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Prologue


The room was filled with happiness, cheer, and love. It was the
kind of day which made Doc's eyes want to tear up, because who could be
untouched by all of the positivity and hope for the future currently filling
the air?


Well... 


There was one person.


Despite today being Brock Bunson's older brother's mating
ceremony, Brock looked as grumpy and stone-faced as he always did. He had
smiled once. Briefly. At his new sister-in-law, Jesse, when she'd hugged him.
So Doc knew he had it in him, even if it was literally the only time she'd ever
seen him smile.


Not that she spent that much time around him outside of
treatment. He might be her patient, but none of the Bunson family had started
off particularly comfortable around doctors and Brock's attitude was the
chilliest of the bunch. The rest of them had warmed up to her over time,
especially if she wasn't wearing one of her white coats. And it helped
that she’d become friends with Jesse, who was now mated into their family.


After being held prisoner and experimented on by a mad scientist
who turned them from human into some seriously weird shifter-hybrids, only to
be rescued and find out that The Company which had been funding him had also
killed their parents, it wasn't that surprising the Bunsons weren't too
trusting of anyone in a lab coat. Doc didn't take it personally. At least she
tried not to. Some days she succeeded better than others.


It might help if she went by her real name, rather than
enforcing the rule that everyone call her Doc, but she hated her real name. She
didn’t even like her middle name. Only certain people were allowed to call her
by her middle name and no one was allowed to use her first name.


At the beginning she'd been pretty patient, understanding what
they had gone through. Now... well, they all were cool with her except
Brock. 


And considering she had to spend an hour a day with him doing
physical therapy for his shoulder—which he'd severely injured during a battle
and then pushed too hard when he was doing PT on his own and ended up
re-injuring it—that kinda sucked. A lot. 


Privately she had to admit to herself she might not be quite so
butthurt over it if she also wasn't attracted to him like crazy, but she sure
as hell wasn't going to be admitting that to anyone. 


Still, it bugged her that he was so obviously out-of-sorts and
showing it when his brother had just been mated.


Grumpy bunny, her puma observed as Doc headed for him. Anytime Brock was
around, her puma perked up with interest. For some reason, her animal found
Brock fascinating, although not for the same reasons Doc did. Her puma didn't
care about his broad shoulders, amber-hazel eyes, or bristles of dark blond
hair that looked like they'd be soft to the touch.


Nope, her puma was interested because he didn't like her.


Doc assumed it was a cat thing. 


And just like her puma, she was drawn to Brock's side, even
knowing she probably wouldn't be welcome. 


******


Brock was in hell. 


Granted, it was better than when he and his siblings had been
held captive by The Company so Dr. Montgomery could experiment on them, but
just barely. It was also slightly better than when he and his squad had
been betrayed by one of their own during an attack on Cryus Peak and he’d been severely
injured and taken prisoner. 


Surrounded by people when he hated crowds, his shoulder aching
abominably because he'd pushed too hard during rehab and managed to re-injure
himself, and now trapped by Strawberry Shortcake herself... yeah this was hell.
His only escape was to retreat, but he refused to run away from her.


Show no fear.


Inside his head, the bugaboo snorted at the thought because, as
far as the creature was concerned, there was no need to be afraid of the pretty
kitty. 


Yeah he knew bugaboo was a weird word. But it was how Brock
thought of his shifter side. He'd always liked scary bedtime stories and his
mom had told him several about a fantastical monster called the bugaboo who
came out at night and hunted down evil people. After they'd been rescued he'd
looked up the term on the internet and found out she'd been pretty liberal in
her interpretation of the word, but he still liked it. So did his bugaboo. He
didn't tell anyone that's what he called his creature though, not even his
siblings. 


Even though he knew how silly it sounded, somehow during his
time in the lab he’d found a lot of comfort in naming the monstrous creature
something so ridiculous. Although he’d been sixteen, the idea of hunting down
the bad guys using the bugaboo inside of him had really appealed. Especially
since, at the time, he’d been surrounded by the bad guys.


Unfortunately there was no using his unnatural other half to
scare away the woman who had been sitting next to him, chattering his ear off
about the most ridiculous inanities for the past twenty minutes. 


The worst part was that part of him kind of liked her there. She
looked stunning in a floaty purple dress that made the light red hair curling
around her shoulders somehow look even redder and her hazel eyes were huge in
her face. The eyeshadow she was wearing was also purple and her lashes looked
unusually long.


Brock was far too aware of the way her skirt shifted over her
legs every time she crossed and re-crossed them. Normally she wore jeans and
Disney t-shirts underneath a lab coat. Normally her hair was pulled back, not
spilling over her shoulders. Normally her features were attractive, but her
eyes didn't usually look like two shiny, topaz jewels and her lips weren't
normally that shade of tempting red. 


Normally, Brock found his unwelcome attraction to the doctor to
be fairly easy to ignore or dismiss. Today he was struggling more with
it. 


Maybe it was the champagne or maybe it was seeing her not as
a doctor, just as a regular, attractive woman.


Either way, Brock didn't like it. Because at the end of the day,
she was still a doctor. Plus, he had no idea what to say to her. She was all
sunshine and positivity. She'd probably never had a bad day in her life. Brock
was not a silver linings kind of person. Even before he and his siblings had
been kidnapped and experimented on he'd been more of a glass-half-empty kind of
guy. 


Now he couldn't help but wonder about everyone's motivations.
Especially overly-sunny doctors who insisted on talking to him when she obviously
wasn't welcome company. 


"—and Jesse and Brady are more like Sleeping Beauty and
Prince Phillip," Doc said, continuing her enthusiastic comparison of his
family members to Disney characters. The woman was obsessed. Part of him found
it cute, but he pushed that part away because Disney movies were stupid.


Prince Charming didn't exist and happily-ever-afters weren't
guaranteed. He hoped Brady and Jesse made it. He hoped Steele and Bethany's
mating didn't turn sour. But hoping didn't make things real, or he and his
siblings wouldn't have spent seven years as science experiments—and their
parents would still have been alive when they'd been rescued. 


Hope was a bitch and he was too smart to believe in her anymore.


Karma, on the other hand, was his kind of lady, right along with
Justice and Vengeance. Those didn't really go well with Disney themes though.


"Don't you think so?" she asked brightly. 


"I wasn't really listening," he said bluntly. Which
was true, but he also said it to get under her skin.


It drove him nuts that she was always smiling, always positive,
always looking for the good side of things. Did she even know what being sad
felt like? Terror? Hopelessness? 


He got a perverse pleasure out of hearing her grit her teeth in
annoyance. 


"Do you always have to be a jerk?" she asked, making
him blink in surprise. The question also got his attention in a way she hadn't
been able to before, mostly because she wasn't normally so outspoken.


Her eyes were sparkling with some kind of emotion, her cheeks bright
with color, and the empty champagne glass in her hand gave him some idea of
where her blunt statement might have come from. While she'd called him rude
before, she'd never actually insulted him. 


"What's there to be nice about?" Brock could be nice
if he wanted. He was nice to his siblings and their mates. He was nice to the
ladies who wanted to console him and help him make up for his time as a
prisoner of The Company. But he was enjoying being able to get under Strawberry
Shortcake's skin, for the first time ever. 


When she wasn't being Strawberry Shortcake, she was a
no-nonsense doctor. He'd never seen her pissed off before, no matter what he
said during PT. 


"Um, your brother was just mated? He's found his
happily-ever-after, just like Bethany did? That doesn't make you feel like
being nice?" The exasperation in her voice only encouraged him, despite
the fact that his bugaboo was disapproving. It liked Doc and didn't understand
why he was enjoying antagonizing her. 


Brock shrugged. "Hopefully they won't regret it."


He really did hope that, but he made his tone of voice a lot
more casual about it than he actually felt. 


Visibly agitated, Doc huffed and Brock couldn't help but feel a
small bit of glee. Part of him recognized he was kind of like a kid on a
playground, pulling on a cute little girl's pigtail, but he had to admit, he
was having fun. Seeing her all dressed up was one thing, seeing her actually
getting riled up was way better. He'd actually started thinking it wasn't even
possible, but obviously he'd been wrong. 


"They have their happily-ever-after, and all you can say is
you hope they don't regret it?!"


Oh yeah. He'd hit the jackpot. Not too surprising, actually,
considering her Disney obsession. The champagne she'd been drinking probably
helped too. He scowled, hiding his elation under a grumpy demeanor, so she
wouldn't know how much he was enjoying this.


"There's no such thing as happily-ever-after."


He might as well have just announced he was the
anti-Christ. 


"Of course there is!"


"Then where's yours?" 


Doc slammed her palm down on the table, making both him and his
bugaboo jump. The creature whined at him unhappily and even Brock felt a touch
of unease as he looked at her infuriated expression. Had he gone too far?


Standing up, she glared at him.


"You. Are. Hopeless. And not worth trying to talk to. Go to
hell, Brock."


Spinning on her heel, she stomped off, leaving him sitting
there. 


Which was what he'd wanted in the first place, right? 


Mean. The bugaboo's disapproving judgment was not directed
toward Doc at all. 


Doing his best to push away the unsettling feeling of guilt and a
missed opportunity, Brock poked at his cake.


******


Stomping down the hallway, Doc dashed away the moisture from her
eyes, telling herself the tears were from being so angry. Not because
he'd hurt her feelings.


The soothing, sympathetic purr of her puma helped a little bit.
Her cat snuggled her. Metaphorically.


It wasn't Doc's fault she hadn't had her happily-ever-after yet.
She tried, she really did. 


Well, she used to anyway. Before she'd joined Steele's pack
she'd been putting herself out there on a regular basis. Almost all the guys
she'd attracted were major losers.


Like the guy who had wanted to make her wait while he did a few
lines of coke before leaving his place. Big nope. Doc had immediately left and
he'd had his coke all to himself. 


Or the one who'd taken her out to dinner and the date had been
going well until halfway through he'd told her that he was actually engaged. He
and his fiancé had never been with anyone but each other, so they were trying
to get a little more 'experience' before the wedding. She'd noped right out of
there as well. 


There had been a few good guys, but those hadn't worked out
either. One she'd really liked. They'd gone out to dinner, headed to the
movies... but halfway through the movie his Mexican meal apparently hadn't
agreed with him and he'd gone to the restroom. After missing almost the entire
second half of the movie and making her wonder if she'd need to call a taxi at
the end of it, he'd finally returned but sat two seats away from her. It had
pretty much ruined the mood of the night, but Doc had still tried calling him a
few days later when he didn't call her. He'd never called her back. Apparently
extreme embarrassment could kill all future dates too.


It was probably for the best. She really loved Mexican
food. 


Still. She had pretty much stopped trying when she'd joined
Steele's pack... oh golly, was it really almost three years ago now?... to take
over for Dr. Phil. Thinking about it, she kind of couldn't believe how much
time had passed. Yeah she'd been busy and kind of burned out on dating at that
point, but she hadn't meant to totally neglect her dating life. She hadn't even
had a one-night stand in... yeesh, close to six months now. 


Scowling, Doc gave herself a little shake, picking up her pace
again. Her steps had started to slow as she'd realized how pathetic her social
life had become.


Tonight she was going to go wallow a bit, feel sorry for
herself... maybe watch some Hercules (honey, you mean HUNK-ules!), and
then tomorrow she was going to start putting herself back out there.


Because she did want her own happily-ever-after, and unlike some
kill-joys, she did believe in them. 


I do believe in them. I do! I do!


Her puma sighed. Sometimes they didn't always have the same
taste in movies.


Maybe Doc would watch Lion King instead of Hercules. Then both
of them would be happy.











Chapter 1


Three weeks later.


"Now... stretch... that's it... just a little more..."


Sweating, Brock did exactly what Dr. Phil told him to do. It
wasn't nearly as fun as when Doc had been the one guiding him through his
PT. 


The day after Brady's mating ceremony he'd come in to find Dr.
Phil waiting for him instead of Doc. 


Dr. Phil was the technically retired doctor of Steele's pack,
but he still worked part-time whenever he was needed. That Doc had felt the
need to call him in, just so she wouldn't have to work with Brady, had made him
feel pretty guilty. 


Not to mention disappointed.


Even though Dr. Phil didn't drive Brock up the wall with
constant chatter and an incessantly sunny demeanor... he kind of found that he
missed being annoyed by her. Which made him wonder if he should have someone
check out his mental health too. Who would miss being annoyed on a daily basis?


Him, apparently.


Even his bugaboo was restless. 


It didn't help that every time he saw Doc she was talking to
other men. Smiling at them. Flirting with them. Looking at them in ways she'd
definitely never looked at him. 


Not that he'd ever really given her any reason to look at him
flirtatiously, but he still felt jealous for some reason. 


Unfortunately, he had no idea what to do about it. 


Brock had gotten laid plenty since being rescued. He and his
brothers were good-looking and everyone knew their background. There had been
quite a few ladies looking to help them 'catch up' on sexual experiences—especially
when it had gotten around that all three men were eager and fast learners.
Women pursued him, so he had no idea how to pursue a woman even if he wanted to.


And he didn’t want to pursue Doc.


Did he?


"Hey, focus," Dr. Phil ordered sternly. A usually
cheerful man with white hair, mustache, and beard, he was still a task-driver
when it came to PT. 


"Sorry," Brock said gruffly, pushing Doc out of his
mind and getting back to the task at hand. 


A few minutes later, he was completely distracted again as he
heard someone coming down the hallway. He looked up to see Doc walking by the
room, accompanied by one of the guys from Steele's pack. Eric, that was his
name. Brock could hear her giggling at something Eric said as they passed. Since
the room he was in had clear glass windows into the hallway, he could see the
hand Eric had casually placed on her lower back.


His bugaboo growled. 


"You know Doc's not going to harm you, right?" Dr.
Phil asked, his tone gentle but firm. 


A little shocked at the question, Brock looked up at Dr. Phil,
his eyes widening. It took him a moment to realize he'd growled
a little and Dr. Phil had mistaken the reason why. 


"Of course," Brock said. "She'd never hurt a
fly."


The moment he said the words, he felt the truth of them and knew
he'd been kind of unfair to her. Especially after getting to know her. Yeah,
she wore a lab coat and that had set off a lot of bad memories in the
beginning, but the rest of his siblings had gotten over that pretty quickly.
She was nothing like the doctors who had experimented on them. 


Although she was still annoying. 


But that wasn't why he'd growled along with his bugaboo. Both of
them had growled because they hadn't liked seeing Eric touching her so
intimately. Which was stupid and made no sense to him, but he couldn't stop
himself from feeling that way. 


"So." Dr. Phil's lips quirked with amusement as he
studied Brock's expression. Most people said Brock's expression was unreadable,
but he had the unsettling feeling Dr. Phil was reading far too much about
Brock's innermost thoughts right now. "Is there anything you'd like to
talk about?"


"Nope."


******


When Dr. Phil came back to her office after Brock's PT, Doc did
her best to pretend she actually had paperwork to do and hadn't just been
sitting around waiting to hear how Brock's session had gone. Even though she
totally was. That he was surprised to see her still there didn't help either.


"Hello Harley," he said, walking over to the other
small desk that he used when he was around. Dr. Phil was one of the few people
allowed to call her by her middle name, which she liked only marginally better
than her first name. “Almost done for the day?”


"I just had a few things to finish up," she said
mildly, lying her ass off. She'd actually spent the last hour reading a whole
twitter feed about how different Disney princesses would fare during a sword
fight in their respective dresses and then trying to come up with the ultimate
sword-fighting princess dress. Surreptitiously, she pushed actual lab reports
over the sketches she'd made. "How did Brock's session go?"


As always, Dr. Phil acted like it wasn’t completely normal for
her to be interested even though Brock was no longer under her purview. Then
again, even when doctors gave up a patient it wasn't like they totally lost
interest in that patient's well-being, so maybe there really wasn't anything
unusual about the fact that she hadn't been able to concentrate on her date
with Eric because she'd been so busy thinking about how Brock was doing. 


"Good. He should be completely healed by the end of this
week and ready to go back on duty as long as he doesn't reinjure his shoulder
again between now and then," Dr. Phil said with a smile, sitting down to
log onto his computer. 


Doc felt the oddest mix of both relief and disappointment. 


Relief because she wouldn't have to see Brock around the offices
every day anymore.


Disappointment for the same reason. 


It was the disappointment she really didn't understand. The guy
could be such a jerk, why was she disappointed he would be gone?


Maybe because she'd had some half-baked hope of at least getting
him to a point of being friendly, or at least not unfriendly, when she'd been
working with him on a daily basis. Doc didn't like feeling as though someone
didn't like her, even if the reason wasn't personal. She'd really thought
helping him through his rehabilitation might help. 


She didn't know why she kept doing this to herself. Why she’d
waited to hear Dr. Phil’s report every time Brock had an appointment. It’s not
like Brock had missed her when she’d stopped being the one to treat him or that
he’d expressed any disappointment when Dr. Phil had shown up and taken over his
PT. 


Yeah, that would be the day.


It hadn't escaped Doc's notice that Brock didn't have the same
kind of adverse reaction to Dr. Phil as he did to her. He was probably relieved 


Which totally didn't hurt her feelings.


Sigh. Her puma huffed. 


"I'm pretty sure the boy has a crush on you," Dr. Phil
said out of nowhere. 


Doc hadn't known it was possible to choke on absolutely nothing,
but that was exactly what happened. She could see Dr. Phil turning his head
slightly to watch in amusement as she thudded her fist against her chest,
coughing. 


"Who?" she asked as soon as she could get enough air
to speak. The word came out sounding half-strangled but she was too taken aback
to care. "Brock?" 


She couldn't think of who else Dr. Phil might mean and yet she
couldn't imagine why he would say something so ludicrous either. Inside her
head, her puma sat up a little bit, interested. Silly animal. Doc couldn't
figure out her animal's fascination with Brock, but she didn't approve.


"Yes, Brock Bunson," Dr. Phil said. She could see the
little half-smile still on his face. He was enjoying this.


"Brock doesn't like me at all," Doc said, shaking her
head. "That was a good one though. You got me." Who knew Dr. Phil
would be so good at trolling?


Dr. Phil chuckled. "If you say so."


Narrowing her eyes at him, Doc waited for him to say something
more defending his statement, because it seemed like he might actually be
serious. But he just sat there, humming under his breath as he started filing
his report. 


Whatever. 


Gathering up her things, including the dress sketches she'd been
playing around with, Doc decided she didn't have any further reason to hang
around. Not that she'd really had a good one before. "I'm done for the
day, I'll see you later."


"Have a good evening," Dr. Phil said amiably, still
focused on his computer. 


For some reason she felt the overwhelming urge to stick out her
tongue at him. But she didn't. Because she wasn't a child. Even if she was
wearing a Peter Pan shirt that said "I'm so fly I never land."


******


As Brock was leaving the medical area—Cryus Peak was made up of
a series of caves under a mountain, so everything was sorted by areas—a cute
and perky blonde named Chrissy was walking by. She was one of the very friendly
women in Steele's pack who wanted to do her best to help the Bunsons get over
their trauma. And yes, he meant that in the plural—all three of them had
enjoyed her company at one point or another. Chrissy was sweet, fun, and very
enthusiastic, and also determinedly single with no interest in changing that
any time soon. 


"Hi Brock!" she chirped, batting her blue eyes at him.
"Where are you headed?"


"Back to my rooms," he said gruffly. Chrissy didn't
take offense at his abrupt answer; no one expected Brock to be talkative.
Except maybe Doc. 


"Would you like some company?" Chrissy asked, giving
him a coy little smile that left him—unfortunately—unmoved.


"No thanks," he said, hoping being polite would take
any sting out of his rejection. He just wasn't feeling it for some reason.
Although another round in the bedroom would be fun, he just couldn't drum up
any interest. Maybe he was just overly tired from his PT. That had to be
it. 


Chrissy just smiled, undaunted. "Okay, well I hope you have
a nice night."


"You too." Normally he would have just walked on, but
he felt a little bad so he made the effort to add a little bit of small
talk. 


"Oh I will." Giggling, she winked at him and skipped
away.


Walking back to his room, Brock had to admit there were certain
upsides to being a shifter. Granted, he hadn't exactly been at all experienced
at sex and relationships when he and his siblings were kidnapped—he'd been too
young to be anything but terrified of the idea of asking a girl out at the time—but
he'd known what relationships were normally like. He'd known most girls weren't
going to put themselves out there for sex or take rejection very well. 


Shifter society was definitely different. Or who knew, maybe it
was just Steele's pack. Although, things at Lakewood, where Brock and his
brothers had been sent for further training, had been the same. Shifters were a
lot more casual about sex and nudity than humans were. 


Unless human society had changed a whole heck of a lot while
he'd been in captivity, but from what he'd seen on television he doubted
that. 


It was one of the few upsides to being a shifter as far as he
was concerned. So why had he turned Chrissy down? He frowned as he strode along
the hallway, trying to figure out why he wasn't feeling 'it.' Heck, he hadn't
been with a woman since he'd been injured. It wasn't like he was lacking in
offers either. 


He would worry the injury had affected his libido, but he'd
jerked off in the shower yesterday—with his good arm. Getting himself off had
become his norm. 


That was weird. He hadn't even realized it until now. 


"Hey! Brock!" The sound of his older brother calling
for him had Brock turning immediately. His bugaboo perked up at the sight of
the person he considered their leader, no matter that Steele was the alpha of
this pack. 


Brady was several inches taller than Brock with dark brown hair.
Because Brock’s hair was a dirty ash blond and his eyes were hazel, it weren't
for their similar builds and facial features people might not even realize they
were brothers. Their youngest brother, Brice, was like a midway point between
the two of them, with brown hair streaked with blond, but he had also gotten
their mom's blue eyes. 


"What's up?" Brock asked as Brady caught up to him.
Brady was wearing the uniform black shirt and pants all of Steele's pack did
when they were working a security shift. With four out of five of the Bunsons
still at Cryus Peak, not to mention Jesse and her brother Daniel, it was
probably at the top of The Company's list of targets. They were small shifters
made deadly using the genes of their larger, usually predatory shifter
ancestors. It was doubtful The Company wanted to use them for anything good,
and after the nearly successful attack during which Brock had been injured
Steele had become even more fanatical about security. 


Even though The Company knew where they were, Cryus Peak was
such a fortress it made no sense to leave. If The Company wanted to get to the
pack, they'd have to blow up the mountain to do it, which would kind of defeat
the purpose since The Company was after people. The only way they’d even
managed to get so close to recapturing the Bunsons had been because of a
traitor. Which had royally pissed off everyone.


But things were pretty good now. Brock’s shoulder was healing,
they now knew Eli’s evil older brother Aiden was some kind of boss within The
Company—maybe even the boss, and Brady and Jesse had finally managed to get
together.


Brady grinned at him, a slightly sappy grin that went along well
with the slightly stunned expression he'd worn ever since Jesse had agreed to
mate him. So they must be doing well, which was good. When Brock had heard
Brady calling his name, for a moment he'd worried something had happened
between them and Brady needed him for some brother time or something. 


"How's the shoulder?" Brady asked, looking Brock up
and down speculatively as they both resumed walking in the direction Brock had
already been headed. Brady was probably on his way back from his shift, and his
and Jesse's rooms weren't far from Brock's. 


"Much better," Brock said lifting it a little. 


After a moment, Brady rolled his eyes at Brock's lack of details.
"When are you done with PT?"


"Dr. Phil said by the end of the week."


"Dr. Phil? I thought you were working with Doc."


Brock shrugged again, feeling a little uncomfortable. He
definitely didn't want to admit to Brady that he'd been kind of mean to Doc at
Brady's mating ceremony and hadn't actually talked to her since. Fortunately,
it wasn't like Brady expected Brock to be full of explanations. 


"Well we’re glad you're getting better," Brady said
cheerfully. "Are you going to stay here once you're all healed or go back
to Lakewood with Brice?"


All three brothers had initially been at Lakewood working with
Eli Mansfield's team to hunt down The Company. There was both gratification and
frustration in doing so. They'd managed to take out quite a few of The
Company's research facilities, but somehow it seemed like there were always
more. The last few times they'd raided one, the scientists and workers had
already abandoned them, thanks to a traitor who had been feeding The Company
information. 


Brock had definitely intended to go back with Brice. Someone
needed to watch out for their impulsive youngest brother. He didn't blame Brady
for settling down in Cryus Peak—he'd fallen in love with Jesse, whose younger
brother Daniel was still a teenager and also needed protection. Plus it was
good to have someone watching over their sisters Bethany and Bailey, even if
the women would insist they didn't need it. 


For some reason, he was feeling a little more reluctant to do so
now though. 


Stay here. The deep, growling voice of his bugaboo almost startled
Brock. The creature was normally even quieter than he was. Now it sounded
almost wistful. 


Covering up his confusion, Brock shrugged again. "Not
sure."


