, I cried out at the sudden burn of pain. For a split second, it was as if he'd bitten me again and the venom was burning into my skin. "There, now all of your mate bonds are in place."

      He looked down at my body with a possessive eye, sweeping his hand down my collarbone and cupping my breast before sliding it across my stomach.

      "Yes, you're just perfect. None of them are going to resist this splendour laid out for their delectation." His hand slipped between my legs. If I could have snarled, bit, slashed, or torn his fucking head off, I'd have done it. Instead, my body betrayed me. "So wet..." he hissed, the black pupils in his eyes flaring. He pulled his fingers away, showing me the glistening evidence there, despite no feeling of arousal from me. He licked them, a horrible echo of Finn's gesture before. "Your reluctant lover is right. So sweet. Just the honeypot to lure those I need to your side."

      He rested his forehead against mine, smiling as he said, "Come to me, little queen. Soon, or this will become a nightly ritual.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            11

          

        

      

    

    
      I woke with a start, my heart pounding. For a moment, I just stared at the strange walls, the morning sunlight creeping past the edges of the blackout curtains. Then, as the aches and pains in my body returned to inform me just what I'd gotten up to yesterday, it all came back, including the ache in my neck. My hand slapped against the skin and felt the corrugations of scarring where before, there was only smoothness. I felt a traitorous throb in my groin in response, even as my mind recoiled with disgust.

      And there was a lot to be disgusted by. I flopped against the bedhead as it came rushing in—Shaun, Hawk, Jack, Slade... Fuck. I didn't know if I'd ever behaved as badly in a twenty-four-hour period in my entire life.

      As if to throw fuel on the fire, I realised I stank of sweat, my hair stringy with it, and I felt sticky between my thighs. God, I felt disgusting, this awful post-orgy crustiness. No, my mind supplied, you are disgusting. 'You don't want to hurt anyone, but you do. Shaun only stopped drinking when he passed out.' Jack's words reverberated through my brain, coupled with the look of agony on Shaun’s face, when he realised I wasn't going to accept his petition.

      It was about then that it all began to snowball. Slade's look of devastation when I walked out on him, jumping the fence to get away from him, looking blankly at his mum when she offered to give me one of her beautiful dresses, Brandon's look of horror when I marked Slade, Finn's long-suffering stoicism. And the sex. So much fucking sex. I rubbed at my face, harder and harder, just wanting it all to stop.

      I leapt from the bed, needing to do something, anything to stop this feeling. I felt the tatters of Slade's shirt around my neck and ripped that off, leaving the pieces on the floor as I opened the door. It felt just like me, stepping away from the destruction I’d caused and walking free. Plenty of the guys were up when I walked into the living room, naked. Finn's eyebrows shot up when he saw me, the coffee pot he was holding missing the cup he was trying to pour it into. Brandon took me in and started towards me, but I stopped him with an upheld hand. Jack and Hawk huddled together on the couch, their eyes burning on my skin as I passed.

      "Jules..." Aaron said with a smile as he came out of the bathroom. "What happened to you last night? I missed you." He moved into my side, the damp heat of his towel pressing into my skin. "I had the most delicious thing planned for you this morning. We could—"

      "I can't," I said, backing away and seeing the hurt on his face, which only had me scuttling further. I cared for these men, would do anything I could to protect them from pain, but I realised then that I was the biggest threat to them. Left alone by my Tirian, Jack's words hit me like knives. "I'm sorry, so, so sorry—"

      "It's OK, love. You don't look happy, and we have a few days. Did you want to—"

      "I need a shower. I'm covered with cum."

      His smile darkened at that, became somehow predatory.

      "It doesn't make me feel sexy. I feel like shit."

      His smile dropped, but his eyes softened. "Then let’s get you clean."

      "No, no." I held back the tears that suddenly pricked at my eyes, hating the sound of them in my voice. "I need to do this myself."

      "I don't think that's right," he said, placing a hand on my shoulder and steering me through the bathroom door. "Jules, you need someone to look after you."

      "No." I shook my head, a few drops fighting their way free now, and my sockets burned as they came through. "No, I can't keep doing this."

      "Doing what?"

      He pushed me under the shower head and turned the water on. For a moment, I just looked up at the spill of water, glad for the opportunity it gave me to cry without it being seen.

      Or was it? Aaron ditched the towel and poured soap into his hands, moving them over my body and washing me meticulously as my ribs shook with my sobs. He then went to work on my hair, soaping it up.

      "No," I said as I felt the slow unravelling of tension under his fingertips, trying to move away from him.

      "Yes," he said, yanking me back. "You need this."

      So I let him clean me, care for me, and soothe me, right when I felt I deserved it the least.

      He had needs that cried out to be cared for as well. As per usual, his cock was hard as he worked. When he caught me looking down, he shrugged. "I'm always going to respond to you, Jules. I did in the car when I first met you, when you made a ridiculous attempt to fire that gun, and I am now. Just because I'm hard, doesn't mean anyone needs to do anything about it."

      "Can you get some relief with another guy? It doesn't have to be Brandon. If I'm fucking a legion of guys, I can hardly complain if you do."

      He chuckled at that and pulled me in against his chest.

      "Doesn't work like that for me, Jules. I'm not like Jack and Hawk. I've never been emotionally interested in guys. In the past, it was just a hole, a mouth to get me off. Now, I like the performance element of it." His thumb brushed the corner of my mouth. "That you're watching the two of us fuck, getting wetter and wetter so that when I bury my face in you after Brandon's come inside me, you cover me from nose to chin."

      I felt that low down thrum of arousal, so easy to summon forward since I'd come to Sanctuary, but I beat it back. The memory of the black wolf's licking of his fingers as he touched me quenched that quick smart.

      "I'm sorry," I said, not totally sure for what specifically.

      His thumb brushed across my cheek. "It's OK, Jules. It'll all be OK."

      

      He left me in the main bedroom to dry off and get dressed. It smelled like them, a woody, musky scent that provoked a momentary desire to jump on the bed and roll around in it. Instead, I pulled on warm clothes, covering every inch of my skin that I could. I needed the protection, a buffer between the guys and me. When I walked back into the lounge room, they were all clustered around, drinking coffee or chatting. That all stopped when they saw me. Aaron was now in a tight khaki t-shirt and some shorts, and he smiled at me encouragingly as I moved closer.

      "Jules—" Brandon started as he leapt down from the counter, walking towards me, but I stopped him with a shake of my head.

      "Everyone, just sit down. At the dining table, I think."

      I got my fair share of searching looks and expressions of concern, but they did as I asked. Of course, they did. That was the thing about this place. I'd thought it was some kind of paradise, where women ruled the roost and there was an embarrassment of riches when it came to hot men. But I realised with plentiful dick comes great responsibility. I was free to sleep with whomever I liked, but it was more than that for these guys. Women were by default precious, due to our rarity. If I was to be what they said I was—a pack leader—I needed to start acting very differently.

      I took the chair left to me, the one at the head of the table. I paused, just letting myself take them all in. God, how had I ever gotten so lucky? Even Jack's guarded face and Hawk's haunted one were important to me. These were good guys, guys I wanted to be around, spend time with, get to know better. I blinked, Shaun's face popping up as well, for a moment. No matter what my beast thought, that was an ugly and shit way of dealing with things and as leader, it was on me to do my level best to avoid that and make amends when I could.

      "First of all, I want to start by saying sorry." I turned to Finn, who sat by my right hand. "You stepped out to do some work for a few hours, and then came home to total chaos. You must despair of us, feel like you can't leave us alone without adult supervision. I'm sorry you feel like it falls on you to try and be that person, though I'm thankful every day that you do. I'm sorry you have to carry this burden. I'm going to try and be the leader of this pack that I'm supposed to be, and start taking some of that from you, but I'm probably going to need your help."

      Finn's hand snaked over to take mine, and I squeezed it for a second. "I can't let myself touch you for long," I said as I pulled it back. "You guys are so fucking addictive. You said the heat would abate, but it doesn't seem to be. I had sex...more times than I could count yesterday. That's not me, that's not my life. I feel like I'm just this clit on legs, dragged hither and thither by what turns me on in that moment. For at least some of you, this is about more than just getting off with a willing female, am I right?" Most of them nodded their heads. "I need to start taking that into account, and I need you to remind me when I get caught up in the physical side of things. Any woman would be proud to have you by their side." My eyes skipped along each of them until they settled on Jack and Hawk. Hawk's eyes simmered with something, I didn't know him well enough to guess at what at that point, but Jack's burned. "You deserve better than what you've been getting.

      "Slade..." my voice broke as I said his name. The glow of what had happened surged in my chest as I looked upon him. "Last night was... Fuck, there's no words for that, there just aren't. Just know it was the most intense, most beautiful thing I've ever participated in. And you're right, you can be a bit of a cunt, but I'm so glad it was with you. Because under all that bluster and bluntness is someone with a big heart. I'm sorry it took me longer to get where we are, that I was lagging when you were leading. I'm sorry I bailed on your parents and—"

      "Princess, you've gotta stop. You're nailing yourself to a cross none of us want to see you on. My mother is a busybody, a nice one, but she's full on. I'd nick off over the fence if I had the chance, believe you me."

      When I laughed, the tears I'd been holding back spilled freely. "It stands, though," I said when I sobered. "I need to talk to you about these things, rather than run to Brandon. Which brings me to you."

      Brandon's grey eyes watched me. He wasn't giving away a lot, so I had no idea how he felt about this. "Everyone relies on you to keep the relationships we seem to be ignoring ticking along. You were hurt by what happened with Slade and I, and I went to you to help process what I was going through. I am so sorry for that. You have needs as well, but you aren't letting me know what they are. I accepted your token, which means you're a potential, but if this doesn't flow both ways, we are never going to be able to develop a relationship. Tell me no, tell me to piss off and sort my own shit, or reciprocate. I know it’s all been about me thus far, but I need to turn over a new leaf."

      "You might live to regret this," he replied with a careful smile.

      "Then today's on track to being a normal day." I turned to Aaron. "I'm sorry I haven't really got to know you. What happened yesterday with Shaun..." The low thrumming sense of guilt spiked for a moment. "It made me realise that's the case with a few of you, most of you on some level. The heat was my excuse, but now it’s not. What you did in the shower, that resonates with what I've seen of you. You're sweet, protective, considerate, and sexy as hell, but I have no idea how you like your coffee, what you want from this, what your dreams are for the future. I want that, I want to know. Introduce me to the people who are important to you, show me your life. Make it happen, even if the dramas are peaking around here, because they always are."

      "Black and two sugars, what we all want, Jules, and I'd like that," Aaron replied.

      I nodded in recognition of this, pausing for a second. He was right. They all wanted a relationship, one that would last a lifetime in theory. The time for playing was over. I needed to make working out if that was possible a priority, or there'd be more pain left in my wake.

      "Which brings me to Jack and Hawk. Thanks for sticking around. I'm not sure I would have after last night. Jack turned up to take Hawk home," I explained to the other guys. "He told me some home truths." A few rumbles went up round the table, but I held up a hand. "He's not invested in anything here, nothing except for Hawk. It was good—no, that's not the right word. It’s important to know what kind of impact I'm having here. I had no idea. I feel like a raging bitch, to break up families, to take dads from their kids." I stared at the wooden tabletop for a moment, tracing a seam in the panels with a finger.

      "Jules..." Finn said, but I shook my head.

      "Fuck, I understand your anger, Jack. Really, I do. I'm going to see if I can talk to Shaun today. I can't offer him what he wants, I know that now, but if he wants to tell me to go fuck myself as some kind of closure, I'm willing to do that. I've hurt so many people, and I had no idea I was doing it half the time. Have I been cock drunk? Have I just not adjusted well to this world? I don't know. And I hurt the two of you."

      I focussed on Hawk, saw the tight muscles in his arms crossed across his chest, saw the narrow squint of his brown eyes. "You wanted to try things with a woman, and instead..." My eyes flicked to Jack, who sat with his hands clasped on the table, shoulders leaning forward, a picture of coiled strength. "Instead, I basically sexually assaulted your lover in front of you. I could blame it on my beast, she well and truly had the reins last night, but I'm not taking that cop out. I think any woman who lets you into her bed will be very lucky, and I'm sorry I didn't show you that."

      "Jack," I turned to Hawk's partner before I could see his reaction, not able to bear that right now. "I'm so, so sorry for what went down. Take Hawk with you. You obviously love each other intensely. Don't let this shit, whatever dumb attitudes about your relationship prevail in this community, stop you from making the most of what you have. Don't offer another pawn for me to play with when I'm not doing a great job with the ones I already have."

      He chuckled at this, a harsh, dark sound, shaking his head and tracing circles on the table top. His eyes burned just as bright when he looked back at me. "Got it all sorted out in your head, have ya, sweetheart? See Shaunie. If you've got a hard on for falling on your sword today, he's your best audience for it. As for the hot fuck on the couch? Apart from wanting it for Hawk first, it was no great chore for me. Came so fucking hard I thought my nuts would explode. You have a cunt like a vise." He shook his head. "Nope, with that and the hot monkey sex afterwards..." He looked at Hawk, placing a hand on the other man's shoulder, his fingers caressing the muscle there slowly. "Let’s just say hot angry monkey sex is even better. It's why we're still here, why I called in sick from work. Big, bad, and brooding here has been nailing my arse to the mattress in your spare room the whole night and has a better refractory time than he did when we were teens." His eyes dropped down to Hawk's crotch, and he smiled at what he saw there. "You're welcome to join us, but I'm riding the dick of the man I love until my prostate is so bruised, I can't walk."

      The other men instantly started to grumble, but it was Hawk shaking off Jack's hand and getting to his feet that quietened them.

      "I get that I'm a quiet bloke, and easier to ignore because I'm not mouthing off all the time. Never seen the point of it myself, all that meaningless blather. Action talks and bullshit walks in my opinion, but it seems sometimes I've got to put things on the table in a language that others understand. I'm not a token, not a green boy sniffing after his first pussy, not Jack's partner, not some sad case you need to bestow pity sex on."

      He looked down at Jack. "What I saw between the two of them that's mated? I deserve that. We've been together since we were kids, Jack. You say you love me, but that, I've never had that, and if I'm never going to, I'm out." His eyes jerked over to me. "Last night, there was a connection, honest desire, if the slickness of your pussy was anything to go by. I deserve that. If you want me, tell me. Let me make the decision whether or not to take it further. Living with him, you think I don't know exactly how good a hate fuck can feel? I saw him and you, ripping into each other, and it was hot. I'm not so petty as to be sitting there with my hand on my cock, sniffling because it’s not me you're riding. None of it was a hardship. I licked every trace of you off his dick, wanting that taste, and he sucked the cum from my balls. Now, I’ve got to check in with my supervisor, make sure we don’t lose our fucking jobs over this. That’ll be where Shaun is, if you want a lift.”

      I nodded, oddly feeling a lot better about everything.

      “One last thing. I think I’m bonded to the black wolf.”
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      They'd wanted to talk for ages about that. Of course, they did, I'd totally buried the lead, knowing if that was on the table, they wouldn't hear anything else. Finn shut everyone up and listened stony faced when I told them the story. Slade got up and inspected the new scar, Aaron looked stricken, then furious, grabbing his phone and ringing his CO. Brandon sat down beside me and held my hand and asked me how I felt. Jack watched the whole thing with an incredulous smirk, and when Hawk announced he was going, I jumped at the chance.

      "I'll come with," Jack said, slinking up next to us, "for moral support, of course."

      "You're supposed to be laid up in bed with the shits or whatever excuse you used," Hawk said, slinging an arm around my shoulders. "And anyway, you need a cab of your own for your bloody ego. I'm taking Jules, and you're going to have to broker some peace with the rest of them, because you might have dumped me here, but I'm staying for the interim. C'mon, love."

      Hawk was right about me, I thought as I walked over to his truck. He was a big, boofy man, perfectly capable of looking after himself. I hadn't wanted anyone's touch clouding the issue as I got what I had to say out, scared I'd be knee deep in yet another twelve-orgasm orgy within seconds if they did, all my good intentions tossed aside with my clothes. But his touch felt kinda different. It was more like that exciting but awkward, first date feel, rather than me feeling an immediate need to shove my hands down his pants. Though as he walked away from the passenger side, after having opened the door for me, I looked at that perfectly proportioned arse and imagined just what Jack had been doing to it. Hawk's dark bulk juxtaposed by Jack's slightly more streamlined blond... My teeth sunk into my bottom lip before I realised what I was doing. Hawk looked at me quizzically as I climbed in beside him, his nostrils flaring. Then he smiled, that supremely confident smirk men do when they know you think they're hot.

      Of course, I think they're hot, I thought grumpily as I clipped my seat belt. After watching Brandon and Aaron together, it'd opened a whole new world of hard bodies, and my libido and imagination were pretty keen to plumb every depth of the live gay porn show I got on occasion. Perhaps that's why I watched him light his cigarette with hungry eyes, those big hands going through the motions with practised ease. I jumped when Buddy landed on my lap, obviously having leapt in through my open door. He plonked his furry butt in the space between us and I shut the door.

      "You're not the first one, y'know," Hawk said as we drove away from the house. I looked at him, confused. "Only time I get noticed is when Chuckles isn't around."

      "Hawk..." My hand went out before I thought about it, Buddy stopping me from patting his leg. Patting his leg. What was I thinking? I barely knew the guy, and he'd already said we were treating him like a child.

      He shot a look at me and shook his head. "It's alright. I know what people see in him. I'm in love with the ungrateful bastard. He shines pretty fucking bright, everyone else can't help but lurk in the shadows."

      "Hey, I saw you first that day—"

      "In the field? I know. God, your fucking scent half yanked me across the grass before I'd even had a chance to process it. That's when I knew." His eyes slid sideways. "I haven't participated in a mating contest since we were in our 20s. No point when we know how the women'll react. I dunno, there was something about you. I was scrambling around, trying to find some kind of suitable token when the news went out last night, but fucking Jack..."

      I was shocked out of my study of the man when he pulled over the car suddenly, reaching between Buddy's legs to yank the handbrake on.

      "C'mere," he said to me. He wasn't sure I would, I could see that in the angle of his shoulders, the closed off expression on his face.

      "C'mon Bud," I said to my dog, swapping places with him in a series of clumsy gestures. This ended up with Bud leaning against the window, scanning the landscape beyond for cool stuff, and me sitting in the half seat, legs either side of the gear stick.

      "What you did today, that's a good thing. You tried to consider what people need, how they feel. You should, but you were missing one important thing—our input. I'm assuming you've never been with a bloke that’s in a relationship with another bloke?"

      "No, it's just been a fun thing the guys have done."

      "Well, let me tell you this. I don't need you to look out for my relationship, my emotional safety. I've been with Jack a bloody long time. I know how to manage my man." He twisted in his seat, reaching over and putting a finger under my chin. "What I need is the girl who was running along the perimeter of the paddock. What would she have done then, if she knew what she does now?"

      "Dragged you into my house and licked every inch of you."

      The words were out of my mouth without even thinking. How did they keep fucking doing that? One word, and out came my id, spilling all my dirty little sex secrets.

      His teeth were bright white against the black of his beard.

      "That's it, that's what I need. We're gonna get to know each other, Jules, if I have a say about it. And I especially want to know the girl in the paddock."

      He leant over further, brushing his lips against mine before looking at me for confirmation.

      "Always asking for permission," I said with a smile. There was something sweet and gentlemanly about it.

      "Up until the point you say I don't need to. Just make sure you mean it if you say you don't, because I've had a whole lot of time to think about what I want to do to you. Last night only added to the roster."

      He didn't let me reply then, pressing his mouth to mine in a hungry kiss. My lips trailed after his when he finally pulled away, something that made him laugh. Then he put the car into gear, his hands sliding high between my legs, drawing my attention to right where I throbbed. I was left with that uncomfortably acute awareness on the drive all the way to the work site.
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      I sobered up when we pulled up in the temporary car park. A lot of cars bristling with tools and equipment had been left on a small rise, the team building a fence up and over it. I didn't see Shaun, but my heart started to pound as soon as Hawk put the parking brake on.

      "He's hurting. Just keep that in mind. You don't have to put up with his shit, and I won't let him make you his emotional punching bag. Just...go in not having too many expectations."

      "It's not about me," I said, looking down at my hands.

      "OK, well, come with me. I'll find Mick, the leading hand. I need to have a word with him, and he should know where Shaun is."

      We wove our way through the cars and trucks, Buddy at my heels. I stopped for a second when we came out the other side, the open landscape making me feel curiously vulnerable. That only intensified when I saw the group of workers.

      Groups of men in work gear, was there anything more intimidating? Admittedly, when they turned around, none of them called out what they would do to me if they had a chance. But the intensity of that collective stare was enough to make me wonder if they were thinking it.

      "Hawk," a guy with wavy auburn hair said with a nod, coming forward. "Jack said you wouldn't be in for a bit. Said he gave you to Julie?"

      This earned me a quick side glance, all the time it seemed for his crinkling grey eyes to take me in. His mouth twisted into a slight smile.

      "You know Jack, always pulling stunts. The matriarchs are upholding it, though."

      "Yeah, Kelly rang through after Jack did. He really sick?" Hawk shrugged. "Well, tell him to get his arse into work tomorrow, or he can find something else to do. Plenty of blokes who petition and hold down a job."

      "We had some...developments last night that would have made him useless today. You wouldn't want him on the end of a sledgehammer, Mick."

      Micks' eyes slid back to me, an eyebrow raising.

      "Not that kind of development," I said.

      "That right?” Mick turned to me. “Well, it’s smoko time. Care to have a coffee with me and tell me about it?"

      I rocked back on my heels, a nervous laugh bursting from my chest. His stare was gentle, inviting, waiting for me to respond, so I stared right back. He had a kind of big, spare body, and my eyes took in the finely wrought hands and the veins snaking up his well-muscled forearms.

      "Um... I'm flattered, really." I glanced up when Hawk took a step towards me. "You seem like a nice bloke, and your approach has been much more appealing than many guys…"

      "I'm sensing a but is coming."

      "But I'm struggling to deal with the guys I have right now. This has been a lot to adjust to."

      "Seems you should be doing more to help her," Mick said, staring into Hawk's eyes.

      Hawk's thumb shoved itself into my back pocket, and he drew me into the curve of his side.

      "Gimme a chance. Haven't even been there for a day yet."

      "Well, if you ever get sick of that dickhead, Jack, you know my offer is still on the table." Mick's eyes were just as warm as they took in Hawk as when they had inspected me. "Especially with such a lovely new addition."

      Mick plucked up my fingers and brushed his lips across them before I even had a chance to react, his wicked smile making it plain he'd planned for exactly that.

      "Um... while you're being all helpful and stuff, I need to see Shaun."

      I watched his expression change, from open and friendly to a little sad.

      "He didn't pull up well this morning. We've got him sorting nails right now. Should be at home, really."

      "I'm sorry, this is probably interrupting your work day. Maybe I should catch him after work?"

      Mick considered the idea for a second and then shook his head.

      "He's not much use to us. More here to get his mind off things, I think. He's down the bottom of the rise, in the big green supplies van.”

      "I know where that'll be," Hawk said.

      "Yeah, well, I've got to get these idiots working before they all blow on the spot. You know where to find me if you change your mind."

      His words were deliberately ambiguous, but Hawk just shook his head and steered me away.

      

      "That happen to you a lot?" I asked.

      "Mick? Or guys in general?"

      "Both, I guess."

      "Some. More now that you're here. Word is out you don't mind a bit of guy on guy, so some blokes are creating alliances, hoping that'll be enough to catch your eye, but Mick..." He glanced back over his shoulder. "He likes me, doesn't like Jack, and has made it plain he's ready to swoop in if Jack fucks up. I'm not sure if he's flirting with you to get to me, or vice versa."

      We walked the rest of the way down the rise in a comfortable silence, the feel of his hand in my pocket a constant reminder of his presence. He didn't withdraw it until we reached the truck in question.

      "Do you want me to stay or go?"

      He stared at me, eyes squinting in the sun's glare. I wanted him to stay, or insist we go home and dive into the dramas there, if that's what it took to avoid this. I took a deep breath and steeled myself for what was to come.

      "I need to do this, and he wouldn't appreciate an audience, I'm sure. Just...hang around in the vicinity, maybe?"

      I was grasping at straws, I knew it, but he nodded, lighting a cigarette and going to chat with some guys working nearby. Buddy stayed with me, a little furry shadow as I walked round to the other side.

      They weren't pulling any punches. Shaun looked like shit.

      His beautiful blond hair was lank and stringy, scraped back into a messy knot, and his forehead was studded with dots of perspiration. His eyes looked swollen, his skin pasty, but he methodically counted nail after nail, putting them in one box or another. I think he sensed me before I came over, as his hand stilled. He smiled for a moment when Buddy bounded over, giving him a brief pat on his head.

      "Wasn't sure if I'd see you again," he said as I drew closer. "Was kinda hoping I wouldn't."

      "I'm sorry, Shaun, for last night, for everything."

      "And that's it, huh? What's it been, a month and a bit? Just, sorry, Shaun, but no thanks."

      "I had no idea that was going to happen until it did. My Tirian—"

      "Yeah, yeah, I know how the beasts work. Got one of my own, haven't I? Mine liked yours just fine." He tossed the nails he was holding into a random box. "What're you doing here, Julie? Trying to placate your conscience? You made it clear it's not gonna happen anymore, job done."

      "You're right, we did have a month together. You helped me find my feet here, helped keep the petitioners from my door when I went through the first change. It's not so much about my conscience, and more that I feel an obligation. I don't know what you need. Maybe you want to yell at me, get something off your chest—"

      His laughter when it came was caustic, a weird expression on him. He'd always been an easy guy to have around, he just fit in with whatever was going on. He'd been all sexy and smouldery when I first met him, then a straightforward nice guy who read romance novels on the DL when that didn't work. I frowned slightly. When I summarised him like that, he just sounded like a composite of the other guys. Who was Shaun, really? I was about to find out.

      When he climbed out of the back of the van, that atavistic fear a big guy can strike in the heart of a woman reared its ugly head.

      You're stronger than him, I told myself, holding my ground through will alone. He approached me slowly, cocking his head and eyes raking down my body, his expression making it evident that he didn't like what he saw.

      "So I need to 'work through my issues' now I'm denied entrance to the golden pussy, do I?"

      "No, you don't have to do anything you don't want to."

      "That's right, I don't. Don't have to watch you fawn over those fucking blokes, like they've got anything I don't. Don't have to watch you panting like a dog in heat, taking it in every hole. Taking it up the arse yet, sweetheart? No? Well I'm sure Brandon's got that on his little to do list. I took a fucking beating for you, got turned into mincemeat by blokes I'd have considered brothers the night before, and for what? It wasn't even that my performance was sub-par, or that you didn't think I was attractive. You just forgot me, nothing more than a little footnote on your glorious path to finding your mates. Just toddle off, Shaunie. Be a good little boy until some other cunt deigns to pay me attention."

      "Shaun."

      His head whipped around at Hawk's growl.

      "Got you panting after her as well, does she? And how long is it before Jack's drinking himself into a stupor beside me? He fucking loves you, has always loved you."

      "And I'll always love him. Splitting up isn't on the table."

      "You wait, you fucking wait. You have no idea what you're tangling with. They're sweet smelling assassins, sucking you in and then ripping the ground out from beneath you. Jack can be a dickhead, but you know he’s loyal to you. Not like these fucking bitches." Buddy started to bark at him, jumping into the gap between us. "Fuck off, you mongrel piece of shit!"

      I watched in horror as he kicked out at my dog. Buddy leapt out of the way, taking position in front of me, teeth bared.

      "Shaun, pack your shit and fuck off home." Mick strode over, voice flat as a tack. He held up a hand when the man tried to argue. "You're fucking useless here today, you know it. You've got a three-day RDO. Try to pull yourself together in a way that doesn't shame your family. If the matriarchs in your family heard you just now—"

      "They'd do fucking what?" he snapped. His eyes jerked down to where Mick pulled out a mobile phone. "You're going to narc to Mummy on me?"

      "You need someone to take care of you, because you clearly aren't going to."

      "I just need you, all of you, to wake the fuck up. There's more of us than them. We don't have to put up with this shit. The humans have the right idea, keep them in their damn place. We could run things like the black—"

      "Don't say it," Hawk snarled. "Do not fucking say it. You're hurt, most of this can be passed off as bruised feelings. But you go there, and you're risking exclusion."

      "Like I fucking care. I'd rather go through the gate, try my luck."

      Mick turned to me. "I'm sorry you went through that, but you should go. He's not in his right mind. Probably still drunk, if the stink on him is anything to go by. You tried, but he's not ready to accept what you're giving." I just stood there, completely stunned. “Take her and go. If the matriarchs arrive and find her here, they’re gonna have his nuts.”

      Hawk nodded and wrapped an arm around me, almost sheltering me with his body as he walked me back to the car. Buddy seemed to sense my mood, his curling tail going limp as he trailed after us.

      I was proud of myself. I didn't cry until we were in the car.
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      It was hard to know what I felt as the doors closed. I bent over, struggling to breathe for a moment, little flashes of Shaun's anger playing over and over in my brain and striking out at me long after I'd walked away. Buddy seemed to sense there was a problem, insistently pushing his muzzle under my hand. I stroked his fur absently as Hawk's arm went around my shoulders.

      "Jules, don't take it to heart. He was completely out of line and is likely to face a reprimand from the matriarchs. He has a right to be angry, but not like that."

      "That's just it," I said, with a voice full of ashes. "There's nothing he said that isn't true, and he's facing the possibility of being kicked out of his home. Because why? Because I didn't handle... anything well."

      "How do you feel about the way things went with Shaun? Before the break up?" he said, trying a different tack.

      "It was OK, fine. It was all the heat beating down on me. I was just grateful to have someone, some people to work that out with. Shaun was there. God, I sound like a bitch."

      He chuckled at that, then rubbed my arm. "That's the norm here. We all understand that heat fever means nothing. Instincts pounding down on you to mate with whoever you can find. Shaun knew that going in, more than you did."

      "You're trying to let me off the hook." I glanced up at him. "What if I do the same to you? Have sex with you, then say 'No, thanks'."

      "There's a special kind of vulnerability in putting yourself out there. Sometimes, I think that's what Jack and I have been avoiding. When we first participated in a mating fight, we were all bright eyed and bushy tailed. Young, dumb, and full of cum." He winked at me. "We could not envisage a scenario where two such fine looking fellows would be turned down. We loved each other, were in the first flush of it right then, so we couldn't see how everyone else wouldn't love us in the same way."

      He rubbed at his beard, staring through the windscreen for a moment.

      "Crystal, it was. She'd gone through several heat cycles and was ready to settle down. Perfect for us, we thought. We wanted to stay together, and she had no real contenders at the time. We were desperate to be a part of a real pack, wanting to consolidate our love by adding a third. She'd have our babies, and we'd pamper her for the privilege."

      He shook his head with a rueful smile.

      "She shot us down, hard. She was cruel with it. We didn't realise how some of the girls felt about me and Jack being together. She sure cleared that up, but one thing stuck with me. She said it wasn't about her or our offer. She was just a womb to add to the mix. We didn't actually want anyone in between us, we just wanted her to fulfil a role we couldn't."

      He reached over and thumbed away the tears on my cheeks, then cupped my chin.

      "Jack's never wanted to try again. We've endured innuendo and outright insults because of it, but he's stayed firm. To put all you are on the line and hope someone sees worth in you? That's bloody ball breakingly scary. Shaun's not seeing it right now, because all he can think about is that you rejected him. You've seen what he had to give and said no. That's not the way he usually acts. His ego's smarting, and he's lashing out, trying to make you the problem, and I guess for him, you are. But the opinion of one angry bloke doesn't make you a bad person. Jules, a lot of people here like you."

      "Men, because women are so thin on the ground, they're willing to put up with anything to get laid."

      He cocked an eyebrow at that.

      "Guys get laid plenty, if that's what they want. Fuck, you should see the single guys on the night of a piss up. Pretty sure that's when Mick decided to set his cap for me, seeing me doing Jack on one of the tables. For some of them, it's just a hole to sink yourself into. For some, they get into the whole thing. No, that's not it. Finn's a good bloke, isn't he?" I nodded. "And Brandon and Aaron? Slade's a bit of an arse, but he's got a good heart underneath it all. Ophelia looks like she's gonna back you against her own daughter, though that's not too unexpected. You seemed friendly with Nerida and Dex and that crew."

      He pulled me onto his lap, so I straddled those jeans clad thighs, then tipped my chin up, making me stare into those warm brown eyes. "How many people have said they actually don't like you?" he said.

      "None, I guess. I know what you're doing. I get it, really, but this process is way more brutal than I thought it would be. It all sounded like a fantasy come true, hot guys throwing themselves at me willy nilly, but that's only true if you're a hard-hearted bitch. If you give a shit at all about not hurting people, it's a minefield."

      "I'm gonna tell you something that might not help, but we know. You turn up here, new blood—which is always exciting—with this body," his hand slid up my side, "and to be really blunt, these tits, which look just fucking luscious." My breath came in a quick gasp as his thumbs brushed along the sides. "That'd be enough to make the single male population a pest of themselves. But the real problem, Jules, and it's gonna be a cross to bear." He leaned in, and I watched him approach until his mouth was only inches from mine. "You smell so damn receptive. The local girls are much more reticent, probably bored with all the boys they grew up with, but you? You breeze into the mess, and all of us are groaning, smelling your desire on you and your attempts to fight it. I could smell your want when we got into the car, I could smell it when Mick was flirting with you, and I can smell it now. That's what Shaun's probably the angriest about. That he was in a position any of us would love to be in, and he's lost it."