"Yeah... benefits to both," Brady said, musing. He
sounded a little wistful too, probably thinking about how there was a lot more
action to be had at Lakewood. Giving himself a little shake as they turned the
corner, heading down the corridor where both sets of their rooms were located,
Brady focused back on Brock. "Want to come over for dinner tonight?
Jesse's making salmon."


The bugaboo perked up and Brock could feel himself salivating a
little. Jesse made amazing salmon. They came to a halt in front of Brock's
door. "Sure."


"Great, see you at six," Brady said, clapping Brock on
his good shoulder. "Do us all a favor though and take a shower first? You
kinda stink."


Chuckling, Brady moved on down the hall towards his own set of
rooms, where his mate would be waiting. Even though Brock didn't want a mate,
he felt the oddest little sense of envy. Maybe he should have accepted
Chrissy's offer... but even thinking about it now, he didn't really find it any
more appealing than he had before. 


After letting himself in his rooms, he lifted his arm and
sniffed at the pit. He didn't smell that bad. 


******


Doc was just trying to decide if she wanted to go all the way to
the cafeteria to get food or if she wanted to make something out of what
supplies she had in her kitchen when her phone dinged with an incoming text
message. Both options sounded like effort she didn't really feel like making.
She was a pretty indifferent cook at best, but at the same time the cafeteria
was a bit of a hike from her rooms. Even her puma was feeling lazy.


Opening her phone, she saw the text had come from Jesse and she
smiled. The two of them had become pretty good friends since the squirrel
shifter had moved to Cryus Peak. They'd bonded over their mutual love of both
Harry Potter and Disney, even if they each preferred a different one over the
other. 


What's up Doc? Wanna come over for dinner tonight? I'm making
salmon!


Snorting at the opening line—which never got old to Jesse for
some reason—it only took Doc a moment to make a decision. Jesse made really
good salmon and her and Brady's home was less than half the distance to the
cafeteria. Doc would neither have to walk all the way to the cafeteria nor make
her own dinner. 


Win-win. She quickly texted back.


I'm so down. What time? Can I bring anything?


A moment later her phone dinged again.


Just your lovely self at 6pm!


It was almost five now. Doc had just enough time to change out
of her work clothes and make herself look a little more presentable. She was
also pretty sure she had a bottle of wine somewhere that she could bring over.
Showing up empty handed just never felt right to her; probably a leftover
lesson from her mom. 


A quick brush through of her hair and Doc clipped the light red
strands back from her face to help hide the pony-tail bump. She splashed some
water on her face and quickly put on a bit of makeup. Just enough to make her
feel like she'd put in a little bit of effort. Kind of make up for the total
lack of effort she was putting into dinner. Jeans and a t-shirt with a bunch of
the Princesses dressed in Harry Potter robes with their corresponding houses—as
a nod to Jesse's HP love—and she was good to go. 


Oh, right, she almost forgot... on her way out the door she
grabbed a bottle of white wine. 


It took her less than five minutes to arrive at Brady and
Jesse’s abode. When Brady answered the door there was practically an explosion
of sound into the hallway. Shifter hearing was very acute so they were also
really good at soundproofing most things. Obviously Doc hadn't been the only
person invited over for dinner; she could immediately pick out Bethany, Bailey,
and Daniel's voices as well. 


"Hey Doc! Glad you could make it, come on in," Brady
said, his dark eyes sparkling. 


"I brought wine." She thrust the bottle at him as he
stepped back to let her through.


"Thanks." Taking it from her, he pointed into the
suite. "Jesse and Steele are in the kitchen cooking, everyone else is in
the living room."


That was pretty obvious since she could see the living room the
moment she entered. Immediately her eyes were drawn to Brock, who looked up to
meet her eyes, his perpetually grumpy expression on his face. Considering he
was surrounded by his family, all of whom were having a good time watching
Jesse's younger brother Daniel and Brock’s older sister Bethany loudly compete
at Hungry, Hungry Hippos, Doc was starting to wonder if he just had RBF—Resting
Bitch Face. Maybe he wasn't actually grumpy.


Cheer him up? Her puma asked with a purr.


Great, her cat had delusions of grandeur now. I don't
think so.


"Hey Doc!" Bethany called out, without looking up from
where she was viciously slamming the base of her poor hippo.


"Hey Doc!"


"Hi Doc!"


Everyone else's greetings blended together, although it didn't
escape her notice that Brock didn't actually say hi. He did nod at her
though. 


She pretended not to see him. Petty, but she was still stinging
a little from what he'd said at Brady and Jesse's mating celebration. Even the
obvious interest of several males in Steele's pack, once she'd become more open
and friendly with them, hadn't quite soothed the wound he'd created.


"Hello," she said to the room at large, giving them a
general wave and heading straight to the kitchen. 


"Hey hun!" Jesse said as Doc came in. She leaned over
to give Doc a kind of armless shoulder hug as she chopped veggies. On the other
side of her, Steele was stirring some kind of pasta dish in a pan. 


"Hey Doc," he said, turning his head to give her a
swift smile. The alpha had done a lot of lightening up since he'd mated Bethany
Bunson and it wasn't unusual to see him with a smile on his face anymore.
Either that or an expression of extreme exasperation from dealing with his
energetic and pushy mate.


Both Bethany and Steele were bossy alphas, which made for fun
fireworks on occasion. Doc suspected they bickered as foreplay.


"Can I help with anything?" she asked, hoping Jesse
would give her a job so she wouldn't have to go back into the other room and
face Brock. Fortunately, Jesse seemed to hear something in her tone and immediately
nodded. 


"Do you want to take over chopping these veggies for
me?" she asked, offering up the knife she was holding.


"Sure!" Doc jumped right in. This wasn't the same as
making her own dinner. Besides, a little bit of effort in order to be helpful was
just polite. A small price to pay.


And when it was time to eat, she'd just make sure she was on the
opposite end of the table to Brock.











Chapter 2


With just a tiny bit of fancy footwork, Brock made sure he
snagged the seat next to Doc. She blinked in surprise as he dropped into the
chair beside hers, and he got the distinct impression she was thinking about
jumping up and trying to grab another one... but it was too late. The startled
look she'd given him appealed to his bugaboo, making him feel a bit predatory,
but in a fun way. 


Like a hunter about to enjoy stalking his prey just for the
enjoyment of a chase.


He didn't really have an end goal. 


Well, maybe he did. He hadn't liked the way her eyes had skipped
over him when she'd seen him in Brady and Jesse's living room. Or the way she'd
immediately run to the kitchen. He hadn't missed the look she'd given Hungry
Hungry Hippos—he was pretty sure she'd wanted to jump into the game but hadn't.
Because of him. 


For some reason, that just made him want to get closer to her. Maybe
he just liked the shoe being on the other foot or maybe he felt a little guilty
about having so thoroughly chased her off at Brady’s mating ceremony, but
either way he wanted to sit next to her. By his choice this time. 


On Doc's other side, Jesse was sitting down while Brady was at
the head of the table. Steele, Bethany, and Bailey were across from them, and
Daniel was seated at the foot, to Brock's right. The kid looked at Brock with a
good dose of hero worship—which wasn't really anything new.


Only fifteen, he was obsessed with being a soldier when he grew
up, so he already idolized all the Bunsons. He'd become especially enamored of
Brock after Brock had been injured though, something which still made him
uncomfortable. He did his best to emphasize how much it hurt and how much
recovery sucked, especially because he knew Jesse worried over Daniel a lot.


Beside him, he could feel that Doc was kind of tense. Which made
a nice change from when they were usually near each other and he was
the one who was kind of tense. Oddly, he felt almost cheerful. 


His bugaboo wasn't unhappy either. It liked the way she
smelled. 


Don't get used to it, he reminded the creature. They weren't going to be
spending much time with her in the future after all. 


Everyone was chattering and passing dishes, and Brock just let
the noise wash over him as he filled up his own plate and passed anything that
was handed to him. Jesse was telling them about a small deer shifter she'd met
yesterday when she and Brady had visited Lakewood with some of Steele's pack.
Dr. Montgomery, evil bastard that he was, had helped Dr. Tran create some
vaccines for smaller shifters and Jesse and Brady had been part of the group
collecting the vaccines for Steele's pack in case they ran into any small
shifters.


It wasn't likely, being tucked into Cryus Peak the way they
were, but Eli was thorough and he wanted Steele to have them on hand just in
case. Brock cynically thought he probably wanted to make sure the vaccines
weren't all stored in one place. Lakewood had plenty of soldiers on site but it
didn't have the Peak's natural defenses. 


"How can she be a small shifter if she's a deer?"
Bethany asked, more interested in Jesse's description than in the food on her
plate.


Doc was leaning in to the conversation as well, although that
could be as much because it gave her an excuse to turn away from him as
anything else. Reaching for a roll, Brock might have made his reach a little
wider than necessary, and he bumped her arm with his. She glanced at him,
almost nervously. 


Which made him feel both guilty and gleeful. 


He really needed to get his shit together.


Maybe if he apologized he'd feel better. 


But not in front of everyone. 


Maybe he could walk her back to her rooms after dinner.


His bugaboo perked up and Brock could sense the creature's
enthusiastic agreement but he was pretty sure they had different reasons
for thinking it was a good idea. Whatever was going on with his bugaboo's
interest in Doc, it was definitely getting stronger and Brock did not approve.
He didn't really know what to do about it though.


"She's a Pudu deer," Jesse explained, although Brock
was only half-listening as he was lost in his own thoughts. "They're from
South America and they're the smallest deer in the world. I didn't get to see
her shift but she's pretty petite as a human."


"Like, my size petite?" Bethany asked. Brock's older
sister was the shortest out of the whole Bunson family.


"Woah... they're tiny!" Daniel breathed out and
everyone turned to look down the table at him. Blushing a little, he looked up
to meet their gazes and sheepishly held up his phone, which he wasn't supposed
to have at the dinner table. "Sorry, I just wanted to look."


"Well don't be greedy, pass it around," Bethany
demanded, reaching over Bailey as Daniel offered it up. Both women huddled over
the phone screen and made cooing noises. 


"That's a baby one," Daniel said.


"It's so cute!" Bailey squealed a little. 


"Well, let the rest of us see too," Brady said,
sounding curious despite himself. 


The phone was passed around so everyone could see. When Doc
passed Brock the phone, their fingers brushed and he felt an odd little jump in
his chest. Peering at the phone he looked at the picture of the small
animal. 


"Yup, it's a deer," he said, and handed the phone back
to Daniel. Still looking a bit sheepish, the teen shoved it in his pocket.
Beside Brock, Doc was bristling a little, as were his sisters across the table.
He couldn't see what Jesse's reaction was but he just kind of assumed it was
probably the same. Steele and Brady both looked amused.


Bethany made an aggravated noise. "It's an adorable, tiny
deer, Brock!"


"Yup." He didn't really see what the big deal was.
"Doesn't look like more than a mouthful."


Okay, that time he might have been deliberately trying to get
under his sister's skin. To his bemusement, he realized Jesse had her napkin
over her mouth and was laughing, but Bethany and Bailey immediately started
scolding him while Doc was steadfastly glaring at her dinner plate and
pretending he didn't exist. While all that was going on, Steele's phone started
ringing and he excused himself from the table to answer it.


******


Doc couldn't tell if Brock was either just the grumpiest, most
ornery asshole ever or if he was just the world's greatest troll. Maybe both?


If he was trolling his sisters, he did an amazing job of keeping
a completely bland expression while he did so. She kept sneaking peeks at him.
It was hard not to when he was sitting right next to her, big and broody and
taking up space. It also didn't help that her puma kept wanting Doc to turn and
rub up against him.


Seriously, her cat's attraction to him was really getting out of
hand. Was he spraying himself with pheromones or something? 


That would explain all the women willing to jump into bed with
him even though he didn't talk.


Although, gossip said he did plenty of other things with his
tongue.


Okay, she really needed to cut that out. Also
she really needed to get laid, because her dry spell was obviously affecting
her mind. And her taste in men.


Steele came striding back into the room, phone still in his hand
like it was on, and he immediately caught Doc's eye. She sat up a little
straighter. 


"Hey Doc, Eli has an assignment for you," Steele said,
holding the phone up so she could see Eli's handsome face on the screen. 


"Hi Eli," she said, unintentionally starting off a
chorus as everyone else said hello too. Well, everyone except the man sitting
next to her. As usual, he nodded. Which actually made her feel a little better,
because at least now she knew she hadn't been singled out for nonverbal
greetings from him. 


"Hello everyone," Eli said with a genial smile that
made him look more like he should be on a movie-poster than basically running
the shifter world. With his blond hair, blue eyes, and chiseled jawline, he was
more than a little swoon-worthy. "Sorry to interrupt dinner."


"No problem," Jesse said, smiling back at him in a way
that had Brady casually leaning over and slinging his arm around her shoulders.
She shot her mate a special smile as well. "What can we do for you?"


"Well, you know that shipment of vaccines you and Brady
picked up? I already have a use for them. There's a surfeit of skunks in Utah,
about six hours away from you, that contacted me today. They'd like to be
vaccinated so they can rejoin society at large. You're the closest pack with
the vaccines. I'd ask my uncle to go, but he doesn't travel as well as he used
to."


Plus, Dr. Phil (who was Eli's uncle) was mated, whereas Doc
wasn't.


"Yeah, I can do that," she said.


"Wait a second," Brock interjected, shifting in his
seat beside her. "You're just going to send her alone into an unknown territory
with the vaccines?" Doc turned to glare at him. What business of it was
his?


"No, Brock, I was going to hopefully send someone with
her," Eli said blandly. "Are you volunteering?"


To all of their obvious surprise, Brock shrugged.
"Sure."


Doc's mouth dropped open. Bethany and Bailey both looked
shocked, and Steele's expression was definitely surprised. Even Eli looked flummoxed.
He recovered quickly though.


"All right then, that's settled."


"Hold on! That's not settled with me!" Doc protested.
Her puma yowled. It definitely had no problem with Brock coming with
them. 


Good partner. Stop whining.


Doc ignored her puma’s scolding.


"Why not?" Brock asked, turning to her. "I'm a
good choice. I'm not on any of the security details here but I'm trained. I'm almost
fully recovered. And you can continue my PT while we're traveling."


It was the most she'd ever heard Brock say at once. But she just
didn't get it. Doc narrowed her eyes at him. "You want to spend a twelve-hour
round trip car-ride with me? It'll probably be an overnight trip too, because
it's going to take some time to do all the vaccinations." 


"Sure." Apparently no longer interested in talking,
Brock turned his attention back to his dinner. Doc pushed back the urge to
reach out and throttle him.


Turning back to Steele and Eli, trying to appeal to them with
her eyes... she could see both of them were exchanging glances with Brady. Then
they looked at her apologetically. It did make sense after
all. Plus, mental-health-wise, it would be a good thing to give Brock a
mission.


But did the mission really have to be going out on an overnight
trip alone with her?


******


The smug pleasure radiating from Brock’s bugaboo was nearly
stifling—and it didn’t help at all that he had his own feeling of smug triumph.


This would be perfect. He could get Doc alone, apologize for
being too harsh at Brady and Jesse’s wedding, and maybe figure out why his
bugaboo was so obsessed with her. If nothing else, two full days with her
overly cheery personality had to give the creature its fill of her, right?


That he was obviously able to make her uncomfortable for once,
instead of the other way around, was just a bonus.


Not in a bad way, of course, he didn’t want her to actually feel
threatened by him. No, this was the same kind of slight uncomfortableness she'd
made him feel whenever she wouldn't stop being so perky, upbeat, and pushing
into his life. Only he was doing it by being dour, grumpy, and pushing back
into her life.


Turnabout was fair play and all that.


Almost as soon as dinner was over Doc started saying goodbye to
everyone with the excuse that she would need to be up early tomorrow to head to
Utah.


"We leave at seven," she said to Brock, doing her best
to look stern. It would have come off better if she wasn't wearing some kind of
a weird mash-up of Disney and Harry Potter shirt. "Don't be late."


"I won't be," he said, feeling oddly cheerful.
"I'll walk you back to your room now and we can discuss logistics."


Doc looked almost alarmed at the idea, her eyes going wide, and
yet she didn't smell fearful, so he wasn't too worried. 


"Nope," said Bethany, snagging his arm. Frowning, he
looked down at his older sister as she pulled him back. She wasn't looking at
him though, she was focused on Doc. "Bye Doc, Brock will have to see you
tomorrow morning, I have a couple things I want to talk to him about before he
leaves."


Opening his mouth to protest, he was way too slow; Doc was
already out the door. His bugaboo made a huffing noise of disappointment,
settling down in his head to sulk as it watched her go.


Dammit. 


He scowled down at Bethany, who finally turned to pay attention
to him and she scowled right back. 


"What are you up to?" she asked—more demanded really.
She could be really bossy when she wanted to. 


"Yeah, I think we'd all like the answer to that,"
Bailey added on, coming out of the kitchen where she'd been helping with
dishes. The younger Bunsons weren't great at cooking—they'd been too young when
they were kidnapped to have learned much—but while they were learning to cook
they did their best to help out by cleaning up after meals.


No matter what Bethany was up to, Bailey was usually at her side
doing her best to mimic it. Which could be pretty cute when it didn't manifest
as two identical scowls directed at him. 


"I don't know what you're talking about," he said, stomping
over to the cushy armchair he'd been sitting in earlier in the evening. If he
was going to be nitpicked over by his sisters, he might as well be physically
comfortable while they did it. It was a good chair. 


To his surprise, Jesse gave him a look, too, as she came and sat
down on the couch across from him. Not quite a scowl, but definitely not happy with
him either.


"Yes, you do," she said in a tone normally reserved
for her younger brother, or Brady when he wasn’t toeing the line with her.
"Why did you volunteer to escort Doc to the surfeit? You don't even like
her." 


Bethany and Bailey plopped down on either side of Jesse, still
glaring and making him feel like he was facing a firing squad. It didn’t help
when Steele appeared in the doorway to the kitchen, drying off his hands with a
towel to watch the action. Behind him, Brady hovered, also obviously listening
in and wanting to know what was going through his head. Daniel had already
high-tailed it to his room as soon as dinner was over.


Trying to buy himself time to think of a reason the women would
accept, Brock shrugged. 


"Someone needs to go with her."


"But why you?" Bethany asked suspiciously,
narrowing her blue eyes at him like little laser beams. "Jesse is right,
you don't like Doc."


"I just need to get out of the Peak for a bit," he
said gruffly. It wasn't entirely a lie, which made it plausible. He'd been
stuck under the mountain, not even going out on patrols, almost the entire time
since he'd injured his shoulder. That was a long time. He'd done a few shifts,
of course, because his bugaboo had needed to stretch his legs, but those hadn't
been the same.


Even in his bunny-bear form his shoulder still hurt and could be
reinjured, so he had to be really careful and he hadn't been in good enough
shape to defend himself if there had been an attack. Now he was nearly
healed and he could definitely perform guard duty if necessary.


To his relief, all three women paused, their expressions varying
somewhat as they thought over his proffered excuse. Jesse looked like she
bought it right away and she was now looking at him with sympathy. On either
side of her, his sisters were slightly harder cases. Bethany didn't look
entirely convinced and Bailey was still studying his expression as if she
thought she could figure out whether or not he was lying. 


"It must be hard staying inside all the time," Jesse
said, nodding. "Still... are you sure a road trip with Doc is the best
answer?"


Brock shrugged again. "It'll be fine. It's just an
overnight."


Now all three of them had the exact same expression on their
faces—pure skepticism. 


******


"Zip-a-dee-doo-dah, zip-a-dee-day, my oh my what a
wonderful day," Doc sang as she slung her bag into the backseat of her car,
her to-go cup of delicious, necessary coffee in her free hand. All of the cars
were parked in a special area just off the main entrance to Cryus Peak. She
hadn't realized how much she'd missed her little red sedan, which she'd named
McQueen, after the main character in Cars. Just seeing the tiny
lightning decals she'd put on the front doors made her smile.


"What are you singing?" 


The masculine growl behind her prompted her smile to widen to a
grin. 


Doc had spent the rest of her evening following dinner packing
and figuring out how she was going to handle Brock on this little trip.
Ultimately, she'd come to the conclusion that she needed to stop tiptoeing
around him the way she had been.


Sure, he'd been a jerk at Brady and Jesse's celebration.


Yes, she'd been avoiding him since then. 


No, she didn't know why he'd volunteered to come with her. 


But might as well make the best of it, right? Maybe it meant he
was finally warming up to her. Even if he wasn't, this had to be her chance to
make friends with him, didn't it? Obviously avoiding him hadn't made her feel
any better. 


"Zip-a-dee-doo-dah," she answered, turning around to
give him a bright smile, coffee still in hand. He still had his Resting Brock
Face thing going on, but at least he didn't look any grumpier than usual. 


Grunting, Brock tossed his bag into her backseat, where it
landed neatly next to hers. The wary way he was eyeing her made her wonder what
exactly he thought was so dangerous about her. 


She wasn't wearing her lab coat and she'd put on her most
innocuous t-shirt—it didn't have any pictures and all it said was
"Heigh-ho, Let's Go!"  It had been this one or her "I Can
Show You the World" Aladdin one, but since they were only driving for six
hours that one hadn't seemed quite as appropriate. Maybe it was her matching
Snow White yoga pants, although in order to see the apple with a bite out of
it, he would have had to have been looking at her butt.


It was then that she realized she was still looking up at him
and he was gazing down at her, but something in his gaze had changed a little.
Something about the gleam in his eye made her catch her breath. Her puma—normally
not super alert in the mornings—metaphorically lifted her head with extreme
interest. 


Brock grunted again, suddenly straightening up and leaving Doc
feeling both dazed and confused. "Let's go."


To her surprise, he walked around to the passenger side of the
car, leaving her standing there blinking as he got in. Her puma made a
frustrated yowling noise, flopping back down in a heap inside Doc's head. What
the heck had just happened? 


For lack of anything better to do, she shut the back door and
got into the driver's seat. 


"I'm surprised you didn't try to insist on driving,"
she said a little dryly as she put her coffee in the cup holder. Not because
she was trying to poke at him—really, she was actually just surprised. He
seemed like the control freak type.


"Don't know how to," he said gruffly, looking straight
ahead as she started the car.


"What?" she asked, thinking she must have heard him
wrong. 


Brock shrugged. "I had just gotten my learner's permit when
we were taken. Haven't had time to learn since we were rescued."


Oh geez... talk about open mouth, insert foot. Doc blushed.
"Sorry."


We could teach him! Her puma suggested enthusiastically. Doc ignored the thought.


He shrugged again as the drums started up and she began to pull
out of the parking space. Doc turned up the music. Maybe not talking was better
until they got used to sitting next to each other. She could just fill the car
with the sound of music until then. 


Hopefully he liked Disney songs.


"Let's get down to business!—"


Going by the slow turn of his head and the utterly incredulous
expression on his face as he did so, she was going to go with not so
much on the Disney thing. Oh well. 


"To defeat… the Huns..." She drummed along with the
song on her steering wheel. "Did they send me daughters… when I asked for
sons?"











Chapter 3


Two
hours.


Two hours
of nonstop Disney music—at least he assumed it was all Disney, he didn't
recognize a lot of the songs, but he'd also missed a lot of the movies—and
Brock still hadn't figured out how to bring up Brady and Jesse's mating
reception to Doc. Not that she seemed interested in talking for once, which was
a little frustrating. He was sure he could work his way around to an apology if
she just chattered at him for a while like she normally did. 


Instead,
she seemed perfectly happy just bopping up and down in her seat and singing
along to the music. She wasn't a bad singer and it was actually pretty cute.
Even his bugaboo found it oddly soothing.


It was
just frustrating because he did want to apologize for his behavior at the
reception.


The words
had been on the tip of his tongue this morning and then he'd looked down into
her pretty greenish-hazel eyes, and forgotten what he was going to say. Which
had been more than a little disconcerting, so he'd ended up grunting at her the
way he normally did while he tried to get his act together. After all, six
hours in the car, it shouldn't be too hard to find a way to apologize... at
least, that's what he'd thought. 


But if
the next four hours went anything like the first two he wouldn't be able to do
it. How was he supposed to work a conversation around to Brady and Jesse's
mating celebration when there wasn't any conversation happening?


He was
polite about it though, he waited until she finished singing Part of
Your World from The Little Mermaid—a song he did actually
recognize—before he reached forward and punched the off button on her volume.
Immediately, Doc turned to him with a scowl on her face.


Didn't
quite look so much like Strawberry Shortcake now.


"Hey!"


Brock
cleared his throat. "I want to talk."


The look
she shot him before turning her attention back to the road was wary but also
interested. "Okay."


They sat
in silence for a long moment. Doc's fingers began tapping on her steering wheel
as if to music he couldn't hear. 


Say
something. His bugaboo prodded him. Unfortunately it didn't offer up
any suggestions.


Doc
glanced at him again. "So, what did you want to talk about?"


"Um..."
At a complete loss, he finally just went for it. "Brady and Jesse's mating
celebration."


Immediately
her fingers stopped tapping and she gripped the steering wheel tightly, staring
straight ahead. "I'd rather not talk about that."


"I
wanted to say I'm sorry," he explained, hoping that would be okay at
least. As soon as the words left his mouth he felt relieved. The feeling was
short-lived.


"Sorry
about what?" Her voice was a little higher than usual, like she was trying
to be casual about the question—but she was trying way too hard.


"Sorry
I was mean." 


There was
another long pause.


"Thank
you," she said, a little more quietly. 


Brock
shifted in his seat, feeling a little uncomfortable with the unexpected
intimacy of the moment. But when she reached for the volume control, he spoke
up again.


"Wait..."


Glancing
at him, her hand hovering over the knob, she raised her eyebrows, waiting to
see what he wanted.


"Don't
you want to keep talking?" he asked. Yeah she was cute when she was
dancing in her seat and singing, but he kind of missed her chattering at him.
Surprisingly, for once, he'd rather have a conversation than not.


Pursing
her lips, she withdrew her hand, placing it back on the wheel. "Not if
it's going to be like it usually is where I talk and you sit there looking like
you're in pain."


The
bluntness of her statement—and the incredibly on point description—surprised a
laugh from him and the car swerved a little as she jerked to the side in shock.
Her wide eyes jumped back and forth between him and the road as she tried to
take a good look at his face and get herself back between the yellow and white
lines simultaneously.


"Watch
where you're going!"


"Did
you just laugh?" She sounded completely incredulous.


Brock
crossed his arms over his chest. Okay, he knew he could be kind of serious, but
it wasn't like him laughing was some kind of mythical occurrence. "I
laugh."


Sometimes.
His bugaboo snorted inside his head. 


I laugh.


When
there was something to laugh about, he laughed. There just wasn’t always a lot
to laugh about.  


"Uh
huh," Doc said, shaking her head. Her eyes were back on the road now and
she had a bit of a bemused expression on her face. "As long as you realize
I'm not going to be doing all of the talking. You have to talk too. Tell me
something about yourself."


"Like
what?" 


"What's
your favorite movie? Let's start there."


******


Pulling
answers from Brock was like pulling teeth at first, but it was worth it as he
slowly started to relax and talk more naturally to her. Yeah, he still wasn't
exactly chatty—Doc got the feeling he used the least amount of words possible
whenever he had something to say, but he was talking.


She still
couldn't believe she'd heard him laugh.


Seen it
too, as odd as that sounded. The laughter had lit up his entire face, making
him look lighter, younger, and almost like an entirely different person. She
hadn't even realized how much he looked like he was carrying the weight of the
world on his shoulders until suddenly it didn't. 


Now he
was actually kind of having a real conversation with her and Doc felt a million
times better than she had in weeks. She'd learned that his favorite movie
was Monty Python and the Holy Grail (which, actually wasn't
too surprising, she'd heard his sisters referencing the movie constantly), his
favorite sport to play was soccer and his favorite to watch was football, and
his favorite thing that he was catching up on since being freed from The
Company's clutches was the TV show Archer. 


"I've
never heard of it," Doc said. She wasn't really specifically curious but
she did want to keep Brock talking. And she really hadn't heard of it.
"What's it about?"


"It's
a cartoon so you might like it," Brock said, his tone almost oddly bland.
Like he was trying to sound... innocent, maybe? "You should check it out
sometime."


"Maybe
I will," she said, a little defensively. "I watch things other than
cartoons you know."


Like live
action versions of cartoons—Ella Enchanted, Enchanted, The Princess Diaries, the
new live-action Disney movies... Harry Potter. 


So she
knew what she liked, so what? Who didn't like happy endings?


"What's
your favorite television show?" he asked her. Doc had been making sure she
only answered a question after he had, because fair was fair. 


Of
course, now she didn't want to admit that Once Upon A Time was
her favorite show. Yeah it wasn't a cartoon but it was pretty obvious just from
the title what it was. So she went with her second favorite show.


"Game
of Thrones."


Out of the
corner of her eye she could see Brock's entire upper body turn in his seat so
he could give her a full-on stare. She pressed her lips together, trying to
hide the threatening smile. 


"No
way."


"Yup."


"Isn't
that a little dark for you?"


Doc
shrugged. "Can't have the light without a little dark. Besides, have you
ever really watched Disney movies as an adult? They're not exactly all fun and
games, and the stories they're based on are even less so. Snow White's stepmother
tries to kill her and the Huntsman abandons her in the woods to fend for
herself when she has absolutely no survival skills. Bambi's mother is killed at
the beginning of his movie and so is Simba's father in the Lion King.
Cinderella is used as a slave by her stepmother, Rapunzel is stolen from her
parents, Aladdin is a starving street urchin no matter how upbeat he is about
it, and Ariel literally signs away her soul. I could go on."


"I
bet you could," Brock muttered under his breath, but he didn't sound
resentful. Actually, he sounded kind of interested. When he spoke again it was
in a regular tone. "So you like the dark stuff?"


"No,"
she said. "I like seeing people overcoming the dark
stuff. Like you and your siblings. You've been through hell, but here you all
are, fighting back against the bad guys and Brady and Bethany have even managed
to find mates and fall in love. If that's not overcoming evil then I don't know
what is."


This time
when Brock fell silent she didn't try to put the music back on. He was
obviously mulling over what she said and somehow the silence felt
comfortable. 


Lick
him? her puma asked hopefully. 


No! Doc
thought back at it. What the heck? Crazy cat!


Her puma
sulked. 


******


Talking
to Doc wasn't so bad, although Brock eventually found he couldn't keep up a
conversation for hours on end. When he said he didn't mind if she put the music
back on, she smiled at him and said she had enjoyed the conversation before
resuming her singing and dancing routine. She even sounded like she meant it.


Brock
didn’t know any of the words, but he found himself actually humming along
sometimes to the tunes he was familiar with.


That died
when they reached what was supposed to be the skunks’ surfeit.


He said
supposed to be because it looked more like a ghost town. 


While
he’d been expecting a small town or commune type of situation—and this was more
like a commune from what he could see—he’d also expected to see some signs of
life. 


There was
nothing. No one walking down the dirt paths, no one in the windows of the
houses, no one in the yards… Brock’s bugaboo lifted its head, becoming alert as
it responded to Brock’s growing anxiety.


Doc
slowed the car and parked on the side of the road. 


“This is
really creepy,” she said after a moment where they both sat there, waiting for
something to happen. Brock could feel all the hair on his arms standing up. He
grunted, his eyes scanning for any sign of movement, any possible threat. That
was why he’d been sent after all.


“I’ll go
look,” he said after another long moment. “You stay here and call Steele.”


Before
she could respond, he was already getting out of the car and standing beside
it. To his annoyance, he heard her door open, and he turned back to scowl at
her. She gave him a good glare right back. 


“I’m not
planting myself like a sitting duck out here,” she said crossly. 


“Fine,”
Brock snapped back. She actually had a point. Just sitting out here by herself
she could definitely end up being a bigger target than if she was right by his
side. To his surprise, she opened the backseat and pulled a smaller bag out of
her larger one. “What’s that?” 


“Vaccine,”
she said, closing the car door, looking a little grim. “Just in case all this
quiet is disease-related, it might be too late to administer vaccines, but I’d
rather have them immediately on hand in case there is someone not already
stricken.”


A
creeping tingle went down Brock’s spine. He’d immediately assumed this was some
kind of trap—like the one he’d walked headfirst into when he’d been injured,
along with the rest of his squad—or that the skunk shifters had fled for some
reason. It hadn’t even occurred to him they might be in the silent houses,
suffering.


“Let’s
go,” he said gruffly, picking up his pace. “Call Steele.”


“I’ll
text him. We can call him when we have some actual information.” Doc looked a
little grim. “Plus, I don’t want to be distracted or have my hands full while
we search… just in case.”


Interesting.
So he wasn’t the only one thinking this might be something other than disease.
Brock had never seen Doc looking so serious. He found he didn’t really like it.
He much preferred her Strawberry Shortcake demeanor.


The first
house was unlocked, and empty. So were the second… the third… the fourth… they
kept working their way down one side of the street. Nothing looked overturned
or out of place, although there were a few houses that were a bit messier than
others. Mostly those with kids’ toys in them, which made Brock’s hackles rise
even more. The musty smell of skunk was evident around the houses where
territories had been marked by the shifted animals, but nothing seemed amiss.
Which really just made it all creepier.


Both
Brock and Doc became tenser as they kept moving and there was no one. 


“Let’s
cross the street,” Brock suggested when they reached the tenth house.


“Do you
really think it’s going to be different over here?” Doc asked somberly, even as
she followed him. “I’m starting to think no one is here at all. We should call
Steele.”


“There
are woods behind these houses though,” Brock said, a bit distracted as he
peered around the side of a house rather than into it, into the forest. “Maybe
they went into the woods for some reason? There might be a clue. Keep an eye
out while I look and then we can call Steele.”


There
was… something… 


His
bugaboo began to pace inside of his head, a low growl filling its throat and
making Brock want to growl in unison. 


A scent…
a smell… so familiar… 


The
flashback slammed into him.


They’d
told him there would be someone hunting him, but there was no sign of anyone. 


He
couldn’t smell anyone either. Brock relied on his smell to tell him where the
assholes were. 


They were
all heavily trained soldiers and even in his bugaboo form he wasn’t any real
match for them… yet. But at least he’d always known where they were, what
direction they were going to come at him from.


Something
was different this time.


The faint
scent of lavender wafted on the air, innocuous. He barely noticed.


That was
when the pain hit him from behind as a silver bullet sank into his back leg.


“Brock!”


He shook
himself… because it didn’t hurt? Why didn’t it hurt? He remembered it hurting…


The sound
of clothing ripping, followed by a yowling predator’s cry finally helped Brock
shake free of the memory which was already losing its hold on him. His bugaboo
lurched inside of his head, panicked, finally completely pushing away all
memories of Dr. Montgomery’s experiments because Doc needed him.


Doc!


******


The
bastard had snuck up on her from behind while she’d stood beside the house,
watching Brock having some kind of fit. She hadn’t heard him, hadn’t smelled
him. Even in her cat form, which she’d shifted to, she still couldn’t smell
anything but lavender.


Almost as
soon as she shifted, the man who had grabbed her from behind—but fortunately
hadn’t reacted well to having his hand bitten when he’d tried to cover her
mouth—also shifted.


Now she
smelled the mangy wolf.


Although
he outweighed her, probably by a good fifty pounds, he was also a lot slower
than her. The jerk had barely dropped to all fours before Doc had jumped on top
of him, digging her powerful hind claws in and raking painfully down his back.
The wolf howled in pain, which meant its throat was exposed… 


And Brock
came running in to slash across the shifter’s neck with a silver blade.


The smell
of wolf now mingled with the scent of blood as he slowly collapsed underneath her.
Basically riding him down to the ground, Doc gave Brock a baleful look. 


I’m a
damsel. I’m in distress... I could’ve handled that.


Her puma
wasn’t particularly happy about having her kill taken away from her and neither
was she. 


“Sorry…
I… Sorry…” Brock said, panting. He didn’t look so good actually, Doc thought,
peering at him through her cat’s eyes.


Sweaty—which
he hadn’t been a minute ago—pale, even shaking a little bit. 


“I’m so
sorry,” he repeated. He looked almost sick. “I couldn’t… I didn’t…”


Doc was
about to change back to human, even though her puma wanted to stay in charge
for a little longer, when the distant sound of approaching vehicles made both
her and Brock freeze. They were coming from the same direction the two of them
had—which made sense since it was the only way into the skunk’s community by
road.


Any hope
that it was the skunks was teeny tiny. Not after they’d just been attacked by
the dead wolf shifter now lying still under her claws or how every single house
had been left empty. 


Exchanging
a look, both she and Brock quickly moved to the back of the house. She tried to
pick up the bag of vaccines she’d dropped between her teeth, but Brock reached
down to grab them for her. Even though he was still pale, he actually looked a
little better. 


The
backdoor only took a moment to open and then they crept to the front so they
could peer out the window from behind the curtains. Doc didn’t bother to change
back now. Shifting could become tiring if she had to do it multiple times in a
short time period and she’d rather have all her weapons—aka her teeth and claws—out
and ready to go. Plus, she’d shredded her clothes when she’d shifted. Being
naked right now didn’t sound very appealing. 


“The
Company,” Brock whispered, his voice barely audible. “It has to be.”


The
massive jeep that had pulled up next to her car was packed with soldiers. They
all hopped out and circled her car, three of them looking around. Two of them
started undressing and both she and Brock tensed.


More
shifters.


Crap… 


“Let’s
go. Into the woods,” Brock whispered, which of course kicked off her stupid
brain into her favorite musical. 


Into the
woods


It’s time
to go


It may be
all in vain I know…


As they
retreated, he swung into the kitchen and quickly shuffled through the cabinet
while she stared at him in bewilderment. Grabbing something, he gestured for
her to precede him. “Go! It’s not going to take them long to figure out where
we are, we have to move.”


Into the
woods


But even
so


I have to
take the journey…


Muscles
stretching, her puma darted out the back door and into the trees, Brock hot on
her heels, both of them moving as quietly as they could. 


A wolf
howled as the trees swallowed her and Brock up. 


Into the
woods…


Into the
woods…


Into the
woods…


And home
before dark.


Unlikely.
But hopefully they wouldn’t be dead.











Chapter 4


Even
though Brock’s bugaboo was raging to be released, he held the creature back.
Not yet. Not now.


It would
just make a big, white, fluffy, easy to find target. Unlike Doc’s lithe and
sleek puma, his bugaboo would leave more than just a scent trail. It was heavy
and left some serious tracks. For right now, staying human was the better
option. Especially because he still needed his hands.


Hopefully
the time he’d taken to raid the skunk house’s spice cabinet would pay off,
otherwise they were going to be in a fight for their lives instead of just
running for them. Then his bugaboo would come in handy. 


Snarling,
it crouched in the back of his head like a malevolent force ready to be
unleashed on the evil. But he couldn't just dive in and kill them all—he had to
protect Doc. While she might be a ferocious mountain cat, Brock didn't doubt
their pursuers probably had both silver bullets and tranquilizers. He wasn't
taking any chances with her safety.


He'd been
too young to do anything when he and his siblings had been kidnapped, too
unsuspecting when his squad had been betrayed by one of their own, but he could
do this. He could make sure Doc stayed safe.


And if he
couldn't, he'd die in the attempt, because there was no way she was being
killed on his watch, not as long as he was still breathing. 


Doc moved
much faster than he did, since she was in cat form, and she kept slowing down
and looking over her shoulder at him. Keeping his ears perked behind them, for
the sounds of pursuit, he waved his hands to shoo her forward. Until he saw a
huge boulder and realized this was their chance to muddy the trail. 


A howl
back by the houses—full of anger—indicated they'd probably found the body of
their dead comrade. Using hand signals, Brock pointed to the right, directing
Doc to go behind the boulder. If a puma could look confused, she did. Pulling
out the cayenne pepper he'd been able to find in the spice cabinet, Brock
waved her a little farther along past the boulder and then he dumped the whole
thing right across the path they were taking. Fortunately it wasn't windy, and
the boulder should hide some of the scent.


It was
something Meredith, his squad leader, had told him about before she'd been
killed. Not only would it be extremely unpleasant for the shifters, it would affect
how well they were able to follow a trail and they would also follow it much
more slowly. Maybe give him enough time to set up more booby traps and slow
them down even more.


At the
very least, he and Doc should be able to move far enough ahead of them to rest
a little bit and check in with Steele or Eli. They needed backup. His bugaboo
tried to insist he could protect them all, but Brock wasn’t willing to risk it—and
when he looked at Doc’s lithe form and thought about her having to battle it
out with The Company’s soldiers, his bugaboo settled. Sulkily.


They went
about fifty yards before Brock indicated they should leave the trail and head
in the direction they'd originally been going. Doc's puma gave him a look, but
followed his lead as they worked their way deeper into the woods.


They
could hear the hunting call of a wolf, coming closer every time it sounded, and
it was all Brock could do not to break into a run. But moving carefully and not
leaving a trail was more important. Granted, he was still moving pretty quickly
but they were definitely not running.


When
Brock heard sudden howls—not those of a hunting predator, but those of two
creatures in pain—he grinned. Sounded like he'd managed to hit both of the
shifters with his little cayenne pepper booby trap. If he was really lucky,
they wouldn't even be able to tell when he and Doc had changed direction again.
They might even go back to the skunk's commune thinking that he and Doc might
be looping back around to the car.


He could
only hope.


The look
Doc's puma gave him now was curious, but he shooed her on with his hands. When
they got further away or managed to find somewhere sheltered from the wind,
then he might try talking to her.


But his
grin grew as he heard the sound of sneezing and loud, shouted curses. His
bugaboo snorted in superiority. 


They were
far enough away he could barely hear the soldiers, even though they were very
loud, and that made him feel even better. As long as he and Doc kept being
quiet and didn’t start shouting, the others wouldn’t be able to track them by
sound. So far, so good. 


******


The
sounds of their pursuers were dwindling quickly. Whatever Brock had done to
slow them down, it was definitely effective, and Doc felt a little surge of
triumph. Although her puma was a predator and Doc had no problem killing the
bad guys after them, she didn't have the same kind of training as Brock did and
they were heavily outnumbered. Sure she could fight, but she wasn't a soldier,
and their pursuers definitely were. 


It was
very likely a losing proposition if they actually came face to face.


Fortunately,
she was pretty sure they were putting quite a bit of distance between
themselves and the group behind them. If the bad guys were even still on their
trail. Brock seemed pretty cheerful.


They kept
going, and the sound of the others completely disappeared, allowing Doc to
relax somewhat. They still weren’t safe, but safer than they were was still
good. 


She let
Brock set the pace, since he couldn’t move as fast as her. 


About an
hour later, he finally slowed, looking warily behind them. Doc slowed with him,
cocking her head as she looked up at him. He wasn’t exactly short anyway, but
in her current form he was so much taller than her that she couldn’t really
make out his expression when she was this close to him until he looked down at
her.


Pulling
out his phone, even though they hadn’t heard any sign of their pursuers, he
kept his voice low. “I’m going to try to get in touch with Steele or Eli to let
them know what’s going on.”


Doc
nodded, turning back to face the way they came and keep an eye and ear out so
Brock could keep his back to their pursuers while he spoke. He seemed tense, so
she leaned against his leg.


Her puma
shivered with happiness as his hand came down to scratch behind her ears and
Doc would have rolled her eyes if she could have. Silly cat. But she had to
admit… it did feel really good. Made it hard to suppress her rumbling purr, but
she made sure not to make the noise anyway. 


When
Steele picked up the phone, Brock’s fingers stiffened. As usual, he didn’t
mince words, talking low and fast even as Steele began to curse.


“It was a
trap. Two shifters and three humans on our trail at least. I assume silver
bullets. Doc and I are in the woods behind the community, we’re going to need
backup.”


The
growling fury in Steele’s voice when he responded sent a shiver down Doc’s spine.


“We’ll be
there as soon as we can. Keep your phone on silent. I’ll send updates as I
can…. Fuck. You know we’re probably not going to be able to make it
there until the middle of the night at the earliest.”


“I know.”


“Fuck.
Your sisters are going to kill me.” Steele hung up the phone. Doc shivered
again. A whole night? On the run? This sucked.


Brock’s
fingers massaged, soothing her a little as her fur rippled. 


Nice. Her
puma was practically sighing and melting under his touch now. The silly
creature wasn’t nearly as bothered by the danger as Doc was. Then again, like
any animal, her cat didn’t tend to think in terms of future threat. Right now
they were safe though and she was having her ears scratched by a male she
liked. As far as the puma was concerned things weren’t so bad. 


“Alright
pretty kitty, let’s keep going.” 


Pretty
kitty? 


The flush
of pleasure that went through Doc was almost like a hot blush. He thought she
was pretty? 


******


Brock could
tell he was distracted, otherwise he would have never called Doc ‘pretty kitty’
out loud. The words had left his mouth before he’d really registered them. Now
he was just pretending he hadn’t actually said them, keeping his face blank as
he set the pace again.


There was
no need to freak out about some words anyway. She probably hadn’t even noticed.
They did have bigger things on their minds right now, after all. 


Like
finding somewhere to hide for the night. 


They
didn’t have food, but they did need to rest. Damn those betraying shifters. If
it weren’t for them, Brock wouldn’t hesitate to shift and find both him and Doc
some food. Plus, the two of them would have been able to outrun any humans. They
might be able to do the same with the shifters, but it would use up a lot more
of their energy, make them into much bigger targets, and they could easily go
running headlong into another trap. 


He wasn’t
going to risk Doc that way. The tactics he might use on his own or with another
soldier were different from what he felt comfortable doing with her. 


We
protect, his bugaboo agreed fiercely.


Just as
the sun was beginning to set, they came across a small outcropping of rocks
running alongside a stream. Signaling for a stop, Brock studied it, trying to
decide if it was a good place to stop. As he tried to make the decision, Doc
suddenly shifted beside him.


Holy
fuck!


Brock
snapped his gaze back forward, trying not to blush.


He and
his siblings still weren’t quite used to the casualness with which shifters
viewed nudity. Especially because… well… his body had an immediate and decisive
reaction to Doc specifically being nude and right beside him.


Mount
her? 


Great.
Just what he needed, a horny bugaboo to make this situation just totally FUBAR.


FUBAR was
a term he’d learned at Lakewood from an extremely ornery gator shifter, it
meant Fucked-Up-Beyond-All-Recognition. If that wasn’t the term for this exact
situation of a mission gone to complete hell, he didn’t know what was. 


“We
should probably stop for the night if we can,” she said in a low voice,
apparently completely unconcerned by him seeing her naked. 


There was
no way he was going to be able to concentrate when she was standing next to him
with all that smooth, pale skin showing, her dark pink nipples puckering in the
wind, the neatly trimmed curls on her mound which were a darker shade of red
than the hair on her head…


Stripping
off his shirt and handing it to her was completely self-defensive. Or at least,
necessary for his own mental sanity. Not to mention the way his cock was now
throbbing. 


“Put this
on,” he said gruffly. 


The
bemused smile on her face as she tugged his shirt over her head made him scowl.
He didn’t see what was so amusing. Unfortunately, even clothed she didn’t
become less attractive or distracting. Her hair was waving around her face in
disarray and now she was wearing his shirt, which fell to her upper thighs and
made her look like she’d just finished a night in his bed. The sight just
turned him on even more than when she’d been naked if that was possible.


It also
made his bugaboo oddly, possessively satisfied. An emotion Brock didn’t quite
understand. 


Doc
wasn’t his. 


So why
did he like her looking like she was his?


“Are we
stopping here?” she asked, uncertainly, and he realized he was staring at her face
while dealing with his burst of surprising emotions. 


He
cleared his throat, trying to cover his discomfort. Hopefully she wouldn’t look
at the front of his pants and realize why he was so distracted.


“Maybe.
Let’s see if we can find a good spot.”


Fortunately
the rocks weren’t gravely and there was plenty of packed down dirt for Doc to
walk on as they explored. There were no caves or overhangs, which was what
Brock had been hoping for, but on the other side of the outcropping was a
really nice willow tree with drooping branches and lots of soft grass
underneath.


Not as
good as a fortress, but it would be fairly comfortable, and Brock was pretty
certain they’d lost their followers at least for now. The woods were big after
all and they’d need their own backup. Plus, they didn’t actually know who they
were looking for. He bet they were more interested in the vaccines than
anything else. If he was really lucky, they wouldn’t realize one of The Company’s
prime targets was the one running around with the vaccines. 


“Is it
safe to stop?” Doc asked nervously even as she sat down on the soft grass,
looking exhausted. 


“Safe
enough,” Brock said. “We can’t keep moving all night. We’ll exhaust ourselves
and not be able to fight. If they do catch up to us, at least we’ll be rested
and they won’t be.”


“That’s a
good point.” Doc flopped onto her back and Brock looked up at the branches
above him. The hem of his shirt was tantalizingly close to her gorgeous pussy
again and he was really struggling with the physical desire running through
him.


Mount!


He
ignored the voice. 


“Try to
sleep. I’ll keep watch,” he said, turning around so he didn’t have to keep
looking at her laying back on the soft grass in a far-too-inviting position.


******


The grass
was actually pretty comfortable and it was a nice warm night, but Doc couldn’t
quite let go of her nerves. It didn’t help that Brock was still standing.


Rolling
over, she rested her head on her arm as she observed him. Facing outward, his
shoulders were tense. Her eyes traveled over the exposed muscles of his back.
There were some scars, probably from before he’d been made into a shifter, but
they didn’t at all take away from his physical attractiveness. Might even add
to it.