      I should have moved back to my seat, put on my seat belt, and drove home. I should have had a long, hot shower to wash off whatever stink was on me that was pushing the guys’ buttons. I should have given myself some time to process all of this, spend some actual moments reflecting on what had just happened. Instead, Hawk moved closer, nostrils flaring, and said, "Unless you say otherwise, I'm gonna kiss you now."

      I didn't, and he did. He pulled me so I laid across his chest, feeling a stretch in my groin that had my clit twitching even before his lips landed on mine. He wasn't cautious or hesitant, instead forcing my lips open and sliding his tongue inside. I tasted coffee and cigarettes and something else that was probably Jack. My hands went to his hair, burying them into the heavy weight of it.

      "Fuck, Jules," he said between kisses. "I could do this forever."

      A weird kind of acceptance settled over me. I wish things hadn't gone the way they did with Shaun, but I couldn't change my mind. It would have been crueller to pretend we had a future, when I now knew we didn't. I didn't know how things were going to work with either Hawk or Jack, but perhaps I didn't need to. Maybe all I could do was be more aware of what the hell I was feeling.

      Can you tell me if someone's not acceptable to you next time? I said to my Tirian.

      You pretend I am a separate part of you, because I do not fit with your idea of who you are. If you do not want to hurt the men, look to your own heart for guidance, she replied. And that was that, because if she was a part of me, she was a really stubborn, opaque, all-knowing, grumpy Yoda part, and not the cute baby version, either. I took a deep breath and tried to bring my awareness back to what was happening in the car.

      I heard Buddy's rhythmic pant, felt the close air on my skin, the hardness of Hawk's chest under my hands, the soft worn flannel of his shirt. I looked into those fathomless brown eyes and saw the golden flecks there, as the sun sent a beam across his face. He looked like a cup of coffee feels like—warm, inviting, ready to help me get through the day. My mouth twisted. If the rasp of his breath and the hard lump beneath me was anything to go by, being compared to beverages wouldn't be cool. What do I feel about you? I asked myself, running my hand down the side of his face, digging the tips into his beard. He turned his head and kissed my palm. I watched his lips fasten around my thumb and suck, his mobile tongue doing something that made me ache. Just good ole garden variety lust, then. His eyes, when they looked back at me, were sparkling with amusement at my rapt attention. And a bit of a connection.

      "Let’s go home and kiss forever."
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      Slade was out the front of the house when we pulled up, a slight frown on his face that transformed into a smile when we got out.

      "Hey, Buddy boy," he said, giving my dog a scratch on the belly. He came to me when he straightened. "How are you, love?"

      "You've heard," I said.

      "Small place, princess. Word gets around." He looked up at Hawk. "Thanks for looking after her. Will have to shout Mick a beer next time we're at the bar."

      "He'll appreciate that," Hawk replied.

      "What do you need, love?" Slade asked me. "This has to be rough."

      "Yeah, in a way." I glanced at the nicely appointed yard for a moment, though I didn't really see it. I just blinked until my vision cleared, then squared my shoulders and turned back to my mate. "Who's here?"

      "Aaron, me, Jack. Brandon and Finn are at work, but Doc will be here at lunchtime. He's worrying."

      I nodded. I felt a pang at that, but tried to counsel myself. We cared about each other, of course we were going to be worried from time to time. "Everyone who's in..." I paused, figuring they could work out what that meant. "Come into the bedroom. We need to talk."

      "The four words that turn a man's guts to water," Slade said with a groan. "Here I was, hoping that seeing a bunch of hunky, sweating men would get you all worked up and ready for another round when you got home."

      "Talk first," I said, walking towards the house, tugging my sleeves down over my hands. "I'm not taking off a stitch until we talk."

      "I need a fucking beer."

      

      I sat on the big family bed, Buddy by my side. I scratched his furry belly, watching his head loll back in pure ecstasy. He just took his pleasures where he found them, Bud, something I kinda envied right now. Aaron came in first, smiling as he laid down beside me. He curled his body around mine, acting like a huge harbour I could hide in, which was comforting. His arm went around me loosely when I leant against him.

      "My parents are wondering if you could come by for dinner tonight?" he asked. His tone was deceptively light, and I could almost hear what he was holding back.

      "Tell me the whole story," I said as my fingers played with the blond hair on his thick forearms.

      "What...?" I felt his sigh. "I usually stay at home on my days off, so the parentals are kinda chomping at the bit to see me. They're insisting they meet you. They're...worried."

      "Worried? Why?"

      "You're an outsider and—"

      He didn't get time to finish, as Slade, Jack, and Hawk came strolling in. Slade cracked a beer as he sat down on the bed, crossing his legs with a disgruntled frown.

      "You realise you're the one in the most secure position here, Slade," I said.

      "Yeah, but women always want to overthink things, then talk about it. Like now. You come in smelling all hot and creamy, the car fairly reeks of pheromones, and you want to sit there, dressed up like a nun, and 'talk'." He glanced back at me. He tried to hold on to his grumpy expression, but it softened when he saw me against Aaron. "The big man's gonna have to whisk you off to appease the crazy over thinkers at his parent’s place tonight, so I thought we'd have a nice little round of me getting Jules all warm and relaxed so she can take Aaron without hurting, maybe with Hawkie as an appetiser to broaden her horizons a bit, but no." He took a long swig from the beer bottle.

      "So, let me get this straight. While I've been out getting my head chewed off, you've been planning out the sexual pecking order?"

      "Figured Hawk would look after you, smooth over any ruffled feathers. You did, didn't you?"

      He looked over his shoulder where Hawk sat with Jack's head in his lap, smoothing the other man's hair, much to his cat-like delight.

      "He was very supportive," I said, snapping his attention back to me. "If you're finished, Slade, this should be short. Talking to Hawk and Shaun, the whole thing has made me aware of something I didn't handle all that well this morning. We're going to have to communicate—yes, talk to get through this. We've got an existing couple," I gestured to Jack and Hawk, "Slade's my mate, and then there's the three of you as petitioners, maybe others, if we decide to add people."

      "Liked Mickey, did ya, love?" Slade said with a sly grin. "He's a good bloke, I wouldn't say no to—"

      "Right now, I'm avoiding adding anyone new to the mix unless forced to." The black wolf's sure hand sliding over me immediately sprung to mind, sensually repellent.

      "If you're thinking of the bastard in lock up," Aaron said, "don't. I spoke to my CO. He's completely neutralised. I'd say it's just some residual trauma from when you were bitten."

      "Maybe, but as I've been meandering through Sanctuary like some kind of over-sexed vacuum cleaner, sucking up dick left and right, with little thought to the consequences—"

      "Fuck, don't start talking about sucking dick," Slade groaned, pressing down on the lump in his jeans.

      "I don't mind," came Aaron's low rumble. He moved behind me so that his hand swept my hair to one side, his lips on my neck. "Keep going," he prompted, pausing.

      "Fuck..." I felt a whole body shiver at the feel of his mouth on me. "You guys said it was supposed to get better after the heat."

      "Yeah," Slade prowled over on all fours, causing Buddy to jump to the floor. "There's a theory going around about that."

      "Yeah?" I leaned back as he covered me with his body, his lips on mine. "What's that?"

      "Too much human blood," he said between kisses. "Like Nerida. Humans are always sexually receptive. Don't have distinct mating times like other animals do."

      "What?" Aaron's hands went to the hem of my long sleeve shirt, pushing it up to bare skin he could stroke, but I rolled away. "What does that mean? Is this what you were talking about last night, Jack?"

      "Hmm...?" He had to pull his mouth from Hawk's to look at me, his eyes hooded and glassy with lust. "Fuck, I don't know, I'm just riding the fucking hormones in this room to what promises to be an explosive finish. My dick is aching."

      "You said something about feeling me back at your place, it keeping you up," I said, holding hard to the thin sliver of fear amongst the swirl of sensation from the two bodies touching mine. Hawk's eyes held mine as he unzipped Jack's pants, the other man fairly panting as he did so. He jerked when Hawk slapped his length against his palm.

      "God, don't do that. I feel like I'm gonna blow as it is," Jack growled. "Get your jeans off and fuck me."

      For a moment, a cool, hard part of myself was able to watch the proceedings, as Hawk took his time getting naked—well aware he had Jack's, Aaron's, and my attention—and Slade did the same, though much quicker, then he lay on the bed with one arm across his eyes as he stroked his cock.

      "Lube," Jack grunted. He'd torn his clothes off, revealing the long, lean lines of his body, and now he bent over the edge of the bed, arms on the mattress. Aaron moved like lightning, opening one of the drawers and grabbing out a tube that he tossed to the two of them. Hawk picked it up with a nod and then began to slather a blob on his partner's arse. "Oh fuuuuck...."

      Jack's head hung down, his whole body flexing as Hawk prepared him, but Hawk didn’t move forward until Jack was working himself back on three of his fingers, thrusting and twisting his hips. "What the fuck is this? It's like the air itself is stroking my body. I'm on fucking fire. Put it in Hawk, stop fucking around."

      The darker man stepped between his legs, grabbing Jack's hair by the handful before grasping his dick at the root and rubbing it against his lover.

      "Don't go easy. Just fuck me," came Jack's muffled growl.

      "Don't blame me for this later," Hawk said, and then his hips surged forward. Jack's gasp was so loud, it sounded like he was choking. "Love?"

      "I told you,” Jack croaked. “Give me all you've got."

      My head jerked around when Aaron got to his knees, working his thick cock in his hand. His eyes took in every movement of the two of them, no doubt seeing what I did: a savage poetry in motion. They were so harshly beautiful, it hurt to look at them. The casual brutality with which Hawk fucked Jack seemed completely at odds with the gentle man I'd seen today. Jack's throat was exposed, his back pulled back in a tight bow, his guttural cries fighting their way out as Hawk ploughed on.

      "Hawk..."

      There was something mournful in the man's voice, something that slowed Hawk's thrusts. He shuddered for a moment, breath coming in long draughts, then he pulled out of the man gently before turning him over. It was much sweeter when they came back together. Hawk's hands clasping Jack's, lips on his lover's throat as he moved inside him.

      I jerked back off the bed and backed away, fighting to get free of the spell over the room. I heard the black wolf's laugh in my head as I edged towards the door, his voice in my ear as I slipped through the open doorway.

      So sweet. Just the honeypot to lure those I need by your side. Come to me, little queen. Soon, or this will become a nightly ritual.
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      I ran from the house, Buddy a silent shadow at my heels. I grabbed a pair of car keys as I passed the table, running outside and slamming the door. I didn’t work out which until I clicked on the disable alarm button. I pulled myself up into the truck that beeped, letting Buddy scramble in beside me. I started the car and steered it off the verge onto the road.

      I was wet, so fucking wet. I could feel the evidence of just how much I’d liked what had been happening, now there was nothing to distract me but the low rumble of the engine and the gentle blow of the fans. I gripped the wheel tighter, my arms starting to shake the farther I got from the house.

      This is not what I wanted. I wanted to throw myself in the middle of it, take up Slade’s little suggestion and just work my way through each and every guy until I couldn’t come anymore. Instead, I drove to the Stores shed, a well-trod route now in my mind, and jumped out of the car the minute I killed the engine, then stopped dead in my tracks.

      A large truck had been backed up to the loading dock, and men swarmed all over the area, ferrying the boxes out. I stood there, looking up at them all. Long and lean or bulky and muscular, they were a parade of male flesh, many of them shirtless, skin gleaming in the sun. Then they faltered.

      For some, it was almost instantaneous. They caught my scent and dropped what they were carrying, turning towards me, eyes hungry. Others took a little longer, wondering what the fuck was going on with their colleagues before looking around. It didn’t matter. Within minutes, I had the attention of every man there.

      Sonny swung down from the loading bay, landing on the ground in front of me, his dark hair in haphazard spikes from being ruffled. His expression was grim as he approached, but he kept on coming.

      As did the others. My eyes darted around as more and more dropped down beside him and strolled on over.

      Don’t want to lure the bees inside your hive? Then catch these.

      “Ah...” My voice broke as I tried to get the words out. “Um... is Brandon here?”

      “Out delivering,” Sonny said with a slow swing of his head. “S’OK, we’ve got what you need.”

      “What? No, I need to talk to Brandon, something really weird is happening.”

      “Words are bullshit, your scent doesn’t lie,” another guy with ash blond hair said. “Just choose who you want.”

      “What the… No! If I wanted that, I would have stayed home. I need to get in contact with—“

      “What’s going on?” A man with a clipboard came out and took in the disarray pretty quickly. “Stop stuffing around. There’s perishable...” His voice trailed away, and his eyes went wide. “No,” he said, vehemently shaking his head. “No, no, no! I love my mate!” His hands scrabbled for his pockets, wrenching out his phone. His fingers started to pound on the screen, but I had bigger fish to fry.

      “Don’t have to make a choice. Shaun said you like a group. Well, there’s plenty to go around here,” a guy with rusty red hair and green eyes said.

      “No,” I said, struggling to put some fire into my reply. I didn’t want this. Really, I didn’t. My brain was appalled by the concept of stripping down and being covered by big, muscular bodies, each of them fighting to get inside me, but my body... I took a step backward, then another, trying to wrest control of my conscious, but each movement drew my attention—the rasp of the lace of my bra against my nipples, the subtle rub of the seam of my jeans between my legs. My teeth sunk into my bottom lip, trying to hold my whines back, but somehow, that burst of pain was read as hot as well.

      Then the guys started to strip down. Shirts ripped off, buttons flying everywhere, others were rent down the middle. I stopped in my tracks. Yeah, they were gorgeous, but that wasn’t any big deal here. Just back away from the wall of man flesh, I told myself.

      I heard the black wolf’s laugh in my head as I stumbled. Dear fucking god. My hands went to my lower abdomen. Pleasure whipped through me, errant lightning strikes of it, bringing me to my knees. “I am not spontaneously orgasming in front of my boyfriend’s workplace,” I muttered, crouching there as it felt like a big, velvety hand stroked me all over. Slick, plush warmth spread down my sternum, the edges brushing against my nipples and making them pull up tight, desperate for the sensation to extend that bit farther, but the feeling crawled down, instead.

      No, no, no. I shook my head. My clit twitched, my cunt slickening in preparation for something I’d roll over and let have me with no questions asked.

      “Julie?”

      I look up, eyes bleary with tears which resolved when I blinked. My brain felt bloated and fuzzy with lust. Nerida looked down at me, concern and surprise warring on her face.

      “Help...” I squeaked.

      Her hands closed around my bicep. I groaned as she hauled me up. I swayed into her, taking a deep breath and catching this sultry flowery scent.

      “Hey...” I said, my eyes dropping down to her plush lips.

      “Hold on, fellas. This might be worth a wait.”

      I was dimly aware of Sonny talking, but right now, I hovered in front of Nerida, lost in the golden sparkle of her eyes, my body anchored to her by her hand.

      “Jules, have you ever been with a woman?”

      Her voice was a low throaty hum that I felt throughout my whole body. “Nup.”

      “Ever experimented when you were at uni?” I shook my head. “Watched any girl on girl porn?”

      “Nup.”

      “Goddamnit, you smell like warm honey and bad decisions, my two favourite things. But whatever’s happening here, I think you’re not going to thank anyone if it progresses any further. Let’s take you to Finn.”

      “Finn, yeah...”

      My brain bombarded me with imagery at her suggestion. I was tugged along, walking drunkenly where she led, but all I could see was that broad chest and taut abdomen, that vein that roped up and over the clearly defined V of muscle at his hips, leading the eyes down to a smattering of reddish brown hair until...

      “Don’t take another step,” Sonny snarled. “You wanna go first, Nerida? We’re all willing to hold back and watch.” His eyes raked down the two of us as he obviously imagined what that would look like. I was pummelled with similar ideas, turning towards Nerida as she argued with the guys. Would her skin be as soft as it looked? What would it be like to wrap my hand in her hair and push her down between my...

      “She’s not in her right mind, you’ve gotta see that.”

      “Scent don’t lie. You can’t protect her from what she wants. She has to say no,” one of the men snapped.

      “No,” Nerida said, her voice started to waver, an errant note of pain there. “She has to say yes.”

      “Fuck this, I’m going first,” a guy said, striding towards me, hands at the waistband of his pants.

      Oh yes. I looked at that big muscular body, taking in every damn inch. The flames inside me flared harder, almost dropping me to my knees in front of him.

      “Not this again,” Nerida said through gritted teeth. She snatched up the two-way radio on her belt with her free hand and said, “Finn? You there? We have a major issue with Jules, and we need you near the Stores building, stat! Finn?” She shook her head, then glanced at the guys who were slowly edging forward. There seemed to be some jockeying, each one eyeing the bloke next to them. Muscles popped, eyes narrowed. I bit back a moan at all this lovely testosterone on display.

      “Oh no, you don’t.” Nerida grabbed me by the waistband of my pants and hauled me back. “Trust me, you think a willing mind and a gallon bottle of lube is enough, but seriously, it isn’t. I was douching with arnica and only able to sit down on an inflatable donut for weeks. We’re gonna have to make a run for it.”

      “Run?” Men’s heads whipped up, and their attention was ripped away from each other.

      “Oh fuck,” she yelped, and then she did just that, jerking me behind her.

      I could hear the rough rasp of her breath as we went careening across the carpark, but when I looked over my shoulder, I saw the group of guys were following hot on our heels. Some fanned out, aiming to cut us off, others shimmied up and onto the roofs of cars or nearby buildings, looking for an opportunity to leap.

      “Finn! We fucking need you now! Anyone who can get their arse down here better do so right this minute if they don’t want to see a girl raped by the Stores team.”

      But it wasn’t just the Stores team. Guys came strolling out of the mess hall or out of the garage to see what the fuss was about until they scented the air. Then just as it had been at Stores, they transformed.

      Perhaps another tack, a masculine voice said inside my head.

      The muzzy fog of lust dissipated abruptly, my eyes suddenly able to take in all the details with clinical efficiency. The world fairly sparkled with crystalline clarity. The height and musculature of the men was all assessed and weighed. I noted which tongues licked lips, which hands went to groins as something cold and hard surfaced from the depths inside me. Utterly alien, it laughed at the look of hunger on their faces, the savage manner with which they pushed others aside to get to me. They were paying court to me with each blow they struck against their fellows, telling me in the most brutal way possible how much they wanted me.

      And I wanted them. I was dimly aware there was a part of me buried deep that was shrieking in fear at this, that wondered what the hell was happening as my mental state rocketed from one personality to the next. She, that simple human part, did not want this, didn’t want so many hands clawing at my body, dicks struggling to shove themselves inside me, each man fighting to be the one to claim me. I shook Nerida’s hand off my arm, which sent the weaker girl flying.

      “No, Jules, this isn’t right. Something’s not right,” she babbled. I looked down on her from a great height. She was a puny hybrid, unable to shift, the Tirian spirit in her small and crippled by her contaminated bloodline. She sought to get in the way of me and my fated mates, tried to take from me the power she could only hope to have. I took a step towards the men.

      “What the fuck is going on?”

      My head whipped around to see the office building door had slammed open, and the delicious scent of a strong male wafted over. Finn stood within the doorway, glaring out at the host of contenders, fairly bristling. I noted his stiff-legged stance and the claws forming on his hands with glee. I glanced back at the men and saw the same. There was going to be a dominance fight.

      “What the hell are you all doing?”

      His voice held the whip of an alpha, rocketing around the whole complex and bouncing off the hard unnatural surfaces. Mmm, I liked that.

      Sonny stepped forward. My eyes dropped down, tracing a single drop of perspiration as it slid down his rigid chest, following the beautiful lines of his body. He is also a contender; I thought. Strong, dominant, I could almost imagine myself under him as he ploughed deep within me.

      “She wants it. She reeks of it. I get you’ve got a claim but—”

      Finn held up a hand and silenced the other man. Those grey eyes of his bled green when he looked at me. “Is this true? Are they what you want?”

      Not quite, I knew that, sure as a stone. I glanced from the host of men to him and smiled. I wanted blood and tearing and biting and fighting, and then I wanted to fuck the winner on top of the limp bodies of those who’d proved not worthy. But one did not tell the males that. They liked to think they were important.

      “Jules?”

      His hand landed on my arm, and something incredible happened. I felt like I was reset, the human consciousness that had been rudely shouldered aside came back online and looked around in horror.

      “Finn...” I whimpered, looking at the rows of hungry men. What the fuck had I done? The guys, all half gone with lust in the bedroom at home, the blokes here, the married dude. What the fuck was going on? I heard the chuckle of the black wolf in the back of my mind. You’re the honeypot, sweetheart. Now be a good girl and lure in those bees.

      The coldness rushed back in, not to be denied by a mere male’s touch. I looked down at Finn’s arm, ignoring the utter gall of a male taking me in hand, and said, “You want me, you’ve got to fight for me.”

      His eyes glowed bright green, and I met his lambent gaze with equanimity. I knew I spoke to his Tirian, beast to beast. I watched the moment the man was pushed to one side and the animal came to the fore with glee. My eyes took in every damn detail of his body as he stripped down. This was a muscular, competent body, one that could give me strong children. I glanced over to the group where Sonny was doing the same. I took in his broader chest, heavier arms, the proud arc of his hard cock. Yes, but so could Sonny.

      “You won’t touch her. None of you are going to touch her,” Finn said, his voice hoarse as he tried to hold on to his human form. It was pointless, but I admired the strength of will it took. “Whatever this is, it's not Jules. It’s not even her Tirian. I’ve seen her, felt her. Something else is happening here, and we need to find out what.”

      “I don’t need to find shit but her dripping hole when I shove my cock into her. You might not like your little human hybrid broadcasting her availability to all of those around her, but this is our fucking chance. She breezes in and out, stinking of sex, making damn sure every bloke here knows she’s up for it, and you want to take that away from us? You can fight me, but you can’t fight all of us. This is happening, you just haven’t realised it yet.”

      “You fucking idiots. None of you are strong enough to take her from me.”

      Finn shifted into Tirian form with a well-practised twist of his body. It seemed a much more rapid way to shift than I had experienced. A gigantic white wolf stood in front of me, obscuring my view of the crowd.

      “Slade, Brandon, anyone. You need to get down to the main office now,” Nerida babbled into the two-way. I let her. More contenders would only add to the experience. Seeing that magnificent body of Hawk’s as he fought for a position by my side would be delicious, as would the chance to put that mouthy little Jack in his place. Then the fighting began.

      Finn took the advantage, launching himself at Sonny mid-shift, something the other man struggled to do as efficiently as him. Finn’s jaws were around Sonny’s throat in a second, and it was only his slower shift that stopped the man from taking him out entirely. Sonny rallied quickly, the sounds of his snarls music to my ears. I watched the white and grey beasts battle it out with a smile. When Sonny’s Tirian went sailing through the air, landing on the ground with an awful thud, I noted the bloody fur as my due and then turned to see who the next contender was.

      “Fuck this,” the red-headed guy said. “You’ve been pushing your weight around on this since she got here, using her status as ‘your employee’ to make sure she hooks up with you and your crew. She should have had time with all of us. We didn’t even get a chance to petition!”

      Finn regarded the other man in beast form silently.

      “You’ve got this coming,” the guy said with a shake of his head, then stripped down and shifted. His wolf was a dark charcoal grey, his eyes gleaming bright in comparison. They circled for a moment, then he launched himself at Finn.

      Finn paused for a second, his body tightly coiled before he leapt and grabbed the other Tirian by the throat, the two of them thudding to the ground. The grey appeared to be winded, his mouth open as he gasped for breath before Finn was on him. He shook the grey fiercely in his jaws, then tossed him to one side. He looked up at the crowd, his green eyes meeting every single one of theirs, before he howled his challenge. The eerie song made the hairs on my arms lift, made my throat ache to join it.

      “Fuck this shit. One on one’s not going to work,” said one guy. “Let’s rush him.”

      I laughed and laughed as the men stripped, watched them as they took animal form one by one.

      “That’s enough!”

      All of our heads whipped around to see Kelly standing just outside the ring of men, arms crossed. My eyes narrowed. I couldn’t argue with her obvious power, she’d stopped every single person with two words and held them with the bright green glow of her eyes.

      “What the hell do you think you’re all doing? Change immediately and pull some bloody clothes on!”

      She’s a threat to us, I thought. She isn’t a little queen, she’s an actual one.

      I watched as the men did as she said, shamed faces replacing the masks of lust they’d worn before.

      “I don’t know what the hell is going on, but none of this falls within the boundaries of reasonable behaviour.”

      “She wanted it,” Sonny croaked, getting to his feet. Blood covered his throat and chest.

      “She wanted it,” Kelly mimicked savagely. “Are we humans now? To play fast and loose with consent? If Julie indeed proved receptive to any of you, is this the way you go about pursuing her?” Heads dropped down at this. “What would your mothers say? Your grandmothers? Get out of here before you find out.” Satisfied when the men started to move away, she turned to us, Finn now standing beside me in human form and wiping blood from his chin.

      My eyes slid over his body, taking in every detail. He looked like some kind of savage god, red claw and fang marks raked across his chest, but they seemed to only enhance his beauty. His nostrils flared, and his head jerked down, his eyes meeting mine as he grabbed my arm.

      All of it, the cold, bloodthirsty mindset and the fuzzy lustful one, all dropped away. I was me again, and I was aghast at what I’d been a part of. My breath began to race as my eyes flicked around me, taking in the blood and scattered clothes, the retreating crowd. What the actual fuck? I felt like I’d backed away from a precipice that I’d nearly missed stepping off of. The black wolf’s laughter rang in my ears, as it had the whole damn time since I’d left the house. Fuck that guy, fuck him and his opaque shit.

      You wanna play games? How about you stop pussying around and tell me what you want, because I’m pretty sure it’s not me getting road rash from having an impromptu gang bang outside of Stores.

      You.

      Right then, I thought, then looked back at Finn and saw his eyes still burned bright green.

      “OK, Finn, you’ve done enough for today,” Kelly said. “Why don’t you get dressed and go inside and wait with Julie as I call Ophelia? Something’s not right. I got a call from—”

      “No, mine!” he growled.

      I felt the words reverberate through me from head to toe, his eyes burning into mine. They followed my hand when I placed it on his tight abdomen, still breathing hard from what had happened, and his other hand covered it.

      “Now, Finn...”

      Her voice was just background noise as he pulled me with him to the office building. I had to run to keep up with his long stride, but I wanted to. I felt like we were hurtling towards something inevitable.

      “Finn!”

      We stopped for a second, feeling the relentless crack of Kelly’s will in the words. It was hard to resist, but when he nodded, we moved together, walking up to the main office door.

      “Finn, don’t do this...” It was mildly interesting, the change in Kelly’s tone, but I smiled when he opened the door for me, the courteous gesture made a lot more intriguing by his ragged appearance.

      He shoved the first door inside the building open. Karen, the receptionist, jumped when he did so.

      “Oh, hi, Finn. Oh!”

      I growled when her eyes dropped down to his hard cock, putting my body between him and her gaze. It took her a bit to realise what was happening, the appearance of the claws at the end of my fingers helping her refocus, particularly when I brandished them in front of her face. She backed away from the photocopier, ignoring the print job she had been working on, and edged towards the door. I pinned her with my gaze, making damn sure she didn’t take another look at my mate.

      My mate.

      I shook my head, then glanced up at Finn and saw the goofy smile on his face, saw in that second, like Slade, he’d heard my thoughts.

      “Yeah?” he said, the word holding all the hope and fear he couldn’t express.

      I nodded. My eyes ached, my head ached, and I wondered which fucking version of me was behind the driving wheel right now. But in all versions of me, there was one truth. Finn would always fight for me and stop others from hurting me, even when I wanted them to. He herded me backwards, my back bumping against the photocopier when his hands went to my face.

      “You and me forever,” I said, choking on the words. Because in this moment, I wanted nothing else. I knew I could do anything I needed with him at my side, that we would build something good and safe and worthwhile between us, that anyone else I chose to bring into the pack would have his strength to back them.

      “Finn!” We heard a muffled cry from beyond the door, but he slammed the lock on.

      His mouth came down on mine, my hands tangling in his hair as we fought to get even closer. When his hips thrust against me, wedging his hard length between my jean-clad thighs, I groaned. “Gotta get these clothes off.”

      He helped me, tearing my shirt off and flicking the clasp of my bra as I tugged down on my pants. A feeling of complete rightness settled over me as his skin touched mine, that same thrumming sense of another connected to you that I’d gotten with Slade, but this was a whole other thing. Finn was hotter, harder than Slade, something he kept carefully hidden in his day to day life. It was almost like touching a live wire, but I craved the bite.

      I was lifted up and deposited on the still warm platen of the photocopier, but that barely registered. Finn’s face was in mine, his fingers digging painfully into my arms, his torso between my legs. I moaned into his shoulder as I was forced to part my thighs for him, the stretch there a lovely precursor of what was to come.

      “I can’t make this good. God, Jules, if I don’t get in you in the next few seconds...”

      “No foreplay,” I agreed, nodding my head. “I need you. Now.”

      I was pulled from the glass, spun around so I leaned on the buttons, sending the machine wild. I knew exactly how it felt. His fingers slid between my thighs, gliding over the slick skin with no resistance and finding the same when they speared inside me. I yelped, the sudden intrusion forcing me up on my tippy toes, but it didn’t take long for me to spread my legs wide and start pushing back against them. It wasn’t enough. My head twisted on my neck, the friction good, but not as good as I knew the real thing would be.

      I muttered meaningless imprecations as his hand grasped my nipple and tugged. Fuck, it was like he was pulling a string between it and my groin, my clit throbbing with each twist. When I felt Finn rub the head of his cock against me, I nodded. Yes, this was it, the thing that would stop the ache inside me.

      “My love.”

      Finn’s voice came out more animal than human but I didn’t care. I clawed at the madly printing office equipment as I felt the first stretch. I was getting it exactly how I’d asked, but I wasn’t 100% sure I had it right. He was so big, pushing inexorably in with slow, rocking strokes. My back curved, his hands going to my hair and pulling. I was caught, pinned to the machine, able to do little but submit to his onslaught. Then he was inside me, the two of us joined together perfectly, like the last piece of a puzzle.

      His hand stroked down my spine as he began to move, and I thrust back against him. It was slow at first, a gentle rolling motion that grew faster, for a time, keeping pace with the click-clacking of the machine, but he soon outstripped it. I felt the burn of my venom in my mouth as my claws scraped across the glass. I turned, forcing him to disengage for a second before locking my legs around his hips as I leaned against the office equipment, my hands going to his cheek.

      “Mate?” I asked one last time.

      The look on his face was the perfect answer. I saw the tremble as he pushed himself back inside me, leaning over me and sheltering me with the wall of his body, just as he had in the car park.

      “It’s what we are, aren’t we?”

      As I nodded, the room, the clicking photocopier, us, it all faded away until I regarded Finn, sitting across from me in wolf form. His glowing eyes were now the same as mine, two points of light in the comforting gloom around us. I bowed my head, acknowledging his beast’s form. He glowed bright, one of the few pure white Tirians I’d seen in Sanctuary. I moved toward him on four paws, feeling the weight of what I was about to do. Venom dripped from my mouth, leaving burning spots on the bare earth and sizzling when I pushed my nose into his ruff. He held himself so still, I could feel the low vibration within his wolf body, the only indication of his response.

      He turned his muzzle away, doing the thing any predator would find agonising to do—bare his throat. I stopped, saw the complete vulnerability of the man I loved in that moment, Hawk’s words from before springing to mind. He was offering himself up, everything he was, is, and would be, and he waited for me to take it or reject it. I honoured the peculiar agony of that, dropping my muzzle as I shifted closer, so my paws bumped with his. My nose searched within his fur, soaking in that warm, earthy scent that encapsulated all that was Finn and just breathing him in for a second. Tiny fragments flickered through my mind, of his gestures, his words, his careful negotiation of all of the relationships between me and the guys, not overtly taking control like Brandon but more performing a million acts of service in the background to keep us all working together. My tongue ran across my teeth, the venom there making my gums burn. I felt him jolt as I took a chunk of his neck into my mouth, dimly aware somewhere, somehow, my human brain had a whole lot of thoughts about this. In this form, that was all the endless chatter my other self seemed to need to engage in. Monkey brains and wolf brains didn’t mesh well, but for a moment, they cooperated.

      My jaws snapped down, my fangs piercing his flesh, and my venom flowed over his skin and mine, matting in his fur and filling the wound. It sounded agonising, but it was the opposite. I could feel him, this had been something missing from my mating with Slade due to being in human form. All that was Finn came rushing at me, swamping me, drowning me in him.

      Love, that was the overwhelming thing. He’d kept it all locked up in a place inside him, a warm glow to keep him moving forward, but now it flared hard. Burning me up and bathing me in its heat, as my own carefully tended flames joined his. For a moment, the fact that humans spent so much energy hiding these kinds of feelings seemed ridiculous. I was burning, and I would not have changed that for anything.

      Tirian form was almost always partially incorporeal, half smoke, half wolf. But as the fiery sensation swelled, paws, fur, tail all dropped away. We rose, twin streams of smoke, grey and white, twining around each other as we soared. Finn was the pulse in my veins, the air that I breathed, all that pushed and pulled through me, keeping me alive, and I was his.

      Jules.

      My name was little more than a murmur, a slight sound against the rush of us spiralling upwards, but I replied. As if summoned by the label, I found myself in human form within Finn’s arms, hanging in the twilight of this alien world, and he laughed when he realised what had happened. His eyes, grey again, sparkled with a light I’d only ever seen hints of, as if the venom had burned away all boundaries, all reservations.

      “We’ll be coming soon.”

      “What?”