He also
had a damn fine butt.


The purr
of her puma signaled agreement. The cat liked how protective he was. It had
also liked being called ‘pretty kitty.’ Doc had to admit, she liked it too. 


She was
starting to really understand why so many women had been jumping into his bed
and ignoring his lack of social skills. The strong, silent thing didn’t
normally appeal to her, but it looked good on Brock. At least, it did now;
maybe because she felt like she knew him a little better than she had before. 


As if he
could feel her staring, he suddenly turned and looked at her over his shoulder.
When she jerked her gaze upwards, blushing, he raised his eyebrow at her. Oops.
He totally knew she’d been checking out his butt. 


“Go to sleep.”
His voice was low.


Doc
sighed. “I can’t. I’m too wound up and tense because I can sense you are.
Maybe… come sit next to me? Relax a little?”


“I don’t
want to relax,” he said, but he moved over to stand next to her and slowly
lowered himself into a sitting position. Doc sat up and he scowled at her,
which she ignored. 


It was
different from when she’d ignored him before though. Before she used to ignore
his grumpy demeanor because she thought she’d eventually work past it. Now she
ignored it because it didn’t actually bother her, it was just part of who he
was. She didn’t take it personally, because she was pretty sure he liked her.


In more
ways than she’d realized going by the bulge he was trying, unsuccessfully, to
hide. 


“I
thought if I sat down, you’d sleep,” he said, his scowl deepening.


“If you
laid down and slept with me I might be able to,” she said truthfully. “I can’t
just fall asleep when you’re standing up alert and on guard.”


“And I
can’t fall asleep when I need to be alert and on guard,” he retorted, although
without the bite he used to have in his voice when he countered something she
said. “We can’t be sure we lost them.”


“What was
it you put down on our trail?” she asked.


“Cayenne
pepper.” 


She
stared at him. 


Blinked.


Giggled. 


Giggled
some more. For some reason she couldn’t stop giggling even though it wasn’t
that funny… but remembering the frantic cursing they’d heard earlier, it kind
of was. But Brock was staring at her like she was crazy and so she tried to
make the giggles bubbling up in her throat stop, but the more she tried the
harder it was.


And then
she snorted.


Which
made Brock start laughing. 


Quietly,
but he was totally laughing. Which did all sorts of crazy things to her libido.



Show him
your tail! Her puma suggested.


The bad
thing was, it was starting to seem like not that bad of an idea. But her
growing physical response to him did manage to finally stifle her giggles. 


Of
course, as soon as she stopped giggling the tension between them grew.
Stretched. Should she keep ignoring the bulge in his pants? Because she had
wanted to brush out the cobwebs from her vagina and even though she’d gone on a
couple of dates she hadn’t done more than that with anyone yet. 


Brock had
definitely not been the man she’d imagined breaking her dry spell with, but he
was the man currently making her wet. That had to mean something, right?


“So…” He
broke eye contact with her, leaving her feeling a little disappointed.
Apparently it didn’t mean something because he was totally going to ignore his
own obvious sexual interest in her. Boo. Pout. “I guess this is probably the
worst thing to ever happen to you, huh?”


A
surprised laugh burst from her throat. “It’s probably the most dangerous, but
so far I wouldn’t call it the worst.”


“Really?”
Now he focused back on her, looking extremely dubious. 


Her smile
grew a little more strained now. Dammit. There was a reason she didn’t talk
about her past. It made her sad. And mad. 


Smad. It
made her smad.


Since she
didn’t like being smad, avoidance tended to work really well for her. Because
she was over it. Mostly. 


On the
other hand, she didn’t really like the way Brock was looking at her either.
Like he didn’t believe she’d gone through something worse than this. Which did
kind of make her want to tell him just to prove him wrong. 


******


“We’re
hiding out in the woods with no food, supplies, or backup while being chased by
soldiers who will either kill us or capture us to take us back to be
experimented on after stealing our medicine to use for their own purposes, and
this isn’t the worst thing you’ve ever experienced?” He knew his skepticism was
showing through and he definitely getting under her skin, but come on.


Strawberry
Shortcake, who always acted like everything was sunshine and roses, went
searching for even the slimmest of silver linings, and thought
happily-ever-afters were real, had been through worse than this? 


Be nicer
or she won’t like us. The chiding tone of his bugaboo made Brock feel a little
guilty. After all, she was handling all of this pretty well. 


And he
was realizing he did want her to like him. 


Maybe
more than like him.


But he
couldn’t keep his disbelief completely hidden. Definitely too late now. 


She
scowled. Even that looked cute and kind of sexy with her messy hair as she
smoothed her hands down her thighs in irritation. Which, of course, drew his
attention to her long, sexy legs and their complete lack of coverage. 


“I’ve
gone for a lot longer without food and so far we’re not caught, so no, the
hypotheticals of the situation are not the worst thing I’ve lived through. If
we are killed or captured and then tortured or experimented on, I’ll change my
answer.”


Something
about the way her voice quavered immediately convinced him of her sincerity
even though she didn’t give any details. Protective rage filled him, his
bugaboo growling as well, as he focused on the first part of her statement.


“How much
longer without food?” he asked. They might have only missed one meal, but he
didn’t like the idea of her missing any meals. He especially didn’t like the
way the light seemed to have dropped out of her face as she shrugged, her
expression carefully composed. Even closed off. “What happened to you?”


Doc
sighed. Rubbed her hands over her thighs again. He could tell she was
uncomfortable… but he wanted to know. Almost felt like he needed to know. He
didn’t know why, but he just wanted to know her and he had a feeling right now
he was learning things she kept from most people.


“My mom
passed away when I was fourteen. She was human and she had cancer,” Doc said,
not quite meeting his eyes. Brock’s heart ached for her. Obviously she’d loved
her mom a lot and losing her had been a big blow. He would have never guessed
Doc had lost someone she loved, especially not so young. Around the same age
his own life had imploded, although not in the same way obviously. 


Then
Doc’s voice changed. Hardened. She didn’t sound like herself at all.  


“About a
year later, my dad met another woman. Becky. She… well, she was basically a
complete evil stepmother. Totally obsessed with social climbing and she wasn’t
very kind.” From the blank way Doc was talking, her stepmother had been more
than unkind. Brock felt rage growing inside of him and he scooted closer,
slinging his arm around her shoulders. He didn’t know if it was the right thing
to do, but she didn’t protest and he felt the overwhelming need to hold her. To
offer some kind of comfort. “My dad wasn’t the same man after my mother died
and he basically left me in her care. When I was eighteen she tried to arrange
a marriage between me and a local wolf alpha. Didn’t care that he was three
times my age or that his pack was completely terrified of him or that his last
mate had died under suspicious circumstances.”


The
bitterness in her voice was so great Brock felt his entire chest aching. He
squeezed her a little tighter and she turned her head, resting it on his
shoulder. Which at least made him feel like he was doing something, even though
what he wanted to do was go hunt down both her stepmother and this alpha. 


“What
happened?” he asked softly, even though he was pretty sure he didn’t want to
know the end of the story. Instinctively, he already knew it didn’t end in a
happily-ever-after for her. He felt like a total shit for having made the
assumptions he had about her. While he couldn’t do anything to change that, he
could at least listen. Let her get it all out. The therapist at Lakewood had
said that was important. 


“My dad
gave me a choice. Mate who Becky thought was a good choice or get out.” The
bitter betrayal in her voice was so thick, Brock never wanted to hear her sound
like that again. He hauled her onto his lap, ignoring the nakedness of her
lower body and hoping he was doing the right thing. Doc snuggled right into
him, wiggling slightly on top of his hard cock, which hadn’t gone down despite
her story. Being so close to her, holding her, it was unlikely his erection was
going anywhere.


“I’m so
sorry,” he whispered into her hair. Not just because he was sorry about what
happened to her, but also because he was sorry about all the unkind thoughts
he’d had. All the assumptions he’d made. She wasn’t cheery and optimistic
because she’d never faced any real hardship—she was that way despite everything
she’d gone through. 


Which
made her one of the strongest people he’d ever met. Now all he could do was
admire her for the very traits which had once annoyed the hell out of him. For
a long moment he just held her, trying to ignore his physical reaction to
having her on his lap.


“Hey Brock…”
She wriggled again, and he manfully swallowed as his lower body throbbed.
Definitely not the time to put the moves on her, not after that sad story. Even
his bugaboo wasn’t pressing him for sex—it was fully in protect mode now and
ready to kill anything which hurt Doc, physically or emotionally. 


“Yeah?”
he asked, trying to shift his hand to where it wouldn’t brush against her silky
skin. Much better to place it over her t-shirt, even if that meant resting it
against her hip. 


“Is that
a banana in your pocket, or are you just happy to see me?”


“I… uh…
what?” he stammered as Doc sat up a little straighter, twisting in his lap so
she could look at him.


The
sparkle was back in her eyes as she smiled at him impishly. “Cuz I’m pretty
sure that’s not a banana.”


Then the
crazy woman—whose mood swings were fucking impossible to follow—grabbed his
face, leaned forward, and kissed him. 











Chapter 5


Doc had
to admit, the few times she’d told her sad story to someone, she hadn’t felt
anything but angry, sad, and bitter all over again. All of those emotions had
come up while she’d been telling Brock too but… somehow it didn’t hurt so bad
now. Maybe it was time, maybe it was because she was sitting on his lap and
could feel his very nice erection pressing against her bum, but either way she
felt safe, protected, and comforted in his arms. 


Which
meant as soon as she was done with talking about her past, she started focusing
on the here-and-now. 


Right
here on Brock’s lap, right now. 


Even
better, he kissed her back.


Thoroughly.
Passionately. His tongue twining with hers as his hands pulled her in against
him…


And then
suddenly his hands were pushing her away and their lips separated. 


Show him tail!


Doc was
starting to think her puma had the right idea.


Looking
into Brock’s hazel eyes, which were almost glowing with fiery passion, she
definitely didn’t understand the hard set of his jaw. 


“Doc…”
His voice trailed off.


“Yes?”
she asked, squirming around on his lap some more, trying to get herself around
to face him. Unfortunately he figured out what she was doing and apparently
didn’t approve because his hands held her in place so she remained sideways
instead of being able to straddle him the way she wanted to. 


“We
can’t…” He seemed to struggle for the words. Well good. He could struggle, she
would seduce. Doc started rubbing her hands over his chest, enjoying the way
his muscles flexed as his body responded.


“Why
not?” she asked, as she explored his bare upper body. “We can be quiet.”


“Yeah
but… you’re vulnerable right now and—”


“Hey!”
Doc stopped her sexploration and poked him in his pectoral. Hard.
“Bippity-boppity-back the fuck up. You don’t get to decide whether or not I
want to have sex, you only get to decide whether or not you want to have sex.
And if you don’t want to that’s fine, but don’t you dare try to tell me what
decisions I should or should not get to make.”


He
blinked. “Did you just say bippi—”


“That is
not the part to focus on!” she snapped as her cheeks flamed. Oops. She’d seen
the phrase on the internet once and she’d used it in her head tons of times,
but never actually said it out loud to someone. Of course the person she would
first say it to would be the hot guy she was trying to get somewhere with. 


Good job,
Doc, very sexy.


She could
feel her puma shaking its head in disgust.


“So what
you’re saying is you want to have sex,” he said finally, his expression blank
enough that she didn’t quite know what he was thinking. If it weren’t for the
rock hard dick pulsing against the side of her butt, she’d probably chicken out
right about now, but she knew he was turned on. 


“Yes.”


“I don’t
have any condoms.”


“I’m on
birth control and I’ve seen all your recent tests, you’re clean. I’m clean,
although I’ll understand if you’d prefer not to since I can’t exactly prove it
right now.”


“The only
way you don’t want to, is if I don’t want to.”


“Yes.” Oh
good, he was getting it.


Doc
squealed as she very suddenly found herself on her back, caged between two
muscular arms, and a very hard, hot male body lowering between her thighs.


Damn. 


The man
might not talk much, but he definitely had throw-down game.


******


While
Brock had missed out on a lot of the usual learning experiences when it came to
women, there was one thing he was absolutely sure of—when a woman used the tone
of voice Doc just had, do not argue. 


Since she
wanted the same thing he did, that just seemed like good advice all around. 


Now all
he had to do was pleasure her, protect her, and keep both of them quiet enough that
they didn’t give away their location just in case their pursuers were still
hunting around in the woods even though the sun was pretty much gone. Mission
accepted. 


Lowering
his head, this time Brock kissed her. 


Good!
Yes. Mount her. The urgings of his bugaboo lined up very nicely with his desires—and
hers.


She
responded to his kiss immediately, her hands sliding through the hair on his
bare chest, making his body tingle as she worked her way up to his shoulders.
Curving her fingers, she pulled him down atop her, making him grin as he kissed
her. He wouldn’t have expected Doc to be so aggressive in the bedroom, but he
didn’t mind at all. It was pretty hot actually. 


Long legs
came up to wrap around his waist, and he grunted as she pulled more of his body
against hers, doing his best not to crush her with his weight. She wriggled
underneath him, the perfume of her arousal filling the air with musky sweetness
as she moaned against his lips. 


Brock
braced his weight on one arm so he could use his other hand to slide up the
front of her shirt, finally getting a handful of her soft, perfect breasts. The
hard tip of her nipple pressed into his palm as he massaged the pliable mound
and made her moan again. When he shifted the position of his hand slightly, so
he could pinch her nipple between his index-finger and thumb and roll the
tender bud, she writhed beneath him, growing almost frantic as he touched her. 


The
urgent noises she was making in the back of her throat sounded like half-purrs
and half-growls, her hands moving back down his front to the opening of his
pants. 


This time
when he pulled away from their kiss, he could see how wild her eyes had become,
her lips swollen from kissing and her cheeks flushed with desire and heat. 


“Slow
down,” he growled under his breath. “It’s not a race.”


“Six
months,” she snapped back. “It’s been six months since I’ve had sex,
Brock. If you take your time, I’m going to scream and we can’t do that right
now.”


Six
months? 


His poor
Doc. 


Alright,
she had a good point. Screaming would be bad. Although he could think of a few
ways to keep her quiet.


But he didn’t
want to torture her either.


Normally
Brock liked to take his time, to thoroughly and meticulously learn a woman’s
body and all her pleasure spots. Since he hadn’t exactly gotten to do the
normal teenage explorations, he had a few hang-ups over his ability to pleasure
a woman. Taking his time usually meant he could do it right. 


Obviously
that wasn’t going to work for Doc right now, so he’d have to improvise. 


“Fuck…”
He hissed out the word as she got her hand in the front of his pants and her
fingers wrapped around his cock. 


“Yes,
exactly, fuck me,” she ordered him. 


Okay, he
could figure out a way to work with this so that they were both happy.


******


The hard,
throbbing shaft in her hand had a nice weight to it, making Doc feel even more
anxious to have it inside of her. She’d jumped from smad to sex and she wanted
Brock on top of her and inside of her now.


Not only
was she incredibly horny, she didn’t like feeling smad. Sex was a good way to
wipe that away. 


Plus,
Brock was the first male she actually wanted to have sex with, even
though she’d been on multiple dates with other men in the past few weeks. 


Even the
danger didn’t turn her off. If anything, it made her more sure she wanted to do
this. On the off chance she was killed tomorrow, she really didn’t want to
regret not having taken advantage of the opportunity with Brock tonight. Just
saying. It was a scary world out there. 


Fortunately,
he seemed to realize she didn’t want to go slow.


Should
have presented tail.


Yeah,
yeah… but then she wouldn’t have been able to pull him down on top of her. And
he felt really nice on top of her. Plus, with her butt up in the air and her
hands on the ground she would have been completely at the mercy of his pace.
Which was definitely not as fast as the pace she wanted. 


The tip
of his cock pressed against her wet entrance and Doc moaned, rubbing him up and
down her slit as she arched her back, getting him ready. 


Considering
how long it had been for her, and how big he was (definitely bigger than her
usual toys), it was going to be a tight fit. 


“Fuck,
Doc,” he muttered under his breath, bowing his forehead down to press against
hers as his hips lurched forward, thrusting into her. 


She cried
out a little and he immediately caught her lips in another kiss, muffling the
sound. 


The
stretch of her inner muscles was delicious. 


Her whole
lower body felt like it was tingling, throbbing, as Brock reversed directions
and then thrust forward again, going deeper inside of her. It felt so good.
There was just no way to explain how much better real flesh felt than a toy. 


More
intimate. 


More
fulfilling. 


Especially
when she could wrap her legs around him, feel the comfort of his weight on top
of her as he began to thrust, slow and steady, working himself into her tight
hole as she writhed underneath him. 


Releasing
her from the kiss, he trailed his lips over her throat and then down to her
breasts, using his hands to push the shirt above the mounds so he could kiss,
nibble, and suck to his heart’s delight. 


Apparently
Brock had a lot of delight to give. 


Reaching
up to cover her mouth with her hand, trying desperately to keep quiet so he
wouldn’t stop what he was doing, Doc let herself drop into the pool of
sensations he was eliciting. Even her puma was quiet as they both relished
Brock’s touch on her body, the way he felt moving inside of her.  


He sucked
at her nipples, alternating between them as he used long, slow strokes to fill
her with his cock. The hand not propping himself above her ran up and down her
sides, stroking and caressing, and eventually moving down to cup her ass and
pull her up to an angle which allowed him to thrust even deeper inside of her.
Doc practically sobbed with the pleasure as he rubbed his groin against her
sensitive lips, completely burying his cock in her pussy. 


It felt
so good, and she was so sensitive and needy from her lack of sex in the last six
months, that she found her orgasm coming faster and harder than she would have
ever expected. Except that Brock was moving too slowly again.


Relinquishing
her hold over her mouth, she abandoned the attempt to keep herself quiet and
reached for him. Digging her nails into his shoulders, she pulled him toward
her, using her heels to push him into thrusting faster.


“Brock!”
She arched beneath him in abject ecstasy as his thick shaft sank into her,
rubbing all her most sensitive areas exquisitely. 


Then his
mouth was on hers again, keeping her quiet as she knew he would.


******


The way
Doc was writhing underneath him, her body urging him onward, was shredding all
of his careful control. 


Normally
he didn’t have a problem with his own desires. Yes, he liked women; yes, he
liked sex, but he’d never felt so out-of-control with one before. Like his need
to be inside of her, to make her scream his name, to fill her and mark her... He’d
definitely never had the urge to mark a woman before and he was purposefully
not thinking about what that probably meant considering the only time he’d ever
seen one of his brothers’ mark a woman.


Hopefully
Doc wouldn’t be too mad about all the hickeys he’d left all over her breasts.
Even though he’d tried to make himself focus his attention on her nipples, the
satisfaction he got out of covering her pale skin in little red marks of his
presence was too tempting, too gratifying. 


Plus it
kept his bugaboo from pushing for even more obvious markings. 


Or doing
something completely crazy like biting her and leaving a mate mark. 


Her nails
dug into his back as she dragged them across his skin and the bite was
delicious. Brock’s bugaboo was thrilled she was marking him up, leaving her own
badges of possession across his flesh.


Grunting
he picked up his pace.


If she
wanted it hard and fast—fine, he’d give it to her hard and fast. 


He could
take his time next time.


And he
didn’t even question that there would be a next time. Already he knew he
definitely wanted a next time with Doc… and a time after that, and a time after
that. 


Kissing
her fiercely, he pounded between her thighs, feeling the slick heat of her body
squeezing his cock as her nails raked down his chest. Her heels dug into the
backs of his thighs, giving her the leverage to pull herself up to meet his
thrusts. The urgency of their movements had his pants down around his knees,
and her shirt nearly up to her neck as they moved together in rhythm. 


Since he
could no longer mark her up with his mouth, he found himself kissing her
deeper, harder, taking her with long, hard strokes that had her crying out
against his lips.


He
swallowed every cry of ecstasy as she writhed for him, her pussy clenching down
around his cock, squeezing and pulsing as he ground his body against hers,
extending her climax. It felt like her body was trying to actually suck his cum
out of him—and it worked. 


As she
came, his good intentions were shot to hell under the tight pressure of her
pussy milking his cock and he could feel his balls tightening. He couldn’t hold
back any longer, and he moved almost desperately, clinging to her as he slammed
into her once… twice… three more times. 


The hot
clasp of her body left him shuddering as he came, the spasms of pure rapture
wringing him out completely. Beneath him, Doc was quivering, her own muscles
jerking as he filled her with his cum. 


Their
kiss gentled, turning more tender as their mutual sexual desperation eased,
relaxing into something more intimate. 


Sweeter.


Warmth
surged in Brock’s chest, something which he’d never felt before with any of the
other women he’d been with. 


Of
course, he hadn’t really gotten to know them the way he had Doc. None of them
had sat with him for hours on end, talking about everything that popped into
their heads. None of them had gone for a six hour car ride with him and spent
time trying to draw out information about himself. Only Doc had. 


So it made
sense his emotions were a lot more engaged.


The
problem was he didn’t know what to do now…


Well,
other than keep kissing her. He didn’t want to stop doing that. 


Unfortunately
the sudden sound of rustling on the far side of the willow tree had both him
and Doc tensing. They broke off the kiss, both of them turning their heads… 


And saw a
raccoon ambling along outside the line of branches.


Immediately
both of them relaxed and Doc started to giggle. Hearing them, the raccoon
jerked—startled—and took off away from them. 


******


The
tender expression on Brock’s face as he looked down at her made Doc feel oddly
exposed. Not in a physical way, because she really didn’t care about him seeing
her naked but… she’d never imagined him looking like that. Definitely not
looking like that at her. 


Her gaze
flitted away from his and that was when she realized how badly she’d marked up
his chest and shoulders, which probably meant his back wasn’t much better.  


“Oh…
crap…” Her hand hovered above the marks, not quite touching them. “I’m sorry… I…
I don’t normally do that.”


The
expression on his face shifted to something more smug—immediately followed by a
sheepish one. 


“Yeah
well, ah… I kinda did a little bit of the same as well,” he admitted, nodding
down at her body. Doc looked down at her breasts and started giggling again.


“I look
like I’ve been attacked by Ursula!” she said. There were red sucker marks all
over her breasts. It actually made her feel a little better that she wasn’t the
only one who had gotten a little overenthusiastic. 


Although
she couldn’t help but wonder what it meant too.


As far as
she knew, Brock had never marked up a woman before. There was enough gossip
about the whole Bunson family she was pretty sure she would have heard. Brice
had never marked a woman up either. And Bailey definitely hadn’t marked any of
her boyfriends.


The only
two who had ever marked up someone they had sex with were Bethany and Brady—and
they’d only marked their mates. 


But maybe
the non-mates didn’t talk about being marked because they didn’t want anyone to
think they were taken. It wasn’t like the women who had been sleeping with the
Bunson brothers were the ones interested in relationships. So Doc was
determined not to make more out of this than it might be.


After
all, it wasn’t like he’d marked her where anyone would be able to see on a
daily basis. As casual as shifters could be about nudity, they didn’t just walk
around naked for no reason. 


“Yeah…
ah…” His voice trailed off, but unlike her he didn’t apologize for the marks.
Instead, he looked up towards where the raccoon had been again and then back to
her. 


Dropping
a quick kiss on her lips, he rolled off her to lay in the grass beside her—kicking
off his pants along the way. Which made sense. If anyone came across them now,
they’d want to shift. She tugged off her shirt, and when she was done Brock was
lying on his side beside her, one hand resting on her stomach. Her lower body
was still thrumming with satisfaction from her orgasm and she was totally sore
in the best way. 


Meeting
his gaze, she smiled. Just because she felt happy right now. 


“How do
you do it?” he asked softly. 


“Do
what?” 


“Stay so
positive. After everything… why aren’t you bitter? Angry? Looking for revenge.”


Letting
out a low sigh, Doc stared up at the branches above them. There were just tiny
bits of sky visible and one or two stars. “The past can hurt, but the way I see
it you can either run from it or learn from it.”


“Huh.”
His fingers stroked her stomach. “That’s pretty deep.”


“That’s
Rafiki.”


The
caress stopped. “What?”


“Rafiki,
from The Lion King. It’s something he says.” 


Brock
hauled her across the grass and nuzzled her hair with his nose. “Of course it
is.”


She
didn’t miss the amusement in his voice. Funny how she could read him so much
better now. Was he being more expressive? Or was she just getting better at it?


As she
nestled into his arms, eyes closing as sleep finally began to creep up on her,
she couldn’t help but think—there might be something here that wasn’t there
before.











Chapter 6


The sun
was still a couple of hours from rising when Brock felt a vibration against his
side. When he’d taken his pants off, he’d made sure to tuck his phone right up
against him.


Moving
carefully so as not to wake the sleeping beauty spooned into the crook of his
body, Brock reached behind himself and managed to snag the phone. A quick
glance at the screen had him hitting accept call.


“Hello?”
he asked in a low, rough voice. Pressed up against him, he could feel Doc start
to stir at the sound.


His eyes
weren’t bad in the dark, and he looked around past her, keeping one ear out for
anything that wasn’t normal night time noise. Nothing had woken him since he’d
fallen asleep, his bugaboo seemed relaxed, and he was a pretty light sleeper
thanks to The Company, so he was pretty sure nothing was amiss. But he was also
too paranoid not to make assumptions.


Especially
when he was guarding Doc.


“We’re
coming in hot,” Steele said, his voice tight. “I only see one jeep, so I’m
assuming they haven’t sent for reinforcements. Fucking dumbasses. Did they not
think you’d call someone?”


“Maybe
it’s another trap,” Brock warned, his cynicism automatically rearing its head.
“Be careful.”


“Well if
it is, they’re still going to regret messing with us,” Steele said. “Eli’s only
about half an hour behind us with more backup.”


“Who’s
with you?” Brock asked, already dreading the answer he was pretty sure was
coming. It was highly unlikely any of his siblings would allow Steele to come
to his rescue without them. The silence on the other end of the line indicated
his suspicion was right. “You are so whipped, man.”


Doc
snorted, shifting her body around so she could press her nose into the hair on
his chest. Feeling oddly tender, Brock stroked her hair. Thanks to her shifter
hearing, she could definitely hear both sides of the conversation since she was
so close to him, even though both he and Steele were doing their best to stay
quiet. Just in case.


“Like you
could have convinced them to sit this out,” Steele snapped back, his voice
tight with both frustration and impatience. Because it’s not like he wanted his
mate or her younger sister there and in danger either.


“Ha!” The
dulcet tones of Brock’s older sister were clearly audible. “He wishes.”


Brock
really did wish, but so much for that. Bethany had the pack leader by the balls
and she pretty much did as she pleased. Every so often Steele would put his
foot down and draw her back into line, but only if he thought the battle was
really worth it.


Fighting
her on coming to the rescue when one of her siblings was in trouble… yeah,
there was no way anyone was going to win that battle.


“Great,”
Brock muttered. “Just, keep them safe.”


“Keep
yourself safe,” his older brother said, clearly audible over the phone before
Bethany interrupted him.


“Bailey,
Jesse, and I are all way safer than you,” Bethany said, sounding irritable.
“Now shut up and circle back around to skunk-town so we can meet you. We’ll
take care of any pesky bad guys that show up.”


Then the
phone went silent, which probably meant his sister had snatched it from Steele
and ended the call just so Brock couldn’t argue with her. Typical Bethy. The
thought was wreathed with as much affection as it was frustration.


“They’re
here?” Doc asked, rubbing her nose against his chest some more.


“Sounds
like they’re getting close,” he said. Oddly he felt a little reluctant to end
this little adventure. Maybe because right now he felt like they were safe and
cozy, and he didn’t want this moment with her to be over. “We have to go back.
Carefully. Getting back might be even more difficult than running away was.”


“Okay.
Are you going to shift?” she asked, sighing and pulling away so she could sit
up. He let her go reluctantly.


“No, I’m
too likely to draw more attention as a bunny-bear than I am as a human,” he
said. “You should shift though. If we run into any of the enemy then I’ll
shift, and I want you to run.” His bugaboo whole-heartedly supported this idea.


Protect.


She
scowled at him. “I’m not just going to run and leave you.”


“Of
course not, that’s not what I was thinking at all,” he outright lied.
Fortunately, he had a good excuse. “You’ll need to go get the back-up. I’m
better protected than you in my shell, you’ll be able to lead the others to
where I am.”


Pursing
her lips together, she didn’t look happy about the idea, but she also didn’t
look like she was able to come up with a good argument against it.


Success.


******


The trip
back toward the skunk's small town was more harrowing than running had been,
because this time she knew they were headed toward the enemy. 


Her puma
was on high alert, the predatory cat wanting to hunt the bad guys whereas Doc
was still hoping they wouldn't run into any. At least, not until they were
close enough to be near some back up. She was also pretty worried that Brock
was right and this was another trap, just like the initial call for the vaccine
had been. 


Escaping
yesterday had been almost too easy. 


Or maybe
she just didn't know enough about being pursued outside of what she'd seen in
movies. Or maybe Brock's cynical paranoia had become contagious. 


All she
knew was that she was definitely having trouble keeping up the sunny, upbeat
optimism Brock accused her of always having. 


They were
moving slower than they had been when they'd been running away through the
woods, but still at a good pace. They were just being careful. If either of
them saw any movement off in the distance, heard anything, they would both
freeze and wait to see what it was. So far nothing but regular animals, getting
up and starting their daily activities.


The
longer she and Brock went without seeing any sign of the bad guys, the more
anxious Doc became. 


When
movement in the distance, between the trees, actually turned out to be
soldiers, it was almost a relief. Just because she'd been expecting them for so
long. 


The guys
from yesterday had definitely brought in reinforcements. At least, the group
yesterday hadn’t had a woman with them, which meant this group of four were probably
new baddies. 


Great.


She
glanced up at Brock, who was frowning as he peered at the bad guys from behind
a tree. So far they hadn't been spotted, but getting around them... well that
was going to be a little more difficult. With two to one odds, and not
knowing how much backup either side would have nearby, Doc didn't particularly
want to fight. But even if they did manage to sneak around, then they'd have
enemies at their back and very possibly at their front and sides as well... 


The group
hadn't seen them and there wasn't any wind so Doc wasn't worried about them
scenting her and Brock either... but that also meant she couldn't tell if there
were any shifters among them. 


Made it
kind of hard to decide what their next move should be. 


Finally,
the group began to move away, heading in the direction she and Brock had just
come from, and Brock gave a little waving motion with his hand, indicating she
should keep going.


Somewhat
reluctantly, Doc started moving again. Glancing back over her shoulder, she
could see Brock watching the bad guys moving away. Reassured he was only making
sure they didn't turn around and see her, Doc turned back and kept moving,
doing her best to slink through the woods without disturbing any of the vegetation.
Knowing the bad guys weren't far away made her move even more carefully than
before.


Unfortunately,
it was all in vain. 


There was
a straggler from the main group she'd just passed, about fifty feet back, and
he immediately spotted her. Letting out a shout, he raised his gun. 


Doc
yowled an attack cry—no point in trying to be quiet now and she needed to warn
Brock—and leapt to the side. 


The first
tranquilizer dart missed her. 


The
second one hit her on her right flank. Her steps stumbled, her legs weakening
as her puma's panic flared.


The last
thing she heard before everything went dark was an enraged, unnatural roar of
Brock's hybrid beast.


******


Dumbass,
dumbass, dumbass!


His
bugaboo howled with rage as Brock inwardly howled with regret and recrimination.
He had let Doc get too far ahead of him while he focused on making sure the
enemy they'd seen didn't turn back and he'd forgotten to be wary of more enemies
ahead. 


The look
on the human's face as Brock's massive beast sprang at him almost made him feel
a little better. The man had tried to shoot tranquilizers at Brock too, but
he'd only managed to hit the parts of Brock covered by his turtle shell. 


Yeah,
fuck you asshole. The Company made me into a well-protected killing machine and
then hired you to try and take me on. Try being the operative word.


All the
Bunsons were a mix of bear, bunny, and turtle. All of them except Bailey were
bunnies the size of bears with a nearly impenetrable turtle shell underneath of
their fluffy white fur. Bailey was actually the size of a regular bunny but,
like her brothers and sister, she still had the vicious teeth and claws of a
bear. Both females could actually retract their limbs and head into their
shells as well, something which none of the brothers could do. Dr. Montgomery
hadn’t even seemed to know why.


Shouting
from behind him meant the other bad guys were hauling ass towards them. Brock
to make quick work stomping the man who'd shot Doc before bounding over to
hover protectively over her still form laying on the ground. The pretty kitty
was down for the count, at least she’d been hit by a tranquilizer and not a
silver bullet.


He'd
dropped the vaccines when he'd shifted but there were more important things on
his mind. 


The other
bad guys slowly came into view as he crouched over Doc, all of them holding up
guns and looking nervous. Unfortunately, they had him at a disadvantage because
he couldn't carry Doc without returning to his human form, and he couldn't return
to his human form because he would no longer have any protection against their
tranquilizers and there was no way he'd be able to outrun them. 


He roared
at them, a sound he'd been told unnerved both shifters and humans alike. It
didn't bother him or the rest of his siblings. All of them paused in their
advance, one of the men turning several shades paler as his hands started to
shake.


To his
delight, he heard an answering roar off in the woods. Several of the bad guys
instinctively jerked their guns towards the direction of whichever one of his
siblings had answered his call. 


Backup
was coming.


Of
course, it was possible the bad guys had backup too. 


They all
shot at him. 


Unlike
their sisters, the Bunson brothers were unable to pull their head and limbs
into their shells. However, he was still able to drop sideways, so his limbs
were all protected and his head was no longer a good target. The position had
the added benefit of protecting Doc from any further darts as well.


He could
feel the little pings of them bouncing off his shell. It was similar to the
sensation of waving his bare hand through a bunch of gnats. Barely there.


Then the
screaming started.


Bouncing
back up into position over Doc, Brock was immediately torn... because his baby
sister was the cause for the screaming but he didn't want to abandon Doc while
she was lying unconscious and vulnerable. Bailey was a white blur of freaky
death as she jumped out of the grass and went straight for the closest
soldier's throat.


She was
the only one of the Bunsons to be normal bunny size, but she still had the
instincts, teeth, and claws of a predator. Also a penchant for going for
throats, which was why Bethany called her the Beast of Caerbannog. Plus she was
the fastest shifter he'd ever seen. The only shifter she couldn't run circles
around was now dropping out of the trees on top of another bad guy's head; Jesse,
his brother's mate and a squirrel-jaguar hybrid. She didn't particularly like
violence or blood but had come to help rescue him and Doc anyway. Like Bailey,
she had gotten Dr. Montgomery's updated technique and was normal squirrel
sized, but with the vicious teeth and claws. 


The other
soldiers were now frantically looking around for tiny, vicious shifters coming
to attack them from the ground and the trees, ignoring their comrades as they
went down. It was already turning into every man (and woman) for themselves
when Bethany and Brady came bursting through the trees. Those who hadn't
already been attacked by Bailey and Jesse screamed as they shot their useless
tranq guns. Only one was smart enough to drop that and reach for his real
gun. 


Now it
really was everyone for themselves, but Brock didn't join in the fight. His
attention was all on the puma still out cold on the ground behind him. There
was no way he was leaving his spot guarding her unless it was absolutely
necessary.


And it
quickly became clear there was no reason for him to get involved at all. The
rest of the Bunson family had it handled. 


******


The happy
purr of her puma woke Doc up. 


That and
the sensation of moving up and down. 


She felt
groggy, like she was struggling through liquefied air. Maybe she was still
dreaming? Sometimes she dreamed about being able to swim through the air
because it was so heavy.


But no,
that wasn't quite right. It wasn't the air that felt heavy. It was her limbs.
Her body. Like she was struggling to move. Which was pretty terrifying, since
she couldn't get her eyes to open up either.


"Shhh,
you're okay." A hand massaged her neck, ruffling her puma's fur and making
the cat go limp against whoever was carrying her. Someone was definitely
carrying her. There was a hand on her butt and her paws and chin were resting
on his shoulder. "Just relax, Doc, you got hit with a tranq, but we're
good. The cavalry arrived and everything."


Brock.
That's who was holding her. 


The
memories came rushing back in even as she continued to struggle with something
as simple as opening her eyes. 


Running
from the bad guys. Doing deliciously naughty things with Brock. Heading back
toward the skunk's community. Spotting some bad guys. Getting shot by one of
the bad guys. 


On the
upside—she wasn't dead yet. 


Second
upside—being carried by Brock felt pretty nice even if she was draped over him
in her puma form. 


Mmm... Nice.


Third
upside—her puma was definitely happy with the situation. 


He had a
firm hold on her bottom and hadn't stopped massaging her ruff since she'd
started waking up. In fact, he was making it a little hard for her to wake up
because her puma was so content to just be petted and scratched by him. She
didn't even have the energy to shift back to human. Although, that might not be
a bad thing because the position he was holding her in would probably be really
awkward since he was naked too and there were definitely other people around
them. 


"Is
she waking up?" Jesse asked. Doc recognized her voice immediately, even
though she hadn't quite gotten her eyes to open yet. Any minute now, she was
sure of it. 


"I
think so," Brock said. "Her breathing changed and she kind of
whimpered a little."


"Do
you think she's hurt?"


"She
better not be," Brock said grimly. He sounded kind of growly and
protective, like the Beast from Beauty and the Beast. That was kind
of hot. She'd always liked the Beast.


Hmm.
Actually, that kind of explained a lot about why she'd been so pushy about
getting Brock to open up to her. Did she have some kind of Belle complex maybe?
Was that why she'd found herself unable to stay away from him even when he'd
been grumpy and mean? 


Huh.


Although
Belle had gotten a happily-ever-after with her Beast and, last night
notwithstanding, Doc wasn't sure she and Brock could possibly go there. He
wasn't exactly a relationship guy. Plus, he didn't even believe in
happily-ever-afters and as much as he accused her of being a constant optimist,
she was also a realist.


But he
was carrying her. 


Smells
good.


On that,
Doc definitely agreed with her puma. 


"Looks
like Eli arrived not long after we did," Jesse said, savage satisfaction
in her voice. 


Now Doc
finally managed to blink her eyes open. The world was a little unfocused, but
she made her head flop to the side so she could at least try to see what was
going on. Jesse was walking beside Brock, holding hands with Brady. Both of
them were totally naked so they must have been shifted while they were out in
the woods. 


The tree
line was ending, so Doc could see some of the skunk houses, as well as a lot of
cars and people milling about. Since some of them were on the ground kneeling
and being guarded, she could only assume the good guys had won and taken
prisoners. 


Hooray!


"Hey,
she opened her eyes!" Jesse said, the words sounding almost like a cheer.
"What's up, Doc? How ya feeling?"


Doc
huffed, a shivering sigh going through her puma as Brock's fingers stroked up
towards her ears, scratching delightfully. She gave her friend a happy cat
smile as best she could. Jesse tilted her head, studying her. 


"She
still looks a little loopy."


"It'll
wear off," Brady said on the other side of her. He pointed. "Look,
Dr. Tran's here. She'll help."


Nia was
here? Oh good. Doc didn't have to worry about the wounded then. She relaxed
further against Brock's chest. Hmm. She wondered if she was getting heavy. If
she was, he definitely didn't show it. Which was pretty impressive if he'd been
carrying her the whole time through the woods. Even if she hadn't been awake
for it, she knew it had to be a pretty good distance.


At least
she was a little lighter as a puma than as a human. Yeah, science hadn't quite
figured that out yet. So far the explanation was 'magic.'


"Is
everyone accounted for?" Eli's voice rang out with grim authority, making
her puma try to sit up a little straighter in Brock's arms. Chuckling, he
scratched her neck again so she relaxed. Eli usually kept control of himself,
but he was a powerful alpha and sometimes when he became angry or upset it was
impossible for the other shifters—sometimes even humans—not to feel it. 


Right now
he was definitely pissed off. 


"Yes,"
said Steele, his voice coming from a little ahead of Doc and Brock, where she
couldn't see him since she was facing back the way they came. "No losses
or major injuries on our side. I'm pretty sure we've picked up all of theirs.
They weren't expecting us." He sounded more than a little smug. 


"It
was definitely a trap though, and we were the bait," Brock said, now
sounding tired as he came to a halt, still holding her in his arms. “The first
scout we killed was using something to hide his scent. I remember Dr.
Montgomery testing it on us in the lab. It completely hides the scents of a
human but it smells like lavender. You need to warn everyone; if they smell
lavender, don’t assume it’s a plant or perfume.”


Doc was
starting to feel a lot better although she still didn't have the energy to
shift. She probably would be just fine if he set her down. 


Stay
here.


Well that
was one vote for just letting Brock continue to hold her.


"Great,"
Eli said grimly. "It's a good thing we sent you with Doc. You're lucky you
weren't caught out last night. Even luckier they didn't expect us to bring
quite so much back up."


She felt
Brock's shoulders' shrug a little. "That or this is a diversion tactic and
they're hitting somewhere else right now."


Cheerful.
But she couldn't stop the fear that suddenly gripped her. Exactly how many
troops had Eli brought?


"They'll
be in for a nasty surprise if they do hit Lakewood or the Peak," Eli said.
Something in his voice made her think he almost wanted them to try. "There
are plenty people there to fight and we won't be here long. I want everyone
rounded up and headed back. I've got lots of questions but I'm not going to
start asking them till we have our new... guests back at Lakewood."


Doc
wasn't surprised to see none of the kneeling 'guests' looked happy.


Be... our…
guest...


Could a
puma snicker?











Chapter 7


Being
separated from Doc sucked the big one.


He'd been
checked over by Dr. Tran—admitting his shoulder was a bit sore from having
carried Doc all that way, but he hadn't strained anything. Then Brady had
called him over while Dr. Tran started to examine Doc. It was the first time
all the siblings had been together in a while, since Brice had come with the Lakewood
contingent. It was good to see his younger brother, who seemed to have put on
even more muscle in the weeks since they'd last seen him.


While he
was with his family, Doc had managed to finally shift back to her human side,
which he'd been relieved to see. Although it also meant she'd been naked and
he'd felt a little growly about that even though no one was looking.
Fortunately, Steele had come prepared with extra clothes for both her and
Brock. 


Unfortunately,
Doc’s car was definitely missing. She was pissed but there was nothing they
could do. One of The Company's guys admitted they'd taken it away so she and
Brock couldn't escape in it. So when Eli had started giving the orders to load
everyone up into the cars to go back to their respective homes, Brock had ended
up with Steele, Bethany, Bailey, and Kasim. 


Doc was
in the other car going back to Cryus Peak with Brady, Jesse, Jordan, and
Jacqueline. He’d tried to talk Jacqueline into switching with him, but
apparently she and Jordan were now a couple and she hadn’t been willing to
switch with him. The ornery honey-badger had gotten kind of mean about it too
and Brock wasn’t willing to push things with her. She was the Omega, the
peacekeeper, for Steele’s pack and she settled a lot of disputes with an iron
fist.


So now he
was wedged into the backseat with his little sister sitting between him and
Kasim, both of them trying to make sure they didn’t squish her. Even though
Bailey had actually grown a couple inches and put on some muscles since they’d
been rescued from The Company, he and Kasim were big men and she still seemed
tiny compared to both of them. The lion shifter was Bailey’s best friend and,
usually, a calming influence on her. He had long dreads that went down past his
shoulders, which he usually kept in a ponytail, and an easy smile that would
flash bright in his dark face. But he could also be serious when the occasion
called for it, and he didn’t put up with any of Bailey’s occasional nonsense
that she directed at him.


It would
have made more sense for Bethany to be in the back seat, and either he or Kasim
sit in the front, but Steele wasn’t about to be separated from his mate for a
six hour drive.


Brock
kind of understood how that felt now.


Not that
Doc was his mate. He definitely hadn’t had the immediate reaction to her that
Bethany had to Steele. They had been fated mates.


From what
Brock understood, fated mates were extremely rare. There was some debate as to
why though. Some people thought it was just rare, period. Others thought it was
because people grew tired of waiting for their fated mate, fell in love and
mated the person they loved. Being mated cut off all chance of finding a fated
mate—which people knew because if they were already in love with someone else
and their animal had already accepted that person, they could mate ASAP and no
longer feel the urge to mate their fated.


Bailey
was all about meeting her fated mate, which had ended every relationship she’d
had before it began. She’d date a guy for a few weeks, they’d realize she
really was serious about waiting to see if she found her fated mate, and then
they’d break up. Amicably for the most part, but a lot of them were annoyed she
wasn’t even willing to give them a chance.


Actually,
she’d been single for the past month because word had gotten around.


He
thought she was probably over-romanticizing the whole idea. Having a fated mate
didn’t mean life would be perfect ever-after. Bethany and Steele still fought.
Although he sometimes thought their bickering was foreplay but he tried not to
think about that too hard. Things he didn’t want to think about for a thousand,
Alex—what is either of my sisters having sex?


Doc kind
of seemed like she’d be the type to over-romanticize fated mates too. She did
have a thing for happily-ever-afters and Disney. Was that why she wasn’t mated
yet? Because she was waiting to see if she met her fated mate?


He wasn’t
sure he liked that idea at all.


What if
her fated mate didn’t like Disney or made fun of her for her t-shirts and
adorable singing and dancing?


What if
he didn’t understand her unique and sunny nature the way Brock initially
hadn’t? What if he didn't appreciate it even after he did understand it?


What if
he made her unhappy? His bugaboo growled at the thought of an unhappy Doc.
Neither of them liked that idea.


But if
Brock could make her fall in love with him then he could mate
her and make sure she was taken care of. Now that he understood her everlasting
optimism it didn't bother him. Yeah, he wasn't the biggest fan of Disney but he
liked how enthusiastic she was about it. 


If he
mated her, then he could make sure she was safe and happy and didn't fall into
the clutches of someone who might not appreciate her. 


Good
plan. His bugaboo sounded eager, so he was on board. That was
good.


Brady and
Jesse had mated and they weren't fated mates, but they were just as happy as
Steele and Bethany. They definitely bickered a lot less. He would have to ask
Brady how he'd managed to lock Jesse down. Especially since for a while there
he'd definitely made some mistakes and it had looked like he might not have a
chance with her at all. But somehow he'd made it work. 


A sharp
elbow jabbed Brock in the side, jerking him out of his thoughts. He turned his
head away from the window to glare down at his baby sister, who looked up at
him with guileless blue eyes. 


"What?"


"Whatcha
thinking so hard about?" she asked.


"Nothing,"
he said quickly. Too quickly. Immediately Bethany turned around in the front
seat to pierce him with a blue gaze very similar to Bailey's. They both had
their mother's blue eyes and even though Bethany was blonde and Bailey
brunette, they managed to look almost identical. 


Gritting
his teeth, he crossed his arms over his chest and looked back out the window,
indicating he didn't want to talk.


"Gee,
Bailey," Bethany said in a sing-song voice that was as obnoxious as nails
on a chalkboard. "What do you think Brock is thinking so hard about but
doesn't want to tell us?"


"Oh,
I don't know, Bethany," Bailey responded gleefully, in similar lilting
tones. They both thought they were pretty cute. Actually, if their attention
hadn't been directed at him right now he would have thought they were pretty
cute too. "Maybe the Doc he insisted on carrying all the way through the
woods?"


"But
Bailey, Brock doesn't liiiiiiiike the Doc... right Brock?" 


"Well,
Bethany, they did spend last night together... maybe Brock and Doc got to know
each other a little better." 


His
younger sister's sharp elbow jabbed into his side again. 


Unsurprisingly,
Steele and Kasim were useless. They were more than willing to let Brock take
all the focus of the two terrors. 


It was a
long car ride. 


******


Something
weird was going on with Brock. 


When
they'd gotten back from the skunk community, he'd practically come rushing over
to check on her as soon as they'd gotten out of the cars. That had been pretty
nice. But as soon as he was assured she hadn't suffered any lingering effects
from the tranquilizer she'd been shot with, he'd abandoned her to go talk to
his older brother. 


Tired,
sad about her missing car, and feeling a little rejected, Doc had gone back to
her room and immediately fallen asleep.


The next
day she'd gone into work, but when she’d swung by her office to grab some files
before lunch she’d found a bag sitting on the middle of her desk with a note.


I think
of you.


-Brock


Bemused,
she'd opened the bag to find her favorite lunch from the cafeteria inside—turkey
on rye with mayo, lettuce, and tomato and a bag of sour cream and onion chips.
She didn't know if he somehow knew it was her favorite or if maybe he'd asked
around to find out, but she was more than a little touched. Her puma had been
especially pleased at the culinary offering, seeing it as a gift from a worthy
male.


She just
wished he'd stayed around to eat with her. 


Then he’d
shown up in the cafeteria when she’d gone to get dinner. She’d been more than a
little surprised when he’d slid into the seat next to her. She’d tried to thank
him for the lunch, which he’d just shrugged off. Apparently they were back to
him grunting as communication. Although he did look kind of nervous and
uncomfortable, so she decided maybe it was all the other people making him
quiet.


When she
was done and about to take her plate over to the dish line, Brock practically
snatched it out from her hands.


Standing,
he took both of their plates over to the dish line… and then left the
cafeteria, leaving Doc sitting at the table highly confused. No one else at the
table seemed to know quite what to make of it either. She’d gotten up to chase
after him, but he’d already disappeared from the hallway.


That had
been yesterday.


This
morning there had been another note on her desk, just as cryptic as the first.