      He nodded off to one side, and when I turned, I saw that we looked down into the photocopier room as if from a massive height, the struggling, striving bodies almost incomprehensible in their attempts to feel even a tiny sliver of the completion we felt right now. But as I watched, the prickles of physical pleasure tugged me back.

      “We have to go back?” I asked, and he nodded. “I love you,” I said, not wanting to lose this without sharing that. The words held worlds of meaning within them, the symbols so puny in the face of it, but they were all I had. The grasping human psyche was infecting me already, replacing communion with desire.

      “I love you with everything I have, and more besides.” He glanced over at the black sun sinking down to the horizon in the distance. “Everything I have, all that I am is yours.” He pulled me close and kissed the top of my head. At the connection, I could feel the pull as we descended, dropping faster and faster until I slammed back into my body.

      Heavy, redolent pleasure smashed into me, I was screaming as my body spasmed around Finn’s, the swelling in his cock prolonging the waves of ecstasy swamping me. I struggled to find myself within it; it was all so intense, so overwhelming. It was no great shock when my vision started to go dark at the edges, the blackness creeping in as I jerked on top of the photocopier.

      Very good, little queen, I heard the black wolf say, just before the shadow swallowed me whole.
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      I'd just taken my second mate, endured some kind of psychic attack and survived, and then passed out from having a super O, so the last place I expected to wake up was strapped to a chair, my wrists cuffed, and surrounded by women.

      "She wakes."

      I blinked, bleary-eyed, the room slowly coming into focus. It was circular with platform-like rings spreading out from the centre, each one slightly higher than the others. Women on chairs looked down at me, some with expressions of concern, irritation, boredom, and even disgust. I frowned, my eyes jerking down as I noticed the cuffs and the corresponding ache in my shoulders caused by them.

      "What... what's going on?"

      "It's OK, Julie," Kelly said, coming closer. "We've had to restrain you for the moment, just until we get to the bottom of what's been happening."

      Her voice was soothing, all 'stop Julie from jumping off the ledge', but I didn't want to be soothed. "And that required handcuffs? What are you worried I'm going to do? Where's Slade and Finn?"

      "We don't think you should see—"

      "Making a bloody nuisance of themselves outside. You're going to have to do something soon, alpha. You've got a newly bonded male out there with considerable power over the other men. Unless you want him rallying the troops and storming the castle to save the fair maiden, you’ll need him in here."

      Ophelia strode in, the doors slamming shut behind her. Her eyes raked over the seated women as gasps went around the room.

      "We do not let men into the Women's Council."

      I turned to see that the speaker was Asher, one of the matriarchs from Slade’s and my party. We all looked back when there was a huge thud on the door, then another.

      "Then we will need to send his mate out to him. Finn is incredibly powerful. Kelly has kept him on a short leash for some time, but that may now change." Her eyes landed on me, and she smiled, something I wasn't sure was at or with me.

      "I always said that one should go through the gate to the other side," another matriarch I didn't recognise muttered.

      "A pure white?" Nancy, Slade's grandmother said. "No, he has to be kept as breeding stock at the very least, though the nature of his children now he's taken a mate..." She exhaled a long plume of grey smoke, looking for all the world like a dragon, not wolf shifter. "It looks strong, their bond."

      Kelly nodded. "He loves the girl, quite desperately."

      "Well, then, we better find out what is happening with her then hadn't we?" Ophelia said.

      

      Kelly turned to the assembled women and projected her voice louder so those in the back could hear. "Today, an incident took place outside the Stores building. As the men were unloading the truck, Julie arrived, wanting to speak to Brandon." She paused for a moment as the murmuring started. She held out a placating hand, waiting for everyone to settle. "Reports from the men vary. Some say that Julie smelled much the same as any of us do when in heat: extremely sexually receptive. Others assert that there was something else afoot, that both Julie and others found themselves responding in what felt like an artificially induced state, as if some form of psychic attack had taken place."

      "You better believe it!" one woman said, shooting to her feet. "My James was there, and he would never respond to some other woman like that."

      "Is that why he kissed Nerida at the winter solstice?" another drawled.

      "James loves me. Our bond is strong."

      "OK, OK, I don't want this to devolve into wild speculation," Kelly said. "At the moment, I'm sharing the eye witness reports."

      "She's right," I said. I felt every eye swivel around to focus on me. "I'm sorry, I don't know your name, James' partner?"

      "Molly," the woman said stiffly.

      "Hey, Molly. Is James an older guy, supervises the Stores team? Would have had a clipboard?" She nodded. "Look, you're right. He was absolutely horrified to be affected. I don't remember him getting involved in the debacle that took place. He was on his phone, probably calling you."

      She nodded, her eyes shining before taking her seat again and glaring over at the woman who'd made a comment.

      "Thank you, Julie. So as I was saying—"

      "It's the black wolf," I said. I wasn't going to play whatever game they had going here. Chaining me up, talking about stopping Finn from coming in, and sending him through the gate—that wasn't how this shit was going to go down. "I heard him in my mind throughout the incident."

      I saw then why Kelly was trying to take another tack. My information was the fox and the Women's Council were the chickens, all squawking and twittering. She looked at me steadily for a moment, and said, "If you'd let me deal with this."

      I nodded slowly and then flexed my wrists within the cuffs, meaningfully.

      "You may as well uncuff her. From all accounts, she didn't touch anyone before setting off the men, so keeping her bound is just adding insult to injury," Ophelia said. Kelly and the other matriarchs all looked at one another for the moment, making me wonder if there wasn't some sort of psychic component to being Tirian. "Are you afraid all of you are unable to overcome one woman? Because that's what you're saying to the rest of the council."

      Kelly sighed and produced keys from her pockets. Asher went to say something, and Kelly froze, then looked back at the woman. She fell silent at the glance from her alpha.

      "Stay in your seat," Kelly said, and then removed the cuffs.

      I rubbed at my wrists as she recounted what had happened. In some ways, it was an interesting process to watch, as the different stories were added to and discussed by the women until most people were satisfied they had the truth of it. It was hard for me to judge, being kinda out of it for most of the event. But not others, evidently. Some women looked down at me with narrowed eyes at tales of the infectious sexual rampage I'd apparently gone on.

      "Is this part of the human taint?" one woman stood and asked. "We know the weaker hybrids seem to have no discrete times for the heat, choosing to mate on impulse."

      "I have the 'taint'," Carissa said, standing next. "This has not happened to me, nor any of the other members of the diaspora who made it back to Sanctuary. Julie mentioned the black wolf. What has been done with him? The fact he got past our defences for one has never been sufficiently addressed, nor what will be done with him other than leave him in his jail cell. Has there been an attempt to interrogate him?"

      Kelly wanted the attention of the group, well now she had it.

      "Attempts have been made, but with little success."

      “Why should we bother with this? Execute the black wolf and exile the girl. If her mates decide to go with her, then more fool them,” another woman said.

      “Because we need women,” Nancy said. “We excluded many just as you say, creating the diaspora, and now our problems have come home to roost. Your sons, my sons, all of our sons do not have enough mates to choose from, some even deciding to embrace their female-less existence.” It felt like every woman’s eyes slid towards Kelly. “We need women, no matter what form they take, along with whatever problems they bring, or we lose our strength, our children.”

      A silence settled over the room, the last few women taking their seats.

      "Let me," I said. Kelly's eyes snapped down to meet mine. I saw the fire raging within them, but I needed to get to the bottom of this. "He spoke to me when I went to his cell. Has he spoken to any others?" The matriarchs were curiously quiet. "He hasn't, has he? Look, I'm sorry for what happened. That has to have been your sons, your husbands, your grandsons, cousins, brothers that were involved in the incident at Stores. I was horrified by the whole thing. Imagine if there'd been kids around..." I looked down for a moment at the red marks on my wrists. "I felt completely out of control of my body. I didn't want to do what I did, but it was as if someone else was calling the shots. Not hormonal crazy like the heat, like an alien consciousness was inside my head, pushing me to one side. No one wants to get to the bottom of this more than me, no one. He spoke to me throughout it, said I needed to lure men to my side." Murmuring started at that but quickly died away. "And when I asked him what he wanted, he said, me." I scanned the women around the room. "Cuff me, bind me, do it in the company of whoever you want, but let me get the answers we need from him, so we can ensure this doesn't happen again."

      "Sounds like a motion is being put to the floor," Ophelia said. "Alpha?"

      Kelly nodded. "We'll have a fifteen-minute discussion of the motion and then put it to the vote."
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      "We'll set up the interrogation for tomorrow," Kelly said as we all walked out. "I need to give the commanding officers some time to set things up. In the meantime, you will remain inside your house." She looked up when Finn, Slade, Brandon, and Aaron came rushing over. "Aaron, some of your unit mates will be guarding the house tonight. She can't leave under any circumstances. Just giving you a heads up."

      "Guess you get out of dinner tonight, love," he said to me. He tried smiling, but I could see the tension around his eyes. The rest held their tongues, with some effort.

      "No bonding party for you," I said to Finn. I wanted to smile, but my face wouldn’t obey. This wasn't fair, none of it was. "You deserve better than this."

      He smiled despite my expression, putting an arm around me. There it was, thrumming hard, like my heartbeat. I closed my eyes for a second and let it all fall away. Finn held me, all of me. Just then, I didn't need to strive, try, or act on anything. I was just seen, felt, heard. It was almost timeless, the moment could have gone on for seconds or hours, I couldn't tell, my defences were momentarily down. Which is perhaps why the black wolf chose to reach out to me now.

      Soon, little queen.

      My eyes jerked open, Finn's arm tightening around me as he stared at me, eyes wide.

      "I'll be attending," he said to Kelly, staring at her until she nodded slowly.

      "Just you, and perhaps Aaron,” she replied. “I’ll be by around 8 tomorrow morning. Be ready to go when I arrive. Julie.” She nodded to me before turning on her heel and walking away.

      "Give her here," Brandon said as soon as she was gone. He threw his arms around me, hugging me tight. "You came to see me."

      I heard the catch in his voice, felt the bite of his fingers. "It's not your fault."

      "I was out doing a fucking delivery for the queens, and you had to go through that? Fuck, Jules. One of us needs to be with you at all times until we've got this sorted. You've got two mates, now."

      "Mates, not bodyguards or jailers." I looked up as Aaron crossed his arms over his broad chest. "I can't live in everyone's pockets."

      "Jules..." Brandon's grey eyes were stark against his pale skin. "I'm on indefinite leave because they know the moment I go back to Stores, I'm going to rip Sonny's fucking head off."

      "Not if I get there first," Finn growled.

      "Those fucking bastards. They had to know that there was something wrong, that she wasn't in her right mind."

      "I don't think they were either, mate." The two of them stared at Slade. "You think I don't know what you feel? I was lying on the bed, stroking one off, half out of my mind with heat fever while my bloody mate walked right into a pack of rabid wolves. But I felt it, Aaron felt it. It was like heat, but so much more. It was... fucking alienating in its intensity. I would have done anything right then to get off, anything." He shook his head then patted his pockets for a cigarette. "Let’s get our mate home, where we can contain whatever the fuck is going on, and get ready to pound that interloping bastard into the ground if he doesn't start giving us some answers."

      And that was that. Everyone nodded and started to walk over to the cars.

      "The boys will keep you safe," Aaron said as we went, clasping my hand in his. "Don't worry."

      I was worried. Of course, I was worried. I could almost feel him on my shoulder, the black wolf, a monkey on my back ready to steer me in whatever direction he wanted, and I didn't know why. Why was he so keen for me to bond with the guys? I looked at Finn's strong back as we walked, his eyes flicking back to me, unable to let me out of sight for more than a few minutes. That would have happened anyway, wouldn't it? I hated the feeling I was always on someone else's timetable—the black wolf's, my heat, whatever.

      When we got home, men in khaki were stationed around the house, and Aaron stopped to talk to a few of them, perfectly comfortable with the big guns they were toting. I stayed with him, holding his hand. He'd had the least of my time, this was not how we did things when he was off roster. He noted this with a shy smile, something that kept going throughout a subdued dinner.

      "This is lovely," I said belatedly as we ate.

      "The little woman does know how to put on a fine spread," Jack said, patting his knee as Hawk passed around yet more dishes. "C'mere and give Daddy some sugar."

      "Fuck off, Jack," Hawk said. "I'm glad you like it. We'll have leftovers for days. I figured there'd be more people around."

      A knock came from the front door before I could reply. Buddy scrambled to his feet, bounding over to the door with his tail wagging.

      "I'll get it," Aaron said, getting to his feet and pulling a gun from his waistband. When had he put that there?

      "I'm sorry this is unannounced, but we wanted to come and congratulate the happy couple."

      We all turned to see Ophelia and another woman come through the door, toting casserole dishes.

      "Finn, darling," Ophelia said, holding out her arms to him.

      "Hey, Nana, thanks for coming," Finn said as he wrapped his arms around her.

      Nana? My eyebrows shot up. I looked across at Jack who just rolled his eyes and nodded. They were cousins?

      "And my clever Jack. How are you finding your new situation?" He stepped up to take his hug, his usually acerbic expression softening for a moment.

      "Hawk's happy, so I am."

      She nodded, despite his close-mouthed declaration.

      "And the ever-patient Hawk. Give me a hug."

      "Nice to see you, Auntie," he said, enfolding the women in his arms.

      "I'm Grace, Finn's mum," a beautiful woman with long auburn hair and grey eyes said. I got to my feet and took the dish she held out.

      "Hi, I'm Jules. This smells delicious! Come and sit down. We need to find some more chairs."

      "On it," Brandon said, disappearing down the hallway.

      "Thanks for coming, Mum," Finn said, wrapping his arm around the much smaller woman. "You got the news?"

      "Yes." She looked from him to me. Like most mothers, she seemed to be able to hold a whole world of information in one word. "Finn, are the two of you OK? The things people are saying... You didn't call?"

      "Sorry, Mum. Things have been just insane. I got into a dominance fight with half the single blokes..."

      "He's a man who was experiencing the first flush of his mate bond and had her taken away from him in handcuffs, Grace," Ophelia said gently.

      "That was..." Grace shook her head. "A bad business."

      "So you're Ophelia's daughter? Kelly's sister? Sorry," I said. "The family trees here seem kinda..." Don't say incestuous, don't say incestuous. "Convoluted."

      Grace went to reply, but Ophelia said, "No, though I would have been proud to have a daughter like Grace. My son, Max, was one of Finn's fathers.”

      “Oh.”

      Silence hung over the room for a moment as everyone noted their conspicuous absence.

      “Max was sent through the gate for insubordination,” Ophelia said. I saw Grace pale as she took a seat, her hands restlessly shifting the place setting around until it was just so. “Finn’s other fathers, Grey and Rhydian, went with him into exile. But that was an ugly, ugly business. Let’s eat, shall we?”

      I watched Ophelia take a seat at the end of the table, sitting between Hawk and Jack, regal as a queen. “Why aren’t you alpha of Sanctuary?” I said. I probably shouldn’t have. There was no doubt a good reason for this, one no one wanted to talk about, but I was pretty much done with the secrecy. Sanctuary was just that, a lovely safe place to land, but there was so much secret squirrel shit going on.

      "I was, for a very long time, and then my daughter challenged me and she won. Now, could someone please pass me the mashed potatoes?"

      

      The rest of the meal went by peacefully. I watched the interactions closely, trying to get a sense of how everyone fit together. We'd been existing in the hothouse of the honeymoon cottage for some time since I'd shifted, and this was one of the few chances I'd had to see how things worked on the bonded side of Sanctuary.

      Ophelia was a natural leader, charismatic, keeping the conversation flowing and making sure to include everyone in it. I wondered what it must be like to be her daughter and alpha. I was supposed to be the hostess, but I was little more than a player in the scene she carefully orchestrated.

      As was Grace. Finn's mum was quiet throughout the meal, smiling and contributing when prompted, but otherwise, just a silent presence on the other side of Finn. When it all wound down and dessert was finished, the two of them got up to go.

      "I'll be by tomorrow," Ophelia said. "You can't be expected to come to my home now that the alpha has instated this ridiculous house arrest." She smiled when she saw my expression. "Don't worry, it won't be too early. You have quite the number of men to attend to."

      "I want answers, Ophelia," I said. "I don't need therapy, just some clues about what's going on, so I can make the best decisions."

      "Of course, darling. All I know is yours to command. Grace?"

      Finn's mum stepped forward from where she was giving her son one last hug. "I'll walk home. Need to burn off some of that amazing food Hawk cooked."

      "Very well, goodnight all."

      And then it was Ophelia, out.

      "Julie, can you see me out?" Grace asked, coming closer.

      "Of course—"

      "I'll come with," Finn said.

      "No, darling, the boys look like they need some help putting all that food away in the kitchen. You go."

      Her voice was gentle, her hand on his shoulder light, yet even I noted the thin note of steel within her tone. He nodded, caught my eye for a second, and then turned to leave.

      The moon was high when we walked outside, the breeze cool and refreshing. Grace took in the armed men standing sentry around the perimeter of the house, then looked back at me. "You seem like a nice person, Julie."

      "I'm sensing a but coming."

      "But if I'd known this was coming, I might have voted that you be exiled through the gate and left to fend for yourself." Her eyes, so familiar yet not, fixed on mine. "Finn's all I have left. This place has taken everything from me. I was a stranger, like you. I fell into this topsy turvy world, where men throw themselves at women. Multiples of them, beautiful men too, not some grotty barflies. When I bonded with Max, I thought my heart would burst in my chest, unable to feel so full. Then Rhydian and Grey joined us..." She glanced over to the driveway, across the road, where the neighbour’s house sat. "Don't let them send my boy away. Fight with whatever you have, use whoever you have to. You saw it at council. They don't like powerful males, they think of him as a throwback to those who raped our forebears and left them to die. Finn was always a threat, being Ophelia's grandson and Kelly's nephew. They think they've kept him neutralised, not realising it’s his good heart that's always kept his power in check. You're his mate now, you’re ultimately responsible for him. Protect him from them."

      I nodded, unable to come up with anything sensible as her words hit me hard. I blinked, staring but not seeing for a moment before I said, "They'll never take Finn from me. I'll make the place burn if they do."

      She looked me over carefully, then reached out and patted my hand. “That’s what I needed to know. He’s special, my boy. All mothers say that, but in this case, it’s true. But you know that already, don’t you?” I nodded. “I’m sorry, this is not how I’d wanted to welcome anyone to our family, but… Changes are coming. I need to know he’s safe.”

      

      I walked inside in a bit of a daze, drifting over to the kitchen as that's where the noise was coming from.

      "We're running out of room in here. I sent most of the food the caterers had brought back, but still."

      Hawk stood in front of the fridge, a dish in his hand, looking for a space to put it.

      "Hey," Brandon said, pushing away from the sink and coming over, hands all soapy from doing the dishes. "You OK?"

      "They send you guys through the gate, into... that world?"

      His eyes darted to Hawk and then back again.

      "It doesn't really happen—"

      "But it can. If you don't toe the line? If you piss the alpha or the matriarchs off?"

      "Can't be just that, love," Hawk said, coming so close, I could feel the warm length of his body behind me. "Jack'd be thrown through a million times over by this point."

      "Except he's the son of the alpha. Has he got any sisters or brothers? And where are his dads?" Silence at that. "Did his dads go with Finn's?"

      "It was before all of us, obviously. The nanas and the aunties don't talk about it, except in the vaguest form of a threat," Brandon said. "There was a schism of some sort, and the dissenters lost. That's all I've been able to piece together. They went through the gate, never to be heard of again."

      "To that place, the one that looks like some pastoral idyll?"

      "Not sure if it looks like that anymore," Hawk said. "It's only the miners who go through." I frowned slightly. I'd heard about this mine, but never seen evidence of it. "Gold's common as dirt there, just an overly soft, pretty, but useless metal. We mine it, sell it to the humans. Carefully though, we nearly crashed the market before we understood the process, apparently. But c'mon, you can't be thinking of the past on the night of taking your second mate. I made you something special, kept it to one side so that Jack, the greedy little cunt, didn’t eat it."

      Hawk dug into the fridge, swiftly moving around dishes until he produced a small ramekin full of what looked like chocolate cake.

      "God, is that...?" Brandon said. Hawk nodded, his smile broadening. "Jules, you're in for a treat. That's Mate's Torte. It's fucking amazing."

      "Have a taste," Hawk said.

      "Don't I have to wait for Finn or Slade or something?"

      "He's got his own in the fridge."

      "OK, well, do you guys want some?" That provoked a low moan from the two of them. "What? It's just cake."

      "Not just cake," Brandon said, tugging me backwards so I could feel his hard body against mine. "This shit is next level. How'd you get the recipe, Hawk?"

      "My nana shared it. Kept having sons and grandsons, so no girls to pass it onto."

      "I'll wash some spoons. I think they're all in the sink," Brandon said, shifting beneath me.

      "Don't need to," Hawk said, and sunk his finger into the glossy dark surface. "Here."

      Those coffee brown eyes watched mine as I looked at him, then the lump of cake on the end of his finger. His smile flickered when I leant forward, and Brandon's hands went to my hips when they were forced back against his, my hand wrapping around Hawk's wrist. As I opened my mouth, Brandon said, "This has meaning to it."

      "Shut up, Brandon," Hawk said, but it wasn't harsh.

      "She's sick of going into this shit blind."

      "What?" I said, my mouth watering as I smelled the unique scent of man and cake combined. Both were going to feel so good going into my mouth.

      "Sharing your mating cake is an indicator for the non-bonded, that they might be next."

      I glanced around at Brandon, noting he still held me firm against him. "Like catching a bouquet at a wedding?"

      "Just eat the damn cake, Jules. I'm not going to assume anything by it." Hawk said.

      I cocked an eyebrow, then shrugged and sucked the sweet off his finger.

      Oh... fuck. I've had a whole lot of damn good cakes over the years. Like chocolate and liqueur, chocolate and tart cherry, double chocolate and salted caramel with cream and chocolate shavings. But nothing compared to this.

      Hawk chuckled when my hand wrapped around his wrist, preventing him from pulling away. Intense flavour burst in my mouth—chocolate and hazelnut, liqueur and cream, butter and sugar, coffee and something else. I licked his finger, finding every scrap of cake and rasping it away to reveal the salty, slightly nicotine flavour of Hawk. When I realised I'd been acting like some kind of ravening animal—complete with grunts—I pulled back, blinking. Hawk didn't look in any way put out, his smile twisting into something as dark and delicious as the cake itself.

      "Nice?" He reached out and brushed away a spot from the corner of my mouth, my eyes watching as he licked his fingertip clean.

      Goddamn.

      "Do I get any?"

      Brandon's voice was a low buzz in my ear, his pupils blown large when I looked around at him.

      "Of course." I twisted to get him a serving, but Hawk was too quick. We both watched him hook a thick finger into the container again and pull out a mouthful.

      "Here."

      Hawk's hand stretched out and past me, holding his offering out to the other man. Brandon's hand gripped my hip hard as he leaned forward, forcing me to move with him. I had a ringside seat for watching Brandon wrap his full lips around Hawk's finger and suck.

      "Why is this hot?" I muttered. "Why is sucking cake off his fingers so fucking hot?"

      Hawk heard me and chuckled, something that sent a low thrum through me.

      "Well, well, well. What do we have here?"

      Jack stood in the kitchen doorway, a picture of golden indolence. His green eyes were hooded as he watched Brandon finish the job just as thoroughly as I had.

      "Getting people to suck you off for baked goods again, love? We talked about this."

      "Fuck off, Jack." Hawk's voice was a low growl.

      "Why?" He strolled over to take position behind his lover, pulling his thick brown hair back before placing careful kisses along the muscular column of his neck. His eyes burned into mine as he pushed the man's collar away, revealing the place where a white mating scar should be before kissing over that. I wasn't sure if he was staking his claim and shoving it in my face, or trying to invite me to do the same. My Tirian paced inside me, eyes watching his every movement. "If someone's licking you, I wanna watch."

      Brandon's lips pulled free with a pop, and he drew back, looking a little dazed. "God, that's good."

      "Isn't it? He made an amazing batch with his Nan when his cousin was mated. We ate it all nice and neatly at the bridal table, but he had extras, didn't you, love?" Jack's voice was a hypnotic sing-song as he unbuttoned Hawk's shirt. We both watched his hands smooth the garment away, then claw through the smattering of dark hair across his chest. "Took them to bed with us, didn't we? Smeared it all over our bodies and then licked..." We watched his fingers tug at Hawk's nipples. "it all..." His hands went to Hawk's waistband, toying with the button there. "...off."

      "Sounds like a good way to get a UTI."

      Our heads snapped around to see Slade, Finn, and Aaron in the doorway. Slade watched me shake my head as I stepped away from the cake orgy in the making and over to them.

      "The cake is amazing, Hawk," I said. The words sounded clunky and awkward, but I couldn't think of anything more intelligent to add right now. I shifted, feeling that uncomfortable slickness again.

      This you again? I thought, waiting for the black wolf to reply. All I heard was a chuckle, but it was difficult to know if it was real or just my memory of today.

      "Got any more?" Slade said. "You've got these two panting, so it must be good."

      "Sure." Hawk stepped away from Jack, missing the other man's disgruntled expression, and retrieved a few more containers, then passed them out. Brandon seemed to recover, digging through the soapy water for a couple of spoons. The three who'd missed out dug in, and soon, the kitchen was filled with more groans of pleasure.

      "Oh, my, god," Slade said, looking at the container with both desire and suspicion. "Fuck, it'd be almost worth the pain pissing. Imagine sticking the head of your dick in this and then having it sucked off. Or painting her clit with it."

      "OK, what the fuck is in that stuff? Is this some kind of old aphrodisiac your grandmother makes?" I asked. God, this place was weird.

      "Kind of," Hawk said, his head resting back on Jack's, no longer pulling away as the hand went south.

      I felt a stab of fear at that, my eyes darting around the room. These were my guys, people I'd invited into my house, not horny randos that wouldn't take no for an answer. But will they stay like that? For a moment, I had a clear idea of exactly what we could get up to with the sex cake and the six of them, and it looked just as delicious as the dessert was. But I shook my head, wanting to be free of the close, smothering atmosphere in the kitchen. I never wanted to see that blank-eyed look of lust on their faces again. I needed to know what the hell was going on with the black wolf, and I wasn't getting nakey with anyone until I did.

      "How about you guys finish up here? I'll take some food out to the blokes outside. We have too much for the fridge as it is."

      Hands around spoons, sliding down well-muscled chests stopped where they were for a moment. I ignored the looks of concern and frustration, busying myself with pulling out paper plates and loading them up with random blobs of food. I didn't stop until I felt a hand on my shoulder.

      "I'll give you a hand," Aaron said. He rubbed my back, taking in the slow release of tension there with a nod. The guys started to protest, but as the two of us ferried plates out of the kitchen, I felt like I could breathe properly again.

      "Hey," one of the guys said as we approached. He looked at me with concern, but seemed more relaxed when he saw Aaron.

      "Thought you might want some food. We've got too much to fit in the fridge," I said.

      "Ah... we're not supposed to."

      "Don't worry about it, Frank," Aaron said. "This is a bullshit assignment, and you know that."

      Frank looked at me for a second and then nodded. "Thanks, I appreciate it." He called out to the other guys, who ambled over and took their plates enthusiastically.

      "Sorry it couldn't have been your boys out here tonight, but alpha’s orders," Frank said to Aaron. "I know you would have rather had them guarding your girl."

      "Hey, there's no one on base I wouldn't trust. Things seem to have settled down, anyway. I'd say you'll have a quiet rotation until the next unit relieves you."

      "From your lips to the Great Wolf's ear," one of the other men said. "This food is good."

      "Enjoy. C'mon, Jules."

      The tension started to wind up as I walked back inside the house. The guys looked like they'd squared away the rest of the food and had drifted off, no doubt preparing for bed. It'd been a hell of a day, the weight of it pushing down on me all of a sudden. "In here," Aaron said, and steered me into the spare room I'd slept in last night.

      "I... I better..."

      "Jules, get into bed. You're dead on your feet. If you're worried about stripping off, I'll go find some pyjamas for you."

      "I don't own pyjamas," I said, staring at the white sheets.

      "Then I'll lend you a shirt. C'mon, get in."

      I watched him strip down to just his boxers. He was a good looking guy, with the high cheekbones and tawny colouring, but his body was a bloody work of art, all big, taut muscle. I felt tiny beside him.

      "You keep taking care of me, and I haven't done anything for you," I said.

      "You could get into bed. That'd go a long way to reassuring me."

      "You know what I mean," I said as I got under the covers. I'd stripped off while his back was turned, still oddly shy around him. "Usually, we're tearing each other’s clothes off the minute you get home."

      "Yeah, but I know you've had a little too much clothes tearing for one day. I can smell your fear, Jules."

      "Not of you." I rolled into his shoulder when he tugged me closer, snuggling into the side of his body. I closed my eyes for a second, smelling that piney, woody scent of his.

      "A little of me, of us. It's been intense bonding, yeah?" I nodded. "And today would have scared the shit out of anyone. If I was just here for sex, maybe I would be pissed, but I think we both know I'm looking for more. Jules?" I looked up at him, at those eyes so warm, I felt like I could almost put my hands out in front of them to defrost. He moved in slowly to kiss me, keeping it light and sweet when I didn't pull away. He smiled when we finally drew back. "Sleep, Jules, as much as you can. You're going to need rest before you see that bastard tomorrow."

      I lay there for a while, feeling the long slow strokes down my spine, listening to the steady sound of his heartbeat. I was tired, I could feel the exhaustion beating down on me. I'd thought the previous day intense, but that had apparently been a challenge for this one. But for all Aaron's good intentions, he wasn't exactly relaxing to be around, for the best possible reasons.

      There was still that kind of 'strange' feel to him. We'd certainly added a whole lot of stuff to our sexual repertoire since getting together, trying out lots of things just the two of us and with the other guys, but I knew him the least. It was comforting to lay my head on that big beautiful body, but it was also...intriguing. The prickle of interest I felt down my spine felt natural and organic, not thrust onto me by paranormal forces, so I slid my hand down his stomach.

      The muscles immediately bunched, turning to cobblestones under my palm, then his hand slapped down on mine and stopped me from going any farther.

      "Jules, it’s fine. You don't need to do that."

      "Don't I?" I rose up on one shoulder. "What if I want to?"

      "You've had a tough day and had to endure—"

      "I know what I went through. Thanks for being considerate of that, really. There's plenty of blokes who would have just cornered me in here and started pushing their dick at me, whining about how long it'd been since I got them off. But you're not like that."

      "I'd fucking hope not. My nana would kill me."

      "I don't want to have sex. I'm definitely not relaxed enough, and if I ask the guys to help out there, this'll turn into some huge thing, and then I'll be woken by Kelly hammering on my door in the morning, covered in all of your cum."

      "Fuck, Jules, don't talk like that."

      "Why?" I walked my fingers down his abdomen. "Because you're aching?"

      "You make me so fucking hard, you know that. Especially when I've been on roster." He pushed a strand of hair behind my ear. "I spend the week stroking my cock non-fucking-stop, thinking about you until my bunkmate made me take the bottom, sick of hearing the springs creak. But we'll get there. Even if it’s not until my next leave, or the one after that. Keeps my calluses well maintained."

      He grinned and showed me those massive paws of his, and sure enough, there were calluses across the tops of his palms. Though, I was willing to bet he got them in a much more prosaic way.

      "What would you be doing right now if you'd been sent down to barracks?"

      "Now?" He glanced at his watch. “It'd be lights out, so I guess I'd be starting to take care of the hard-on I'd been sporting all day."

      "Yeah? And how would that start? Gentle or rough?"

      His eyes sparkled in the gloom of the bedroom, the only light the diffused moonbeams coming in through the curtains.

      "How would I...? Well, it depends. If everyone's out to it and I've got the energy, I like to start out slow, make the whole thing last a bit."

      "Like this?"

      I sat up beside him, dislodging the blankets, and then reached over and gripped his cock lightly.

      "Fuck..." he said, fingers digging into the sheets.

      "Like this, Aaron?"

      I let my fingers brush against him as I rubbed my hand up and down, only just tight enough to register. As if I was holding the most fragile thing. His feet shifted on the bed, knees pulling up as he groaned.

      "Yeah, just like that."

      "And then what?"

      "Mmm?" Aaron's reply was strangled, his hips moving in small little thrusts along with my hand.

      "And then what would happen?"

      "And then..." I slowed my stroke, loosening my grip until he could probably hardly feel it.

      "And then I'd probably start focussing on the head. That spot right under it." I tightened my fingers and then pushed my thumb down lightly on the spot before working it up and down. "Yeah, that's it, Jules. Just like that. God, love, that feels so fucking good."

      I swallowed down a cruel smile when I pulled away and watched him collapse on the bed, panting, his dick twitching for more, before I rolled over to the bedside table. Ever the sexual pragmatists, the people of Sanctuary; there was lube and a few other intriguing items in there. I fished a couple out and then rolled back to him.

      "Get on your hands and knees, soldier."

      He shot me a quizzical look, but a hard dick was obviously a suitable incentive for him to do as I wanted without questioning. Something settled inside me as I saw him do as I asked. This was all for fun, and I'd never make him do anything he didn't want, but seeing him follow my orders helped replace some of the sense of agency I felt I'd lost today.

      He looked beautiful like this. His muscles taut and quivering under my hand as I rubbed his back and glutes, not a scrap of fat on him.

      "Spread your legs," I said, slapping my hand down on his butt when he hesitated. He jumped, but I saw the spasmodic twitch of his cock. Was he into that? Did he want me to smack his arse until it was red? I sat back on my heels, undoing the lid of the lube and meditating on his splendid form. I'd read plenty of BDSM mummy porn over the years, but never in a million years thought I'd be in a position to indulge with someone like Aaron. I rubbed my hand over the spot I'd slapped. A conversation for another time, I thought, and then poured some lube on my palm.