I support
you.


-Brock


Even
though she was in her office all morning, he didn’t stop by to bring her lunch
unfortunately, which made her puma sulky. She found out he was back on duty—and
therefore patrolling—by casually questioning Dr. Phil if Brock was still going
through PT.


After she
finished everything for the day she went in search of someone who could maybe
give her some insight.


Fortunately,
Jesse was usually pretty easy to find—when she was done assisting Bethany with
her duties, she always headed to the kids’ playroom. Sure enough, as soon as
Doc walked into the room, she spotted Jesse’s auburn hair. She was doing her
best to walk with a little kid clinging to each leg, both of them giggling
madly. On the other side of the room, Brady was playing pony to a pair of kids
who were directing him around the room.


The
playroom was always a bit of a madhouse. It was made to be like an outdoor
playground, spacious and with plenty of places for active little kids to climb,
play, or hide depending on their preferences. The sheer noise volume actually
made it an ideal place to talk without being overheard—even for shifters it was
impossible to pick out individual conversations without being right next to
someone.


Catching
Jesse's eye, Doc waved. Fortunately Jesse immediately realized Doc must want to
talk to her and she bent down to say something to the kids using her as a means
of transportation. A few quick words and the two kids unlatched themselves and
ran off, joining in the rest of the chaos, so Jesse could make her way over to
where Doc had situated herself along the wall—out of the action.


"Hey
Doc, what's up?" Jesse asked as she approached. She took a spot on the
wall next to Doc so she could keep an eye on things as they chatted.


"Not
much... I um..." Now she felt kind of silly having to ask, but she'd
already come here and searched Jesse out so she might as well. "Do you
know if anything weird is going on with Brock?"


A little
furrow of confusion appeared on Jesse's forehead as she considered Doc's words.
"Weird? How so?"


Keeping
her voice low—despite the unlikelihood of being overheard—Doc told Jesse about
the notes, and the lunch, and last night's dinner, as well as Brock's abrupt
departures. About halfway through, Jesse pressed her fingers to her lips to
hold back a laugh, her silvery eyes dancing with sheer amusement. Doc couldn't
help but smile too, but her smile was tinged with the giddiness of a girl with
a crush. 


Because
part of her did kind of think that was what was going on. Even if she didn't
understand his thought process behind some of the gestures. 


"So
what do you think?" she asked, feeling a little breathless even as she
tried not to get her hopes up. 


"Oh
gosh... I know I shouldn't laugh because of why they all
struggle a little bit with relationships, but that's just... so fucking
adorable," Jesse said, trying to stifle her giggles. Doc completely knew
what she meant. 


Everyone
in Steele's pack made allowances for some of the social awkwardness of all the
Bunson siblings. After all, they'd been kidnapped by The Company and missed out
on a lot of formative teenage stuff, even Brady and Bethany, who had been
nineteen and eighteen respectively, when they'd been taken. Which meant they
missed a lot of more current pop culture references, didn't always know how to
communicate certain things very well, and the younger three were especially
deficient on the regular life skills most people learned as teenagers.


It was
entirely possible Brock had never even had a girlfriend before being taken by
The Company. 


“So you
think he’s…” Doc groped for a word. Flirting wasn’t quite right. Neither was
wooing or courting either though. 


“I think
he’s following his big brother’s advice,” Jesse said, eyes sparkling. “Brady
admitted to me, after we got together, that he found tips on how to romance me
on a website. It had all sorts of suggestions on how to romance a woman—surprise
her, support her, show her you’re thinking of her when she’s not around… sound
familiar?”


“Oh…” Now
it was Doc’s turn to place her fingers over her mouth. Jesse was right. That
was too freaking cute. A flush of pleasure ran through her. 


“I’d bet
anything that’s what he’s doing,” Jesse said, looking both smug and gleeful.
She leaned in towards a suddenly blushing Doc. “Did something happen while you
two were out and on the run?”


“No,” Doc
said quickly. Too quickly. 


To her
utter relief, maybe as if sensing something interesting was happening, Brady
chose that moment to come over and say hello. Being a good friend, Jesse didn’t
bring up Brock’s possible interest in Doc. She was definitely glad she hadn’t
chosen to go to Bethany or Bailey—the two of them loved being able to tease
their brothers and she doubted they would have been able to resist keeping
quiet. Jesse, on the other hand, wouldn’t tell anyone unless Doc told her it
was okay to. 


As
quickly as she could do so politely, Doc excused herself and retreated from the
playroom. She had a lot to think about.


The first
thing being, she wasn’t one hundred percent sure Jesse was right. 


What if
Brock just wanted more of what they’d done under the willow tree? That wasn’t
what Doc wanted. Yeah, she’d wanted to clear out the cobwebs, but she also knew
herself well enough to realize she could definitely fall for Brock. He wasn’t
the kind of guy she could sleep with and not get attached to.


Casual
wouldn’t cut it for her. Not with him. 


So, if he
was trying to romance her how could she make sure he was actually down
for more than just sex? 


Well.
Time to bring out the test again. It had been a while since she’d gotten to do
it, but it had never steered her wrong before either.


******


Coming
off of his patrol shift, Brock checked his text messages.


Immediately
his heart started pounding in his chest and he snapped his head up, looking
wildly around for his older brother. Practically running through the corridors
of the Peak, he finally spotted Brady headed in the direction of his and
Jesse’s rooms.


“Brady!”
he shouted, not caring about the odd looks he was getting from the rest of the
pack over his unusual behavior. Most of them looked more startled than
anything. His bugaboo was bouncing around in his head like a happy little
jackrabbit, making him feel even more unlike himself.


His
brother turned around, frowning in concern when he saw Brock rushing towards him,
phone held out in front of him like a kind of offering. 


“What’s
going on?” Brady asked as Brock neared. 


Panting,
Brock held out the phone for Brady to see the text Doc had sent him. Bending
forward, Brady read it quickly and then grinned widely. Reaching out, he
clapped Brock on the shoulder. 


“Dinner
and a movie. It worked, good job.”


“Are you
sure?” Brock asked. He could still hardly believe it. “I thought it would take
longer.”


Keeping
his hand on Brock’s shoulder, Brady started moving again, steering Brock in the
same direction. Which was good because it was unlikely anyone would be able to
overhear them while they were moving through the corridor.


“You must
have done a good job,” Brady said cheerfully. “How far down the list did you
get?”


“I made
sure she knows I think of her and I support her, and I brought her lunch, and I
cleaned up after she ate last night… I just thought I would have to do more,”
Brock said, shrugging a little sheepishly. 


This felt
too easy.


“You are
going to have to do more,” Brady said, which actually reassured him. “This is
just step one. Now, when you go over for dinner, you need to bring her
something. It’s even better if you bring her something you made. And I know
this looks like a Netflix and Chill situation, but you can’t have sex with her.”


Brock’s
brow furrowed. “Why not?”


“Because
if you have sex before the third date, she won’t think you’re serious.”


“But we
already had sex,” Brock said, his panic starting to rise again, which alarmed
his bugaboo. 


“That’s
okay, you weren’t romancing her yet,” Brady said, giving his shoulder a
reassuring squeeze. “But now you can’t have sex with her again or she’ll think
that’s all you two are doing. You have to make her wait for it. Since it’s the
first date you can give her a kiss.”


“This seems
backwards,” Brock grumped.


“Thou
shalt count to three,” his brother intoned, making his voice high and more
nasal than it normally was. “No more, no less.”


They said
the next part of the Monty Python quote together. “Three shalt be the number
thou shalt count, and the number of the counting shalt be three.”


Brock
chuckled. He trusted his brother even as his bugaboo whined plaintively in his
head. He sighed. “All right. You haven’t steered me wrong so far. Plus, if
Monty Python says so…”


Plus it
did make a kind of sense. None of the other women he’d been with had wanted
more than sex, and they’d had it immediately. That’s definitely not how he
wanted things to go down with Doc.


Besides,
he had bigger things to worry about.


“What
should I bring her?” he asked.


“Lots of
guys go the flowers or chocolates route,” Brady said, sounding very much like
he was teaching a class. Maybe he should teach classes. Brock could suggest
that to him later. If everything with Doc worked out. “But Jesse’s favorite
thing I’ve ever given her is the picture I painted of her. It’s terrible, like,
it looks like a dog with mange and a massive tail, but she fuckin loves it
because I made it for her.”


“Wait,
the painting hanging in the hallway?” Brock had thought one of the kids had
painted it for her. One of the younger ones. It really was awful. Comparing it
to a dog with mange might even be too kind.


“Yeah, it
sucks right? But she loves it,” Brady said proudly. “Even cried a little when I
gave it to her.”


“Are you
sure she wasn’t crying because it sucked?” Brock teased.


His older
brother laughed, smacking Brock’s shoulder again before letting it go. They
were getting close to Brady’s home. “No, I told her she didn’t have to put it
up but she went and got it framed and did anyway. And she yelled at Daniel when
he said it sucked. She loves it because I took the time to make it.”


“Huh.”


Dropping
Brady off at his front door, Brock turned that over in his head. 


While he
wasn’t too confident in his ability to make something good, he could definitely
make something that sucked. He just had to put a little thought into it. 


We’ll be
a good mate, his bugaboo thought smugly.


He wished
he shared the creature’s confidence.











Chapter 8


When
Brock knocked on Doc's door, she was actually feeling pretty nervous but she
was also trying to keep things casual. She'd put on her nice jeans and her Snow
White shirt which just had the outline of the princess holding an apple. It was
very casual but the material was super soft to touch and hugged her curves
nicely. She'd also let her hair fall in waves around her shoulders rather than
pulling it back and put on some makeup.


In short,
she'd done everything she could to make herself look good without making it
obvious she was trying to look good. 


She’d
done the same thing with dinner.


They were
having pizza, but she’d made the dough (but not the sauce) and chopped up all
the toppings, putting them on herself. Basically fancy pizza. She also had
veggies and dip. Things they could eat while watching movies.


There
weren’t too many men willing to sit through a Disney marathon without trying to
sex her up and she was totally ready to turn him down and see what happened
when he did. It might not be fair to test guys… but it worked. The ones who
were really interested in her had sat through the whole thing. The ones that
just wanted in her pants left and she never regretted watching them go.


She
hadn’t done this for any of the guys she’d gone on dates with the past couple
of weeks. Then again, she hadn’t done anything but go on dates with them. None
of them had really piqued her interest the way Brock had, so she hadn’t felt
the need to.


Opening
the door, she immediately smoothed her hands over her thighs as she looked up
to meet his hazel eyes.


“Hi,” she
said, smiling nervously.


“Hi.” His
voice was deep, gruff. Although his expression was pretty blank, Doc thought he
seemed just as nervous as her. His hands were behind his back and his chin was
tucked down shyly.


She could
be imagining things of course, or projecting.


Unlike
her, he’d dressed up a little and now she was kind of wishing she’d put on something
nicer than a t-shirt. He was wearing dark blue jeans that fit him perfectly and
a green button-down shirt that brought out the hazel in his eyes. The sleeves
had been rolled up above his elbows, but it was still the nicest she’d ever
seen him dressed outside of Jesse and Brady’s wedding.


Stepping
back, she opened the door wider. “Come on in… I’m um, glad you could make it.”


Looking
almost sheepish, Brock stepped inside and suddenly thrust something at her. A
piece of paper.


“This is
for you,” he said gruffly, letting go of it so fast it almost dropped as he
moved past her.


Doc
looked down and saw, with more than a little surprise, that it was a collage.
Photos and quotes from Disney movies, all cut out and then put together in a
rather chaotic but colorful array.


“Where
did you get this from?” she asked, thrown a little off balance with surprise.


“Made
it.” The two words were gruff and he was eyeing her like he was trying to gauge
her reaction.


She was
just trying not to tear up.


The
collage wasn’t professional in any way and it wasn’t really organized, but all
of the character’s faces were visible and the quotes he’d chosen were inspired.


No matter
how your heart is grieving, if you keep on believing, the dream that you wish
will come true—from Cinderella.


The
flower that blooms in adversity is the most rare and beautiful of them all—from
Mulan.


Remember,
you’re the one who can fill the world with sunshine—from
Snow White.


And the
one she’d quoted to him from the Lion King—The past can hurt. But the way I
see it, you can either run from it or learn from it.


They were
quotes that touched the deepest part of her heart, the quotes she lived by even
though she didn’t always say them out loud, and somehow he’d either known or
made some really incredible guesses. Inside her head, her puma was purring,
trying to comfort her because it didn’t understand the tears that wanted to
well in her eyes. Judging by the expression on Brock’s face, he didn’t either
and he was worried he’d done something wrong.


But he’d
done everything right.


“I love
it!” she said, throwing herself at him and wrapping her arms around him.
Obviously startled, he hugged her back.


Man, he
smelled good. And now her puma was purring for an entirely different reason.


******


Brady really
knew his stuff.


Although
he’d been a little worried when Doc’s eyes had started to get watery. Tears
were not something he was equipped to deal with. He knew it wasn’t good, after
all, but he hadn’t thought it was bad enough to cry over (it was definitely
better than Brady’s attempt at painting). Fortunately, they seemed to be happy
tears.


That he
could handle even if it made him a little uncomfortable.


In fact,
he was a little uncomfortable in more ways than one right now, because Doc’s
soft curves were pressed up against him, and her head snuggled up against his
chest, and her free hand wandered down towards his butt…


Brock
jerked, jumping back. His bugaboo whined in protest and his erection wasn’t
really happy with him either, but he wasn’t just going to let her jump into the
sex… nope, he wanted a relationship. And if she started groping him, he wasn’t
sure how good his willpower would be.


Blinking,
Doc stared at him, obviously confused.


“So, um.
You wanted to introduce me to some Disney movies I haven’t seen?” he asked,
shifting back and forth on his feet.


“Um…
yeah. Yeah, that’s why I invited you over,” she said, forcing a smile onto her
face. The moment, which had seemed so natural, now felt awkward and forced. But
she glanced down at the collage in her hand again and her expression softened,
her smile turning truer. “Let me just put this somewhere safe. Go ahead and
make yourself comfortable on the couch and I’ll get the pizza.”


All of
the suites in Cryus Peak had pretty much the same set-up, so Brock made himself
comfortable on the left-hand side of Doc’s couch. Well, as comfortable as he
could be after shifting his erection so his jeans weren’t strangling his cock.
A minute later she came into the room carrying a large platter with pizza on
it. Brock jumped up to help her, but ended up just hovering awkwardly because
it was obvious she had it.


“Um, can
I help with anything?” he asked, feeling weird about sitting down again if she
was going to keep carrying things in.


“Oh, uh,
yeah, sure,” she said. “I’ll get our drinks if you’ll grab the tray of veggies
I have for us.”


Inwardly
cursing the awkwardness, Brock was relieved when they finally both settled back
onto the couch with beers and the food laid out before them.


“It
smells great,” he said, eagerly leaning forward to pick up a piece of pizza.
“Did you make all of this?” It definitely didn’t look like it had ever been in
a freezer.


“Yeah,”
she said, smiling at him with obvious pleasure. Although he’d reclaimed his
spot on the left side of the couch, Doc had gone right for the middle so they
were still sitting pretty close together. Which was going to make things more
difficult for him because he really wanted to reach out and touch her... but he
wasn’t sure whether or not that would send the right message.


From what
he remembered, a first date kiss was supposed to come at the end of the date,
so he was going to have to wait.


At least
they’d be watching kids’ movies though. He couldn’t get too turned on watching
kids movies, right?


******


Somehow—and
Doc still wasn’t quite sure how—her test had backfired.


Then
again, this was the first time she was watching Disney movies with a guy that
literally hadn’t seen any of the movies before. He didn’t have the smallest
idea what they were about because he hadn’t even seen the trailers for them or heard
anyone talking about them. She’d specifically chosen newer movies because she
knew Brock hadn’t seen them but… well… she just hadn’t expected him to enjoy
them quite so much.


Definitely
not the point where his entire focus was completely on the screen and not even
a little bit on her. During Brave she hadn’t minded too much.
For Princess and the Frog she’d kept an eye on him, just
waiting for him to at least look at her. By the time they’d started
watching Tangled she’d started feeling pretty pouty. And now
they were halfway through Frozen, her last movie planned for the
night and his eyes were still glued to the screen.


Doc
shifted closer to him.


Nothing.
No reaction at all. He didn’t even glance at her.


Show him
tail!


Her
puma’s suggestions were actually starting to sound good, which really should
worry her.


She’d
wanted him to come over to see if he was only interested in sex with her and
nothing more. Now she was kind of worried he wasn’t even interested in that.


Shifting
again, she finally got a reaction from him as their bodies touched.


Brock’s
head turned to look at her, a slight furrow in the middle of his brow and she
smiled at him. His gaze dropped to her lips and then back up to her eyes while
Elsa let it go.


Yeah, Doc
wasn’t sure she could hold it back anymore either… sing on, girlfriend.


She
leaned in closer and Brock coughed, suddenly jumping to his feet and she
practically fell into the warm spot where he’d been sitting.


“Uh, I
have to go to the bathroom, I’ll be right back.”


And he
practically ran from the room.


Scowling,
Doc sat up and grabbed the remote. If it was possible to grumpily hit a pause
button, that’s what she did.


Should
have shown him tail.


The chiding
superiority in her puma’s mental voice made Doc feel even grumpier.


What had
gone wrong?


This
wasn't the most awkward date she'd ever been on but it was close. The fact that
it was even close was a little disturbing. She'd once gone on a date with a guy
only to end up going with him to pick up his cousin at the airport. Then they'd
both spent dinner trying to impress her. When they'd gotten to the movie
theater, they'd sat down on either side of her, and halfway through the movie
both of them ended up putting their hands on her knees and shooting daggers at
each other over her head. 


Although
this wasn't quite as awkward, she was starting to think it could maybe get
there. She supposed it would depend on what happened next. Maybe she should
just ignore how Brock was behaving... but that wasn't really how she rolled.
Besides, that would probably just be even more awkward and she'd also spend the
entire rest of the night making herself anxious.


A few
minutes later when Brock came back into the room, looking almost sheepish, Doc
summoned up her courage as he sat down—on the opposite side of the couch this
time.


“Brock…”
Yup, that was as far as she got. Apparently her ability to summon courage was
somewhat deficient.


He looked
over at her quizzically, waiting for a long moment. “What?”


Say
something. Impress him. Don’t lose him! Her puma sounded almost
plaintive.


Right.
Say something. She could do that without sounding like a twit.


“Do you
like me?”


Okay,
apparently she couldn’t say something without sounding like a twit. A needy one
at that.


Brock
looked surprised. “Yes.”


She
waited for a moment, but apparently that was all she was getting from him. The
infuriatingly hard-to-read man just sat on the other side of the couch watching
her like she was a science experiment and he was waiting to see if she was
going to explode. With all the frustration bubbling up inside of her, it was
starting to feel like a definite possibility.


“So this
is a date, right?” Yup, totally sounding less needy. Good job, Doc.


“Yes.”


It was a
good thing she really liked the guy or she’d be tempted to launch herself
across the couch and strangle him. Or straddle him and rub herself against him
until he couldn’t resist her. So either murder-y or rape-y. Great. This date
was going awesome.


“Then why
won’t you touch me?” she asked, doing her best to stay calm and keep her voice
even.


“Is that
allowed?” he asked a little hesitantly.


Her heart
broke a little. Frustration—gone. Funny how just one small question could do
that. Funny and sad.


“It’s
encouraged,” she said, moving across the couch toward him.


This
time, instead of just pressing into his side, she lifted his arm and then
snuggled up into the nook between his shoulder and chest, getting wonderfully
comfortable. She’d grabbed the remote on her way so she could press play again,
now in a much more enjoyable position. Okay, so she was going to have to lead
the way a little bit with what she wanted from him on dates. Now she knew. Doc
settled in.


Mmm.
Nice. Smells good. Unsurprisingly, her puma wasn’t all that interested in the
movie.


******


Caught
somewhere between heaven and hell, Brock did his best to focus on the movie and
not on how much he wanted to be kissing Doc. Heck, this would have been his
dream situation in high school, before he’d been kidnapped by The Company. Hot
woman cuddled up to him on the couch… his teenage self would have been totally
convinced it was make-out time.


Now he
wasn’t sure that was the right move.


It would
have been for a teenager, but with the rules Brady had laid down adult
relationships were obviously more complicated.


Plus…
he’d be lying if he said he didn’t want to know how the movie ended.


So sue
him. Some of the Disney movies weren’t half bad. While he might not be as
fanatic as Doc was, he was still definitely enjoying himself. He especially
liked when she got caught up in the movie, bouncing in her seat or making
little noises of either encouragement or distress next to him. Even though he
hadn’t taken his eyes away from the screen, he felt like he’d been
hyper-focused on her reactions.


Which,
sometimes she’d given away when something really good or really bad was going
to happen before it actually did, but he still found it cute.


Being
snuggled up on the couch like this… well it was something he didn’t have any
experience with. He liked it though. So did his bugaboo; the big beast was
sleepy and cozy inside of Brock’s head, just happily quiet as he breathed in
Doc’s scent.


If he
didn’t have a raging erection, the whole thing would have been entirely enjoyable.


They
finished watching the movie and by the end of it Doc was yawning.


“So,” she
said, eyes sparkling a little as she sat up and looked at him. “Disney’s not so
bad, huh?”


“It’s not
so bad,” he said. “I even liked a lot of it. I think they’ve gotten better over
the years. I definitely don’t remember the ones my sisters being obsessed with
being that good.”


“I still
love the classics, but… in a lot of ways the newer ones have better
entertainment value for adults, I will concede that one point,” she said
teasingly.


She was
so pretty, her eyes sparkling, hair rumpled from leaning against him, he just
had to lean forward and kiss her.


Not that
she avoided his kiss. Doc met him halfway and leaned into it, parting her lips
so they could taste each other. Brock cupped the back of her neck, sliding his
fingers into her hair so he could hold her without actually holding her.
Because if he started holding her, he wasn’t sure he’d be able to let go.


His
bugaboo rumbled with approval as they kissed.


Of course,
his bugaboo also wasn’t particularly happy when he let go and pulled away.


Doc’s
greenish-hazel eyes were practically glowing as she looked back at him, her
head still slightly tilted for more kissing.


“I should
go,” he said, his voice husky.


“Okay,”
she said, nodding. “Thank you for coming over.”


“It was
my pleasure.”


There
were a few more kisses as she walked Brock to the door. And at the door.
Although not after she opened the door to let him out.


“I’ll see
you tomorrow?” he asked, hanging in the doorway, feeling reluctant to leave.


“I don’t
know,” she teased. “Will you?”


“I’ll see
you tomorrow,” he said, with resolution. “I’ll bring you lunch again.”


“Only if
you promise to stay and eat it with me,” she said, leaning against the door,
her hand on the knob propping her up.


“It’s a
date,” he said, grinning as he leaned in and stole a last kiss.


******


Lunch was
a lot less awkward than the night before.


In fact,
it seemed almost natural after Brock came in with a bag lunch from the
cafeteria for both of them—something she hadn’t expected, she’d half had it in
her mind that they would just go and eat together but the privacy was very much
appreciated. He sat across from her and they chatted and ate.


They did
talk some about the movies they’d watched the night before, but other things
too. They spent a little bit of time theorizing what might have happened to the
missing skunk shifters, but that was a little too grim so they quickly moved on
to other topics. Hopefully Eli would find out where the surfeit was now, but
until then there was nothing they could do.


Brock
told her a little bit about what it had been like for him and his siblings when
they were growing up, before The Company had taken them, as well some of what
it had been like after. She’d talked about her mom and the times she remembered
being happy, but hadn’t brought up her father or Becky again. Although she did
tell him some funny stories from the shifter medical school. Which was
different from human medical school because doctors in shifter communities were
much more catch-all and shifters healed differently than humans.


She’d
told him about some of her epically bad dates—fortunately she didn’t have any
stories about the guys he knew in Steele’s pack, but she had plenty to make up
for that. Brock nearly choked when she told him about the guy who had blurted
out in the middle of his date with her that he’d had sex with his sister. 


“No…”
Brock said, looking absolutely horrified. 


“Yup.”


“What did
you say?”


“I just
asked if it had effected their relationship. I couldn’t think of anything else
to say.”


“And what
did he say?” The disgusted fascination on Brock’s face was exactly how Doc had
felt when it was happening. Even though she hadn’t really wanted to know, once
it was out there she had just had to ask. 


“That it
made family reunions awkward.”


“You’re
making that up.”


“I so, so
wish I was,” she said fervently. That had probably been one of her top ten
worst dates. 


That
conversation led to him saying something about the 'three date rule' and Doc
finally realized why he'd been so standoffish the night before. 


When he
left, she got another scorching kiss that heated up her whole body and made her
puma purr. She also felt reasonably reassured that this definitely wasn't just
sex for him. Brock was trying to do everything right. 


Doc
decided lunch counted as date number two. 


So when
she invited him over for dinner again—promising he could choose the movies this
time—that would make date number three as far as she was concerned. Was she
kind of jumping into things? Yes. But she felt closer to Brock than any other
man she'd met. Not to mention her puma was thrilled by this turn of events.


Some part
of her was still nervous it was all going to blow up in her face, but one thing
she knew for sure was that Brock wasn't the type to fake interest. He was
inherently honest. If something bored him, he would say so. If he wasn't
interested in her, he definitely would have said so.


Instead,
he was putting effort into getting to know her and doing cute and sweet things
for her. Right now she had the collage he'd made her set up on her dresser
where she could see it every morning. And evening. All of which made her even
more attracted to him than she had been before. 


Like,
seriously, how was she supposed to resist the adorably thoughtful Brock now
emerging from underneath his usual gruff exterior? He reminded her so much of
the Beast it was a little disconcerting. 


She
wanted to rub herself all over him. Or maybe that was her puma. But Doc wasn't
opposed. Whatever she could do to make the other females in the Peak know he
was taken. The best way to do that was to make sure his scent was fairly well
mingled with hers, something which happened when shifters spent a lot of time
being intimate together. Prey animal shifters actually blended scents
completely when they mated, rather than leaving bite marks like the predator
animal shifters. Predators mingled scents, but they didn't actually smell the
same once they were mated. 


Yeah, she
was definitely feeling a little territorial. Maybe more than a little.


So
basically she had a whole host of reasons why she wanted to jump him. Even
better—since he was apparently trying to adhere to the three date rule, she had
an excuse. 


Stopping
by the cafeteria on her way back to her rooms, she picked up dinner there so
she wouldn't have to worry about cooking. Lasagna and salad, which was perfect
because she could just keep the salad in the fridge and the lasagna could
easily be reheated in the oven. Doc had an agenda for tonight and she didn't
want to have to worry about the food being hot. 


Tonight
she skipped the t-shirt. She also skipped the pants. Although she did do her
hair in soft waves again and put on some makeup. Then she shimmied into a light
green silk and lace teddy that made the most of her breasts and skimmed along
the rest of her body to the hemline just below her butt. Twisting back and
forth in the mirror, Doc grinned.


Yup, she
looked good. 


Knocking
on the door had her squealing as she hurried barefoot down the hallway.
Skidding to a stop, she posed provocatively as she threw open the door.


Brock
gaped, his eyes dropping down to her barely-there outfit, sucking in a shocked
breath of air. Heat and desire filled his gaze as he lingered over the lace
covering her breasts. He was wearing another button-down shirt with the sleeves
rolled up, dark grey this time, and jeans. There was a bouquet of flowers in
his hand—and the stems were getting a little crushed by his tightening grip,
but that just made Doc smile even more vixenishly. 


"What..."
His voice trailed off. 


Pounce!


"Happy
third date," she said. And she jumped him.











Chapter 9


When Doc
launched herself at him Brock wasn't ready for it, but he recovered quickly.
Dropping the flowers he'd been holding, he managed to catch her as she wrapped
herself around him. The silky thing she was wearing was so short his hands
gripped bare butt as her legs securely squeezed his waist, her arms around his
neck. 


"I
told you so!" 


The
excited voice in the hall had Brock half-turning before he realized doing so
would show off a pretty good view of Doc. A view he wasn't sure he wanted to
share. So he jerked his body to a halt even as his head continued to
turn. 


About
twenty feet down the hall were Vivian March and Lacy King, two out of the three
older ladies who had helped Steele run the pack before he'd mated Bethany. They
were sweet, gossipy, and considered themselves the matchmakers of the pack.
They both grinned at him with sheer delight. 


As Doc
buried her face in his shoulder, half-giggling and half-moaning in
embarrassment, Brock gave them a formal nod. 


"Ladies.
Sorry for ah, crowding the hallway. Please excuse us," he said, ready to
hurry into Doc's home and away from the all-too-pleased eyes of the two ladies.
His bugaboo wanted to get inside too, although not because of the ladies. If
Brock did what the bugaboo wanted to do, the two women would be getting quite
the show right now. But his beast understood there was no way Brock was going
to use the corridor wall in that manner, so it wanted to get inside. 


"Oh
don't mind us," Vivian said airily, waving her hand, ignoring the elbow in
the side from Lacy. "We've certainly seen worse in our day."


From the
way both bright-eyed ladies smiled at him, Brock had the unsettling feeling
they'd be completely unperturbed seeing even more of him and Doc as well.
Definitely not going to happen. 


"Would
you get us out of here?" Doc hissed into his ear, still giggling
madly. 


Not
knowing what to say, Brock just gave the two women another nod and strode into
Doc's house, carrying her in front of him, and kicked the door shut behind
him. 


Practically
snorting with laughter, Doc was still clinging to him, shaking because she was
laughing so hard. Even Brock had to chuckle, shaking his head. When someone
knocked on the door, she let out a little gasping laugh of disbelief. 


"Now
what?" she whispered. 


"You
left your flowers out here!" Vivian hollered through the door. Considering
how well insulated the dwellings in the Peak were, she was literally shouting
to be heard. Ignoring her would likely just lead to more shouting on her part
as she assumed they couldn't hear her. 


Sighing,
Brock let Doc drop down to her feet where she swayed, covering her hands with
her mouth to stifle her hilarity. Turning, he quickly opened the door. 


"Thank
you," he said, smiling widely and snatching the flowers from Vivian's
hand. Both she and Lacy were still grinning widely, although Lacy was several
steps back from Vivian, as if she hadn't wanted to be too near the door. He
didn't see what they were so happy about. 


As he
closed the door, he and Doc could both hear Vivian's final remark to her
friend. "I knew they were going to get together! Edith owes me—"


The door
shut. Good grief. Brock was pretty sure what he'd just heard indicated that the
trio of women were taking bets on whether or not he and Doc would get together.
Which meant people had noticed them. He wasn't sure how he felt about that. On
one hand, he liked the idea that gossip would spread and all the men who had
been vying for Doc's attention the past few weeks would know she was
off-limits. On the other hand, he didn't like being watched. It felt too much
like he was being studied, which reminded him too much of Dr. Montgomery and
The Company.


When he turned
back around, Doc was peeking at him through her fingers, her cheeks an even
brighter red than her hair. 


"I'm so sorry,"
she said, still sounding torn between laughter and mortification. "I...
didn't really think before I leaped."


"I
didn't mind," he said, his eyes roaming over her body again. "I don't
think they did either."


"Oh
they definitely didn't," Doc said, starting to giggle again. "They
probably wouldn't have minded watching as long as they were allowed to give
pointers."


Now there
was a visual to make Brock shudder and even lose a bit of his arousal. His
bugaboo didn't much like the idea either, letting out a plaintive whine. Yeah,
not to worry. That was definitely never going to happen. 


The smile
on Doc's face faded a little. "They are super gossip-y though... if
you don't want them telling everyone what's going on with us, we might want to
go catch them before it's too late."


Now,
Brock was definitely not an expert at reading other people's social cues, but
he was almost completely positive Doc sounded sad at the idea of shutting down
the gossip. She definitely hadn't said she minded other people
knowing. 


"Nope,
I'm good," he said, stepping forward and he pulled her back up into the
same position she'd been before—legs wrapped around his waist, hands on his
shoulders, and at perfect kissing height. Her lips were parted, eyes sparkling
with anticipation as he squeezed the two firm handfuls of her butt, making her
giggle and squirm against him again. 


"You
don't mind everyone knowing?" she asked.


"Sounds
good to me," he said, sliding one hand up the back of her silky nightgown
thing to press her forward and into his lips for a kiss.


******


Cupping
Brock's face in her hands, Doc kissed him back. He took two steps forward,
pressing her up against the wall so his hands could roam a little more, her
legs around his waist and the support of the wall keeping her upright. Doc
moaned into his mouth as he massaged her ass, his fingers digging into the soft
flesh as he rocked the ridge of his erection against her core. 


Pulling
away from the kiss, he pressed his forehead against hers, their lips only a few
inches apart, both of them panting slightly for breath. 


"So...
did I count the dates wrong?" he asked, looking a little pained. Oops, she
hoped he didn't think she was just teasing him with what he couldn't have.


"Last
night, lunch today, and this is date number three," she said, sliding her
fingers up into the bristles of his dark blond hair. "Unless you want to
eat first..." Her voice lilted, teasing him.


"This
works for me. Bedroom?"


"End
of the hall on the right."


Had she
ever really disliked his preference for saying as little as possible? Because
it was really working for her right now. Not only that, but he kept on kissing
her as he carried her down the hall to the bedroom. On her throat, her
shoulder, all places which allowed him to look and see where he was going, but
still stoke her arousal. 


Good
male. Strong. Her puma was getting a little too used to being carried around,
and she obviously liked it. Doc had to admit, the 'big on action, not on
talk' was pretty much flat out doing it for her.


She was
also enjoying using her fingers and lips to seek out some of his sensitive
spots. She particularly liked the groan that shuddered through his body when
she nipped his earlobe. 


Brock
kicked the door to her bedroom fully open. 


Hot. 


Apparently
she liked a little bit of caveman. 


When he
tossed her onto the bed she squealed in surprise as she literally went flying
through the air before landing on her mattress and bouncing. Staring at her,
Brock practically ripped his shirt off, nearly tripping over himself as he
shoved his pants down—only to remember he hadn't taken off his shoes yet.
Giggling, Doc crawled over to the edge of the bed to help. Between the two of
them, it took less than a minute to get him totally naked. 


Some guys
might have been embarrassed, but not Brock. He was way too focused on getting
on top of her. 


Show
tail? her puma asked enthusiastically.


Doc
didn't even get a chance before Brock had her flipped onto her back and was
bending over her to begin kissing down her collarbone to her breasts. Part of
her had thought maybe she was misremembering how good he was at the throw-down,
but no... he was really good at it. 


Unlike in
the woods though, Doc let him explore her body at his own pace. Take his time.
Fill his hands with her breasts and massage them as his teeth tugged down the
lace covering them. The fabric felt scratchy and stimulating against her budded
nipples, making her writhe as his tongue laved over them before he uncovered
them completely. 


“Oh yes…”
she said with a sigh, her nails digging into his shoulders as she arched her
back up, pressing her breasts more into his hands and mouth. Brock sucked one
taut bud, making her moan and squirm underneath him, rubbing herself against
him as her arousal grew. 


The
length of his cock slid between her wet pussy lips, stimulating her without
penetrating her, the head bumping against her clit as she moved against him.
The more she squirmed, the more her cream coated the underside of his cock,
making the movement slicker… hotter… faster…


And yet
instead of pulling back to thrust inside of her, he just kept suckling her
nipples, kneading her breasts and making her feel more and more wild. Her nails
dug into his shoulders as she dragged them across his skin, marking him the
same way she had in the woods. Because of his shifter healing, the previous
ones were already gone, and her puma purred in satisfaction as she redrew the
red lines on his back.


“Brock!”
she cried out as he gently bit down, her nipple throbbing in the wet heat of
his mouth while her pussy clenched emptily. 


“Yes?” he
asked, releasing her nipple only to switch his attention over to its twin. 


Doc
whimpered. Her cheeks heated. “I need you.”


“I’m
right here.” He rocked against her, sliding his cock up and down between her
sensitive, swollen lips. Teasing her with exactly what he wasn’t giving her. 


She was
going to kill him.


“I need
you inside me.” He had her on the verge of begging. That totally wasn’t
actually begging. She could still keep some of her pride. 


“Oh no,”
he said firmly, pulling his cock away from her aching center as he began to
move his mouth down her body. It didn’t escape Doc’s notice that he’d left a
plethora of hickeys across her breasts again—they were already darkening on her
skin. “Last time we went at your pace. This time we’re going at mine.”


He pushed
the fabric of her teddy above her hips and began kissing his way down her
stomach to her pussy.


Apparently
his pace was glacially slow. 


Teasingly,
maddeningly, sensually slow.


******


Knowing
he was driving Doc wild was just as much fun as prodding her temper had been.
More fun, actually. She was laid out in front of him, her fingers now in the
short strands of his hair, her breasts jiggling as she squirmed while he
tongued little circles over her bare mound. While she had a small landing strip
of hair, most of her sensitive mound was open to his touch. 


And she
was very sensitive.


She
gasped, moaned, and writhed for him as he slowly worked his way down into her
pussy. Even his cock aching to be inside of her couldn’t take away from the
pure satisfaction of hearing her cry out as his tongue slid up the center of
her pussy, tasting her musky-sweet peach flavor. His broad shoulders pushed her
thighs further open as he delved into her pussy, sucking and licking and
nibbling while she gasped and arched against his tongue. 


Brock
memorized every movement, every moan, every sensitive spot he found with his
tongue. His cock pressed against the mattress underneath him, a delicious
pressure that helped stave off his own need to bury himself inside of her. 


When
Doc’s nails dug into his scalp a little too painfully, he pulled away and
flipped her over before she could protest. As soon as she was on her stomach,
he used her hips to pull her back so she was on all fours with her sweet ass in
the air. 


Then he
dove right back into her pussy, enjoying teasing her with his tongue and
driving her wild now that she couldn’t do anything but claw at the mattress and
moan his name into her pillow. 


It was
hearing her say his name, over and over in that sultry, hot tone of voice that
had him finally ending his oral assault and positioning himself behind her. One
leg on either side of hers, he lined up his cock with her pussy as she panted
and wiggled her bottom at him, inviting him inside of her. She was like hot
silk as he pressed in, both of them groaning as his cock pushed inside of her.
With her legs together the way they were and in this position, she was almost
painfully tight, and he gripped her hips tightly to get enough leverage. 


Yes,
good, his bugaboo urged. Mount. Claim.


Mount
yes, claim no. Unfortunately telling his bugaboo no didn’t do away with the
urge to lean forward and sink his teeth into her shoulder, marking her… but he
pushed it away anyway because they definitely hadn’t talked about anything as
permanent as mating. This was only their third date after all. He was pretty
sure if sex was the third date, talking about mating must be at least the sixth
or something. There had to be some steps in between. 


He thrust
forward, using the pleasure of feeling her muscles clenching around him to
distract himself from the urge to claim her. 


“Fuck,”
he said, groaning as she pushed back against him.


“Harder,”
she said, her tone half-ordering, half-begging, her voice slightly muffled as
her head hung down between her hands. 


Taking a
firm grip on her hips, Brock did as she requested. 


She cried
out, her pussy pulsing around him as he began to pound into her from behind.
The slide of his cock in and out of her tight channel was fucking hot, and not
just to feel—but to watch. The flesh of her ass jiggled as he slammed into her,
his cock shiny with her juices as he buried himself inside her pink pussy, over
and over again. The sight took his breath away.


******


The hard,
smooth strokes of Brock’s cock were driving her and her puma wild. She felt
oddly submissive in this position, but in a good way. A sexy way. 


Her
breasts swayed beneath her with each thrust, her body clenching around him each
time he drove home. It felt like her entire body was on fire, but she couldn’t
scratch him, couldn’t mark him, couldn’t even push back against him because of
how firmly he was holding her hips. All she could do was take what he was
giving her.


And what
he was giving her was so, so good. 


Doc’s
toes actually curled as his cock pressed against her g-spot, her clit pulsing
with every slap of his balls against the swollen nub, her pussy lips tingling
as they stretched around his girth. 


“Fuck… oh
fuck… Brock… Fuck, Brock… Fuck me…” 


Unlike in
the woods she could be as loud as the hell she wanted, her voice rising along
with her pleasure as he moved inside of her. Responding to her words, Brock
pumped harder, faster, jolting her body with his thrusts as he rode her hard. 


Doc screamed,
her fingers digging into the mattress as hot rapture bubbled up from her core, her
head bowing down. She could feel the urge to claw, to bite, to mark, to claim…
but all she could do was take… feel… explode with ecstasy. Behind her, Brock
groaned, thrusting hard, his body bowing down over hers and she felt the scrape
of his teeth over the sensitive skin where her neck and shoulder met. 


The
sensation sent her climax careening, her puma yowling with want and need. Brock
rode her through the whole thing, making her writhe and gasp as her orgasm
continued in surges and waves until he finally went rigid. She moaned as she
felt him pulsing inside of her, her body quivering around him as each hot spurt
of liquid set off another small shuddering burst of pleasure.


Slowly,
Brock’s body stretched out over hers, his hands sliding up her sides and then
down her arms so he was covering her completely. Then he rolled, taking her
with him so they both landed on their sides with him as the big spoon around
her, his cock still lodged inside of her. 


“Mmmm…”
He nuzzled his face in her hair, his arms wrapped around her and holding her
back against his front as tightly as he could.


It made
her feel… cherished. Wanted. Loved. Even though he hadn’t said any of those
words. Being wrapped up by his larger body like this she felt secure. Like he
was a haven she could just bury herself in and be protected by. It made her
feel vulnerable but good too. 


She
stroked her fingers over his arm almost shyly. Somehow she hadn’t really pictured
Brock as a cuddler, but right now it made sense. This was just yet another
facet of the more tender side of his personality, which was usually buried
behind the gruffness. 


When his
stomach grumbled, she giggled and he sighed. 


“I think
that might be our cue for dinner,” she murmured, still stroking the hair on his
arms. Neither of them actually moved.


“Two more
minutes.” His arms tightened around her. “My stomach can wait.”


The happy
purr of her puma was so loud she was almost surprised Brock couldn’t hear it. 


Oh man
was she in deep. 











Chapter 10


“Brock
and Doc. Brock and Doc. Brooooock and Dooooc.” Bethany tilted her head to the
side as she said his and Doc’s names over and over again. After a moment of
contemplation, she shook her head. “No, it’s impossible. It’s too cutesy that
you two rhyme like that. You have to find out what her actual name is. I can’t
possibly call you Brock and Doc. It’s like something out of a Disney movie.”


“Pretty
sure that’ll just make her like it more,” Brock said dryly, grunting as he did
another push-up. 


"Hm.
Good point. Okay, so we won't bring up that part. But seriously, you two have
been together for a week now and you still don't know her first name. She
doesn't want you to call her by her middle name. You don't think that's
weird?" 


It might
be a little weird, but Brock wasn't one to judge. He kind of liked the way
their names rhymed, not that he'd tell his sister that. Yeah it was cutesy but
Doc made him feel kind of cutesy. Not that he'd tell his sister that either.


"If
it wasn't weird before we got together, why would it be weird now?" he
asked, feeling a little impatient with his older sister.


Normally
gym time was ‘him’ time. He didn't have a workout buddy because he liked to
work out by himself and just let his mind rest. Not have to talk to anyone. Not
have to engage with anyone. 


"Because
now you're together," Bethany said, as if that explained
everything. "Shouldn't she be sharing things with you? Like her
name?"


"She
shares plenty with me," he replied, unable to stop the grin which spread
across his face. 


Bethany
snorted and wagged her finger at him. "I know exactly what you're implying
and you know that's not what I'm talking about. Unless... are you two just
having non-stop sex? Is that why you don't know her real name yet, because you
don't actually talk?"


"We
talk," he said, feeling a bit affronted. Was that really what his sister
thought of him? Finishing his push-ups he rolled onto his back and looked up at
her. Nope, that wasn't what she thought. She was just trying to get under his
skin so he'd do what she wanted.


For some
reason what she really wanted was to know Doc's first name. 


She'd
told Brock he could call her Harley, and he did sometimes when they were alone,
but he could tell she still wasn't super comfortable being referred to as
anything other than Doc. So that's what he called her when they weren't alone
in either his or her bedroom. He'd also told all his siblings they should keep
calling her Doc.


Everyone
except Bethany seemed fine with it. Which wasn't totally surprising. She was
definitely the nosiest of his siblings. 


Stretching
out his arms and legs, he started to do v-ups.


Tilting
her head at him, Bethany smirked, her blue eyes sparkling. "You like that
it rhymes, don't you?"


Sometimes
his sister knew him too well. 


"It
doesn't bother me the way it does you," he said, straining a little to
talk while he worked out his stomach muscles. 


"No,
but you actually liiiiiike it," she said with a
smirk. 


Fortunately,
he was saved from any further sisterly teasing when her phone started to play
the ringtone she'd assigned to Steele—Duran Duran's Hungry Like the
Wolf. His sister had a weird sense of humor. But she was also happy, and it
made him happy to see how she lit up at the sound of her mate calling
her. 


Giving
Brock a look that said she wasn't done interrogating him, she answered her
phone. 


"Hi
good-looking, what's shaking? Do you miss me already? I've only been out of
your sight for an hour." 


Snorting
a laugh, which hurt his stomach muscles, Brock could only shake his head.
Fortunately Steele found Bethany's antics and independent nature not just
attractive, but utterly desirable. He could hear Steele's resigned sigh and
knew the man was probably rubbing his forehead, the way he often did when
Bethany was feeling high-energy and sassy. 


"Yes,
light of my life, I'm perishing without your presence," Steele said dryly,
making Bethany giggle. "Now get your sweet ass over to my office and bring
your brother. Eli thinks he's found the skunks."


"On
our way," Bethany said, her smile dropping as she immediately turned
serious. Brock was already on his feet, ready to go. 


They'd
known Eli was looking into what had happened to the surfeit, but after over a
week of hearing nothing they'd started to think the group had just vanished. If
he'd found them and was calling Steele about it to talk to all of them right
now... well, Brock didn't think it could mean anything good. 


******


Doc
hurried into Steele's office, right on Jordan's heels. Apparently Steele had
called everyone in. His team leaders plus herself, Dr. Phil, and the entire
Bunson family. 


Seeing
Brock standing off to the side, leaning against the wall, she slipped over to
take the place next to him. He smiled slightly at her, just a small curve of
his lips, uncrossed his arms, holding one out so she could tuck herself
underneath. Leaning into him, she couldn't help but feel incredibly happy,
despite the circumstances of the meeting. 


She and
Brock had been together for about a week and almost everyone in the pack seemed
thrilled for them. Vivian and Lacy had taken no time at all telling Edith and
then the three of them had spread the gossip like wildfire. A few of the guys
Doc had gone on dates with seemed a little put out—and a few of the ladies
Brock had hooked up with were a bit pouty—but it wasn't like she or Brock cared
about their opinions. The opinions of those who did matter to them were
overwhelmingly positive. 


Bethany
had even said she wanted to have a ladies’ night soon, with her, Bailey, Doc,
and Jesse. Which definitely made Doc feel like one of the gang. 


Sure, she
didn't know if she and Brock would make it for the long haul, but things were
looking really, really good right now. She'd been a little worried because he'd
been so closed off before, but now he was definitely more demonstrative than
she'd ever expected. Cuddlier too, all the time. It was like, now that he had
permission to snuggle with her, he couldn't get enough of it. 


Kasim was
the last one through the door, his dark eyes shooting over to where Bailey was
standing behind Steele's desk, tucked between Bethany and Brady. Closing the
door behind him, he stayed in place there since there wasn't really anywhere
else he could stand. The whole office was pretty crowded with bodies now,
everyone murmuring conversations to each other. 


The other
Bunsons, including Jesse, were all behind Steele's desk. Brock was the only one
along the wall. Jordan, Jacqueline, Dr. Phil, and Steele's squad leaders,
Robert, Ana, and Kasim, took up pretty much all the space in front of it. 


Steele
was sitting behind his computer, ignoring everyone until Kasim closed the door.
Then he finally looked up and around at all of them, his dark eyes filled with
both worry and determination.


He'd
shaped his pack basically into a group of mercenaries. Everyone was expected to
work and contribute to the pack even if they weren't a soldier. The whole pack
was well trained, but he still worried every time they went on a mission—as a
good leader should. 


"All
right everyone, here's the situation," he said without preamble. Steele
wasn't the type to beat around the bush. "Eli's had contacts looking into
The Company for a while now, along with the information he gets from the
government. One of them uncovered a site where a large number of prisoners are
being held and experimented on. We're pretty sure they're trying to re-create
Montgomery's work."


All the
Bunsons growled, making everyone else shiver. Doc could feel the rumble through
Brock's body as he made the unnatural sound and it made all the hairs on her
body stand straight up. Her puma wanted to yowl back, unhappy with the odd
noise which it couldn't identify as belonging to any one animal. 


Ignoring
them, Steele continued. "Because of the large number of captives, Eli
wants as many squads as he can get on this. He's called in Raoul and Thor as
well. Jordan and Robert, you're going to stay here and guard home just in case
somehow The Company finds out we're on a mission. Everyone else's teams will be
coming with me. We're leaving here in three hours. We'll have dinner and sleep
at Lakewood tonight and roll out from there tomorrow morning." His eyes
flicked between her and Dr. Phil. "Doc, Dr. Phil, would you two be willing
to come with us? It's possible some of the skunk shifters may need medical
care."