      His groan was long and low when my slick hand grabbed his cock. I worked it in slow corkscrewing motions that had all the muscles in his legs and back popping with the effort of holding still. His breath came in short pants when he let it come. Then I shuffled closer and brushed my other lube-soaked fingers over his arse.

      “How about this? Would you do this?”

      "Jules..." he pleaded, and I knew what for.

      He gasped, going very still except for the twitch of his cock. I circled that sensitive bunch of muscles in smaller and smaller circles, waiting until I felt it all relax before pushing the tip of a finger in.

      The sounds he made were something I'd never heard from him—part surprise, part joy, part sensual surrender. They got louder as I ventured in deeper.

      

      Brandon and I had chatted about it, one post-coital moment a while ago. He and Aaron got it on rarely, but I admit, it fascinated me. Particularly when they had hands free orgasms with startling regularity. Was it just the sensation of a dick in the arse that made it so hot, they blew spontaneously?

      "The prostate, Jules. You master that, and any guy will fall at your feet. The most mind-blowing, eye crossingly, 'come like a feckless teen' type of orgasm a man can have. You girls can keep on going, but we can have super O's, if you know how to manipulate it right."

      He'd talked me through the process with a twinkle in his eye, the two of us too tired to do much about it at the time, but I had been curious. I thrust my finger in and out in time with my strokes of Aaron’s dick, pulling back as his grunts got louder and louder. I pushed another slick fingertip against the tight ring of muscle, listening to his babbled pleas before pushing in.

      "Fuck, fuck, fuck," he yelped.

      "Are you OK?"

      "Good, so good. Yes, Jules, like that."

      I tightened my hand on his swollen length, which just pulled more languorous cries from him, the lube stopping my palm from grabbing at his skin and providing a tight sleeve around his dick. Then I moved my fingers inside him, attentive to what Brandon had told me.

      "A tight bundle of nerves. There's no way you won't know when you hit it. Seriously, if the guy you're with doesn't start praying to whatever deity he follows and seeing the gods themselves, there's something wrong."

      "That good? Is that why you like being on the receiving end of anal?"

      "I like being on the receiving end sometimes, with someone who actually knows what they're doing. Some like being just used as a cock sleeve, but not me. If you're going to split me open, make me see stars or I'm out." He cocked an eyebrow at me. "Something you could do if you have a mind to."

      "That a suggestion or an order, Doc?"

      He rolled over until he loomed over me on his hands and knees. "Whichever one you want it to be, sweetheart."

      Bingo, I felt something swollen under my fingertips. He yelped when I brushed over it, then cried out as I curled my fingers and stroked. I smirked as Aaron went completely offline. He made noises more like an animal, unable to form any sort of words anymore. I glanced at the door, worried everyone would come stampeding in. He was letting loose, and it was kinda beautiful to see as he just gave himself totally up to pleasure. His hips jerked spasmodically now, and then his cock began to drool.

      "It's an entirely different process than coming," Brandon said, a little shiver going down his spine. "It sounds gross, but your cock leaks cum. It oozes out as you just build and build and build to the most insane orgasm. It's like the cum is sucked out of your balls."

      Aaron was rigid within my grip, the veins along his length clearly picked out, rubbing against my palm as I sped up. We were racing now, the wet patch on the bed growing and growing. I pressed down harder on the swollen gland inside him, making sure my fingers circled the whole thing.

      "Jules...coming."

      His entire body shook as the cum jetted out of him, spraying all across the bed. He flinched when I pulled my fingers out—which worried me a little—but he jerked away and threw me down on the bed, covering me with his body. His mouth smashed against mine, his tongue forced between my lips, his hands tangling in my hair. He drew back slightly and said, "That's was fucking intense."

      "I wanted to make you feel good."

      "It did. I felt like my nuts were exploding. God, Jules, you can do that any time you like."

      I looked over at the sex toys I'd pulled out of the drawer.

      "Had some ideas, did you?" He picked one up and took a look. "Don't put these in anyone's butt. No flared base, and they're likely to go missing." He twisted the base and smiled when we heard the low rumble. "Perfect for you, though. You don't smell scared anymore."

      "I'm not."

      He smiled as he worked his way down my body.
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      "Finally."

      The metal gate clanged shut behind me. I spun around to see the black wolf lounging against the wall, thankfully provided with pants now. He watched me quickly scan his body with a grin.

      "I was starting to think I needed to induce a community wide orgy to get you here," he said. "You know, all 120 Days of Sodom."

      "You’ve read the Marquis de Sade?" I said, my eyebrows shooting up.

      "I'm impressed you know. I'm Sylvan, by the way." He tried to put one hand through the bars for me to shake, but he jerked it back when the barrier started to spark. He wiped it on his leg, instead. "Our relationship has developed in quite the topsy turvy fashion. Bonding first, then learning each other's names."

      "I haven't given you mine."

      "That's right, Julie, you haven't."

      "Bonded?" We all turned to see Kelly, Ophelia, and Nancy at the gate. It was unlocked, and they were ushered in. Their eyes went from me to Sylvan.

      "Why yes? What did you think my little attack was about? I was on my own, not leading a vanguard. I had to bide my time, waiting for just the right moment to make the little woman mine."

      He said the words with a carnivorous smile, his fingers wrapped around the bars, ignoring the fact the metal was beginning to spark. The tiny flutter of his eyelids made me wonder if he liked the pain. I frowned, taking an involuntary step back. Bonded? My hand went to my neck, the women's eyes following it, which brought them near. A quick inspection both confirmed his assertion and ratcheted the tension in the room higher.

      "Black wolves don't bond," Kelly said, shaking her head, her voice beginning to rise.

      "We kept him locked up here in case of this eventuality," Ophelia said. "This is not unexpected."

      "You say you laid in wait for this girl, wanting to bond her," Nancy said, drawing nearer, the deep purple of her dress trailing over the floor. "Why?"

      "Because together she and I are going to save this place from imminent destruction."

      

      Silence fell over the room like a thick blanket. I stared at the man in the cage, part of my pack, apparently. Or was I part of his? He was beautiful, as they all were. Even the black wolves seemed to possess this peacock gene that made them look like supermodels. But he was an alien presence here, moving restively in his cage now, as the three Council members communed via Vulcan mind meld or something. I wanted out of here. I wanted out, the scar gone, our connection broken. I wanted to be free of his influence.

      Not going to happen, my dear, Sylvan said as he shot me a look. And you'd do well to listen to me, if you want to keep those pretty men of yours safe.

      "You're raving," Kelly said. "The black wolves haven't made a serious attempt to break through the gate in centuries. The gold we harvest isn't useful to them, and I scarcely think you'd try to force yourself in here to steal televisions and microwaves."

      "Which begs the question—why? If what I say is true, why would my people be coming?"

      When Sylvan's eyes slid over to the council women, mine followed. They were curiously calm. Ophelia cleared her throat, and said, "They come for what we have, and they lack. Men."

      Sylvan's grin spread wider.

      "It has always been the way, it appears. As a warrior culture, we've produced a distressing surplus of women since the time of the curse."

      "Curse!" Nancy spluttered. "Of course, one of you would see the fact that our forebears survived and took Tirian form as a curse. It was a blessing!"

      "For you. For my people, it heralded a great change. The history books say we didn't take women as mates, kept none in our camps or settlements. We roamed the land, taking what we needed, killing the men and children, raping the women, and then leaving once we knew they swelled with child. When they gave birth, they always produced sons. Sons that grew up to be Tirian, taking nothing from their mothers except for perhaps colouring. The sons returned to us on instinct, and we trained them to be the next legion of warriors."

      He scraped his hair back from his face.

      "And so the cycle repeated. Over and over, until you."

      "The goddess transformed us, made us a symbol of strength,” Nancy snapped. “We rose from the ashes—"

      "Yes, yes, I know. I've read your histories too. But the problem is, you have what we need. Male births have been declining for years. We solved this problem by assigning the many women we now produce in groups to the men, giving each one an embarrassment of riches to slake his lust upon. All in the hope of producing more sons, more warriors, only for them to be few and far between. You've kept my people placated somewhat, by sending through your males who refuse to kowtow to your matriarchal rule. But this was a blessing and a curse."

      His blue eyes slowly moved around the room, taking in each and every one of us.

      "Mine are a primitive people, preferring the arts of war to those of learning, but even those lunkheads couldn't help but see the differences in your beasts when you shift. The white, the grey, they brought something to the gene pool, something that turned the rising female child tide a little. Your men, when put to the women, produce exponentially more sons. They don't want your gold or your technology or your learning, they want your men."

      

      "And what is your role in this? Why would you fight your way past our men to get through the gate and bite an untried girl?" Kelly said.

      "Could we send them more men?" Nancy said, stroking her chin. "Perhaps we could instigate a swap. It would keep the peace on both of our ends."

      Ophelia just stood there, arms crossed, eyes boring into the black wolf's. He snorted and then began to pace, tugging his hair back into a ponytail, his fingers scraping against his skull.

      "Always so fucking short sighted," he muttered. He turned back to the bars, slamming his hands down on them, causing the men around us to jerk up their weapons. The electrical charge started to build as he stayed in contact with the steel, his hair beginning to lift in response, but he remained unmoved. "You don't understand. They won't be appeased. They have always thought that this was an act of aggression by your goddess, that she struck out against us for our 'crimes'. That the declining numbers of our warriors, that we drown in female children, was a deliberate ploy to reduce our effectiveness, to weaken and soften us. You could send half of the men here to them, and they would not be satisfied. Those men you send, by the way, would be caged and moved from one group of women in heat to the next, fucking and fucking until their dicks are raw. They don't want breeders, they want to eradicate every damn hint of your existence. Your goddess can't use you as the mechanism with which to punish us, if none of you exists. They are gathering a force—mercenaries mostly—and are going to fight their way through your meagre little gate and massacre every single woman and child here. The men will be fucked until they're dead, and then the male children our women bear will be brought up in the proper manner. The Volken, my people, will rise again as a bloody and violent force, and no one will be able to stop them."

      "And why did you bring this information to us? Surely anyone within your host would see it as an unforgivable sin to warn us of this attack?"

      "Because I am their seer, and I know what's going to happen. They won't fucking listen to me, so I hope against hope that you will. I bit Julie because there was no other way for me to get into your community without a bullet to the head. You respect mate bonds in ways we don't. Let me out of here, let me take my place by my mate's side, and let me help you avert this threat."

      Kelly crossed her arms across her chest and stared at Sylvan.

      "Goddess, seers, visions. This is just a mystical load of bullshit."

      She looked around when her pronunciation got no response from anyone else, her brows creasing when the two matriarchs stayed as they were, regarding the interloper. "Mum?"

      "You haven't been made privy to this information," Nancy said. "You're not old enough, and we thought it would harm your performance as alpha."

      "What? What the hell are you going on about?"

      She demanded answers from the older woman, but Nancy's eyes went only for Ophelia.

      "You've done your best, as we always knew you would," Ophelia said, her voice much gentler. "We needed someone to bring the pack into the 21st century, adapt to the outsiders returning, and you have done well in this."

      "Mother, what the hell are you saying?"

      "When I was alpha, I was hamstrung by the more traditional focussed matriarchs. They resisted me at every turn, and I needed to do what I must without the label of alpha to tie me down."

      "No." Kelly's head shook wildly. "No, I took you down. I beat you fair and square."

      I would not have wanted to be Kelly right then. Ophelia’s eyes, those perfect pearl grey, cool, calm, and fucking merciless eyes. I thought about seeing them staring down at me as a kid and shuddered. Ophelia was always a regal figure, and now, she was positively imperious.

      "Take my hand." She stared down at her daughter, Kelly quivering with the effort of refusing her request, but her palm slapped down into her mother's. "Julie, take Nancy and Kelly's. Nancy, you and I will take the black wolf's."

      "His name's Sylvan."

      "Sylvan, then," she said.

      "Excuse me, ma'am, but you can't do that. Any contact with the bars, and you'll be electrified," one of the soldiers said.

      "That won't be a problem, will it, Sylvan?"

      He grinned and thrust his hands through, the bars sparking and then reverting back to cold, hard metal in a second.

      "This has always been a show of good faith on my part, remaining here."

      "And for that, we thank you. You will be installed in your mate's house directly afterwards." Kelly started to splutter, but Ophelia charged on. "Now, everyone close their eyes and take a deep breath."

      Ophelia didn't have to use the alpha whip in her voice to get you to do things. She sounded so eminently sensible and confident, you found yourself doing it anyway.

      I felt it as soon as I clasped hands, a weird buzzing hum that only grew more intense when the circle was completed.

      Show us this truth of yours, Ophelia said.

      Very well. I just hope you adhere to the human concept of not shooting messengers.

      Our consciousnesses arrowed up and out of the prison building, spearing towards the tall fences at the centre of Sanctuary. We brushed past the alarms and locks, went hurtling through thick trees, down the paved path towards the gate. Dogs—like the ones I'd seen through the fence line—jerked their heads up as we passed but the many soldiers milling around the gate paid us no mind. I saw the barracks, the training rooms, everything just before we dove into the pool of bright blue light that swelled between the huge standing stones.

      This is my first view of an alien world, I thought, but I didn't get to enjoy or dwell on it. We skimmed over grasslands and forests, the view beginning to blur as we sped faster and faster. Then we came to the settlement, a dark stain on the surrounding green landscape. Tall buildings made from stone had been created in narrow streets, all hidden behind a heavily fortified wall. Black-clad warriors of the ilk I'd seen in the vision strolled the ramparts, though their clothes were now of well-tailored leather rather than furs. Some toted the crystal spears I'd seen in my vision, others had longbows hung across their bodies, but there were others who were more worrying. I scanned the soldiers, many of them holding some form of firearm, and it was like looking at the history of guns in some kind of extremely realistic diorama. Old fashioned flintlocks were held alongside what looked like World War II rifles, a few were even frighteningly modern. The other thing I noticed, as our view of the Volken settlement grew, was the sheer numbers. This is not enough men? I thought.

      Too many women, too many mouths to feed. We settle in one place, farm rather than make war, Sylvan said. Let me show you. We dove down past the blocky buildings and under the cobblestone road, past a layer of dirt and stone to a haven below.

      I'd expected cages, or a concentration camp environment at least, so to say I was unprepared for what was there was an understatement. I felt the surprise of all the women when they took in the rich surroundings. It didn't necessarily follow any specific interior decor rules, more a random accumulation of what looked like beautiful and expensive items from many different cultures. But there were plentiful well-appointed rooms, expansive beds covered in silks and satins, and plush couches swimming with cushions. And the women were just as decorative. Each one of them was dressed finely and had the kinds of well rounded limbs and shining hair that spoke of being well kept. And beautiful. While the women of Sanctuary were no slouches, those here had the same kind of supermodel looks as the guys.

      "Bring cage 3's contents to Lian's daughters. They've gone into heat again." A man in an impeccably tailored black suit of steel reinforced leather armour gave an order to several men who didn't look like they were Tirian. They seemed somehow smaller, weaker, and more ordinary looking. "The little bitches are screaming down the walls again, and I have no time for that."

      "M'lord, cage 3 has only just returned from mating." A man wearing a stained white coat and toting what looked like an old school medical bag stepped forward. "I'm not sure the subjects will survive being put to the women again."

      His lordship considered the advice for a moment. "And who would you suggest? Lian has twelve daughters, and the bloody cows seem to heat sync."

      The man blanched, obviously not prepared for this question, his eyes darting as he stammered, "Well, uh...perhaps cage 5?"

      "Make it so. And, Doctor, I don't want to hear any more whining about the state of the breeders. Keep them alive, or you can join them."

      The man nodded, ducking his head to hide his expression, a curious mixture of surprise and anger. "Come, come," he said, gesturing to the other servants. "We need to get cage 5 to the bitches' box."

      We followed the doctor down a winding set of narrow corridors, the decor considerably less pretty down here. It was dark and dank, with condensation dripping from the stone ceilings. The group of them walked past spacious metal cages which a glance inside revealed multiple men. They were Tirian, you could see that from the fine bone structure and bodies, but the usual strong musculature was wasted here, leaving only very lean, hard frames. They looked as if every spare inch of flesh had been whittled down to leave only the essential. And whittled they had been. Many lay in heaps on the stone floors or against the walls, like they'd been dropped or thrown rather than resting.

      "Get them into decontamination before they go to the box," the doctor said. "Lian is a lord here and will not be pleased if his daughters return with lice."

      The slight men each pulled what looked like a cross between a cattle prod and a magic wand from the wall. One fished out a large ring of keys from his pocket and strode over to the cage marked 5.

      "No!" a prisoner said when they arrived. He slammed his fist against the metal bars, something that had the jailors pausing. "Rhydian is sick. He can't go, we'll not go until he gets some help!" The key holder made a hesitant step forward, but the man bashed the bars again. "Get that fucking miserable excuse of a 'doctor' over here now. He's been coughing up blood for days."

      Grey, Ophelia's voice said. It was completely disembodied, but I didn't need to see her face to hear the pain in it. That's Grey and Rhydian. You sent them to this!

      And how many of the older ones are men you sent, Mother? We've all used this as a means of maintaining control in Sanctuary. None of our hands are clean.

      And where is Max? Your own brother? Show me, Max.

      Ophelia appeared to be able to direct our vision, as we instantly began to rise, just as the doctor hurried over to the cage.

      "I propose we make a series of strikes against the mine. They have large numbers of their troops here, and we can begin a fairly risk free campaign of reducing those numbers before the major assault. We can pick off their troops in relative safety and also cut off their major income supply."

      We hovered over a large room, a huge table placed at its centre with a map dominating its surface. Men in the same kind of leather and steel uniform that his lordship had worn stood around it, with one exception. I knew it was Max as soon as I saw him. He looked thinner, there was a little grey in his brown hair, and his eyes were green rather than grey, but the resemblance to Finn was clear. He sat on a simple wooden chair, his wrists bound by manacles, the lines on his face made it seem that the frown he wore was a common expression.

      "This is correct, prisoner?"

      The men all turned to Max, one stepping forward when he didn't respond.

      "You made an overture to your jailor, said that you would provide information in exchange for medical treatment for one of your number, and your cage being excused from the next heat cycle. I believe, Lian, it is your daughters who are due to come into heat next?"

      A dark haired man with a thick beard nodded. "Yes, all twelve of them, if they are to be believed."

      "Synchronised heat cycles? Seems beyond the capacity of a woman to organise," another man said with a chuckle. "Perhaps it is yet more machinations to assuage their unholy hungers."

      "Willing to give them a seeing to, Brutus?" Lian said.

      "Not I, not until they settle down into suitable compliance. Like ravening whores when they are in the midst of this. No, I'll take my time after the heat has settled, like any civilised being. Let's leave it to the young men to slake their lusts."

      "Well, prisoner?"

      "It's correct. We've already told you this, but it's not going to make any difference. I keep telling you, if you get beyond Sanctuary and make it into the human lands, you'll end up being nuked from space. They have weapons and soldiers—"

      "Yes, yes. We've all heard your fairy tales before. Humans beings capable of such military feats." The lot of them laughed in that snotty way only blokes tripping on superiority complexes seem to be able to. "Guns are manufactured in the territory between the Summer and Winter kingdoms."

      "Silverwood," one of the men said helpfully.

      "Yes, Silverwood. No human is capable of such ingenuity. You think to hide the talents of your gunsmiths behind these stories, but it will not work."

      "Right, right," Max said. "Because Smith and Wesson are just the names of two old faerie families. You stupid fucks, I'd pay anything to see your faces when you come face to face with a modern army."

      The man closest to Max struck out so quickly it was a blur, his leather gauntlet smacking into Max's face so hard, his neck snapped back, the metal studs ripping the skin there.

      "You are a throwaway from a repellent society," the man said in a perfectly icy tone, every word delivered with clipped precision. "Not even able to hold your place in a community run by women. We are not so soft hearted, to push the insubordinate through a trans-dimensional gate to fend for ourselves. We extinguish them. So, provide some useful information, or I'll have you tied to the women's post and fucked until you're dead."

      I don't know if this is where we wanted to end the vision or Sylvan did, but up we went, faster and faster, until I felt nauseous with it. Then, the world reasserted itself. I looked down at the hands holding mine dumbly, just blinking, not able to string a single word together. Ophelia had no such issue.

      "Release the prisoner into his mate's care and have all executive command at the alpha's residence within the hour," she snapped at the guards, Kelly watching as they didn't even hesitate to follow her orders.

      "It'll take me some time to move my stuff out," she said stiffly.

      "No need, you are my daughter, having all of the family under one roof is advisable. Julie, Jack, and Finn will be coming as well, and I'd like to extend an invitation to your packmates and petitioners to join us."

      "You'd better accept," Nancy said. "You'll have a lynch mob with torches on your doorstep, bringing a black wolf into the married quarters."

      "OK, I—"

      "Have Julie's belongings packed and brought over, and those of her men," Ophelia said, then listed them all. It was an embarrassingly long list.

      "Then I'll need to do a handover of the books and paperwork," Kelly persisted valiantly.

      "No, I'll make you chief executive officer. Your work on the economic side of things has been admirable. You have a real head for figures, something we'll need if the gold is going to run dry. You can start with an audit of that as we pull back from the gate. Give me projections on how long we can last, what needs to be cut. I'll need at least preliminary figures on my desk within an hour."

      "I'll gather the matriarchs and deliver the news. There's some who will struggle to believe," Nancy said.

      "Then I will show them what we face," Ophelia replied. "Thank you, old friend. I will need yours and the matriarchs’ combined strength to get through this."

      "Of course, alpha."

      I watched Nancy leave the room, then Sylvan stepped free of his cage, the soldiers’ fingers still scarily close to their guns. He smiled brightly and came over to me. "Let’s check out the new digs, mate."

      I watched Sylvan walk free of that bloody cage, looking for all the world like a king returning to court. Mate, I thought, and his head jerked up at that, before smiling. What the hell had I gotten myself into?
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      I had no idea there was an alpha residence, having not really explored Sanctuary fully. It was a huge place at the back of the fenced-off area where the gate was protected, close to the centre of town, yet set apart.

      “You needn’t worry about us living on top of each other here,” Ophelia said as we got closer. The big military vehicle seated me, Kelly, Ophelia, Sylvan and four of the guys, Jack still at work and Brandon off to collect our gear. "You'll have your own wing."

      I bet we would. As we drove through the gates, past the thick wall of trees along the fence line, the grass covered grounds spread out before us. I'd seen regional hospitals that weren't as big as this. As a long building with several stories, it was insanely huge.

      "It used to be that the alpha's entire family lived here," Ophelia said as I stared at the house. "It's also the point of last resort if the community comes under attack." She nodded to the men patrolling the perfectly mowed lawns.

      "I'll move my stuff out of the main bedroom when we get in," Kelly said.

      

      "No need, dear," she replied, patting Kelly's knee. "All my men have moved on to the next world, and I am in no mood to break any of the younger ones in. I'll take the dowager suite."

      Well, that wasn't awkward. Then, I turned to look around the car and saw that Slade, Finn, and Aaron all stared at Sylvan with a steady hostile gaze. Hawk reached over from where he sat beside me and took my hand, and it was the only warm thing in this car. When we stopped, I was glad to get out and away from the suffocating air within the car.

      "Your belongings will be brought soon, but come, let me show you where you'll stay," Ophelia said. She was a disorientating person to be around, all perfect hostess with us, straight after cutting her daughter's legs out from under her. I shook my head and followed her inside the massive steel-reinforced doors.

      "What the fuck has happened?" Slade hissed as we walked.

      "Later, once we're settled."

      

      "I think this wing will suit your needs," Ophelia said. "I'll have some of the staff come and air it out and replace the linens, but it will be a good fit. You have separate rooms for all of your men, if they want them, and a spacious main bedroom for you, Julie."

      "Mmm... this is positively orgy sized," Sylvan said, throwing himself on the main bed. He spread himself out like a star. "So much nicer than the bloody concrete I've been forced to endure."

      "Not gonna happen, mate," Slade said with a growl as he stepped forward. "If you've gotta stay here, you can bunk somewhere else."

      "Are you trying to get between me and my new mate?" he replied, tracing a circle on the soft mattress.

      "Yeah, that bond is vetoed," Slade said, and then looked to the others. "Agreed?"

      "Absolutely," Finn said, crossing his arms across his chest.

      Aaron didn't reply, still being a petitioner, but he loomed between the two of my mates and regarded Sylvan with a steady stare. It was Hawk's hand that went to my shoulder, rubbing small circles there.

      "Not convinced he shouldn't still be in his cage," he said.

      "Then allow me to convince you," Ophelia snapped. Every head in the room jerked around to face her. "Sylvan has provided us with invaluable information about an imminent attack on Sanctuary. In an hour, I'll be meeting with department heads and commanding officers to put a withdrawal process into place. We will be closing the gate and reverting to martial law until the threat of the Volken is neutralised. What I saw, we saw, was shocking. The black wolves have never tried anything like this before, and we would have been completely unprepared if not for Sylvan. Finn, your fathers, they're using them as breeders and as intel against us. If we do not start working together and putting petty alliances to one side, you will all be doing the same. Sylvan stays and will be treated with respect."

      She turned to me, her eyes softening.

      "I apologise, Julie. Sylvan's attack on you was unprovoked and no doubt traumatic, but right now, we need his help. Can you make this work?"

      I met his bright blue eyes, sparkling with some kind of devilish humour. "No more Jedi mind trick?" He looked confused. "No more mind control, no more psychically induced orgies? You keep the hell out of my life, and then when this is done, you fuck right off, yes?"

      "Fair enough," he replied with a nod. "We'll just let the orgies develop organically then, shall we? But, Julie, know this, your pack is an important part of stopping this attack. It's time to stop prevaricating and start making a decision about who's in and who's out."

      "Something I will want to hear much more about," Ophelia said. "Now, I must make some calls."

      

      If the mood was previously frosty, it was positively glacial when she swept from the room. I sighed, shook my head, and then shot Hawk a grateful smile as I pulled away, wandering around the wing until I found a bathroom. I glanced at the massive tub—big enough to hold at least ten people—and then turned to the sink and splashed some water on my face. I rested my forehead against the glass after I wiped it clean with a towel, just taking breath after breath. Those jaws clamping down on my shoulder, the pitiful scrabbling of my body under the black wolf's as I tried to fight him off. My hand went to the bite on my neck, the scar throbbing for a moment as the memories swamped me.

      "Hey."

      My head whipped about to see Brandon standing in the doorway.

      "Oh my god, how the hell did you get here so quickly?" I said, throwing myself into his arms. When they closed around me, something inside eased a bit. I buried my nose in his neck and breathed in his scent.

      "Tried to go to the house, ended up driving the truck at warp speed over to the compound only to find you'd already left. The fellas told me what happened, sort of." He reached up and stroked my cheek. "You gonna be OK with having the black wolf here?"

      

      "Sylvan, his name is Sylvan."

      "Right, so you OK?"

      We walked together into a nearby room, settled down on the bed, and he cradled me in his arms. I closed my eyes for a second, just feeling the weight of his body, scenting the smell of him around me. It was much more preferable than remembering the attack.

      "I don't know. In some ways, it helps he wasn't in human form at the time. It’s like it was someone else, something else that bit me. But, Brandon...it hurt so fucking much. I've never experienced pain like it." I rolled over and looked into those grey eyes. "Now he's my mate, and apparently, I need to sort out my pack ASAP because reasons. It's all a bit much, y'know?"

      "Then stay here for a bit. Rest, give yourself time to adjust. From Ophelia's bustling, she's got this."

      "I just have to have sex and make mate bonds," I said, my head dropping to his chest as I ran a hand across the soft cotton of his shirt. His hand covered mine, squeezing it for a moment. "Mating for the cause. Fucking for our freedom."

      "Is that such a bad way to spend your time?"

      I lifted my head to look into his eyes. His tone was light, almost.

      "I'd make you my mate right now, if that's what you want. You are already, the bite's just a formality at this point."

      "But it’s not, not to us," he said, though I saw the rush of pleasure in his eyes. "Everything happens when it’s supposed to. Don't let this or anything else rush it."

      I kissed him then, slowly, quietly, with respect to the mood in the room. It was fragile, we were fragile, so I kissed him like he was made of glass. He warmed quickly, his hands moving restlessly over my back as our lips melted together. For once, he felt so, so soft, like he was something I could fall into and not stop.

      "Jules, your stuff is—oh!"

      I turned around to see Hawk in the doorway, Buddy wagging at his heels before launching himself at me.

      "Hey, crazy pup! Buddy, down, down!" My dog finally settled into a sit beside the bed. I leaned over Brandon to rub the soft fur on his head until he curled up on the carpet. "Come in, Hawk, you don't have to stand there, unless you want to."

      

      "He looks like he's missed you," he said, sitting down on the other side of the bed. The distance between Brandon and I and the other man seemed deliberate. Was it from respect? Was it nerves? I wasn't sure. Hawk was a big lump of mystery to me.

      "The dog is obsessed with her," Brandon said. "Doesn't like being more than five feet away from Jules. God help you if you try to shut the door on him. Thankfully, he doesn't stare at your lily-white butt when you're smooching with his mistress."

      "Knows his place, does he?" Hawk glanced over the side of the bed, past the two of us to where Buddy lay. He looked a little wistful as he watched the dog settle in for a nice nap.

      "And you don't."

      "That was very perceptive," Brandon said. I elbowed him in the ribs. "What? It was."

      "Yeah, and what's your take on this situation, Doc?" I said.

      "You really want that?" His eyes were filled with good humour and something else. It would be easy to describe his intelligence as cool and calculating, but I didn't see it that way. Rather, it seemed very... focussed, and there was a kind of narcissistic thrill to being the subject of his interest.

      "You're always free to say what you think."

      He chuckled at that. "Yes, but that's not what we're talking about here, is it?" His eyes slid over to Hawk and back. "You want this?"

      "Look, mate, I heard you were a bit of a head-fucker, but I think you'll find I'm a pretty straightforward kind of guy," Hawk said, getting to his feet. "I've got more than enough games to deal with on the home front."

      "Sit."

      Brandon's tone was even and calm—no hint of command—yet Hawk sat down on the end of the bed, looking surprised when he did.

      "You two are hovering around each other, being oh so careful. That's an interesting thing to see. I'm not sure if it’s because you're both introverts, or because you're trying to deal with a guy that's less upfront and in your face."

      Hawk stared at the two of us, then shook his head. "Trying to be a good bloke here. She's got a lot on her plate, this Sylvan dude, coming to Sanctuary, what happened down at Stores. Even fucking Jack."

      "Even fucking Jack," Brandon agreed, but with a whole other emphasis on the words. "How did that feel, watching her fuck your lover?"

      

      "You trying to analyse me?" Those fine dark brows drew down. His hands strayed to his pocket, reaching for a cigarette before he stopped, looking around at the grand alpha's place and reconsidering.

      "Nope. Tell me, don't tell me, it’s up to you."

      Hawk stared into Brandon's eyes steadily for a moment, before looking away and shaking his head. "You know how I felt. Has to happen to you every day with her mob."

      "Maybe I do, maybe I don't. Tell me."

      "Tell you what? That it's envy and jealousy and awe all rolled up into one? That they looked so fucking beautiful together, like a pair of savages, tearing at each other until I wasn't sure if they were going to come or if they were gonna feast on the other’s hearts. I've never seen sex look so much like fighting and still be fucking. I hated him, for a moment. Just then, she was mine. For one fucking moment, I had something apart from Jack. Then he barrelled in.”

      Hawk’s eyes dropped to the bed.

      “He does that, sucks all the oxygen from the room, and I'm there, light-headed and fighting for breath and wanting him all the same. But what a sight it was." Hawk's eyes shifted to meet mine, something that seemed so hard for him to do until now. "You were beautiful, Jules. Like some kind of fucking goddess." He turned to Brandon. "How do you do it, share her with other blokes?"

      "Because I love her, not own her." I looked back over my shoulder and saw a startling expression. It was all there, what he thought and felt. Rather than kept locked up behind a wall of rationality, my breath caught in my chest at what I saw. "For some, love is about squirrelling the other person away—to protect, to hold, to love—in a secret space just for the two of you. There's nothing wrong with that, if that's what people want. You fight for your relationship, your exclusivity, with a fierceness that further feeds that bond between you. Me, I hold Jules as lightly as I can, not because I don't care, but because I do, so much. I care enough to want to see her happy, loved, protected. I care enough to know I'm not going to be able to provide everything she needs, and I love her so much I can't bear her to go without it. She's got strong arms to protect her, and people to listen when she needs someone to talk to. She's got blokes who'll fight for her and tell her how it is. But I think what you want to know is about sex."

      Hawk's nod was stiff.

      "Her pleasure is as much a part of her as anything else. Just as I want to hear about her day or her complaints about what the others are up to right now, I want to hear her sighs and gasps, the hitch of her breath, the moans. When I see her legs wrapped around one of the others, I want to sandwich myself between them so I can experience it all with her. They love her, I love her, and she loves us. That's what matters."

      "And others? She adds more to this pack, you're gonna get less time with her."

      "That's not what I think about," Brandon answered. "I wonder if they're worthy. So, Hawk, that's my question to you. Are you worthy?"

      I didn't give him a chance to answer, turning in Brandon's arms and grabbing his head and pulling it down to mine. The burn of my venom filled my mouth as we kissed, the sensation spreading over his lips and mine, until it almost hurt to kiss. I didn't care though. I felt like I was trying to climb into his mouth in an attempt to get closer to him.

      "You've got to let me bite you," I said, pulling away.

      "Not yet. Soon, but not yet," Brandon said with a wide smile.

      "Slade says you’re always manoeuvring us into place."

      "He's right. Can’t help it, but I promise, it'll be better to wait. Now, back to your suitor."

      He turned me around gently, shifting so his body was a hard line against my spine. We both noted Hawk’s fingers plucking at the fine fabric of the bedspread, eyes watching his hands sightlessly. I covered his hand with mine, ceasing the picking.

      He looked up, meeting my eyes. He felt warm and strong underneath me. My Tirian shifted within me, whuffing curiously, which was interesting in itself. She rarely paid attention to any of them initially.

      "I don't know if I'm worthy, Jules. But I want to find out," he said.

      Hawk's voice was a ragged growl, something that sent a shiver up my spine. The shirt he was wearing was swiftly unbuttoned and pushed off, revealing those tattoos scrolling across his broad chest. I felt Brandon's mouth on the back of my neck as Hawk came closer, crawling across the bed to me. I shifted, unable to sit still, not sure if I wanted to back off or come closer. He made the decision for me, taking his place lying in front of me.

      I reached out and traced a finger along the lines of one of the tattooed wolves. "These are you and Jack." He nodded. "And how does he feel about all of this?"

      "I don't know. I never fucking know, and right now, I don't care. He put me in this place, but I've got to know if there's anything there."

      He came for me, looming large as I stayed curled within Brandon's body, then his mouth crashed down on mine.

      In my mind, I saw his Tirian and mine running along a dark plain as his fingers dug into my hair, as his mouth pressed against mine. They ran in tandem, not too close yet, but still arrowing towards the same point on the horizon. He nipped at my lips, and I felt a thrill as those big square teeth grasped at my flesh, my hand going up into the heavy curtain of his hair. He moaned into my mouth, his tongue sliding into it as my fingers bit down into his scalp.

      Brandon's hand snuck around my waist, holding me where I was as Hawk pulled away. He chuckled when my lips followed his, wanting more of that biting pressure.

      "You staying for this?" Hawk asked Brandon.

      "If you're OK with that. I'm hard as nails over here, listening to the kitten noises you're pulling out of her," he replied.

      Hawk smiled at that, drawing me closer so I rested on the length of his forearm lying across the bed. "That's it," Brandon said when Hawk kissed me again, harder, more insistent this time. "Down her neck. She loves that."

      Brandon pushed my t-shirt up, rubbing his hand along my stomach where the burn started to build. Hawk's shoulders were heavy with muscle as I clawed at them. The tickling prickle of his beard against my skin had me bucking up underneath him, wanting something harder.

      I was panting when he pulled back, and caught his nod to Brandon, the other man swooping in and taking over where he had stopped.

      "Doing alright, love?" Brandon asked between little glancing kisses. It was driving me mad. Hawk's lips were trailing down my collarbone, and he pulled the neckline of my shirt back so he could get to more of my skin.

      "Yes, now kiss me."

      They were the perfect counterpoint: hungry and scratchy and soft and sweet. I felt like I could drown in the sensations their lips wrought. Finally, I pulled away and sat up, the two of them reclining like hungry beasts below me, lips bruised, skin flushed. I scrambled off the bed and shut the door before my hand went to my shirt.

      They followed my lead off the bed, boxing me in, one on either side. One set of hands pulled my shirt up off my head, cupping my breasts and forcing the lace to rasp against my nipples for a moment, as another set undid my jeans and pulled them free. Brandon's fingers toyed with the waistband of my knickers as Hawk's played with my breasts. I watched his throat work as he stared, his thumb rubbing against the hard bead of my nipple.

      "Sorry," Hawk said, shooting me a quick grin. "Still can't get over these."

      "Then try this," Brandon said as he unsnapped my bra. The garment came loose, and I shrugged it off, Hawk's brows creasing and smoothing as my body was revealed.

      

      There's a terrible vulnerability to standing naked in front of a guy you don't know that well, but all the automatic fears that rushed to the surface could have stayed where they were—in the past. Hawk put his hands on me like I was precious, something that had Brandon growling in appreciation. His fingers trailed up and down my sides, my head falling back on Brandon's shoulder as Hawk’s lips closed around my nipples.

      I heard Hawk's hum of appreciation through my own 'kitten noises', as Brandon called them. "So sensitive," he said.

      "Not that sensitive," I replied. "You can go harder. A bit of bite is real nice." His fingers clamped down, a shot of pleasure-pain rocketing through my body. Gentle strokes were all well and good, but something with an edge to it had my clit sitting up and taking notice.

      And so did Hawk. He noted the splay of my thighs, the rasp of my breath, and surged forward. His lips were all over me, one hand still tugging at my nipple and the other sliding into my pants.

      We both groaned at what he found there. He slid his fingers through my wetness, meeting no resistance whatsoever. He pulled back for a moment, looking into my eyes and searching them, as if for answers to what he'd found.

      "You're so fucking wet."

      He said the words like he couldn’t believe he could provoke such a reaction. I smiled and nodded. “Of course, I am.”

      "So let’s get these off," Brandon said, reaching down for my underwear.

      "You first." I looked at the two of them, both of them wearing considerably more clothes than me. They moved to obey, and I watched Hawk’s naked form emerge. Damn, he was hot. The long fall of dark hair was the only soft thing on him, his body a picture of well-muscled male beauty. I wanted to close the gap between us, trace that vein up and over his hip and see if I could actually wrap my fingers around that thick cock. I heard the sounds of Brandon stripping, my eyes rolling for a second when I felt that warm presence at my back. I reached behind to run my hand down his body, but he grabbed it with his wrist.

      "Focus."

      I'd obviously seen Hawk before, but my breath still caught in my chest when he stepped free of his clothes. His head jerked up when he heard the sound, and a pleased smile spread across his face. His hand strayed to his cock as his eyes raked down my body, giving it a couple of long slow strokes. I closed the gap between us, placing my hand over his. I wanted to be the one to make the veins stand out starkly along its length. He stared into my eyes as he pulled his fingers away, his lips dropping open slightly the moment my fingers closed around him.

      "Jules..." My name was a whisper on the wind as he pulled me hard against him. "Can't do that. Too fucking close. Your body, your scent, it's driving me fucking nuts. I'm only just holding myself back from pushing you down on the bed and shoving myself into you."

      I felt a stab of pleasure inside me as I saw just that in my mind.

      "Do it."

      "Jules..." Brandon said.

      I ignored him, staring into the other man's eyes. "Do it."

      Right then, that's exactly what I wanted. We didn't have massive amounts of drama in my relationships, communication being key, but sometimes it felt like fucking by committee. Was this OK? Was I OK? I needed to take someone else's cock before Aaron to warm me up, or let the guys give me multiple orgasms and get me relaxed enough it wouldn't hurt. It was safe, sane, and consensual. But right now, I felt a prickle along my spine—part fear, part arousal. What would it be like, to have someone force me down on the bed, hand on the back of my neck as he forced his way inside me?

      Hawk's nostrils flared, his eyes hardening as he breathed me in. "Hawk," Brandon said. I could hear him shifting, but that wasn't where my focus was. Hawk’s hands locked around my arms like twin vices, and I liked the bite. I dimly heard Brandon's complaints as Hawk threw me down on the bed, his body covering mine, hard and heavy. For a moment, the Tirians in my mind came to a stop, green eyes searching each other in the darkness, their backs arching slightly as they each regarded the other. I felt his fingers between my legs as his mouth came down on mine, his tongue going down my throat as they pushed inside me.

      His lips dropped to my neck as my back arched at the brutal onslaught, my gasps now free to fill the room as his teeth dug into my neck. He was dragging me higher, my clit throbbing as his thumb rubbed across it in time with his thrusts.

      "Oh yeah," I said when Hawk finally pulled away, stroking his cock from where he knelt between my legs.

      "Stop!" Brandon snapped. "You're going to hurt her."

      "Never," Hawk said chin lifting. I'd not seen many similarities between him and Jack, but I saw it now. "I wore her scent until Jack made me wash my bloody face. I just want another taste."

      

      My head tipped backwards as he slung my legs over his shoulders, tugging me to the edge of the bed. I felt his lips, his beard on my thighs, then my cunt. My head rolled back at the sensation, and I found myself staring at Brandon.

      "You can't control everything," I said in a low rumble. "Sex is about losing control sometimes, something you need to do too. Even if he hurts me, I'm stronger than both of you. Stop being afraid for me, and be with me."

      Brandon’s eyes held mine for an interminable amount of time. I watched his every reaction as I began to lose it. Hawk ate me like he was starved, burying his face into me and thrusting his tongue deep inside, he sucked on me rhythmically. Brandon seemed to take in every response before leaping across the bed, shoving Hawk backwards and clambering between my legs. "Get up at her head, feed her your cock."

      "She wraps her lips around me, I'm not gonna be able to last," Hawk grated.

      "Do it, and don't you fucking dare come." Brandon's teeth were bared. When he looked down at me, his hand slammed down beside my head. "You want wild? Sweetheart, I've got you covered."

      My ankles were rearranged to be resting on his shoulders as he moved over me, leaving me open and vulnerable. His head twisted a little as he rubbed the head of his cock against my folds, then he surged forward before I had the time to adjust. He was usually much more careful. He wasn't as massive as some of the guys, but he was still way bigger than anything I'd seen before coming here. Instead of slow rocking movements, he forced his way in.

      My fingers clawed at the bedspread. The stretch was amazing and awful all at the same time, but the throb of my clit sealed the deal. I thrust back against him, and he groaned when he bottomed out.

      "Cock in her mouth, now," he said with a shudder.

      "You OK...?" Hawk's question trailed away as I leaned back, wrapping my hand around the base of his cock.

      “No more asking permission, remember?”

      His eyes darkened at that, his growl low in his throat as I licked along his length. He took over, pushing past my lips and down my throat.

      I swallowed him down, but the bulbous head of his cock was forced further by Brandon's strokes. For a moment, I felt fear, that something so big and foreign was being pushed somewhere it’d never been before. Well, not that far down. But as my throat convulsed around Hawk’s cock, struggling to admit or reject him, my cunt did the same.

      

      “Fuck, so fucking tight,” Brandon gasped, hammering into me. His thumb rubbed rhythmically against my clit.

      “Get her there. I can’t take much more of this,” Hawk said.

      In theory, I was in a position of vulnerability. Laid out between the two men, one on each end, I was caught on the spike of each of them and at the mercy of their thrusts. But I felt the shake in Hawk’s thigh as he moved, felt his fingers digging into my shoulders as he fought to moderate his movements. I heard the rasp of Brandon’s voice, the increasingly spasmodic hitch of hips as he pounded himself into me. I wasn’t being fucked, I was taking them into me, absorbing all that they were and all that they gave me, and my body came alive.

      “Fuck, what is that?” Brandon asked, slowing momentarily, but I moved my hips, curled my leg around his, and forced him on.

      “She’s glowing.”

      And they were coming. I moved between them, the link that bound us all together. My cunt, my throat, all flexing in time with their movements. I tugged them along, I could feel it—that final swelling, as a man’s cock goes super hard, just before orgasm. And their pleasure was my pleasure. I rode my own hurtling ascent to orgasm along with theirs, feeling the desperation with which they tried to hold off but lured closer and closer by the undulations of my body.

      Hawk yanked his cock from my mouth, and I had a front-row seat to watching it throb with anticipation, his jaw flexing as he fought for control.

      “Here, now,” Brandon snarled, jerking my attention back. “Come, Jules.”

      I was about to yell something at him, tell him my body didn’t operate on his timetable. But then he shifted his angle, his thumb rubbing over my clit, faster and faster. Hawk’s fingers cruelly tightened around my nipples, and my whole body stiffened as the pressure rose and rose.

      “Fuck!” Brandon collapsed on top of me as we came, the glow of my body contagious as we both pulsed together. The pleasure I felt was less physical and more this huge diaphanous cloud that spread out and out, until it filled the room. A terrible rightness settled over me, an echo of the feeling of completion I’d felt when bonding Slade and Finn. In the darkness of my mind, Brandon’s Tirian rested his head on the shoulder of mine, grey on grey.

      

      “You sure now’s not the right time?” I asked him as it felt like we hovered outside our bodies, clouds of sensation somehow tied to each other.

      “No, never sure. Especially now.” I dimly felt his lips on mine. “Maybe I just want to enjoy this, be your lover rather than your mate for a bit longer.”

      What burned inside my chest, it was fierce but undemanding. It needed Brandon to be a part of it but felt his coming was as inevitable as the sun, so there was no pain, no anguish at his words. “I love you,” I said. They were superfluous, we floated right now in the bond we shared, lit from within by that love. But somehow, I needed it to be out there. I saw the glow in Brandon’s chest flare brighter for a moment, and knew I was right to say it.

      “And I, you. Always, always, always, love. I am yours.”

      We both turned when I felt Hawk’s hand on my hip.

      “Look at him,” Brandon rasped. “It’s like he’s seen the face of the Great Wolf herself.”

      “The Great Wolf makes him hard?” I reached down to stroke his length.

      “No, not this time,” Hawk said, pushing my hand away. “Gonna take everything I have not to spurt like a cub after three strokes.

      I wrapped my hands around his neck, liking the feel of the thick muscle there. My lips went to his automatically. I drowned for a moment in the taste of mint and nicotine. He pulled me close, kisses fanning over my jaw. “I want to be inside you so badly.”

      I felt languid and soft now, Brandon pulling me back so my head rested in his lap. He toyed with my breasts gently, just enough to turn the sweet burn in me into something a little sharper.

      “It doesn’t matter if it's long or short. There’ll be more times, if you want them. Fuck me, Hawk. Any way you want.”

      Brandon growled at this, but Hawk surged forward. My mouth went open as I felt the big blunt head of his dick connect with my wetness. He glanced down for a second, seeming to want to watch every second as he coated himself. I reached down, separating my folds so he could see every inch.

      “So fucking beautiful, Jules.”

      “You want to watch it? The moment you spread me wide, my cunt struggling to stretch around your cock.”

      “Jules, fuck...”

      

      My brow creased, and I squirmed a little as his cock grazed my clit. A second ago, I’d been perfectly satisfied, now desire came rushing back.

      “I want you in me, Hawk. Your cock is so thick. I’m gonna feel every fucking inch.”

      “I’m trying to hold back here,” he grated.

      “Don’t.” The glow in my chest brightened, triggering an answering one in him. His eyes jerked down as he saw the lines of the wolves on his chest light up, as if they would start to run in real life, off and beyond his chest. “Take what you need from me.”

      He paused for a second, his eyes staring into mine. Brandon’s hand smoothed my hair back so I had nowhere to hide. Hawk didn’t look away as he moved, teasing me initially with tiny, stabbing thrusts that dipped momentarily inside me before pulling back. He waited until I was starting to claw at the bed in frustration before smiling, stopping where he was, then sinking deeper. Our groans came in tandem, followed by a startled laugh. I watched the smile fade as his hand reached out for my cheek, and he pushed himself in deeper.

      “Oh fuck,” I said, my head rolling backwards. Brandon smiled down at me.

      “Feeling full?”

      “So much.”

      “Good?” I nodded briefly. “I want to lick your clit while he fucks you.” I whimpered in response, Hawk swearing as I tightened around him. Brandon turned to him and said, “You going to have an issue with my head that close to your cock?”

      “Put it wherever you like.”

      Something flared inside me. Inside my mind’s eye, I saw the two of them, dark and darker, twined around each other. I didn’t get that but Hawk pulled back, gently placing a hand on Brandon’s skull and pushing him down between us.

      “Oh god...” I moaned. Brandon’s tongue was slick and mobile, lashing my clit, making me ache deep inside. Then, Hawk moved.

      On a very rare occasion, sex feels so damn good you can’t lie still, but you can think of no sensible way to contribute to the proceedings. Hands clamped down on me everywhere, holding me down and not letting me wriggle away or closer. Brandon’s lips fastened around my clit, sucking harder, Hawk thrust deeper and I just had to lie there and feel.

      

      I closed my eyes and surrendered. I was the suck of my cunt around Hawk’s cock, the deep aching spot the big head dragged across. I was the pinching tightness of my nipples, the dull throbbing of my clit. I was pleasure. But I was more. I didn’t need to open my eyes, listen to the gasps from the guys to know the light was growing brighter. I could feel it inside me. Something expansive and unfettered, completely beyond the cramped, griping constraints of day to day existence. My irritation and anger with Sylvan was shed, my concerns about the guys, my need to mate with Brandon, it all fell away. He was marked by me indelibly, as I was by him, as were all the guys, even Shaun. He hurt as he now worked as hard as possible to sever that connection, with alcohol, with anger at me, with whatever he could, because he wondered if he’d ever find someone with which to share what my pack shared. Because that’s what they were. In my mind’s eye, I saw the same dark plain lit dimly by the setting black sun, and all of them were there.

      Finn, bright as a star. Brandon and Slade, jockeying for position and nipping at each other’s faces. Aaron, huge, a darker grey and regarding me from the shadows with a quiet confidence. Hawk and Jack, exactly as they were drawn on their chests, circling each other. For a moment, I could see why this whole society was centred around the mating and creating of packs. I felt every single one of them singing in my blood, as they did me. They could feel the pleasure the three of us wrought, adding and augmenting it as their minds melded with ours, colouring it with the spikes of their surprise, the surge of their desire coating my tongue. I howled to them—part greeting, part challenge—and then began to run.

      They followed, hot on my heels. We all ran with one mind, racing towards the setting sun, the wind in my fur, their scents in my nose, with the sheer animal pleasure that comes from moving your body. I felt it build as they chased me down, the sensations within my human body. Hawk was so hard and big and brutal that I felt something unfurl, loose and languid in response. I was coming, soon, I could feel the impetus to run faster and farther, the black sun dropping lower and lower. I put on speed, paws slamming into the earth, haunches bunching and springing. The land flew past, trees, rocks, dirt, all given no more than a cursory glance. I didn’t stop this time, when I reached the edge of the black lake. The water could have been shallow or as bottomless as the ocean, I didn’t care. I leapt, and I felt the guys leap with me, every single one of them. We soared through the air, spurred by inhuman strength and something else, besides. The great black orb grew larger and larger, filling my field of vision, my world, until there was nothing else but it. Then I bit the sun.

      Light exploded around us. I couldn’t see, my eyes screwed firmly tight, but the echoes of the blast shone through the thin membranes. I was screaming, that I was dimly aware of, but it didn’t matter.

      

      What came next is difficult to describe. There was light, but that wasn’t relevant. That airy feeling, of floating to nothingness, was there as well, but it wasn’t in any way uncomfortable. I was everything and nothing, where I started and the men ended couldn’t be determined. For a length of time I could not gauge, I just rolled within it—the feeling and flavour of each and every one of them. Jack was sharp, slightly resistant to our melding, where Hawk rushed in and swamped me with all he was. He was rich and glorious, like coffee on the tongue, full of hidden depths I could spend a lifetime trying to plumb. Aaron was like earth, solid, reassuring, containing an endless strength. He didn’t need to strive, thrust himself forward, do anything but what he wished. He had a big heart full of love, and it was there for the taking, if you had the wit to see it. Slade was wild and free and unfettered, tugging me hither and thither, tumbling me in hilarious swooping motions of joy. Brandon was deep, like the ocean, with a deceptively smooth surface, but all sorts of things—including monsters—swam in those depths. And Finn. Finn was the enduring strength of a redwood, growing and weathering a thousand things and remaining resolute. I was held, that I knew, safe and enclosed within the circle of them all, even if Jack might balk slightly at the experience.

      When her eyes opened, I saw the source of the light. Great golden eyes regarded me, big as a house, the details of her white fur slowly coming into view. The Great Wolf stared down at me, because what else could she be?

      You will free us, she said, and for a moment, I just hung there, looking into the eyes of a wolf capable of swallowing the world. The part of my brain that could decode the words was firmly offline in the face of her, the Great Wolf. She was too big, and not just in size. She concealed a millennia, a universe within her form, and my poor little human brain struggled to come to grips with her. She sighed and then shivered, resolving into a much smaller white Tirian.

      You will free us, she said again, and I blinked.

      I looked around, trying to find some kind of indication in the overwhelming whiteness we hovered within of what she spoke of, but found nothing. It was all just endless featureless light.

      Trust in your pack. They materialised around me in Tirian form at her words. There is strength in your number. Together, you are enough.

      I frowned at that, having no idea what the hell that meant, but didn’t get a chance to answer. The empty space around us rapidly began to darken, all of us glancing about as a black spot formed under our feet, bleeding outwards, farther and farther.

      When I glanced at the Great Wolf, she shifted on her paws, then whined. He comes, I must run. You must free us.

      And then she was off, streaking off into the distance like a shooting star. I didn’t get to track her flight, the guys’ whines drawing my attention back. Underneath us, the black hole resolved itself, huge white fangs ringing the darkness as jaws the size of a housing block slowly surged up, open and ready to snap. I couldn’t move, couldn’t go back to my own body, couldn’t look away from the gleaming red eyes that took us all in. It grew closer and closer, swallowing all of the light, the terror spiking through me as it came, until the jaws closed shut.

      

      I jerked from where I lay on the bed. For a moment, the tight bands around me felt like the prick of the Black Wolf’s fangs, and my body struggled to get free, my heart thundering in my chest.

      “Jules,” someone said as the fangs grew tighter.

      I’m in his grip! my brain screamed hysterically as I thrashed.

      “Jules, Jules, it’s OK.”

      When my eyes snapped open, I saw I lay on the bed, Hawk and Brandon holding me between them. With an audience, it appeared. Aaron, Finn, and Slade stood at the foot, looking wide-eyed and shell-shocked, and Jack was behind Hawk with a face like a thundercloud.

      “Alright, I’ve just come in my pants, and by the smell of it, so have the rest of you,” Slade said, looking around the room. “Anyone wanna tell me what the fuck is going on?”
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      I didn’t get a chance to answer straight away, as Jack marched over and hauled a dazed-looking Hawk to his feet. He stopped for a second, shooting me a scathing look before stomping out of the room, Hawk in tow.

      The rest of the guys, their eyes were solely directed at me, waiting, waiting for me to explain.

      “Short answer is, I don’t know,” I said, rolling to my feet and pulling on Brandon’s shirt. When I turned around, he smiled, noting my surreptitious breathing in of his scent.

      “I’ll have the long answer now, if it’s all the same,” Slade said.

      “Sylvan showed all of us a vision, of the black wolves, the Volken. They’re planning an invasion. Sylvan says that the Volken’s fertility has been affected by us.” The men’s frowns grew deeper as I explained what we’d seen in the vision.

      “That’s why we’re here, they’re circling the wagons,” Finn said.

      “And planning to close the gate. Finn, your dads...” I said.

      His eyes narrowed, staring down at the carpet, his fists beginning to ball.

      “We assumed they’d set up a new settlement somewhere, a new life,” Finn said. His laugh when it came was harsh. “You’re saying instead, these...Volken, they laid in wait for them? Captured them and took them to what... produce the next generation until they die?”

      I nodded, reaching out and taking his hand. He squeezed it back, harder than I would have been capable of tolerating before the change. “And Kelly? Ophelia? What are they going to do about this?”

      “What can we do?”

      We all turned to see Ophelia standing in the doorway. No one moved a muscle except Brandon, who scrambled to pull some clothes on. She stared into Finn’s eyes, and all of a sudden, I could see the family resemblance. Both had the imperious, uncompromising look, neither willing to break the stare.

      “A town meeting is being called. I’ll need all of you there, presentable, of course. I’ll be declaring martial law and explaining the plan as it stands.”

      “I’ll need to check in with my CO,” Aaron said.

      “You’re standing down until this is resolved.” I watched Aaron stiffen, his whole body going rigid. “This is no slight on your abilities, but the intel we have is that you are best placed to serve the community by keeping Julie safe.” His eyes darted over to me, and he nodded slowly. “Now, where is Sylvan? I need to get him into some more appropriate clothes.”

      We all piled into the shower—well, all of us except for Jack and Hawk. I stood, clad only in Brandon’s shirt, watching the parade of male flesh in front of me and feeling a curious flood of emotions. There was an echo of the joy from before tugging at my chest, along with a shyness. I’d been naked before the lot of them, but not after... How would I describe what had happened? There were no words.

      “C’mon,” Brandon said, pulling the shirt over my head, and when I was naked, all eyes swivelled to me. After all that had happened, all we’d done, there was a hunger still there, and not just a sexual one. They closed around me when I stepped gingerly under the water, soapy hands working my body from feet to head, cleaning me with a sensual efficiency.

      “Pretty sure my butthole doesn’t need cleaning, Slade,” I said, stepping free of the hands and under the water to rinse.

      “Oh, I dunno. Maybe later we can—”

      “Not yet, Slade,” Brandon said, working shampoo into his hair.

      “No one asked you, Doc.”

      “You need to respect Jules’ limits,” Aaron said.

      “Maybe with the monster dick you’re packing. Being more... streamlined, I am less likely to perform a colonoscopy on the downstroke,” Slade retorted.

      “And we’re back to arguing about butt sex,” I said, smoothing the water from my face. “The circle of life.”

      “Let’s save the jockeying for various sexual acts until after the meeting,” Finn said, his face grim. “We don’t get invited to these things often, and we need to make our position known. Leaving my dads, all of the men that have gone through the gate in the paws of the Volken is not acceptable.”

      I took his hand, squeezing it, but the smile he gave me was strained.

      Jack, Hawk, and Sylvan were waiting for us outside once we got dressed, hair slicked back and damp with fresh clothes on. Jack buried his head in the weight of Hawk’s hair when we approached, nuzzling his neck. He blinked, looking dazed and then stunned when Hawk stepped free and over to me.

      “You OK?”

      Was I? What the hell had happened when we were together? Why Brandon and Hawk? What the hell was that white wolf thing? I saw the slight glow in his chest in the slender gap between the buttons of his flannel shirt.

      “I don’t know,” I ended up saying.

      “Yeah, me too.”

      “The car is arriving to take us all to the council building,” Ophelia said, arriving at the end of the hall. “Come along. We mustn’t be late.”

      

      Were we? When we arrived, striding into the circular room as a group, the place was already packed with people. There were plenty of women in the seats, but the circular space in the centre was also filled with rows of men standing around. There was a lot of higher-pitched mumbling as we walked into the room that just got more excitable when people saw Ophelia. “Stay here,” she said. I wasn’t sure if it was to me or Kelly as we went to take a place in the crowd. “Ah, Sylvan, you look much improved.”

      The black wolf was now clad in a business shirt and slacks, looking oddly debonair. I compared it mentally to the leather armour I’d seen the Volken wearing in the vision, but he seemed completely unfazed by the change.

      “I’ll take a seat, shall I?” he said.

      “No, no,” Nancy said, having just swept in. “You’re the guest of honour.”

      He was something alright. People started to talk in earnest at the sight of him, men stiffening and stepping forward, eyes narrowing. Then, the big swinging doors slammed open, and soldiers strode in, taking up position around the central dais. They weren’t toting guns, but you got the feeling it wouldn’t take much for them to retrieve the firearms strapped to their sides. Almost as if timed, the rest of the matriarchs came next. Some wore trailing dresses like Nancy, others wore nice pantsuits and twinsets. It didn’t seem to matter. Each and every one of them exuded something I was yet to see in anyone else here, even the soldiers: pure unadulterated power.

      “If I could have some quiet, please.”

      Ophelia didn’t raise her voice, yet silence settled quickly over the room. She surveyed the inhabitants, supremely confident that she had their attention.

      “Sanctuary is a small town. I know some of you are aware of the leadership change. My daughter, Kelly, has decided to step down in light of the most recent information, of which I will go into more detail presently. Sanctuary is about to enter a difficult time. All of you know of the incursion by Sylvan, the black wolf.” She held up her hand when the mumbling began again in earnest. “It has come to light that Sylvan did so to bring us useful information from the Volken, the black wolves. An attack on the gate, on Sanctuary, has been planned.” Even Ophelia couldn’t keep the crowd silent at that, but she sailed on. “The Volken are producing fewer and fewer sons. They blame our existence for this and think that by exterminating us, they can restore their previously exclusive patriarchal society.”

      Well, that was it. The cat was completely out of the bag, and everyone was going to stand around talking anxiously about it, apparently. Finn shook his head. I took a step closer to him. There was something harder, more brittle about him, his usual easy-going nature taking a backseat. He looked down for a second when I took his hand, but then his eyes returned and remained trained on the proceedings.

      He’s waiting, I realised, for some kind of mention of his dads.

      Ophelia spelled it all out—what martial law meant, the closing of the gate, the way Kelly would maintain the business side of Sanctuary Metals with the stockpile of gold they’d kept for just this reason and keep the community ticking along. Ophelia, with the support of the matriarchs ringed behind her, created a calm and compelling response to the incoming threat.

      By the time they opened the floor to questions, I knew Finn’s heart had to be breaking. I zoned out Ophelia’s cut-glass voice and Sylvan’s smooth one as they took questions. I watched Aaron edge forward when the soldiers began to try and get details about the potential attack, obviously wanting to be with them. I heard the rasp of Finn’s breath as it came, long and slow and rattling. I felt the fine shake of his arm when I placed my hand on it. There it was, down our bond, the anger, frustration, the fight to hold himself still. The grind of his jaw, the clench of his fingers. Finn held himself back by a thread.

      Then, Jack piped up.

      “So why are the...Volkmen?”

      “Volken,” Ophelia corrected.

      “Volken. Why are they attacking? They think we’ve stolen their male mojo, but why?”

      Silence reigned within the room.

      They’re not going to say it, I thought as I watched the matriarchs’ eyes dart around. Ophelia remained still and quiet, staring back at her grandson.

      “Well,” one of the matriarchs said, stepping forward as the pause in conversation grew longer and longer.

      “Because they’ve used the men we’ve exiled in a breeding program and proven they can have many sons, if fathered by our men.” Finn bit the words out, the implication of just who he meant clear in such a small community. I didn’t know the details of why Finn’s dads were banished, but they did. “We gave them the incentive to attack.”

      Well, that was it. The thin veneer of calm the alpha and the matriarchs had been able to maintain was well and truly lost.

      “They want men? Why not send some? We have so many, anyway.”

      “We never should have sent them through the gate! We’ve always exiled to the human world!”

      “We need to shut the gate now! What if they are already here?”

      “What about the kids? How are we protecting the kids?”

      “Enough!”

      The lash of Ophelia’s voice was absolute and unquestionable. You could no more speak against it than walk through a wall. I’d heard the power in Kelly’s voice, but that was nothing by comparison. Everyone was pinned to the spot, unable to move a muscle. Except Finn.

      “You sent my dads through the fucking portal to be fucked to death by those monsters, and for what?” He bit off the words, having to force them through his teeth to be heard. “Because Max refused to sign off on Kelly’s ascension? How are we getting them back before we close the portal?”

      Gasps went up around the room. Obviously, Finn should not be able to do any of what he was doing. He should be frozen, wide-eyed, like all the other men.

      “There was more to it, and you know it!” Kelly snapped back.

      “This meeting has been a courtesy, not a necessity.” I could feel the growl in Ophelia’s body all the way down to my toes. “Sanctuary is under martial law, my law. Until such time as peace is guaranteed, I make the decisions here.” Her eyes scoured the gathering of people. “As I said, the miners will be recalled, the equipment that can be removed will be brought back, and the portal closed. We will be entering into a new era for Sanctuary, but a necessary one. We will not be sending our men through as some kind of act of appeasement. Apart from the way they are guaranteed to be treated, we do not do that to citizens of our town. But the men who were exiled... They made their choice, between adhering to the principles under which Sanctuary is run, or breaking off on their own. They chose to break off. I’ll not risk the men we do have,” she nodded to the soldiers, standing in a stiff group, “to try and save those who rejected us.”

      As soon as the grip Ophelia held on us all was relinquished, Finn spun on his heel and marched from the building, the swinging doors slamming in his wake.

      “You’ll need to find a way to manage him. I thought getting him a mate was supposed to help with that?” one of the matriarchs said to Ophelia as an aside. Her eyes flicked to me. “You, you’re his mate, yes? You need to keep him in line if you want to keep him by your side.”

      I blinked, then shook my head, the desperate state of the men from the vision playing across my mind. It wasn’t just their pitiful state and the diabolical way they were used, it was the sheer hopelessness of it all. They faced each day knowing no one was coming, that help wasn’t on the way.

      “If that’s what it takes to stay here,” I said, “you better boot me through the gate before you close it.”

      I took off after Finn, feeling instantly better the farther I got from the enclave and their plans. Fucking hell, I’d thought I’d landed in some kind of women-centric paradise, but it appeared—like every other bloody society—people in power worked hard to maintain that power, even if it meant keeping others down.

      I heard footsteps behind me, turning once I was out under the afternoon sun and expecting to see the guys there. Instead, Sylvan grinned, noting my change of expression with frank amusement. “Frustrated with the short-sightedness of your ruling elite?” he said.

      “Appalled by what your people are doing to our men.”

      His smile faltered at that. He blinked and then dropped his eyes to the ground, his jaw flexing. “Me too. An unfortunate side effect of being a seer is you don’t get to choose what you see of other people’s minds or lives. Instead, I was forced to endure a visceral account of the men’s experiences during captivity since the moment I came into my powers. I drank, fucked, took as many drugs as I could find, but it never dulled. Still doesn’t.” He shook his head. “Well, you want to find that man of yours? I can take you to him.”

      “Finn? How?”

      “I’m a seer, Julie. It’s what I do.”

      

      We found Finn by the fence of the gate complex, sitting down on the ground, his back against the mesh. “They’ve already changed my access,” he said, flicking a swipe card. He shook his head and then looked up. “How’d you find me?”

      “Sylvan.”

      “So you’re the seer, huh? Can you ‘see’ a way for me to get beyond the gate?”

      Sylvan smiled, his teeth stark against his tanned skin.

      “I thought you’d never ask.”
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      Which is how we ended up back at Finn’s place.

      “Sorry, it's a bit of a mess. Haven’t really been here much to give it a clean,” he said as we walked in the door. He busied himself opening windows and curtains, then getting everyone drinks.

      “Finn...” I said, moving towards him.

      “It’s OK. I’ll be OK.”

      The fact he had to say that, that his eyes remained on the drinks he was carrying and didn’t meet mine, all said otherwise. When he had distributed the waters and was seated at the table as we were, he looked up, the same friendly, open expression I’d thought was an integral part of him on his face.

      “So, Sylvan was it?” The other man nodded from where he slouched in his chair, watching us with a smirk. “How can you get me past the gate before they close it?”

      “Us,” I said. I watched Finn grab my hand and squeeze, but he didn’t reply to what I’d said.

      “You don’t actually need me. You have everything you need within you.”

      “Is this one of those Gandalf moments, where you’re all obscure, and we have to find our own way towards the goal and discover we’re more powerful than we think? Because I’d prefer some more explicit instruction,” I said.

      “Jules...” Finn said.

      “I mean it quite literally. You connected with the Great Wolves during your little ‘moment’ before,” Sylvan said.

      “Great Wolves?” Finn said. “You make it sound like there’s more than one.”

      “Because there is.”

      “So there’s more than just the goddess?” he replied, looking confused.

      “Is she a goddess? That I don’t know. They are extremely powerful beings, that I do. I was always brought up to believe in the male, the Black Wolf you saw in your vision. I didn’t discover the female—your goddess—until I came into my power. The clerics that trained me, they tried to discredit her existence, resorting to demonising her as some kind of diabolical force. Both of our peoples have chosen one of them to follow, ignoring the other.”

      “And that’s somehow important, right?” I said.

      He shrugged. “I can tell you what I’ve seen, but that’s a guaranteed way for the end result to not take place.”

      “So is that normal?” I said to Finn. “The light, what... happened with all of us.”

      “The mated are often close-mouthed, but no one’s ever said anything about something like... that happening.” The professional mask slipped for a moment. Finn’s smile faltered, and he stared at me for a second, eyes wide. Finally, he shook his head. “What happened was... I don’t know if I’ve got words for it. The best I can come up with is magical.”

      “Magical, that’s right,” Sylvan said, leaning forward. “Your pack is magical.”

      “I think he meant more in ‘the earth moved for me’ kinda way than what you’re thinking,” I said. “What are you suggesting? Group orgy by the fence to unlock the gate? Be like a sexual Voltron, combine together using the strength of my vagina power?”

      Sylvan shook his head. “You have the oddest turns of phrase. No, what I’m saying is you can tap into the power of the Great Wolf.”

      “And risk the big black one coming to eat us all up?” I said with a frown. “Is this one of those ‘if you die in your dreams, you die in real life’ things?”

      “If the Black Wolf catches you, you may as well be dead,” Sylvan said grimly.

      “So, let me get this straight, rather than steal a key card that will get us—”

      “Me. There’s no ‘us’ in this, Jules.”

      “Us through the gate to rescue the dads, we have sex, tap into the mystical power of some overpowered mutt. Oh, and watch out for her Freddy Kruger counterpart, if he gets his paws on you, you're dead? That’s no fucking plan.”

      “I dunno, the group sex part didn’t sound too bad.”

      My head jerked up to see Slade had wandered in, Aaron, Hawk, and Brandon behind him. Just as Aaron was about to shut the door, Jack slunk in, looking super pleased to be there. The guys all took seats around the table—all except for Jack, who leaned against the couch, arms crossed.

      “You go through that gate, you know I’m with you,” Slade said.

      “And me,” Aaron said, “and my boys. No one’s happy about the way the matriarchs are dealing with this. A chance to do something covert and strike back at those pricks? We’re in.”

      “I appreciate the support. Really, I do,” Finn said. “But it can’t go down like that. I need you guys here, looking after Jules. She’s our mate—”

      “Not mine,” Jack mumbled.

      “And I can’t do this without knowing she’s safe.” Finn’s eyes met mine, and he reached over and squeezed my hand. “I know you want to be a part of this, that you’re more than strong enough to be an asset, but I can’t take the risk. That you’ll get hurt, that you’ll be trapped in the other realm.”

      “And it’s OK if you do?”

      “Before we get too far into the ‘I don’t want you getting hurt. No, I don’t want you getting hurt’ back and forth, is anyone gonna address the fact we’ve basically been bonded?” Jack said. When I turned to look at him, Hawk got to his feet to put his arm around the man, but he brushed him away. “Like metaphysical shared sex, huge wolf dream, acid tripping bonded. No biting, no talking, no actually seeking permission, just bonded by some kind of mythical dog.” When he looked at me, his expression got the hackles of my Tirian up pretty quick. Those green eyes gave no quarter and showed no respect, just burned with a terrible intensity.

      You have scared that one. He feels backed into a corner. Proceed carefully, she said to me.

      “That was the most intense experience of my life,” Aaron said. “My parents, my aunties and uncles, they tried to tell me what bonding was, but fuck....” My head jerked around at the waver in the big man’s voice. “Nothing prepared me for that. But if you think I’m gonna sit here and listen to you bad mouth—”

      “Aaron.” I meant a lot of things when I said his name. Acknowledgement, love, need, but also for him to shut the fuck up. I looked at Jack, his frown only deeper now. This was different for him, and Aaron couldn’t see it.

      “You’re not taking him,” Jack said, stepping forward, his body thrumming with energy. I could feel it a little, that power some of the women in his family wielded in his voice. He used whatever alpha juice was within him to try and push his will on me. “Hawk’s not going through any fucking gate to rescue some fucking malcontents, because you—”

      Jack’s voice began to rise, the power whipping within it, but Sylvan’s cut straight through it.

      “All this academic arguing about what’s best to do.” Scorn dripped from his words. “Casting the Great Wolf’s gift back into her teeth. Splitting up and how to best do that. Mitigating risk. I wish for one bloody second I could be in any of your positions, that I wasn’t plagued with the visions and sensations of what goes on. They brutalise. The men, the women, the children that they bear, all of them. You have been given something sacred. You wonder if anyone else feels the same things when they bond? Allow me to assure you that they don’t. You are strongest together, stronger than any pack has a right to be. You were able to conjure up the Great Wolves themselves just by fucking. Imagine what you could do if you were able to put aside your petty bullshit for just one second.”

      Sylvan jerked himself to his feet and stormed out of the room, slamming the front door behind him.

      

      He’d killed the conversation pretty dead, embarrassed silence filling the room in his absence. Finally, we all got to our feet and jumped in cars, heading back to the alpha residence. We were quiet when we filed into our wing. A quick meal was eaten, Sylvan conspicuously absent, and then we went to bed. My guys went to the main room, stripping off and getting under the covers, while I stood in the doorway, watching Jack and Hawk. He was coming to me, Hawk, but Jack reached for him, pulling him back and pushing him against the wall when he didn’t respond positively. Jack’s hands went to his hair, his mouth to Hawk’s neck. I heard the mumbles of terse words, but not the specifics. Hawk tried pushing him away, but Jack was on the other man like a limpet, sucking and biting at the other man’s skin until the steel went out of his limbs. Hawk’s fingers tangled in Jack’s hair as the man dropped lower, running kisses along his collarbone and chest, the light beginning the glow there, revealed as the other man swiftly unbuttoned his shirt.

      “Jack...” I heard the groan more clearly now, Hawk no longer trying to modify his voice. “Jack, stop.”

      Their eyes turned to me, a shadowy figure in the hallway, watching the events of the car park outside the honeymoon cottage reverse themselves. Hawk watched me, his hands on Jack’s head as the other man freed his cock, brushing his lips across the crown. The light spilled across the two of them from the open room, picking out the terrible pleasure he experienced as the other man sucked him down. He didn’t want him to stop now, thrusting into the other man’s mouth with less care than he had mine, the casual brutality somehow making the whole thing more compelling. Hawk had called Jack and I beautiful savages, but we were no more than him. Perhaps it was Jack that was the important part of the equation, tearing those he loved and wanted apart and then teasing them on to higher and higher heights of ecstasy. Hawk’s fingers were brutal, clawing at Jack’s hair, forcing his skull up and down on the end of his cock until he stilled then thrust forward, Jack’s throat convulsing as his lover emptied his load down it.

      Then, Hawk zipped himself up, not bothering to rebutton the shirt, and his tattoos glowed dully as he ambled down the hall to me.

      “You OK if I join you?” he said, nodding to the bed.

      “Of course. We’re only sleeping, though. I think everyone’s had about all they can take.”

      “Good. Me too.” He leant in and kissed me sweetly on the side of my cheek. “Goodnight, Jules.”

      I waited for Jack as he got to his feet slowly, his jaw flexing. That chin went up when he turned to me and walked closer.

      “You’re not taking him,” he said when I put up an arm to block his entrance into the room.

      “Not trying to.”

      “He’s mine. I love him. He’s my mate.”

      “He is. Not trying to, and you should formalise that. You know it, I know it, but he needs to as well. He deserves that.”

      “I need to sleep with him. Can’t if I’m not lying next to him.”

      “And you will. No one wants to get between the two of you, Jack. You’re doing a good enough job on your own.” His eyes dropped, but I could see the burning mixture of anger, frustration, and shame there. I touched him then, because he looked like he would rather have laid down with jackals than us. Because he obviously felt he couldn’t say so and risk his relationship with Hawk. Because he regretted what he’d done perhaps and felt miserable as a result. I cupped his chin and lifted his head until we were as level as we were going to be. Those green eyes of his stared into mine through narrowed slits that widened when I went up on my tip-toes and placed a careful kiss on the corner of his mouth.

      “Come to bed, Jack,” I said. “Lay down with Hawk and sleep. We’re all tired and wrung out and can do no more today. Sleep, and we’ll talk in the morning.”

      His arms went around my waist, pulling me to him almost by instinct, the surprise still writ large across his face. His breath smelled like apples and mint and Hawk when he dropped his mouth down to hover over mine. He waited for a moment, for me to protest or push him away, I didn’t know which, before kissing me slowly and sweetly.

      “C’mon,” he said, pulling away and leading me to the bed, only to strip me off and lay me between him and Hawk. Two sets of arms curled around my waist, two sets of legs wove through mine, and I rested my head on Jack’s chest, listening to his heart until we fell asleep.
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      Morgan

      We were in a dark cavern, but the word was inadequate in describing the place. The walls of the cave soared so high, the roof was obscured by gloom. For a moment, we just stood there, my brothers and I, and stared.

      “No.”

      My voice was croaky with disuse. There was no point saying a thing, no one here fucking cared. My mouth was for other uses, and the people around me would let me know when it was needed. I surprised myself, being able to get it out, but it opened the floodgate, one it wasn’t wise to open.

      “No, no, no.”

      I knew this place, knew why we had been brought here. I looked across at Blake and Cam and shook my head, hating that my fear was reflected in my packmate’s faces.

      “Not this again,” the man in black leather said. He glanced down at me with thinly veiled disdain. “You should know by now, that word is not for you.”

      “Don’t do this. Don’t take them down here. I’ll go, I’ll go easily, but—”

      “You’ll all do exactly as I tell you,” the man said, jerking on the chains that bound us together. “Now shut the hell up. If you wake him before it’s time, there’ll be hell to pay.”

      “Morgan, this is—” Cam started to whisper, but he didn’t get many words out. The man with the chains wrapped them around his fist and drove it into Cam’s cheek, my packmate’s eyes rolling back as he was slammed into me. I pushed him behind me, trying to provide a barrier between the cunt and Cam, and Blake shuffled forward to do the same.

      “Yes, protect your little mate and keep him fucking quiet. The Great Wolf likes live prey, but warm is the only real necessity.” He turned to the other black-clad man. “Where is Zed with the women?”

      “Some dispute with Warnan about his daughter’s inclusion, I heard.”

      “Would have been nice to bloody know before we brought these things down here. Could have kept them in the holding pens for longer.”

      “You know the Lords. Just as likely to be tossed in with them, if orders aren’t followed.” A great rumbling noise—the sound of thunderstorms and earthquakes all rolled together—silenced the men. “Fuck, he’s restive.”

      “Fucking Warnan. She’s just a bitch, and a sterile one at that. Why fight this?”

      “Too far away from the battle lines, that one. Lost his strength of arm.” The man thumped his chest with his fist in some kind of salute. The other did the same in response.

      “Here they are. Look.”

      “Finally.” The first man looked down at us for a second and then jerked on the chains. “On your feet.”

      “No.” I put every bit of power I had into the growl. Cam still lolled limply in my arms, his body way too light now. They’d used him up until there’s almost nothing left, but the same could be said of all of us. Blake shuffled next to me, teeth bared. I felt the prickle down our bond of an incoming change. “No, Blake,” I hissed, but he ignored me.

      “They’re gonna feed us to that thing. May as well go down fighting,” he snapped, just before shifting.

      The light grey form of Blake’s Tirian appeared beside me, and for a second, I felt a foreign emotion fill my chest. Joy. There had been none for us, not when we were forced through the gate, not when the Volken captured us on the first night, and none since they kept us chained and penned. It’s been so long since I’ve seen the smoke of his fur, the strong haunches made for running along the plains, the huge paws planted firmly into the earth.

      Blake’s growl filled the cavern, growing and growing in intensity, the sound bouncing off the stone walls and reverberating, getting louder and louder.

      “You fucking idiot!”

      Blake’s growl was cut short as the jailor yanked on the chains that bound us, and then he kept on pulling, his eyes darting about. He didn’t see our fingers claw at the metal links as they closed around our throats, biting into the skin there. He didn’t hear our rasping cries. Instead, his eyes were trained on something beyond the outcropping of rock we stood on.

      “Drop them in! Now! He’s coming!” the other jailor said.

      We went sailing over the edge of the rocky platform, landing with a thud. For a moment, all I could do was gasp for breath as the bloody pressure of the chain around my neck released. When I looked around, I saw Cam and Blake were the same, Cam now on all fours with one eye shot through with ruptured blood vessels, and Blake shocked back to human form. I didn’t get to check on him or Blake or do anything. “Here he comes,” I whispered.

      Our mothers harped on about the Great Wolf when we were kids, painting her as this all-knowing, all-loving mother figure. I wish I could tell them how wrong they were. He was great, alright. His body filled his side of the cavern, his back brushing against the stalactites that had formed on the roof.

      “Fuck,” Blake yelped. “Fuck, that’s—”

      “It’s not. She’s not like this. She doesn’t fucking look like this,” Cam said, shaking his head over and over.

      He was right, in a way. Where the women always described her as pure white with green eyes, he was black and had red ones. They never said anything about him being an actual living breathing animal, either. It was hard to make out his form, the smoky wisps of his fur were even more pronounced than ours, so he almost looked like he’d waft away and become one with the darkness. He didn’t though. His head jerked right when another group was tossed down into his pit. Women, if the screams were anything to go by. He took a step forward, and the thud of his paw was felt throughout the cave. There was a lot more of them, and they weren’t chained, which was perhaps part of the problem. Some looked up at the huge animal and screamed. I would’ve probably done the same, if I’d thought it’d do any good. They screamed, and they ran.

      His muzzle moved so fast, it appeared as a blur as he snatched up a tiny woman. We were only just able to see her limbs flailing before he tossed back his head and swallowed her down. I imagined his red eyes glowed brighter for a second before he lunged again.

      “What the fuck... What the actual fuck...” Blake babbled as we watched.

      “Blake...”

      “No, no, it’s been bad enough, this fucking place, but this?” When he turned to me, I saw the tears on his face before he angrily dashed them away. “We’re not going down like this, Morgan, we’re fucking not!”

      “I know, mate,” Cam said, and placed a hand on his shoulder. “I dunno if you’ve got much anymore, but we’ve gotta try.”

      “What?”

      I shuffled in closer, placing a hand on each of them and sending what I hoped was reassurance down our bond. We couldn’t do this terrified, and by fucking god, we needed to. This was our last hope.

      “C’mon, boys,” I said, affecting the tone we used when we melded with our mate. Fuck, Eileen. I hoped she was too far away to feel any of this. “We need to mesh together. The line stays unbroken, remember?”

      “Got it.”

      We huddled together as we watched the big bastard pick off every single woman, downing them like a fox might with field mice. Each life, just snuffed out like candles. Cam’s arm went around my shoulder, Blake’s hand grabbed mine.

      “Take a deep breath,” I said. “Feel the oxygen in your lungs, feel the movement of your chest.” The wolf took another ponderous step. “Don’t worry about that cunt, stay with us.”

      I felt it stutter down the line of our bond, that feeling of connection. It was small and fragile, something that needed to be nurtured and protected, not used to face down some kind of fucking monster wolf. But we lost that choice once the matriarchs chose to exile us.

      “I’m sorry, so fucking sorry...” Cam said.

      “None of that, mate.” I shook my head, but my eyes stayed trained on the big bastard. “We’re greater than the sum of our parts, remember?”

      When the link was made, it felt as easy as it always did. Before we bonded with Eileen, we were close, growing up together and basically living in each other’s houses. Our mums always thought we’d form a pack. We didn’t tell them we had well and truly done so before Eileen came on the scene. For a moment, all I could feel was my mates thrumming through me. Part of me wanted to stop there for a second, just to savour the feel of them with me. We’d clung to the bond desperately at the start of our time here, but learned pretty quickly that melding just brought pain and anguish. But we had no time for that now.

      All that we were hummed as we got to our feet, the clank of the chains, the burn of the bloody wolf’s eyes all dropping away.

      “Draw the power up,” I said, taking hold of each of their hands.

      “It’s not gonna be enough,” Blake said, but there was a peace to his words rather than hysteria.

      “Maybe not,” I said. “But if this is the way we have to go out, there’s no two blokes I’d rather do it with.”

      “And Eileen will finally be free,” Cam said.

      The wolf’s jaws were black when they opened. Not the colour, but the complete absence of light. We stared into the abyss, and the abyss stared back, growing larger and larger, while we were the most feeble point of light in all this nothing. We sent fireballs of energy into the wolf’s mouth, tiny little pinpricks of light that were instantly smothered. I felt the shudder of my brothers’ bodies under my hands as we struggled to strike back, as they watched it all come to nothing.

      We were not enough, had not been enough since we got here. Nothing about growing up in Sanctuary had prepared us for this place. All the crap that had seemed so important back home crumbled to nothing in the face of this darkness. For a second, I saw Eileen’s face, clear as a bell, my eyes hungry for every detail.

      “It’s not working,” Cam said.

      We each looked at the other, and then Blake nodded.

      “See ya in the next life, brothers,” he said, and then the wolf’s jaws snapped shut.

      

      Jules

      I sat straight up in bed, drenched in sweat, my cry dying on my lips.

      “You dreamt it too,” Jack said.

      “We all did, I think,” Slade said. “What the fucking hell?”

      “I dunno about you guys, but I’m not going back to sleep after that,” Aaron said.

      “Me neither, I need a beer.”

      Slade and Aaron slipped free of the covers and strode out of the room.

      “Finn?” I said as Hawk’s arms went around me. That wasn’t entirely comfortable due to our clammy skin, but I appreciated the gesture.

      “What the fuck is the fucking Volken bastard playing at?” Finn growled in response.

      “Something we need to find out,” Brandon said, getting out of bed as well. “I’ll go and get Sylvan. It’s beyond time to discuss exactly what he knows.”

      I moved over to lie by Finn’s side, and when I touched his arm, I felt it—the overwhelming rush of worry. I blinked, my heart beginning to race from what felt like a standing start. Pain was threaded through it, as well as guilt, but it was all being smothered by a rising tide of anger. He gently removed my hand, placing it on the bed between us.

      “It’s OK, Jules. We’ll get to the bottom of this.”
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      “What have you done?” I snapped as soon as Brandon brought an admittedly haggard-looking Sylvan into the dining room. The others had all taken seats already, and he threw himself into one at the head.

      “I wouldn’t mind one of those if you’re offering,” Sylvan said, his voice raw, pointing to the boys’ beer bottles.

      “We’re not offering,” Aaron said.

      “What we will give you is a smack around the ear if we don’t get some answers, now,” Slade said. “Why are we dreaming about monstrous wolves eating people?”

      Buddy let out a low growl from where he sat at my feet.

      “The bond has been recognised, so I’m as connected to Jules as you are. She will see what I see when her boundaries are down, and I see what happens in Leifgart, the place where I was born. You’ve seen something few get to, the power source behind the Volken. That being you call a Great Wolf? He’s an energy source for my people. They keep him in his cavern, give him offerings in the form of those they no longer have use for, and then call on his power with his workings. I’d thought you did the same here?”

      “What? You think we have some giant white wolf locked up somewhere?” Slade said. “We don’t, do we?”

      Finn shook his head. “Worship of the Great Wolf has always been symbolic as much as anything. More like a personification of the principles of Sanctuary.”

      “Well, put aside whatever religious notions you’ve been raised with, because I know at least one exists, and your little interlude suggests there’s another as well. I believe it’s from them we come. This bluster around closing the gate, I’m not sure how effective it will be. If the Volken decide to unleash him...”

      “Fuck this, I’m getting the guys in here,” Aaron said, getting to his feet. “This whole withdrawal process is being ballsed up. We should be striking back, not cutting and running.”

      “You can get them in to consult, or support, if they’ll go for it,” Finn said. “But we’re going in, all of us.” He looked across at Sylvan. “That’s what we have to do, isn’t it?”

      “Against that fucking thing?” Jack said. “Are you guys mad?”

      The other man nodded. “It’s the only way forward I’ve seen.”

      “So, what, to get my dads and the other guys out of there, I have to take out the Great Wolf?” His brow wrinkled at that. We all shifted in our seats, the bite of the wolf’s fangs still way too fresh in our minds.

      “Take him out?” Sylvan considered the idea and then shook his head. “I don’t think that’s possible. But break the Volken’s hold on him? Well, then you’ve got a massively powerful paranormal creature on a rampage. Ideal time to rescue your people.”

      “Make the calls in the morning, Aaron,” Finn said with a nod. “It’s 2am now, too early to start anything, and we’ll need our wits about us. Let’s head back to bed and try and grab what sleep we can.”

      “Well, you can count us out,” Jack said. “Right, Hawk?”

      “We need to talk this through, as Finn says, before I make any decision,” his partner replied. “C’mon Jules, you look done in.”

      We all did. Now that heart rates had settled, everyone was slumping in their chairs.

      “You coming, Finn?” I said.

      He was the one I was most worried about. Everyone else was unhappy with what was going on, but it was a more general ‘we should do something about climate change’ thing than people we love and cared about being in danger.

      “Just give me a sec,” he replied.

      “Stay for a moment,” Brandon said, leaning down and whispering in my ear. I nodded, squeezing his hand before he pulled away. I waited until all of the guys had gone, picking up the empty beer bottles and taking them to the kitchen. When I sat down beside him, Finn was perfectly still, just staring at the table. He gave nothing away, that’s something I was beginning to realise about my mate. He held everything inside and only let what he thought needed to be expressed out. It was an admirable display of emotional control, but it missed something crucial. He looked up when I put a hand on his arm, his hand moving automatically to remove it.

      “No, Finn,” I said, and covered his hand with mine. He looked into my eyes, the muscles in his arm twitching with the need to remove it. But he didn’t, and in I went.

      I could see now why he didn’t want me in here. The bond was a roaring river, and I was whisked away by it. I felt myself gasp as I was smashed by waves of frustration and anger, the breath catching in my chest and unable to go anywhere as his emotion swamped me, taking all I was as a person and throwing it to one side. He was angry at the matriarchs for sending the men through the gate, at the fucking Volken, at Sylvan for bringing this stuff to our door, and then ashamed that he would respond that way. They were his dads. He’d done as asked and tried his best to forget them, which just pushed his mood lower. While he’d been tugging his forelock, they’d been brutalised over and over. He could have gone through the gate after them. He could have asked the mine guys if they’d heard word. He could have stood up when they sent them into exile, not just stayed there holding his mum’s hand as they filed through the gate. And the other guys. How many had been fed to that fucking wolf thing, their existence winking out in seconds? He’d tried so hard to not ask questions, to keep the side of him down that made the women look at him with appraising gazes, and not face the same fate. His mum had begged and pleaded when it became apparent he’d have similar abilities as Max.

      “Finn...” I said, pulling my hand back and fighting for breath. “Finn, you need to stop.”

      “Can’t. I’ve got to get them back or die trying.”

      “Finn!”

      “I know, I’m a shit mate. I should never have made the offer... I want to be sorry about what happened, but I can’t.” His smile was horrible, a mockery of his former expression. “I should have realised this was never going to work.”

      “Finn, you need to stop. From what I saw, you were a kid when your dads were exiled. That wasn’t your responsibility to stop.”

      “No? And how many men have I sent on their way since, Jules? I don’t know, I’ve lost count. I condemned men, sent them through the gate myself on Kelly’s orders. Mum always said it was a test, to see if I was loyal or not. Well, I passed. I passed and I passed and I passed, and those blokes have ended up in fucking hell because of me.”

      “And because of Kelly and the matriarchs, and everyone else who thinks it’s fine to boot people through a portal because of a difference in opinion. You can’t take this all on, Finn.” He pushed my hand off his arm, breaking the connection. “Finn?”

      He was fairly determined to nail himself to that cross, and nothing I could say would stop him. I stared at my mate for a moment, feeling doubly helpless now that I knew exactly what was going on inside him. I took in all the little signs—the tense set of his shoulders, the play of muscles in his chest as he grew even more wound up, the harsh clench of his jaw, the narrowing of his eyes. I couldn’t tell him it would be OK, because I didn’t know that. I couldn’t talk him around, because he’d done things that were at complete odds to his values and did so to stay here in Sanctuary with his family. I couldn’t stroke him or fuck him out of it. I couldn’t give him a pint of ice cream and sit down with him and watch re-runs of Friends, this was too big. I watched my mate suffer, and I suffered along with him.

      Reach out to him, my Tirian said.

      I have!

      No, reach out to him.

      I looked back at Finn, and then I realised the bond went both ways. He might be able to drown me with his feelings, but I could do the same to him. I stood, and he barely acknowledged my movement. So caught up in his spiral of self-hatred, he didn’t flinch until I’d wrapped my arms around him tightly. I felt the rush of his emotions—now coloured more by anger—and pushed. It kinda felt like pissing in the wind for a moment, but I visualised myself standing within the torrent and then adding to it with my own feelings.

      I held all that I had, felt, knew about Finn in my hands. It was still small and fragile, we didn’t really know each other that well yet, but we would, and I pushed that certainty out. I pushed all the funny superficial things, like the quirk of his smile, the way his eyes grew brighter when he was really touched by something, the sinewy muscles of his forearms when he rolled up his sleeves, the long tapering fingers as they clasped mine. I pushed the confidence he’d shown me when we first met, looking at my skirt, checking me out as he brought in all my stuff. I pushed the care he’d shown in helping me get settled, his many check-ins to make sure I was OK. His quiet, certain push back against the guys when they’d gotten pushy. His advocating for my needs when I was in heat. The feel of his arms around me. The fucking beautiful glow inside him when we’d mated. His Tirian fighting for me when the guys went mad.

      Finn, I said as the emotions raged higher and higher. You did something you hate, but you’re a good guy. I love you, I’ll always love you, and I can’t stand by and let anyone attack someone I love, not even himself.

      It felt like my love was a bomb that exploded out into Finn’s emotional landscape, and for a moment, everything quietened. I could hear my heart hammering in my ears, the sound of my own breath, but that was it. Then, his arms wrapped around me.

      Tight, so tight it was hard to breathe, but I was glad for the pain. I felt the restive shift of his hands as he struggled to hold me closer, his face buried into my chest. I stroked his back, his hair, and felt like the emotion came with it, like I was bathing him in it. And then it all broke.

      Men don’t seem to cry like women. It’s like the tears, the misery, has to be ripped out of them to come. Like those big, muscular bodies fight every sob, only adding to the agony. His cries were subdued and muffled, but I felt them tear through his whole body. I hung on—it was all I could do—and as I did, I saw the glow rise. It was as if his self-imposed exile dampened it, but when we connected, it was allowed to shine again. It grew brighter and brighter with each cry, until I was forced to squint my eyes against it. Stray tears that had formed out of sympathy ran as I held on, sending my vision blurry. Perhaps that’s how I missed her.

      When I blinked my eyes clear, she stood in the darkened dining room, the White Wolf. Not scarily huge like last time, just the same size as any other Tirian, her fur wisping away to nothingness. She bowed her head to me and then said, You will come to us. You will help restore the balance.

      She disappeared when Finn pulled back, wiping his eyes, his breath still ragged.

      “I’m sorry, I—”

      “Don’t, please don’t, Finn. Are you feeling better?”

      “Yeah, it’s weirdly cathartic, that crying thing.”

      “Of course, it is.”

      “Still feel like a fucking dickhead.”

      “What would you tell me if our positions were reversed?”

      “That it was fine. You can always cry on my shoulder, Jules. You know that. At least, I hope you do.”

      “I do, and that goes both ways.” I saw the set of his jaw and pushed forward. “Seriously. I get you’ve got this whole white knight thing going—which I love, by the way—but I’m not going to let you tear yourself apart protecting me. I just won’t. You wouldn’t let me, right?” He nodded.

      “I love you.”

      I was never going to get used to that, that quick glance, that naked vulnerability on such a beautiful man’s face.

      “I love you too. Now, let’s take your advice and head to bed. We need to find a way to save the day tomorrow.”

      When I lay down beside him, Brandon rolled over, covering my back. He lay with me as I stroked Finn’s chest, right up until his breath evened out and he dropped off. Brandon moved closer, mouth to my ear. “Everything OK?”

      “Better now,” I whispered. I felt a swell in my chest. While he might’ve been this cool, clinical switch in the bedroom, he cared a lot about the pack dynamic, more so than anyone. I had no fucking idea what I was doing, having a relationship with so many men, but I felt safer—floundering as I was—with Brandon at my side. “I wish we had bonded, then I could show you exactly how I feel.”

      “I know,” he said, leaving the exact meaning of that open, but as I settled back against his bare chest, I was pretty sure we were on the same page.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            25

          

        

      

    

    
      Which was more than could be said for Jack the next day.

      “This is a fucking suicide mission,” he said.

      We sat around the dining room table, the remains of our breakfast spread across it along with pieces of paper hastily scribbled upon.

      “So how many of these... flintlock type guns did they have?” Aaron asked.

      “You’re not thinking about this right,” I said. “We had this brief glimpse at what was happening in Leifgart. I can’t give you reliable information about their arms stores.”

      “That’s the name of their city, correct?”

      “Yes, she’s said that about a million times,” Jack said. He leaned over and grabbed the cigarette packet from the table and stood up. “I’m going for a smoke. You comin,’ Hawk?”

      “Not yet,” he replied. “We really need to wait for that bloke Sylvan to come back. He’s the one that lived there. He’d have the more accurate information.”

      I watched Jack’s expression, saw the anger easily enough in the flash of his eyes and the thinning of his lips. Slade glanced at him as he stood there and shook his head. This was obviously the expected response from him, and no one seemed to like it. But nothing changed, he jerked his body away from the chair and stormed out.

      “So, Jules, this building here—”

      “Hawk’s right, we’re not likely to get very far without Sylvan. We’ll hopefully be able to talk to him soon, when Ophelia’s finished with him.” The guys watched me get to my feet. “I’ll be back in a second.”

      “Where you off to?”

      I turned to see Slade had followed me out, Buddy at his heels.

      “I was just going to—”

      “You’re going to find Jack, aren’t you?”

      “I’ve got to get this sorted. We can’t go through the portal like this.”

      “We have to go through the portal, not Hawk, not Jack. I get you like Hawk, I do too. But Jack, he doesn’t want this. I said I’d never bullshit you, love, but this guy, he might be worth cutting loose.”

      “You’ve never liked him, have you?”

      He shook his head, snorting in frustration. “What’s to like? You girls love arseholes, but he’s going to be less a sulky brat and more a fucking liability over there. I’m walking with the woman I love into a literal monster’s den. You can’t blame me for not wanting any weak links. I love you, Jules. I want every bloke that’s there ready to lay his fucking life down to save you, or I don’t want them there. That’s what you deserve, Jules, not this dickhead’s games.” He watched me turn to go. “Where are you going?”

      I nodded, frowning. “To get some answers.”

      

      It took me a bit to find Jack. Some of the guys had been using a little balcony as a smoker’s spot, but he wasn’t there. I looked through doors, walking and walking until I found him sitting on the floor, facing one of the big floor to ceiling windows, letting his cigarette ash fall on the plush carpet.

      Did he know what this position did for him? All of the men looked gorgeous in the sunlight, but there was something about Jack and his tumble of blond hair and his deep brown skin that seemed to soak up all radiance and let it light him from within. Weirdly, even his shitty expression didn’t detract from that.

      “Come to gloat, have you?”

      I stopped where I was and just stared at him for a moment. “Fucking Jack,” was a pretty regular refrain around the house, and I could see why. He was like some kind of spoiled prince with the world at his feet, and he was somehow pissed about it.

      “Does this work?” I said.

      “What?”

      “Like, you look like a fucking angel. It’s like the gods or the Great Wolf took male models and hot surfer dudes and the angels themselves and mixed it all up and made your body. Like, in a place full of ridiculously hot guys, you’re still next level, but you walk around acting like a complete cunt to everyone. What on earth do you have to be fucked off about? You have Hawk. He loves you. He’s gorgeous, sweet, warm, has a dick like a Coke can, and is just generally a good guy. Back in the human world, anyone—guy or girl, gay or straight or whatever—would be honoured to go through life with a guy like him by their side. So why do you walk around like someone pissed in your cornflakes? You have everything, Jack. Fucking appreciate it.”

      He rubbed the ash he’d let fall into the carpet’s fibres, creating a grey patch there before standing and walking over to me. “If I have everything, then why aren’t I enough? Why did he walk away from me, mid-conversation, to go running across the field just for a sniff of you? Why did the sex get that much hotter, with him hard all the fucking time, nailing me over and over, but he was never satisfied? Why does he need to add someone else, a whole lot of someone elses, to what we have? He’s mine, Jules.” His eyes burned as bright as the ones from his Tirian form as he slammed his hand into his chest, the tattoos lighting up there in response. “He’s all I’ve got.”

      “Then fight for him! Go and tell him how you feel. Ask him to pull out of this, for you. If this is not what you want, if the thought of going through the gate scares you, say so!”

      “I’m not scared of the fucking gate. I might not be a soldier boy, but I’ve fought my way out of many a scrap. More than fucking Prince Finn, anyway.” When he turned to look at me, I never wished more that we were officially bonded. There was so much in his stare I couldn’t decipher. He moved closer, herding me until my back hit the wall. “You scare me a fuckload more than some kinda giant wolf that can swallow me whole. I can stay here when you guys go off on your little adventure, I can break things off with Hawk. Both’ll hurt, the last one probably more than I can bear, but they aren’t the problem. It’s you.”

      “How am I the fucking problem?” I tried to snap that out, but it came out higher and more breathy than I’d hoped.

      “Beautiful girl, who winds us all right around your finger.” His mouth was only inches from mine as he said the words, his hands going up to push mine against the wall.

      “I’m not trying to.”

      “No, that I know. If you were one of the local girls playing games, I’d have some kind of fucking defence, but I don’t. You just come in here, all worried about the guys and the bullshit the matriarchs are pulling, wanting to go haring off and risk your life for men you’ve never even met? How do I defend myself against that? You’re everything we wanted, back when we were kids, dreaming of the one who’d complete our pack.”

      “So, you’re mad at me because you’re into me? That’s kinda primary school.”

      “I’m mad because you’re gonna waltz in and change fucking everything I’ve built over the years. You’re going to drag us along while you're being all heroic, bond us, join us to bloke’s who can’t fucking stand me. Can’t you fucking see it, Jules? You’re breaking everything down, and I’m here, gasping from the intensity and just wanting to lay myself at your feet and ask for more.”

      He kissed me. Of course, he did. Our breath was synchronised, coming in fast. I could taste the ash of his mouth before our lips even touched. His body was tight as a bowstring, all that strength kept leashed. Fingers raked at bodies, teeth bit down on lips. He was hard and aching and thrusting spasmodically against me, making me burn for a whole lot more.

      But I wasn’t going to take advantage of it. “Jack, Jack, stop. Jack.” He pulled away finally, stung. I watched his face close down, his shoulders set, his chin lifting, but when he went to draw away farther, my hand snapped around his wrists, and I wouldn’t let go. “Heat is never a problem with you and me. We can hate fuck from now until the end of time, but it’s not going to solve anything. While I want to ride that pretty face of yours until you’re covered with me, that’s not what we need.”

      “Yeah?” His voice was a husky rasp, that sly smile creeping back. “Because you smell so fucking good right now.”

      “No, no, stop sniffing me, stop doing that as well.” I bit back a moan as his lips trailed along my neck. I growled in frustration. I wasn’t sure if it was because I was trying to be good or just him, but my body felt like it was on fire. I pushed him back, then spun around and shoved him up against the wall.

      “Mmm...” He bit his lip slowly. “I do like me some dominance play.”

      “No. No dominance play, no fucking, no doing any of the things you’re thinking about, either. I need to know, Jack. Are you in or out?”

      It took a second for the haze of lust to recede. I don’t think he was wholly comfortable when my words sunk in, but he would be damned if he was going to look away.

      “You mean on this fool’s errand? I—”

      “Don’t.” He fell silent, eyes struggling to hold mind. “This is fucking hard for me too. I have no idea what I’m doing, have no mental models for what having a relationship with so many men looks like. I am so scared I’m going to hurt someone, everyone, and now this...” I stared down at the carpet. “You want out? I’ll tell Hawk it's not going to happen. That’s gonna kill me, but I’ll do it. I really, really like him. I get why you’re scared. I’d be fucking terrified if he was mine, and someone else was coming into the relationship. But I’ll do it. You can take him and kiss him better and fucking bite him already. Make him yours and only yours. But you have to decide, now, are you up for trying things with me and my pack, or are you out?”

      I didn’t want to look at him. I could feel his eyes on my face, but I didn’t want to see his reaction or find out once and for all what was happening between us. But I couldn’t go walking literally into the wolf’s den with this kind of instability. We needed to start working as an actual pack outside the bedroom as well as inside. I forced my head up. Had I ever spent as much time laying my heart on my sleeve as I had in Sanctuary? Just getting up every day and knowing my mates could tap into my feelings at any point in time, felt like the hero’s bloody journey. Every one of them did something that made my heart twist with that kind of painful joy that had you coming back for more.

      “Of course, I’m in, you idiot,” he said, but his gentle tone belied his words. “That’s why I’m so fucking torn up all the time.” He kissed me, but this time it was a soft thing, just a press of lips to lips for a moment that seemed to last forever. “I can’t promise it’ll be all hearts and flowers. Hawk’ll set you straight there. I’m a prickly bastard, that’s not likely to change.”

      “I don’t want you to be someone else, Jack. There’s something about your obstinate arse that I like. I just need you to talk to the two of us, at least. You’re not hiding anything by lashing out. Just talk it through. We can work this out if we keep talking.”

      “OK.” He looked at me, a slow smile starting. “You sure we don’t need to celebrate this newfound accord in bed?”

      “No, Jack. I want you to help me to get the hell out of here for a while.”

      “You skiving off, Jules? I knew I liked you. Shirking responsibilities and pissing off those blokes of yours? Honey, I’ve got you covered.”

      I giggled as he jerked me out of the room and down the hall, looking around in a cartoonish manner—as if the guys would come stomping after us—but I felt a kind of lightness as we ran outside our wing, down the huge staircase, and outside the building. He did too, if the grin on his face was anything to go by.

      “What have we got here?” he said to himself as he looked through the garage under the house proper. “Finny boy’s truck! That’ll do nicely.” I hovered as he opened the door and then hopped in.

      “Umm... should we be doing this?”

      “You gonna piss people off, you may as well go the whole hog, I say.” There was something to that bright smile, a challenge perhaps? Would I step up and into the car, putting everything inside the alpha residence symbolised right now or not? A yip had me turning around when I saw Buddy come flying out of the house. As always, he made the decision for me, throwing himself into the open door and taking up a spot in the middle of the bench seat.

      “Cockblocked by a dog,” Jack said with a grin, starting the car once I got in. “I was gonna slide my hand up your thigh and—”

      “I’ll take you and Hawk into one of the rooms and fuck you until you’ve got no more cum to give, if you keep your hands to yourself until we get home,” I said. “I’m rationalising walking away from my mates when they really need me by saying I’m doing it to get to know you better.”

      “Yeah?” His voice sounded so different, I looked over Buddy’s head to check it was still him. He was pleased, the grin showed that, but as he eased the car out onto the driveway, was that...? I peered closer.

      “Are you blushing?”

      “Fuck off!”

      “You are!” I yelped as the sun streamed in the car window, showing the reddened state of his cheeks.

      “It’s a manly flush from thinking about all the hot monkey sex we’re gonna have. I need a smoke.”

      My hand went out to grab the packet on the dash in the same moment his did, our fingers brushing. He darted me a quick look before drawing both of our hands behind Buddy’s back. We drove out of the alpha residence, holding hands like teenagers.
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      “You’re taking me to the mess hall?” I said as we rolled to a stop.

      “And let those vultures get at you? No fucking way. I admit, it's not especially original, but I was gonna grab us some food and then take you somewhere... special.” He looked down at the driver’s wheel for a moment. “What do you like? I’ve just realised I have no idea.”

      “Can’t eat seafood or eggs,” I said. “Otherwise...” He looked lost, really, really lost. Like if he fucked this up, something awful was going to happen. “Look, why don’t we both go in?”

      “I know that doesn’t fit with the date bullshit thing, but that’d be really fucking good. I’m just as likely to give you food poisoning if I do this on my own.”

      “That’s fine,” I said with a laugh, jumping out of the car, Buddy at my heels. “I don’t really need the whole manly ‘order for his woman’ thing.”

      “Thank the Great Wolf for that.” But despite all his protestations, he came to my side pretty quickly, putting his arm around me and bowing his head for a quick kiss.

      “Jack, what are you doing down here?”

      Both our heads jerked up to see Mick and some of the blokes from the fencing team standing by the doorway to the mess hall.

      “Mick.” Jack’s voice had instantly flattened, and I felt him begin to pull away. I shoved my hand into the back pocket of his jeans, stopping him from going any further.

      “And the beautiful Julie. There’s been talk of you taking petitions.”

      “She’s not taking any more petitioners,” he replied, moving forward to put more of his body between me and the other men.

      “Pretty sure the lady can speak for herself,” Mick said, his lips curling slightly.

      “And what’re you doing with a woman, anyway?” one of the other guys said with a sneer. “No use to you.”

      “And not just any woman. She’s Shaun’s.”

      I felt his body tense at the same point mine did. You’re very similar, my Tirian said. Hackles up at the first sign of a fight.

      They’re disrespecting Jack and me. That can’t be allowed to stand.

      You protect him as one would a mate.

      “Pretty sure Jules is capable of making decisions about who she’s with, and who she’s not,” Jack snapped.

      “You reckon? What about the shit that went down at the Stores building the other day? She smells pretty fucking creamy right now, and that can’t be from you.”

      Two of the men took steps forward, scenting the air. I felt the shift in Jack’s arms, the muscles coiling as he readied himself to strike.

      “What is with the scent thing?” I shouted. “Like everyone seems to smell every damn change in my vagina. Do I stink or something? How about only those people whose faces will be buried between my legs at the end of the day sniff my twat to determine whether I’m into them or not. Because right now, that’s Jack.”

      He gave a pleased little purr that had the two men frowning.

      “What’re you gonna do with a pillow biter like him? Wouldn’t know his way around a woman’s body if his life depended on it. Try one or more of us. We’ve got what you need. Mick’ll fuck your boy, if you don’t want him missing out.”

      I turned to look at Jack, saw the flexing of his jaw and the burn of his eyes, and I stepped in close. I could hear the ragged rasp of his breath now. He started when my lips touched his, something that had the guys laughing, but I didn’t care. I’d wanted him to slam me against the wall, rip my jeans down, and work himself up inside me when we talked, so it was taking all my will to go out and do something outside. I tried as we kissed—his hands going around me—to inject every single bit of that longing, need, and hunger into it. His mouth fell open, his tongue flicking out to cover mine. His lips followed mine when I finally pulled away, so I placed my hand on his cheek, looking into his eyes until he came back online.

      I’d intended to turn and let the guys sniff me all they liked, smell whatever it was they did when I was turned on, but I didn’t. He gave me a small smile, then uttered a little growl before kissing me again. God, I wasn’t entirely sure I was on board with this no sex thing. He smelled of sunshine and drying grass and bracken ferns.

      “C’mon, we better get some food before the kitchen’s close,” he said when he finally pulled away. He took my hand, and we walked around to the kitchen entrance.

      We built ourselves an impressive picnic basket, despite our minds only being partially on the job. Jack kept snatching up foods and forcing me to taste them until the kitchen staff kicked us out. He grabbed a couple of bottles of beer and then put the basket in the backseat.

      “What the hell is with the smell thing?” I said as we got back into the car. “Every bloke seems to be sniffing me. I can’t smell when you’re turned on.”

      “Don’t need to,” he said, reaching down and grabbing his crotch. “Nah, the Great Wolf didn’t give us blokes much to deal with the mysteries of women, but this.” He tapped the side of his nose. “This we have, at least.”

      

      “Wow, this is beautiful!” I said when we pulled up. We’d parked on the side of a riverbank, the water quite low, trees and shrubs growing thick along the far bank. A broad trunk spanned the gap between the banks so you could walk across.

      “Hold onto that,” Jack said, pulling out the basket. “Where I’m gonna take you isn’t that picturesque.”

      Buddy followed us, tail wagging as we made our way down the bank, then walked across the tree. Jack strode up the rise, hair gleaming in the sun, parting the foliage with a practised hand and revealing a thin path. On the other side was a huge forest of trees, a great umbrella of foliage letting only small amounts of sun through. The path wound its way through, partially covered by ferns.

      “Stay close, Bud,” I said as he went bounding off.

      “Behind here,” Jack said, stopping on the buttress roots of a large tree. He took my hand as I clambered over, and then I saw it.

      Whoever had made this little bower had taken a bunch of young trees and wove them together, creating a little nest out here in the forest. Those trees had continued to grow, tied together at the crowns as they were, and with the combination of ferns and grasses, it was like a small room in the middle of the forest.

      “This is beautiful,” I said, not sure why he’d downplayed it so much. He looked pleased and just waved me in.

      The hush of the trees settled somewhat inside here. The air was instantly closer, but not uncomfortably so. It just changed from being huge and expansive to intimate in quick procession.

      “Here,” he said, passing me a wooden crate. “Not exactly five-star accommodation, but...”

      “It’s OK,” I said, looking around. “Did you make this?”

      “Me and Hawk did when we were kids. We were always reading books about faerie settlements in forests and created our own when we couldn’t find any.” As I inspected it, I noted the keepsakes and photos tacked to the trunks of the trees. There were pieces of string with shells threaded through them and feathers, animal skulls and carved bits of wood. But there had been more at some point, that was clear. There were plenty of nails with only remnants hanging from them. I reached down, retrieving a piece of glass from the dirt, its colour a deep blue.

      “Don’t go digging around in there yet,” he said, placing the basket between us and starting to retrieve dishes. “What do ya fancy? Pasta salad or a sandwich? There’s some pastries as well.”

      “Jack...”

      I put a hand on his, stopping his excavating for a moment. This was more than just some childhood cubby.

      “Not yet, Jules. I promise, I’ll show you everything, because you’ve got to know what you’re taking on. But not just yet.”

      So, we sat and ate. I was oddly hungry, but the peaceful quiet had taken on a kind of eerie quality now. Jack watched my eyes search the bower, cataloguing every change he and Hawk had made, and then finally, he put his food aside with a sigh.

      “Women, you’re as curious as cats.”

      “This comes from your extensive experience?” I regretted the words as soon as they were out of my mouth, too similar to the stupid shit the guys back at the mess shed were saying. His reaction was interesting. Rather than hardening, his eyes went soft and unfocused. He nodded and reached around, pulling out a primitive-looking spade that looked like it’d been carved from a piece of wood. He tested the ground in the centre with the point, until he found what he wanted.

      I watched the muscles shift under his flannel shirt, then he threw the spade to one side once he hit what he was after. He scraped the dirt away from a metal box with his hands and then pulled it free. He tried the lid, and when it didn’t come away, he pulled a pocket knife out and used the blade to prise it open. He laid the lid, scarred by rust and covered in dirt on the ground and then reached in.

      The stuff that had hung from the nails had been collected and stored here. Ripped pieces of paper and photographs, torn fabric and crushed dried flowers. He placed it all on the dirt, like some kind of offering before looking up at me.

      “If you’re serious, if you really do want us like you say you do, you need to know. This place, Hawk and I built it when we first started having feelings for each other. We used to come out in the forest and fuck. Our mums knew what we were up to, a lot of young blokes go through a bit of a phase when they’re teens, working out what you can do with your dick other than piss. Everyone turns a blind eye to it, boys will be boys and all that, and what with so few girls, no one says anything. We can’t get pregnant, so there’s no lasting damage, right?”

      He set the box down, brushing the dirt from his hands.

      “Mum noticed first that things were moving beyond just youthful exploration. We were with each other every second of the day. Initially, it was because we were good mates, and he had a mouth like a silken glove. We couldn’t get enough of each other, but people, they don’t tend to fuck the same person over and over without developing something, not unless they put a whole lot of mental effort into it.” He sighed, patting his pockets for a cigarette before realising he’d left them in the car. “Started to be that I wanted to see that smile of his. Y’know, that almost shy one? Like he knows what he fucking does to you, but can’t bring himself to rub your face in it. Like he was just... happy you knew he was there. I wanted to talk to him about Mum and her fucking matchmaking. I wanted to talk to him about the things I saw, the bullshit the matriarchs were pulling. I wanted him to hold me when the arguing with Uncle Max started. No, I just wanted him to hold me, hold everything I was in those beautiful fucking hands of his and keep me there forever.”

      He reached down and picked up a torn photo. It was creased and yellowed now, but I could see fragments of a very young Hawk and Jack. He tossed it back in the tin. “This place, we made it like a fucking shrine. I took photos of him after we’d been fucking in the dirt and then pinned them up here. I wrote him letters and poems.” More pieces of paper were tossed back in. “I’m pretty sure there was a fucking ode to his cock. I kept the first flower he gave me, and the second, and he did the same for me. We created this.... whole other world here, away from Sanctuary and Mum and the matriarchs and the whole fucking thing, and for a while, it was the most beautiful thing in my life.”

      He picked up a small well-thumbed piece of paper that had been folded many times. When he slowly, painfully opened it up, I could see many stick figures with speech bubbles there.

      “This is Hawk. At his core, this is him. This was his dream, what he thought he’d have by now. A mate.” His finger brushed over a primitively drawn woman with the kind of outrageous curves teenage boys think are the height of sexiness. “A pack.” The childish drawings showed a muscular Jack with stiff blond hair and Hawk, holding the woman within their arms. “And a child, or probably a whole pack of them. He comes from a big brood, his brothers all have big families.”

      He passed the drawing to me. “Jules, if you don’t want this, if you don’t want Hawk’s arms around you as you grow big with our child, if you don’t want him to build you something like this, if you can’t protect him when he does, then for fuck’s sake, let him go. I’ll bond him, no matter what. You’ve helped me see what I’ve been doing, and I’m not proud of it. He does deserve that, from anyone who’s with him.”

      “What happened here?” I said, my voice barely more audible than the breeze.

      “Nothing as sinister as you’re thinking,” he replied. “They just tore it down. They strode in here and ripped it all to pieces and laughed as they did it. I found them at it, launched myself at them like a savage animal.” He laughed at that, but there was no humour in it. “I was a savage animal. It was my first shift into Tirian form, but it didn’t matter. The boys, they were bigger and older and more experienced. Had me on my arse in a second, Sonny’s teeth around my throat.” He looked up at me, and it was then I saw how close his beast was to the surface. Even in the murk of the forest, his eyes glowed like bright beacons. “It was then I knew that I couldn’t save him. I couldn’t protect him. I loved him, but I couldn’t take the target from his back. They beat me to a fucking pulp, then and afterwards, for daring to make something like this. It wasn’t hard, anonymous fucking in the heat sheds. I raised him up in my heart beyond anything any woman could compete with. He was the fucking sun, and I just wanted to orbit around him.”

      He leant over and picked up every piece, placing it back in the box, only pausing when a brittle dried flower began to crumble in his hand.

      “I thought if I drew the heat, they’d just lash out at me. I was plenty cunty already, growing up with Kelly as my mum, but I refined that shit to an art form. Didn’t work. They beat me, beat Hawk, held me down and made me watch as they rearranged his face. We had stepped outside the norm of Sanctuary, where no one was going to save us, and so mob rule applied. It took me a bloody long time to talk to Mum about it. I was getting desperate. Animals, they need to be held in check by something. Pack rules, stronger opponents, something, and there was nothing. We lived in the big alpha residence, and Mum was the daughter of the alpha. Someone had to intervene. It ended up being what brought on the challenge that put Mum in power. Nan was going to step in and do something, and Mum wouldn’t have it. No son of hers was going to set up his own pack.”

      He placed the box back into the hole and pushed the dirt over it, patting it down.

      “Mum won, we were to be split and put in the next petition for mates. I left the house that day, got a place in the singles accommodation and asked to be placed with some of the bigger guys. When I started my first job, I got into a fight with the biggest bloke there and made sure to put him down. If this place is to be run on dominance, I was gonna show it. It broke Hawk’s mum’s heart when he left, but he came to my place and lived in my room, getting a job in fencing, same as me. I made friends—allies really—like Shaun, and collected them, keeping them around Hawk.”

      He rubbed at his face, the dirt smearing across his skin.

      “He’s not a kid, he’s a fucking hard man. He’s had to be. If you see him fight, he’s like some kind of swordmaster of old. Pure grace and deadly efficiency. But even the toughest bloke is vulnerable, and I’ve sworn never to let him be in that position again. I like you, Jules. If it was just me, I’d let this go and see how things develop. You’re hot, you don’t get caught up in the bullshit here, and you seem calm headed enough to rein me back. Just what Nan always wanted for me. But I can’t, I hope you see that. It’s too early, you and I have barely spoken a word to each other, but if he’s gonna stay, if we’re gonna stay, I need to know. Will you give everything you’ve got to protect him, keep him from this shit, keep him from the cunts who see something beautiful and just want to break it?”

      “Yes.”

      The word was out of my mouth before I’d even thought about it. He’s right, this was stupid, and we did barely know each other. But for some reason, that didn’t matter. I jerked down the neckline of my shirt until he could see my sternum, see the glow there, and I knew if I pushed his shirt from his shoulders, I’d see an answering light.

      There is strength in your number. Together you are enough.

      I heard the Great Wolf’s words, and I knew he did too. He frowned at me, looking fucking destroyed. I moved to him, kneeling at his feet and wrapping my arms around him. He slipped free of it, clawing at my clothes, yanking me until I was hard against his body.

      “You are pack, Jack. You and Hawk. We have all the time in the world to see where we want to take things, but even if that doesn’t work out, you are pack.”

      I could hear the twitter of birds and the hush of rustling leaves, the crackles of animals moving through the undergrowth and the rattle of his breath, a harsh wind in my ears.

      “Fucking hell, Jules...”

      We stayed like that for some time, and only broke apart when Buddy bounced up and shoved his muzzle between us, wanting to be the meat in the sandwich. We laughed and I saw the suspicious shine in Jack’s eyes before he busied himself packing up the basket. He looked at me when we were ready to go, just seeing me for a moment, before he took my hand and lead me out.

      The world looked weird when we emerged, the space Hawk and Jack created had a power to it I’m not sure they sensed. Prosaic things like unlocking car doors and putting on seat belts seemed endlessly fascinating.

      “I better get you back. Your blokes will be pitching a fit.” He pulled his phone out of his pocket. “Yep, and so is mine. They’re gonna fucking kill me.”

      “No, they won’t,” I said, putting a hand on his. “This has helped me in a lot of ways. I never would have thought this would be the way things would go down when I followed you, but it’s important. It’s my pack, and I need to establish what that is before I go anywhere. I’m only mated to two of you. I’m still finding my way towards an understanding of how I feel about everyone. I’m still getting to know all of you. Some of you love other people. Some of you enjoy sex with other men. Some of you will always be having sex with other people. Who we are, how we’ll connect—if we’re going to do this thing, we’re going to need to know this. You’re in, Jack, and they’ll need to adjust or find another way.”

      “Better to just pull this band-aid off, right?”

      I nodded. “Right.”

      I sent Slade a text on the way, as it was his messages that were the most angry. I asked if everyone could meet us in the main bedroom and then shut my phone off when it started to ring. I didn’t want to. Cutting your partner off when they really needed to talk to you was shitty behaviour, but I couldn’t do this more than once. I held Jack’s hand as we walked down the hall to our wing. No doubt, he was feeling the same as me, like we were facing a firing squad. Everyone was sitting on the bed, leaned up against the wall, or sitting on the floor when we arrived, even Sylvan. I nodded to him, and he looked oddly pleased.

      “I’m sorry for taking off. I’m sorry I bailed on the plan you were putting together, Aaron, but there’s something I had to do. I’m sorry if it worried you taking Jack away, Hawk.” He waved his hand, but I shook my head. “No, really, he’s your mate, you love him, and we waltzed off without talking to you. Jack and I talked about some stuff, and it made me realise something. Ever since I bit Slade, it's been all about packs and mates and petitions and stuff I don’t understand, but I know now I don’t need to. I’m telling you how it’ll be for me. All of you are in my pack. Let’s scrap petitions and other bullshit, I think you all know I’m connected to each and every one of you.

      “That vision made it clear—our Tirians see each other as mates, and we are. But what that means for us humans that spend the most time walking the earth might be different. Some of us might connect sexually, some emotionally, some both. I’m not going to let archaic processes or vague prophecies dictate that. We’ll find our way, because there’s not one person here I don’t want to go on that journey with. But to do that is going to require communication, a lot of communication. There’s going to need to be ridiculous amounts of checking in to make sure we’re all moving forward together in a way that works for us, but as of now, we act as a pack. We accept all its members, we protect them with whatever resources we have, and we give them all we’ve got to give, because that’s what packs do. I hope you’ll decide to do this, stay, be a part of this, but I’ll understand if you don’t. I wish I could.... talk this through, compromise a bit, but this is absolutely how I feel. I can’t give ground, I’m sorry.”

      I stopped filling the room with my words and let them settle, let everyone process. I felt hollow as a bell, like the speech had taken everything I had and just drained it all. Even if they walked out that door, unable to consider what I said, I’d still love them, I realised. It wasn’t yet romantic love for some, but there was love nonetheless. A flurry of little memories of their hands, their words, the laughs had, the way they washed their bodies, the jokes, the comments, the touches. I was drowning in them, all that they were and all that I was. We were one big insane kaleidoscope of moments melded together. No, the truth was shorter than that. We were one.

      Strangely, it was still a surprise when I felt the first touch. I jerked my head up to see Slade had wrapped an arm around me, his touch soon joined by Finn’s. I stood within the safe harbour of their bodies for a moment and just breathed. Then, the next one came. The guys shuffled over to let Aaron in, his arm thick with muscle. Then Hawk and Jack came, two twins—one light, one dark—creating a circle around me. I was held within their interlocking embraces, my breath coming when theirs did.

      “It’s time.”

      I looked up to see Brandon standing at the edge of the group, and even though my view of him was over someone’s shoulders, I could see the tears in his eyes.

      “Now?” I said, feeling the venom surge in my mouth.

      “Now.”

      The group parted to let him in, and surrounded by the lot of them, I gave Brandon my mate mark. His fingers clawed at my back as my fangs pricked my gums. I fitted my jaws carefully over the juncture of his neck and bit the sun.

      Or that’s how it felt as my venom sank into him. Light exploded, filling the room with a radiance that blinded the lot of us, but I could not let go. I surged through him, and we surged through all of them. We ran as a pack on a plain of white, with one heart and one mind, arrowing towards the same point on the horizon, paws moving in perfect unison. Everyone’s fur grew wispier and wispier as we ran, until the forms grew fuzzy and indistinct. Rather, balls of grey and white light gambolled across the featureless plain, spinning around each other, faster and faster until we fused. Then, it all stopped. She stood there, the Great Wolf, looming on the horizon and looking out on all she surveyed with a gentle eye. She nodded, and we looked down. We were the same, a Great Wolf of grey, sitting on our haunches, panting lightly.

      You are ready now, she said. Come for us.

      And then I blinked. I pulled my fangs from Brandon’s neck, licking the blood and venom there, and he held me so tight. “I love you, my mate,” he said.

      “I love you too.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            27

          

        

      

    

    
      “What do you need, Jules?” Finn asked.

      We were coming back to our bodies, and with that, came a necessary separation. It’s OK now, though, I thought. We can rejoin at any point. And somehow, knowing that helped me do what came next.

      “I need Brandon.” I looked around the room. “And Jack and Hawk. Is that OK?”

      It felt like after what we had just done, we should all be in the room. But I knew, even though we’d reached that level of unity then, we weren’t there yet in real life. I looked at the three of them, loosely grouped together now.

      “Of course, love,” Finn replied, and he lifted my chin and kissed me. “I’ll take Buddy for a walk, give you guys some space.”

      “I’m probably gonna be rubbing one out in the shower,” Slade said with that crooked grin of his. “What? I feel every damn thing you are when you’re getting off, and it’s hot. Then I’m gonna have a beer because this day....” He shook his head. “You coming?” he said to Aaron.

      “In the shower or for a beer?” Aaron replied.

      “Now, now, don’t start that shit. All this talk about negotiating the relationship? Well, guy on guy is Slade’s no-fly zone.”

      “Still got that fantasy of you covered in cum,” I said with a smirk.

      “And you’ll get it. It’ll just be all mine. You can lick it all off afterwards.” I fake retched, well, almost fake. “I love you, princess.”

      “Love you too.”

      Aaron moved in when Slade and Finn left the room. His hand went to my waist somewhat shyly, like he wasn’t sure he had permission to, so I came closer and put a hand on his chest.

      “Thank you,” he said, and I could feel the vibration of his words down my hand. “I... I can’t think of pretty words, so I’ll just say it. That speech, including me in your pack, it damn near broke me.”

      “Aaron—”

      “In a good way. Sorry, should have made that clearer. It’s like it smashes through who you were so you can become something else. Look, I’m not saying this right. I just wanted you to know, I still feel like I’m in the petitioning stage. Not because of anything you or the guys are doing, but because I don’t think I’m there yet. I need to prove to you I should be by your side. And, Jules, I want to do that.”

      “I...” I stared into those hazel eyes, full of a warmth I could almost wrap around myself. “Thank you.”

      “Now, I’m gonna jump in the shower before Slade uses up all the hot water.”

      “I’m not part of your pack, I think everyone acknowledges that,” Sylvan said as he edged towards the door. “But that was well done, Julie.”

      “Just as you foresaw?”

      “Better.”

      The door was closed with a click, and a quiet fell over the room. I had thought of another speech to give, but I was pretty much out of rallying the troops energy, so I pulled my shirt off over my head and tossed it on the floor, hoping actions spoke louder than words.

      “Stop,” Brandon said when I went to undo my jeans.

      “We need to—”

      “I know, just let us.”

      A kind of tension rose inside me as all of them clustered closer. Hands went to remove my bra, my jeans, then my underwear, until I was stripped bare. For a second, I held back that need to be involved and touching them, and just stood there, naked. The automatic fear—that I was not enough—rose as the moment stretched on, but I forced myself to look past my conditioning and see what was actually there in the room with me.

      They want you, like you want them.

      Because they have to, because they have no other choice.

      They could choose each other instead, but they choose you.

      I nodded to myself and then moved to Brandon, pulling off his t-shirt. The bite looked red and angry, a small trail of dried blood on his shoulder, but it served to only enhance the savage beauty of his body. I looked up to see how he was coping. Did it hurt? But his lips moved forward, wanting to brush against mine.

      “Not yet,” I said with a smile. When I looked over, Jack was doing the same to Hawk, though he was well-practised. The other man’s shirt was already off, and my eyes ran across his chest, noting the way the tattoos had started to gleam.

      “Like what you see?” Brandon said. My eyes raked down his chest when he spoke, and I nodded. Like was such an inadequate way to describe my response to their bodies. Reverent may have been closer to the mark.

      I watched Brandon’s pupils blow out as I undid his jeans, sliding them down his hips. “Commando,” I purred as his hard length sprung free.

      “I had a feeling I wouldn’t need underwear today.”

      I wondered at that, at the intuition that seemed to allow him to sail through all of this with a surety none of us possessed, but he pulled me against him when I got to my feet, so that I felt him at my back as I turned to look at Hawk and Jack.

      They were already naked, kissing, hands in each other’s hair as they fought to deepen the caress. For a moment, I saw a brief overlay of those coltish bodies in the photos Jack had taken and then collected the remnants of.

      “We’re going to need to work out a way to deal with the fact we have a couple in the pack,” I said.

      Brandon’s hands trailed up my sides, sending shivers down my spine.

      “And that’s what this is, isn’t it?” he said

      “It’s a start.”

      “And what do you think, when you see them clawing to get closer to each other?”

      “That they’re beautiful. That they love each other so much and…” My eyes dropped down to where Jack held their rigid cocks, rubbing against each other as they kissed. “That they’re really hot for each other.”

      Jack pulled away, resting his temple on Hawk’s forehead and smiled, an easy sensual thing. “And you. C’mere.”

      I took a step forward but stopped myself, remembering why I thought this was a good idea. “We need to negotiate this, Jack. I included Brandon because I need him right now, but also because I think he’d be the best person for this scenario. You two are a couple. No matter what else happens, that will remain true. Are you OK with me touching Hawk when you’re here?” His eyes flared hot at that. “What about Brandon?”

      And there it was, what I thought might be simmering below the surface. His gaze went cold and flat, Hawk’s arm tightening around him in response. I heard a low growl and held up a hand.

      “That’s a clear no. You’ve got some boundaries, that’s cool. I just want to get this clear. The first time we were together, Hawk got sidelined, and you and I... I don’t know how to describe that. It was hot, and I have no regrets, but that’s one-night stand kinda stuff, not a relationship. If we’re going to have a relationship, sexual or otherwise, we need some ground rules. Hawk, what about the guys touching Jack?”

      He straightened at that, moving behind Jack and massaging his shoulders a little. “People will want to touch him.” His hand dropped to Jack’s hip, gripping the muscle there. “Why wouldn’t they? He’s beautiful. I just want to be there if they do.”

      “Yeah?” Jack’s voice broke on the word, and he turned his head towards his lover’s.

      “Of course, if that’s what you want.”

      Jack’s eyes, when they turned back to us, were hungry and speculative. He watched Brandon’s hand roam, skimming up my rib cage, getting closer and closer to where I needed it.

      “Looks like someone’s considering the possibilities,” Brandon said, his voice rumbling in my ear.

      Jack came closer first, his eyes taking in all the points where Brandon and I intersected. Did he want to be where Brandon was, or me? I realised it didn’t matter. By making the commitment as a pack, we had until the love died to explore all of that. But I knew what I wanted right now.

      “Hawk.”

      He came closer until I was boxed in by the bodies of three hot, naked men. Right now, I wanted to paw five the Great Wolf or whoever it was that put me in this situation, because damn, I was one lucky girl. I let my fingers trail down the muscular expanse of Hawk’s chest, relishing the way his stomach muscles jumped at my touch.

      “This OK?” I asked both of them.

      Hawk nodded quickly, his head falling back as he pushed my hand lower and closed it around his cock. He was so hard, he was throbbing.

      “You can touch him any way you like,” Jack said. “Just make him feel loved.”

      That’s what I needed to hear. I brought Hawk’s head down and crushed his lips with mine as my grip tightened. I felt the groan, felt Jack move behind him. I glanced up to see his lips against Hawk’s neck, then felt Brandon’s against mine. They seemed to almost echo each other as their hands moved to cover our nipples, and a lightning bolt of pleasure shot through me when Brandon’s fingers closed around them and pulled lightly. My hand moved faster as the pleasure built, until Hawk was gasping and pushing my hand away.

      “On the bed,” he growled, and I went gladly, falling back onto the soft mattress. Hawk crawled over me, dropping kisses down my body. He sucked one nipple into his mouth, my chest following his up when he pulled away. “I’ve got to taste you.”

      “That’s OK, I’m happy to take over here,” Brandon said, lying down beside me. “You want your nipples played with as he licks your pussy?”

      I felt the prickle of Hawk’s beard on my thigh as Brandon smiled, lowering his head.

      “God, yes.”

      I went limp on the bed as Brandon’s lips closed around the aching point and tugged, the rhythmic pleasure-pain jerking my hips up. Hawk’s fingers dug in, forcing me to lay flat. He kissed all along my thigh, my cunt aching for that attention, but I was powerless to move. They held me down, forced me to experience everything they were doing, and I loved every damn minute of it. Something Hawk was about to endure as well.

      I looked up when I heard the pop of a cap, saw Jack sporting a rakish grin and smearing lube on his fingers.

      “No,” Hawk said when he reached down, his voice somewhat muffled.

      “Yes, love,” Jack replied. I knew the moment Jack had pushed his fingers in, as Hawk groaned into my thigh. The subtle vibrations had my already aching cunt twitching. I wanted it all, to see Jack touch Hawk, to be the one doing it, to be the one in Hawk’s position, and the realisation we could do all of that settled something inside me. “You want to see me drive Hawk mad, don’t you?”

      I nodded, completely caught up in Jack’s devilish grin. I glanced up when Brandon pulled away and saw an interesting look there, almost of recognition.

      “I’ll fucking come, and I want to... I want to....”

      “You’ll do everything and more. Now lick the nice lady’s pussy. Make her feel like I make you feel.”

      Whatever Jack was doing was apparently incredible. All Hawk’s gentleness was now gone—he buried his face in me, sucking and licking and thrusting his tongue inside me with a kind of rabid fury that just drove me insane.

      “No...” I moaned when Brandon started sucking on my breasts, alternating between sweet suckles and almost bites. It was all happening so quick, pleasure rampaging through my body. I fought their holds, my whole body twitching as they pushed me higher and higher. Then, Hawk shoved his fingers in.

      “Oh fuck!” My hands clawed at the bed as he worked those two fingers in and out.

      “Add another if you’re going to fuck her,” Brandon said, jerking his head up.

      I was about to whinge, complain, tell him to shut the fuck up, when Hawk did. I went rigid at the sudden intrusion, the stretch taking my body a second to decide whether it was good or bad. Good, I quickly realised. Then, he curled his fingers up.

      Fuck, I was coming. They moved over me, wringing every last drop of pleasure out of me, but it all just melded into some kind of mass of sensation. I felt a rush as the spasms washed through me, and when I opened my eyes, everyone stared at the glow in my chest.

      “Please,” I said. “I need you.”

      Hawk nodded, Jack scrambling onto the bed, cock in hand. “I wanna see your pussy stretched around his dick so badly,” he said, stroking his. His eyes went wide when I replaced it with mine, the muscles in his abdomen flexing as I stroked.

      “Go slow. Be careful,” Brandon said.

      “Brandon...” I had been about to tell him to back off. Sometimes, it felt like we were all just sex dolls that he wanted to rearrange to have safe, safe sex. I rolled my head back as Hawk moved between my thighs and looked up into those grey eyes. “You want to make sure I’m OK.”

      “Always, love. There’s so much going on and so many moving parts....”

      I took my hand in his, his voice trailing away.

      “You’ll take things slow, won’t you, Hawk? You’re going to take your time working that fat cock up inside me?”

      “Right up until you can take every inch,” he replied.

      “That cool?”

      I saw it then, a flash of gratitude that made me wonder how the fuck Brandon was going to cope when we went through the gate, but he grabbed my hand and then spoke to Jack.

      “Stroke her clit while he’s doing it. She’ll enjoy it so much more.”

      Hawk took some of the lube from Jack and worked it on his cock, smiling when he saw my rapt inspection. I imagined his hand slowed down to make it a show of it, but pretty quickly, he was between my legs. God, my head fell back as I felt that big blunt crown rubbing against me.

      “Oh, God...”

      He was gentle, but that didn’t lessen the impact of the intrusion. Brandon was right, this was a bit more than I was used to first up, and I felt the stretch. But he only moved forward in a series of small, rocking motions, the head of his cock dragging hard against my front wall and creating a deep burning ache inside me.

      “Fuck, look at you inside her,” Jack said. His dick pulsed in my hand, but it was almost forgotten. His eyes took in every flex of Hawk’s hips, every shift of mine, his eyes scanning, scanning, until he grabbed Hawk’s face and thrust his tongue down his throat.

      Fuuuck... I watched every moment of the kiss, loving the way those strong muscular hands clasped Hawk’s head, the hard grind of their lips together.

      “It’s hot, isn’t it?” Brandon asked. My head jerked back, but he smiled. “It’s a privilege, to see two people who love each other so much kiss like that.”

      “What about you?” I went to reach for him, but he shook his head, circling my nipple with the tip of his finger.

      “Not yet. It’s not time.”

      “Not time? You’re always saying shit like that. How do you know when is the right time?”

      I didn’t get an answer, as Hawk surged forward and my mouth fell open. They were a well-coordinated team—Jack stroking my clit and keeping an intense simmering pleasure going there as Hawk moved deeper and deeper. Both grinned like little boys at the panting sounds of pleasure I was making, ones that only got louder when they leaned over and kissed again. By the time Hawk had buried himself, I was gone. My brain was offline, and I could no longer process the massive overload of sensation. Then, he began to move, and I was lost. The room, the guys, everything dropped away until it was just this driving sensation, in and out of me, over and over. And my body welcomed it. It surrendered, opened to this external force, and then just as our wolves had joined each other in the run, we moved as one. Was Hawk fucking me, or was I rocking him? It didn’t matter. We were one in that moment, the other parts of ourselves adjuncts, drawing us along, all of us, moving, moving.

      “Fuck, Jules. I’m gonna come. You’re so fucking tight.”

      I pulled him down on top of me, so that we almost slithered together rather than fucked. My nails dug into his shoulders, my jaws opening, the venom burning in my mouth.

      “Jules!” Brandon’s, Jack’s voices were one warning growl. I balked at it, feeling Hawk growing harder and harder. I rolled us on the bed, his eyes going wide as I took the dominant position. I rode him like my Tirian ran, long galloping strokes, faster and faster, until something swelled hard inside me.

      I was flung off a cliff, my arms flailing in the air as orgasm hit. Hawk shouted as I milked every last drop out of him, pleasure shimmering through me from head to toes. After an interminable pause, I dropped down on top of him, his lips fitting mine like a key in a lock.

      Finally, he stroked my hair back from my face, a blissed-out look on his. “Jack?”

      I nodded, pulling free of him with a little wince that Brandon noted, but I fell on Jack, shoving him down on the bed and grabbing his cock before lining him up.

      “Yes, love,” he hissed as I eased him in. “God, you feel so fucking good.” I stared down at him, watching every little shift in expression as I moved. He grabbed my hips, thrusting up into me as I slid down, and we developed a rollicking rhythm. This was an oddly vulnerable moment right now. I felt the pleasure of his body connecting with mine, but that was secondary to the ache in my chest. The last time we fucked had been a vicious thing, but now I could see the Jack Hawk loved. He was so expressive, his mobile face shifting and his mouth yammering out some kind of stream of consciousness rubbish that made sense to no one but him. He rolled me over as our strokes grew faster, my legs going around his waist. He loomed over me as he rested on his forearms, blotting out all of the artificial light and replacing it with his own.

      “Jack...” I said as the glow began. It started from his centre, spreading out to limn his tattoo and then wash through his hair. He was radiant, bright enough to hurt my eyes to look at, but I couldn’t look away. He kissed me, my name mumbled against my lips, the frantic tension in our bodies pulling tighter and tighter.

      When we came, my arms wrapped around him, as if he needed sheltering from the fallout. We were one body, twitching and jerking, struck by the beautiful lightning we’d been able to conjure. When he finally dropped to the bed, gasping for breath, the light inside him did not dim. He looked like a fallen god, and Hawk—his dutiful worshipper—collected him up in his arms and kissed him.

      “Stay with me,” Brandon said as he took Jack’s place. When our bodies joined there was a weight to it, like things long awaited had finally fallen into place. Jack and Hawk moved to either side of us, stroking my body and leaving trails of bright light in their hands’ wake. “Stay with me,” he said again when my eyes threatened to close, as my back began to arch. “Stay here, my beautiful mate. Just here.”

      I could confidently say this was the most intimate sex I’d ever had. He stared into my eyes, and I got lost in their soft grey depths. What we did, how we moved, wasn’t relevant. He asked me to stay with him, and I did. It was Brandon, and he was now my mate, and this was our first time together as mates. “Here it comes,” he said, and I frowned. What did he mean? Oh, it was just the glow growing brighter again. “That’s it, Jules. Now reach for it.”

      Reach for what? My hands were on his ribs and unable to be moved, glued there somehow by a thrumming energy. I felt a gentle prickle of fear, but he said, “It’s OK, Jules. I’ve got you, now reach for it.”

      I pulled my hands away from him, the effort forcing them down on Jack and Hawk. When my palms hit their skin, it was as if a circuit had been completed. All of us glowed, brighter and brighter, but with it came a rushing sound. The door slammed open—I was dimly aware of that—and when someone reached for us, I couldn’t make out who for the blinding light, then it all dropped away.

      I hovered in an empty white space. There was no ground, no sky, no horizon to give any indication of where I was. Then, Brandon shifted. He held me completely curled up against his chest, his cheek resting on the top of my head, arms wrapped around me tightly.

      “Don’t hate me,” he said.

      The white place seemed to somehow swallow the words, like they came out flat and died away promptly.

      “What?”

      “Don’t hate me for what’s to come. I tried, Jules. I tried so fucking hard to avoid all of this. To find a way to save the guys, to stop the Great Wolf. Every fucking step I took just changed everything, until I couldn’t do anything but follow my heart.”

      “What are you talking about?” I said, shifting now, but he wouldn’t let me go. A small tendril of fear wrapped itself around my heart. I was stronger than him, than all the men. I pushed harder, but his body was a wall around me.

      “I’ve loved you forever. Before I even knew what it was, before you came to Sanctuary, from the very first breath I took, I’ve loved you. Tell me you’ll remember that.”

      I stopped fighting, and he allowed me to move until I was able to look at him. His eyes shone bright green, an odd change from his usual calming grey.

      “Brandon, Jules?”

      Our heads jerked up to see Finn, Aaron, and Slade before the bed. For a second, Brandon’s eyes glowed as intensely as a Tirian’s before it, and the whiteness, faded away to reveal the room and us, lying on the bed in the exact same position.

      “OK, what the fuck was that?” Slade said.

      Everyone else just looked around, dazed.

      “Brandon?” There was a knock on the door along with a muffled request that had him rolling free and pulling a pair of jeans on.

      “Finn, you’re going to get your wish,” he replied. “Aaron, you’ll have everything you want, but we need to get dressed and in the dining room in five. I’ll get Sylvan.”

      “Brandon…” My voice trailed off as he opened the door a crack and slipped through. I could hear the sound of a conversation, but not the words, and even that faded away.

      I pulled on a shirt with wobbly hands, and Aaron came over and stilled mine, before doing it up neatly. I nodded my thanks.

      “Do we do as he says?” I said, my hand on the door.

      “He’s always been a fey one, has our Doc, but he’s never steered us wrong,” Slade said with a shrug.

      I nodded and then opened the door.

      

      They were waiting for us at the dining room table, Ophelia sitting at the head, Sylvan and Brandon on either side of her. Sylvan looked quietly pleased, but Brandon’s fingers worried the tablecloth, his eyes staring sightlessly. “Come and sit,” she said. “You must be very confused.”

      We obeyed her, as everyone seemed wont to do, and she waited until we were seated before beginning.

      “Firstly, like Brandon, I wish to apologise, for so many things. If there was another way…” She sighed. “I relinquished my position as alpha when I first found out about the Volken, and I have taken it back because I know what has to be done. Finn, you will be going through the gate to save the men, including your fathers. Aaron, you will have trained men under you and supplies. Thanks to Brandon, we knew some of this was coming, just not the attack. We have been creating caches near the mine site for some time. Julie, congratulations on forming your pack. I felt the bond as soon as you made it formally, and I couldn’t be more pleased. But this is not what you want from me.”

      I stared at the three of them, unable to think of a single word to utter.

      “Sylvan is the Volken’s seer. The visions that plagued him are what led him here, what resulted in him marking Julie. Brandon is ours. This is customarily a female position. The other matriarchs believe we are waiting for one of our girls to display the requisite talent. There were a few that noted Brandon’s talents when he was very young, but thankfully, his mother contacted me, and we were able to mask his abilities. While they tend not to agree on how, the objective is clear—for both of our peoples to flourish, we need to release the Great Wolves and bring the balance. The line must remain unbroken for us to survive.”

      “May the line remain unbroken,” the two men said dutifully.

      “What the fuck?” I said, settling back in my chair. “What the actual fuck?”

      “Jules…” Brandon said, his eyes coming alive now, but that wasn’t fair. That such familiar eyes would be scoured with pain, begging me for understanding right when I couldn’t. I switched back to Ophelia, more comfortable with venting my spleen at her.

      “You’ve known about all of this? The bite? My infection? My near fucking dying?” My voice was going all shrill and crazy lady like, but I had no other option. There was no rational way to process this.

      “I did talk to Kelly and Doctor Hobbes about just this. I tried to warn them,” she replied. She seemed visibly upset by it all, but how could she be? She knew.

      “And you?” I said to Sylvan. “What do we need you for if we have our own seer?”

      “I see what he cannot, but there will be a seer on both sides, no matter what. Better one that is prepared to ally with you, yes?” Sylvan said.

      I fell silent, staring at the pattern on the tablecloth. I didn’t have anything left in me. My brain, my heart, had been on the most epic rollercoaster since I’d bitten Slade, and now it flatlined. The guys asked questions—some getting quite heated, if the sound level was an indicator—but I just traced the jacquard arabesques with my finger, over and over.

      Then, I felt a nudge at my hand. Buddy sat by my chair, tail wagging and looking up at me with those ice blue eyes. Again, he shoved his muzzle under my hand when I didn’t respond, so I reached over and rubbed one of those velvety ears. I was a bad dog owner. Finn was the one who took him for walks now, and one of us made sure he was fed. We kinda crowd sourced his care between us, and he would amble off outside the yard if he couldn’t get what he needed. Yet here he was, sitting there and looking like I was the centre of his universe, when he had to know he wasn’t the centre of mine anymore.

      You are his pack.

      It wasn’t my Tirian speaking, it was just me. I looked around the table, saw all my men speaking animatedly, even Hawk. All except for Brandon. He just watched me.

      Did you mean to hurt us? I thought.

      He got to his feet, walking down the length of the table and dropping to his knees beside me, his eyes wide with pain. He took my hand gingerly, and when I didn’t pull away, he laid his head on my lap.

      I stroked his hair, because he was my friend, because he was in pain, because the scent of him was still all over my skin, because I loved him, and because he was pack. I clung desperately to what I knew of Brandon, that nowhere in the funny, geeky guy I’d come to love was there a naturally deceptive bone in his body. But nonetheless, he had been playing a long game, one way more complex than who was fucking who and how. This was too big to process, this truth, so I just focussed on the silky slip of his hair between my fingers.

      “When do we go?” I asked no one in particular.

      “You have two days,” Ophelia replied.
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      We stood in front of the blue swirling light that made up the trans-dimensional gate, laden heavy with supplies.

      “Everyone ready?” Aaron said. He hadn’t stopped frowning since we woke up this morning. I stroked his wide shoulders, spent extra time washing him in the shower, but the tension did not lessen. Along with us, he had eight of his men at his back, each carrying a small arsenal of weapons. It wasn’t enough for him, I could tell. We hadn’t planned long enough, hadn’t coordinated the group enough, hadn’t analysed everyone’s skillset sufficiently for him to relax. He must have felt like he was leading us into certain doom, and I knew how that felt.

      I looked over my pack, because that’s what they were now. I wasn’t sure if I was in love with all of them. I was still getting to know some, enjoying that ride, but one thing I was sure of—I wanted to be with them. Would there be casualties? The men from our vision and Shaun’s face immediately sprung to mind. I didn’t, couldn’t know. But just thinking of any harm coming to them had my fists tightening, a growl in my throat.

      “You OK, Jules?” Finn said. He looked so much better now that we were doing something. I nodded, not trusting myself to speak. Crying like a little girl right as we attempted to strike at the Volken was not going to help anyone’s morale. He seemed to see it anyway, reaching over and brushing a thumb over the top of my cheek. “We’ll be alright. I won’t let anything happen to anyone. We’ll get the guys out, and be back home before you know it.”

      For a second, I clung to his hand, just needing that strong, warm contact before nodding. I looked at the blue light we were about to step through, staring at the void as it stared back. Fucking Jack, he was right. This was a suicide mission. We were stones being cast against the whirlwind, but if I was going to die trying to achieve the impossible, there was no one else I wanted to do it with.

      “Come,” Sylvan said, drawing up beside us. “It’s time.”

      I took Finn’s hand and then Brandon’s, feeling the bond come to life as everyone linked up. I looked down the line and nodded, then over my shoulder to where Ophelia had Buddy on a lead as he pulled with all his might against it. When we moved, we did so as one, stepping up and through the gate. Interdimensional travel felt a bit like being turned inside out through your belly button. It was all dizzying blue lights and frantic motion, and then, our feet landed on solid soil. I took a massive breath in, my lungs burning from lack of oxygen, and looked around. Finn nodded, then moved forward.

      “We’re here.”
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      A knock at her office door had Ophelia’s head jerking upwards. She glanced at the clock on her desk. This was a little earlier than she’d expected, but it was well past due. “Come in,” she said and the door opened to reveal the power base of Sanctuary. Ophelia leaned back in her chair, hands steepling in front of her as the women filed in. Her daughter was at the head, her green eyes burning just as her father’s had, though now with considerably less good will. Ophelia watched the women take their place, some coming to stand at either side of her desk, some by the door with her daughter and some hovering in the space between. She gauged the numbers and was pleased to see considerably more stood with her.

      “We’ve come to talk about the visions,” Kelly said. “You’ve sent Jules and her pack through the gate. To what end? You always assured us that the scattering was coming to an end, that the Volken would be overturned.”

      “And they will be.”

      “How? How can one girl and six men hope to achieve that?”

      “Well,” Ophelia said with a smile, “they have taken an additional nine soldiers.”

      “Don’t quibble with me, mother. This was not what was discussed. We all knew the newcomers were going to play a role, but not like this.”

      “Like what? Just what did you have in mind, my daughter when I handed down ‘my’ visions? From memory, you told me they were ‘maddeningly devoid of detail.’ Well, you have the detail now. Jules and her pack are but one phase of the process, but without their success…” She blinked for a moment, hearing the echoes of a childish Brandon, reciting the terrible account of what he’d seen through hitching breaths. “If they do not succeed, then we will all need to scatter. Not that I think it will do any good, but it’ll be our only choice.”

      At her words the curious calm that had made the office seem like an intimate space, where mother and daughter hashed out their difference was gone. Instead, Ophelia tuned into the ragged symphony of anxiety, frustration, fear that played behind the other women’s words as they discussed her statement rapidly. Ophelia took one breath, then another, staring at the slight shake of her fingers as they clawed at her desk. Kelly would see this as yet another maternal betrayal, something that stabbed at Ophelia’s chest, made her wish for the hundredth time that this was not the path she had to take.

      “I thought it would be all of Sanctuary, the returned and the established families, fighting together to try and maintain what our foremothers had built. I thought we’d stand together, side by side, digging in, never surrendering in the face of a common enemy.”

      Ophelia watched the fervent shine of her daughter’s eyes and felt a massive wrench of pride. She would be such a good leader, of Sanctuary, of her own pack, Brandon had never been sure of that, his visions myopically focussed on Julie. She allowed herself the luxury of just appreciating her daughter, of the woman she’d become during quite difficult circumstances, of feeling a stab of guilt at what she had done and still had to do.

      “And that may still be required, but that will always be minor compared to what Julie and the others must do. She and her seer have the ear of the Great Wolves themselves. You have to see that that is more important.”

      “Seer? That jumped up black wolf we kept caged? Never saw the reason for keeping him locked up. Should have been put down like a dog when we first caught him,” one woman spluttered.

      “Great wolves?” said others. “Isn’t there only the one?”

      But while the other women twittered away, those that counted were silent. Janice remained where she was, in the no man’s land between the two camps, silent as the grave. Nancy, Asher and Rhoda all came to stand directly beside the reigning alpha, staring the girl down. Only Ophelia felt the tremor in Asher, she’d never liked this plan, any of Brandon’s visions or the fact it was a male having them, but her traditionalist perspective meant she stood by her alpha no matter what.

      “You knew, about all of this.”

      There was a world of pain in Kelly’s words, saying so much more than the mere sounds. Ophelia’s knuckles grew whiter as she gripped the desk but she nodded.

      She couldn’t have hurt Kelly more than if she’d gotten up and stabbed her in the chest with a silver letter opener. She’d laid in bed at night cursing the Great Wolf, the female one at least, for the burden she had placed on Ophelia’s shoulders many times over the years, but Brandon’s visions always remained the same. Her child, her only remaining child. Ophelia had been so proud of her baby girl when she’d brought her into the world, seen Kelly take her first faltering steps, one after another until she became the confident woman before her.

      “Brandon, son of Janice is our seer. He has been since he was old enough to vocalise his visions. I was alpha because of what he said, I stepped down as well in response to his visions. It is his way forward that we follow, towards survival, towards unity. You’re right, he saw all of this, all of this and more and there is so much more to come.”

      Ophelia watched the shifting of the women, eyes darting around the room, then Grace, her beloved daughter-in-law stepped forward.

      “OK, let's assume what you say is true. I think now is the time to share the nature of these visions.”

      Ophelia nodded, regal as a queen. “Let's go into the conference room. I’ll have some coffee sent up. We’re in for a long night.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            So, Book 3?

          

        

      

    

    
      Yup, we’re here again. I apologise again, its just this is a big story and I just can’t contain it in one or two volumes. I was powering away on the keyboard for weeks, just wanting it done and then realised, it needs to be three books.

      It’s on its way! May 1st at the absolute latest, though I hope to get it out sooner.
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        Buy it here

      

      

      Go through a portal into another realm, work with your pack to overthrow a despotic regime itching to take your people over and beat a gigantic wolf god. That’s on Jules’ to do list. Easy, right??

      

      Except after the bombshell Brandon dropped, trust is at an all-time low and Jules’ newly formed pack isn’t quite the peaceful, loving, kick arse group she’d hoped for. In between everyone working through their emotional issues there’s also some unruly alien wildlife that seem determined to derail the pack’s mission at every turn.

      

      But beating back purple people eaters will be child’s play compared to dealing with the Volken. A violently patriarchal society, backed by a god in the form of a massive wolf, they are determined to regain their dominance by removing all trace of the women of Sanctuary, right as Jules and her boys are trying to sneak into their compound to retrieve their exiles that have ended up in their clutches. And then there’s Sylvan, the Volken’s seer. He seems to be on their side, but can the mysterious black wolf be trusted?

      

      Join Jules on her final adventure and see her fight for love, freedom and the town she now calls her own.

      

      Thrown to the Wolf is not a stand-alone. You will need to read the previous books for this to make sense. It contains 18+ very steamy scenes that make it not suitable for kids. 

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            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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      As always, love and appreciation to my partner, Matt. He had to back away from this one, especially when I was writing M/M and multiple partner scenes, but as always, he wholeheartedly supports my creative endeavours, encouraging me to get this out earlier rather than later and asks no questions about why I’m writing pervy stuff.

      

      Editing was done by the lovely  Meghan Leigh Daigle. She was able to wrangle my bloody tense shifting habit into a much more readable, grammatically correct form.

      https://www.facebook.com/Bookish-Dreams-Editing-105567517555119/

      

      Cover was created by the amazing team at Mibl Art

      https://miblart.com/

      

      Thanks to Katie, Leah, Robin and Andrea for doing the alpha reads of what was a kinda crazy, OTT book. I powered this one out and you kept pace with me, despite all your other commitments, so thank you!

      

      To the amazing betas, Rebekah, Teresa, Robin and Charlotte. You picked up grammatical errors as well as damning plot holes with an eagle eye. I feel a whole lot more confident about the end product as a result. You’re amazing and couldn’t do it without you!
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      Book Lover 1: Not My Fantasy
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      When Ash and her sister inherited their grandmother’s magic shop, they figured they’d be selling crystals and smudge sticks to ageing hippies. Instead, they find themselves dealing with a failing business and a revolving door of tinsel-haired elves and fairy-tale princes. 

      And that’s not even the weird part. 

      Cursed in some sort of freakish loop, Ash wakes up every morning next to her sister’s latest book boyfriend, or fangirl crush. Frazzled by her unwanted nocturnal visitors, Ash fights for the focus needed to save the shop from bankruptcy. Then, in walks Gabe. Looking like a biker wet dream, Ash immediately dismisses him as another of her sister’s lusty manifestations. But this hottie is real and may hold the key to saving their business. 

      Things appear to be looking up, until an inter-dimensional gateway is discovered in the store that allows characters from every multiverse imaginable to cross over. Can the sisters learn how to control the portal before it destroys the line between fact and fiction? 

      If you love paranormal romance and urban fantasy tropes, but want to have a bit of fun with them sometimes, this is your book. If you watched a lot of bad 80s fantasy with papier-mâché props, noticed all romance guys have massive wangs or checked the back of a wardrobe to see if there was a portal to another realm, this is your book. If you like snarky, sex-positive female characters, this is your book. If you still have a total soft spot for talking animals and really wish you could have one of your own, this is your book.

      Book Lover 2: As You Wish
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      Tess is over being a sidekick. 

      After experiencing life as a dragon rider, doing inventory at the shop is a mundane nightmare. Unfortunately, Ash continues to insist she live a normal life, staying safe on their side of the inter-dimensional portal. 

      

      Of course, Flea could be a welcome distraction... if he would speak to her. They shared one truly amazing night and then dark-haired hottie popped through an inter-dimensional portal to save her, but now, he barely manages a hello when he comes into the shop. 

      

      As if responding to her unspoken need for a little action, dragon riders suddenly appear and demand her presence before their court. What she thought was going to equate to a traffic fine for having an unregistered dragon quickly morphs into a life-or-death journey. 

      

      Join Tess and the gang as they rampage through the land of Aravisia, on a quest to discover the truth behind Nan’s curse!

      Book Lover prequel: Read You Like a Book
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      Everyone wants to wake up next to a hot book boyfriend, right? Well, not Ash.

      Her grandmother has just died and she knows the service tomorrow is going to be a hard one. She has to say goodbye to the one member of her family who always had her back and her mother’s perfumed steamroller tendencies seem to get out of control each time there’s some kind of family emergency.

      The last thing she expected was to wake her was the Big Bad Wolf, particularly one as hot as Fenrir Vanguard. Big, muscular and ready to eat her all up, it becomes very difficult for Ash to focus on the fact he thinks she’s his fated mate and a woman called Red. Oh, and the fact he’s the lead character in her sister’s favourite paranormal romance.

      What will Ash do with a sexy beast who’s ready to bond with her, promising an eternity of hot paranormal sex and his whole heart? How will Ash break it to those she loves that she has a fictional character who can’t bear to be more then two feet away from her in her life? How will she deal with her own fear of being hurt, by him and by the passing of someone she loved?

      In the Lap of the Gods 1: The Bottom Rung
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      I may have been born in the Quarter, but I refuse to die here.

      I live in the Quarter, the societal cage where all of Cremorne’s paranormals have been locked up, but I’m neither vampire, werewolf nor witch. I’m the lowest of the low, doomed to be one of two things: junkie or vampire’s pet.

      Desperate to escape, I’ll do whatever it takes to get out, to get all of us out, even if that means shaking my country and the gods themselves to the core to restore the balance. I’m collecting allies so I can start a revolution and finding power my kind would never dream of, but this game has been in play for a lot longer than I’ve been breathing and there’s a chance I’m just another pawn.

      That’s OK, because I am determined to win.

      Author’s note: This book is an RH tale, so the MC does not choose one partner, but the romance angle is definitely pretty low key in some instances and is a bit more complex than girl meets multiple boys and falls in love. It takes a lot of its inspiration from 80s urban decay films like The Warriors and Blade Runner, so is kind of dystopian in tone. Politics and how power is used to control is a big theme, though hopefully the reader isn’t bashed over the head by it!

      In the Lap of the Gods 2: Rise to the Bait
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      I’ve got the powers of a goddess and I’m not afraid to use them. 

      Being the avatar of Lyra should have made my life easier. Instead, it painted a target on my back. Thrust into a werewolf camp, I was forced to run in a brutal ritual, for the gods themselves to decide who my mate should be. Never one to take things lying down, I refused to let that decision be made for me. 

      But my troubles didn’t end there. 

      Hesse has set aside his casual brutalisation of the captive anomalous population. His focus has become far more personal when he realised exactly who has been stripping him of his assets. It wasn’t blood banks or wolves he wanted. It was me. 

      Now, to stay out of his clutches, I must face my greatest fear and learn... to trust. Only with the help of allies do I hold any hope of defeating Hesse. Will it be enough to free our people? Or are we doomed to crumble beneath his tyrannical reign?

      Upcoming Releases

      In the Lap of the Gods 3: Fight to the Top

      To be released early 2020

      

      The Wolf At My Door 2

      To be released in 2020

      From the desk of the amazing Belle Harper!

      Rescuing Harlow: A Post Apocalyptic Reverse Harem Romance (Seeking Eden Book 3)
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      **Rescuing Harlow is part of the Seeking Eden world, but can be read as a STANDALONE**

      “In 2041 the world experienced the largest solar flare in history. It took out all the world's satellites and caused the power grid to overload. Causing a worldwide blackout. With no power to contain it, a virus was accidentally unleashed. The release of the NEX virus spread rapidly. Many people died within the first month. Most of the female population was wiped out. Those who survived the virus had fled to make shift cities, but even then, no one was safe.”

      Harlow had survived years of torture at the hands of the Red Raiders.

      Jake and Lucas had won her heart, but her past had been keeping her from ever telling them those three words.

      Will the three of them, together with help from Kade, be able to find and rescue her son?

      Will she fall for the witty and humorous Kade? The shy but sweet Knox. Or will love prevail or hate win out between Harlow and Asher..

      

      *** Rescuing Harlow is book 3 in the Seeking Eden series and part of a duet. Book 4 Claiming Harlow coming December 2019. Trigger Warning: this book contains references of abuse, there are no scenes of abuse***

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      I grew up in that bit of Australia you saw in Crocodile Dundee. Yup, I have seen saltwater crocs in the wild, have held a koala (the 70s, when stressing wildlife for the kiddies was still cool) and have swatted an insane number of hand sized spiders (they think I am their queen and are always wherever I am!). I have a gorgeous child with ASD, a super supportive, truly awesome partner and so, so many animals. Seriously, there are double the pets to people.

      Being a little baby writer, trying to make her way in the big, crowded, world of self-publishing, reviews are our lifeblood. Seriously, we’re sitting in isolated rooms wondering what the hell we are doing with our lives, so chuck a review on Amazon or Goodreads and I will loooove you!

    

  

cover.jpeg
SAM HJALL






images/00002.jpeg





images/00001.jpeg





images/00004.jpeg
SAM*“HALL

BOOK LOVER
2





images/00003.jpeg
1





images/00006.jpeg
LE GC






images/00005.jpeg
P\QY ‘(Li
FADYOU TIKE A
BOOK,

BOOK LOVER
PREQUEL N





images/00008.jpeg
3 B0t e ovel
IBELLE{IIIARPERI





images/00007.jpeg
Ds 2

pe

F THE

—~
o

IN THE LAR