"Of
course," said Dr. Phil.


"Absolutely."
Doc spoke nearly on top of him, even as she felt Brock tense beside
her. Yeah, he might not be happy about her coming, but there was no way
she was staying behind. She hadn't been able to get those empty houses out of
her head, if she could help then she wanted to. 


Besides,
this was going to be an interesting mission. Raoul was Eli's
cousin-by-marriage, one hundred percent human and a former soldier turned
mercenary. He got along with everyone. However, put Steele together in a room
with Thor, reindeer shifter and alpha extraordinaire of a pack to the north,
and suddenly everything turned into a testosterone-fueled contest. Thor's herd
lived further north but he ran it in a similar manner to how Steele had formed
his pack. The two of them were just too alike to do anything but butt
heads. 


The last
time they’d gotten together though, Steele hadn't been mated to a little
spitfire who enjoyed bursting egos like balloons. So this was going to be
interesting. 


The good
news was none of them let their egos get in the way of a mission and they were
all very good leaders of extremely capable teams.


"Ana,
Jacqueline, and Kasim, go inform your teams and get them packing. We'll meet in
the garage at four. That gives you just under two hours. Don't be late. Jordan,
Robert, stay here with me so we can go over protocol for while I'm away."


Chatter
immediately sprung up as Kasim reopened the door. To Doc's surprise, Brock
moved with her rather than staying behind with his siblings. She gave him a
little glance as they headed off down the hallway, his arm still slung over her
shoulder. 


"You
don't want to stay with your siblings?" she asked him as they walked down
the hall.


Brock
snorted. "Brady and Jesse are going to have a short argument about whether
or not she's coming too. Steele's already resigned himself to knowing Bethany
and Bailey are going to insist on going. I'm not particularly interested in
hanging out for either."


"Are
you going to argue with me about going?"


"No.
I'm just going to make sure you're safe while we're there." The almost
fierce way he said it touched her heart even as her puma sat up, a little
insulted that he thought she couldn't keep herself safe. The cat didn't understand,
even though Doc did. It was because he cared. 


True, he
was no Prince Charming, more like Prince Caveman sometimes... but she thought
she might prefer Prince Caveman. He made her feel safe and happy and loved for
who she was. 


Now they were
going to go rescue the skunks, come back home, and she could finish out the
happily-ever-after she was pretty sure she was on her way toward. Was it
guaranteed? No. But for the first time in forever, at least she had a
chance. 


And yes,
she did sing that last thought to herself.


******


Arriving at
Lakewood wasn't anything like what Brock had expected. 


Brice had
joined all of them and there had been a lot of happiness at being reunited with
him again. He'd taken one look at Brock and Doc together and given Brock a
little nod of understanding—he knew Brock wasn't going to be coming back to
Lakewood. Fortunately he didn't look particularly upset about it. 


He was
probably glad to get some separation from the family, do a little bit of
growing up on his own. Brock had to admit, as much as he liked having his
family around him all the time so he knew they were all okay, he'd also been
enjoying being a little less codependent. 


The
family dynamics weren't what was making their arrival odd though.


Nope, the
alpha dynamics were. 


Brock had
met Raoul, Eli's cousin-by-marriage before. He was a nice guy, a good soldier,
and pretty level-headed. They all said hi to him and everyone was chatting and
catching up when the alpha of the reindeer shifter herd came over to introduce
himself to Steele’s new mate. 


Thor actually
looked like a Norse God. He was a few inches shorter than Steele, but that
still made him taller than average, and with his presence it took a bit before
anyone even noticed he was a little shorter. With his muscular build, long
blond hair that touched his shoulders, and sparkling blue eyes, he'd made both
of Brock's sisters and Jesse stare when they first saw him. 


Fortunately
Doc didn't. Brock would have hated to have to pound an ally's face in. 


Of course,
she'd probably seen him before and had known what he looked like, but Brock
told himself he wasn't jealous.


He sure
as hell didn't want to act the way Steele was right now. Seeing Bethany's
reaction to Thor, he'd gotten aggressively alpha and possessive. It didn’t
help that Thor kept winking at Bethany either.


“Stop
winking at my mate,” Steele growled, pulling Bethany against him so firmly and
so quickly that her feet actually lifted off of the ground. She squeaked in
surprised outrage, elbowing Steele. 


“If she’s
your mate then why are you so worried about what I’m doing?” Thor asked,
winking at Bethany again. “She won’t be tempted.”


“I don’t
like you even trying,” Steele snapped. 


Shaking
his head, Thor tutted and gave Bethany a sympathetic look. “Wow, he really
doesn’t trust you sweetheart. That must be hard.”


As Steele
sputtered with outrage, Bethany had obviously had enough. Snorting, she pushed
away from her mate and gave herself a little shake. 


“You two
are fucking idiots,” she said, making Steele look suddenly sheepish and Thor
almost alarmed. That was probably not what he’d expected. She glared at Thor.
“I have a brain and can both think and talk for myself, thanks asshole.” As he
gaped at her, obviously in shock that his charm hadn’t impressed her, she
rounded on her mate. “And even though he’s being an ass, he’s also right. You
have nothing to worry about and you know it. So stop being a twit. You should
be smirking and lording it over him that you have someone as awesome as me for
your mate and rubbing his face in his envy, not getting all riled up over
nonexistent issues! Dumbass!”


She
stomped off, muttering under her breath. Mostly curses at men who were too
stupid to live. 


Beside
Brock, Doc was quietly cracking up, pressing her face into his side so no one
could hear her. 


Steele
and Thor exchanged a look.


“Still
want to flirt with her?” Steele asked dryly.


Thor
gestured with his hand, palm up and open. “No, no, she’s all yours. You know I
like my women sweet.”


He just
watched, shaking his head, as Steele stalked off after Bethany. 


“He
definitely won’t want anything to do with my sister then,” Brock murmured,
making Doc laugh even harder. Now that the drama was over they went over to
find out where they were sleeping that night. It wasn’t that hard to make sure
they got a room together, especially when Eli stopped by to say hi, looking
both surprised and pleased to see Brock with his arm around Doc. 


******


Full of
nervous energy, Doc practically bounced on the bed next to where Brock was
laying down rather than climbing into it like she normally would. Opening one
eye he gave her a look.


“We’re
supposed to be sleeping.” His voice was low, growly. Sexy.


“I’m all
hyped up,” she admitted. “I’m not sure I can fall asleep right away.”


To her
surprise, she suddenly found herself being yanked over on top of him. Since
they both slept naked, that meant her bare pussy was suddenly straddling a cock
that was quickly growing. She hadn’t been thinking about sex or been even the
least bit turned on… but she was now. 


“I can
help you sleep,” he said, a little smugly, as his hips lifted underneath her,
making her rock on top of his now fully hard dick. His eyes dropped to her
breasts and he lifted his hands to cup them, brushing his thumbs over her nipples
and teasing them to hardness. 


“With
your penis?” she asked, squirming a little, although not at all averse to the
suggestion.


Brock’s
grin was swift and incredibly attractive. “It’s a sleep-penis for sleepiness.”


Her jaw
dropped. “Did you just make a pun about your penis?”


Chuckling,
he pulled her down for a kiss, rather than answering. Doc let him. After all,
he was right. They’d had sex every night for the past… Well, every night since
they’d gotten together and she had to admit, she was sleeping better than ever.



Why break
a winning streak?


This was
the first time she’d been on top though, and she had to admit, she rather
enjoyed being in the position to tease. She rubbed her pussy over his cock,
making it slick and wet as her nails traced new paths down his chest. Although
neither of them left marks which would be easily visible—well, except the large
hickey she’d left on the side of his neck a couple of days ago after running
into one of his pouty ex-lovers being pouty—both of them had marks all over
their bodies. 


Her puma
very badly wanted to sink her teeth into Brock’s shoulder and give him the
mark. The mate mark. Doc wouldn’t let her though and she wasn’t about to bring
it up with Brock either. They’d only been together for about a week after all!
And it wasn’t like they’d gotten along great before that. So no mate bite. 


It was
way too soon.


Maybe
after the skunks had been successfully rescued. 


For now,
she and her puma contented themselves with clawing him up and wearing all the
hickeys he left on her breasts and stomach with pride. She didn’t miss the smug
look in his eyes as he ran his hands over the marks either. Which was part of
what gave her hope. Brock was just as possessive over her as she felt over him.



He rolled
her nipples between his fingers, making her moan and arch, pushing her breasts
out for more as the rest of his hands massaged her breasts. Damn he was good at
that. Even in this position, with her on top, she still somehow felt like he
was more in control of himself than she was of herself. 


Doc
wanted him inside of her. She wanted to ride him. To fill herself with him. 


And she
very quickly decided there was no point in denying herself in order to prove
she could take things slowly too. She didn’t particularly want to be slow—and
since she was on top, she might as well take what she wanted. 


Shifting
upward, she leaned forward into Brock’s hands, feeling the head of his dick
slide up the center of her pussy until it reached her entrance, and then she
slowly began to lower herself. They both moaned, his hips lifting slightly to
thrust into her. In this position he felt even larger than normal, her muscles
stretching to accommodate him. 


Letting
gravity do its work, she sank onto him, clenching around him with pleasure. 


“Fuck
yes…” He said, groaning as his hold on her breasts became firmer. He squeezed
the mounds, massaging them with strong fingers, and making her moan in turn as
he stimulated the sensitive flesh. 


Her hands
pressed on his hard chest, her nails dug in as she moved, sliding up and down
the thick shaft of his cock. Doc arched and her muscles flexed, her pussy
squeezing him with every rise and fall of her body. It felt so fucking good. 


She moved
harder, faster, panting as her pleasure began to climb. The urge to bite him
was growing, but she pushed her puma back. This was just for pleasure. The cat
wasn’t entirely happy but it didn’t argue either, too caught up in the sensual
heat of the moment to be overly pushy.


“Oh
yeah…. Fucking ride me, baby,” he said, his hands sliding down her sides to
grip her ass. He helped her move atop him, her pussy becoming slicker, hotter
as she rubbed her sensitive lips against his groin. Her swollen clit pulsed
between their bodies as she began to grind and bounce on his cock, both of them
moving together in a hot rhythm that drove her straight toward ecstasy. 


“Brock…
oh fuck… Brock…”


“That’s
it baby, fuck I can feel your pussy squeezing my cock…” He jerked beneath her
and Doc found herself becoming even more turned on as he spoke. Who knew Brock
could be such a dirty talker? It was fucking sexy. “Oh fuck yes, that feels so
good… your pussy is so hot… so wet… fucking hell… I’m gonna cum… fuck…”


His
fingers dug into the soft flesh of her ass and Doc threw back her head, crying
out in sheer erotic bliss as Brock surged inside of her. His cock throbbed
against her walls, each pulse of his orgasm filling her with hot liquid and
making her writhe with the intense intimacy of climaxing with him. Still
swiveling her hips, her swollen clit pulsed with him, each wave of her own
orgasm making her clench and shudder with pleasure. 


“Fucking
hell…” he said hoarsely as she slumped on top of him. 


Doc let
out a contented sigh, her body growing lax with sexual repletion. 


“Mmmm…” she
said agreeably, rubbing her nose in his chest hair. 


Brock
might have a point about his magic sleep-penis. 


Muscular
arms slid up her body, cradling her. Fingers slid into her hair. Her puma
purred. 


This was
perfection. 











Chapter 11


The enemy
never saw them coming.


Brock
didn’t know where Eli had gotten his information from, but it was definitely
reliable.


The
compound where the captives had been reported was large and there was plenty of
manpower on it, but somehow Eli’s source had been able to give them all the
information they needed for a surprise attack. Not just information on where
the guards would be located and when they made their rounds, but where the
cameras were, where the fail safes were, and how many non-combatants were
working there. The only thing they hadn’t been able to tell Eli was exactly how
many captives were there or exactly what was being done to them.


He
suspected that, somehow, Eli had managed to get a mole within The Company. Brock
wasn't sure how he felt about that. Could they really trust someone willing to
turn on their own side?


So far
the answer was yes, but the hair on the back of his neck was tingling with
nerves. It was hard to trust things would stay this way. 


The teams
were all moving together, hitting the compound from every available direction.
Eli was directing teams—including Brice—on the North side, Steele and Brock and
others came in from the East while Thor led those moving in on the West, and
Raoul was in charge of the South. All four sides had a mix of humans and
shifters, although not all of the shifters had shifted. Brock was one of those
who hadn't because his white fur would stand out in the darkness. 


They hit
when the guards were changing over shifts.


It meant
there were more soldiers to fight in the initial wave, but that also meant
there were fewer soldiers inside the warehouse and they were all being caught by
the element of surprise. The hope was to move fast enough to take out two sets
of the guards and get inside ASAP. 


There was
no way to get inside and save the skunk shifters without a full-on assault, so
the best they could do was engage the maximum amount of people and hope the
captives could hold on until they could be rescued. With the guards changing
shifts right now, the number of people inside with the captives should be at
its lowest.


Screams.


Snarls.


Shots
fired. 


Howls.


Some of
the guards shifted when they realized they were under attack. Fucking assholes,
betraying their own kind. Now that the fight was started, Brock shifted before
literally vaulting over the heads of two of Raoul's soldiers to take on the
grizzly bear that had just shifted in front of them. The bear let out a noise
of shock that would have been almost comical if not for the situation. His
bugaboo was thrilled to be let out, doing what it did best.


Bunny
paws weren't good for grappling like bear paws, but the bear was even more
shocked when he wrapped his arms around Brock and hit nothing but turtle shell
underneath the fluffy fur. Snarling, Brock bunched his back paws and
kicked. 


The
bear's claws scraped over Brock's shell as the other creature went flying,
hitting the wall behind him with a solid thud. The bear whimpered, shuddered,
and went still. Probably not dead, but knocked unconscious was good enough for
now, especially because two of Eli's men went hurrying over to secure the
shifter.


As usual,
Eli wanted prisoners. Raoul’s men were armed with both silver bullets and
tranqs.


Turning,
Brock bounded into the fray, ready to take down more of the bad guys, his
bugaboo feeling savage. 


He was
just glad Doc had to stay back until they had a clear path inside. It meant he
could wreak havoc without having to worry about whether or not she was
safe. 


******


Although
Doc understood why she was being held back, she didn't like it and neither did
her puma. They both wanted to battle. 


She
couldn't really complain though because she wasn't exactly alone. Eli and Kasim
were right by her side, along with Kasim's squad, Dr. Tran, Dr. Phil, Jesse,
Bethany, Bailey, and the petite and beautiful Pudu deer-jaguar shifter hybrid
Jesse had met the last time she'd been at Lakewood, Kiara. She was now in
training to be a field medic and had been allowed to come along. All of them
were shifters who could cause mayhem and murder, just like Doc. 


But that
wasn't their job. 


They were
focused on getting into the building, not on the battle around
it.


And
despite the fact she was a puma, Dr. Phil a polar bear, and Dr. Tran a tiger,
none of them were planning on shifting unless they absolutely had to. It was a
lot easier to carry their medical supplies with actual hands. That was why
they'd have Kasim's team and the hybrid shifters with them. 


She was
pretty sure Eli would be going in with them as well, although he hadn't
specifically stated so. Even though he wanted to be where he could see
everything going on, his feelings of responsibility to shifters as a whole ran
deep. Especially since finding out how heavily involved his own brother was with
The Company... possibly even in charge of it. 


"There,"
Kasim said suddenly, his hand coming up to point at a space clearing up in
front of the building. "Let's go. Doctors, stay in the center of us. Jesse
and Bailey, you're the scouts—do not engage, come back to let
us know if you find more guards."


Jesse
nodded but Bailey didn't say anything before she shifted and took off, a small
white blur heading through the combatants and to the entrance. Doc couldn't see
Jesse because the rest of them had already started to move. Although Kasim
shifted, Eli stayed in human form, but like Doc thought he would, he came with
them. 


She saw a
glimpse of one of the Bunson brothers fighting as they hurried through the
melee, but she wasn't sure whether or not it was Brock. There were too many
people on all sides, grappling and fighting—for the most part no one was
shooting anymore because it was nearly impossible to hit the correct target
with the way everyone was moving and bunched together. The risk of friendly
fire was incredibly high.


Which
also made it safe for her group as they went through, following Bailey and
Jesse into the building. Seeing their trajectory, a few of the bad guys tried
to come and intercept them but were easily dealt with by Kasim and his team. Not
many seemed to want to take on a lion that weighed half a ton. 


The
entrance they used led straight into a hallway which was basically empty. Those
in human form—or who were human—checked each of the rooms as they passed them,
just in case. When they reached the end of the hallway, Jesse's squirrel was
coming back down one of the cross halls, moving quickly but she didn't look
panicked. 


She
chittered at them as she passed, not at all interested in the direction she'd
just come from which probably meant it was the wrong one. They turned down the
hall she was now headed down, and Bailey appeared at the end of it before
taking off again. 


The two
of them were very small; hopefully they'd go unnoticed. 


The
sounds of the violence outside were muffled but audible to Doc's ears and she
could only hope Brock and the others were doing okay. 


When the
screaming started, it took her a moment to realize it wasn't coming from
outside... it was coming from down the hall. 


Kasim let
out a growl, bounding forward as Bethany shifted and leapt after him. Everyone
else broke into a run following them, hitting the double doors at the end of
the hallway and right into hell. 


******


Seeing
Kasim's team go by, Brock knew Doc would be right at the center. Protected. He
ferociously tore out the throat of a bad guy wolf shifter who looked like he
was about to move toward them. 


Protect!
Kill! Protect! Kill!


Yeah, his
bugaboo was more than a little riled up, but Brock was right there with him. 


He could
see Brady taking on several wolf shifters who were trying to work together to
bring him down, the same way wolves would with a larger animal in the wild.
Brock was about to jump over and help when an actual freaking moose shifter
suddenly ran through, using his very large rack to toss the wolves in the air.
Probably one of Thor's herd—Doc had told him that Thor had a few moose, elk,
and other deer mixed in with his reindeer. And Brock definitely didn't remember
any moose at Lakewood. 


Turning,
he realized they were winning. The bad guys were either dying or beginning to
surrender. 


Which
meant he had no qualms about turning and heading into the building, only a few
minutes after Eli, Kasim, Doc, and the others. He wanted to help in there.


Plus, if
there was another Dr. Montgomery situation, maybe they'd actually get to kill
the doctors this time. Right now Dr. Montgomery was actually helping with
saving smaller shifters who were dying from the diseases which ravaged them. It
was the only reason he wasn't dead. But if there were more doctors doing
experiments... well, Eli only needed one, right? Dr. Montgomery was using the
research he'd done on the Bunsons to save the small shifters, so they didn't
need more like him. 


Kill!


Exactly. 


Unsurprisingly,
he felt a presence at his back as he hopped over to the door, and he
immediately knew it was Brady. Another large white shadow came up out of the
darkness—Brice. 


Since
Brady was the oldest, and the unofficial leader, Brock inwardly sighed and let
him go in first. It was his mate in there after all. Following right behind
him, Brock knew Brice would take up the rear position and guard their backs.
Not that their backs needed a ton of guarding—their turtle shells were pretty
much impervious to just about everything. Even silver bullets only dinged
them. 


They
heard the screaming as soon as they got inside... and began running towards the
sound. Down the hall, to the right, and down that hall and straight through
double doors that were barely big enough for them to squeeze their big, furry
bodies through... and right into another battle that was raging. 


The room
was huge and filled with lab equipment. There were bodes everywhere—on the
beds, on the floor… children were screaming in the corner where they were being
guarded by some unarmed, grim-faced adults, Jesse's squirrel, and the tiniest
deer he'd ever seen. The coppery smell of blood was thick, and underneath it
was an even nastier smell… something sick and unnatural, like an infected wound
left to putrefy. There were shifters battling all over the room, not just Eli
and Kasim and Kasim's team, but another polar bear which must be Dr. Phil, a
tiger that had to be Dr. Tran, and a very pretty puma whom he immediately
recognized.


She was
bleeding down her flank as the panther she was fighting lunged at her again...
and Brock's bugaboo went berserk.


Launching
himself at the panther with an almighty roar, the shifter saw him coming and
tried to change course to avoid him to no avail. Brock’s much larger body slammed
into the cat and it went sprawling across the room and slammed into the wall.
Very much like the bear shifter he’d kicked earlier. Unlike the bear shifter
though, Brock’s bugaboo wasn’t in the mood to give this fucker any mercy.


He
followed after it, landing on top of it and crushing it under his weight before
raking his claws over its body.


The
shifter had already gone still, but that didn’t stop Brock from doing it again.
Just to make sure. It was going to be a bloody, messy corpse by the time his bugaboo
was done with it. The only thing that stopped him from completely shredding it
was looking up to see Doc had already turned back into human form and was
tiredly limping over to what must be the huddle of skunk shifters in the
corner, her bag in her hand.


Crazy
woman! Didn’t she see the fight still going on around her? Brock ignored the
fact that no one was paying any attention to her—the bad guys were all losing
to Eli and the others and they knew it. Hopping off the destroyed body of the
panther shifter, Brock bounded after her, ignoring the way his fluffy paws
squished as he went.


His
underside was covered in blood, but that was okay. Once he turned back into a
human he’d be able to wash it off easily enough.


******


Ouch…
ouch… Damn but her hip hurt. Shifting twice in such a short
amount of time wasn’t doing her any favors either, it used up energy which
could have gone to helping her heal… but she couldn’t check over the injured
skunk shifters in puma form. Inside her head her cat was sulking a little at
not being able to finish out the battle, but she also understood the cubs
needed to be looked after.


Out of
the corner of her eye she could see Brock hopping alongside her, literally
guarding her body by keeping his large, fluffy, blood-stained bulk between her
and the rest of the room. Not that it was probably even really necessary.
Bailey and Jesse were wreaking havoc in the manner only tiny predator shifters
who were hard to see and impossible to catch could, and with the addition of
the Bunson brothers the tide had shifted for the rest of the fighters.


Which was
good. When they’d come into the room, the workers and guards had already
started killing the captives. A lot of them were drugged but had still been
trying to fight back. She had a feeling they’d all been herded into this room
together once the attack had started to make it both easier to guard them and
easier to kill them all at once. Bastards.


“Hello,
it’s okay, I’m here to help,” she said soothingly as she approached. Kiara—who
was seriously ridiculously cute in her pudu deer form as long as her mouth was
closed, and her sharp jaguar teeth weren’t showing—trotted over to rub her head
against Doc’s bare leg. The adults who had put themselves between the children
and the violence relaxed slightly.


Kiara had
been helping them after all, and if she thought Doc was okay…


“Is
anyone injured?” Doc asked, setting down her bag and pretending there totally
wasn’t a battle winding down behind her. Or a massive, bunny-bear hybrid. The
skunks seemed more than a little unnerved by Brock’s close presence.


Seeing
her pulling bandages out of her bag helped to break the ice a little,
especially when Kiara shifted back into human form and began helping her. Doc
did her best not to notice how gorgeous and petite Kiara was... no point in
comparing herself even if she did feel awkwardly large next to the graceful
deer shifter. The adults with defensive wounds moved forward, looking relieved
although still a bit wary. Doc didn’t blame them, she doubted they would be
very trusting of anyone right now.


The
sounds of fighting abruptly cut off, which she took to mean the bad guys had
all surrendered rather than fight to the death. Ignoring it, she focused on the
people in front of her, trying to get as much information out of them as she
could.


There was
an older man who seemed to be the leader, probably in his fifties with salt and
pepper hair that really did look kind of like a skunk’s, and he stayed right
beside each person as she treated them, answering her questions. He introduced
himself as Riggs.


"They
killed everyone they were running experiments on," he said, sounding tired
and sad. "Those whom the experiments didn’t kill… well, they were already
dead when the soldiers herded us in here. I—we—don't know exactly what they
were trying to do. I do know it wasn't working. They were angry. They kept
saying 'it' could be done but they never talked about exactly what 'it'
was."


Doc knew.
She glanced at Kiara, who was bandaging the scrapes on a woman's hand. They had
been trying to replicate Dr. Montgomery's work—and it sounded like they'd
failed, which was good. The doctor had kept a lot of his research and data in
his head. It was the reason he was still alive, since his work could save lives
and so Eli let him continue to live as long as he continued to help. She wasn't
surprised The Company was trying to reproduce his results, or that they were
failing. 


The man
was insane and utterly lacking in morals, but apparently he was also a genius.
One who would remain locked up for the rest of his life... and he didn't get
second chances. Any attempt at escape or a rescue, and there was an immediate
kill order. 


"So
no one here has been injected with anything or used in their experiments?"
she asked. 


"No,"
Riggs said, but there was an odd note in his voice which made her frown at him
and when she looked up, she saw his eyes flicking over towards a pile of crates
about ten yards away. 


Frowning,
she turned and looked at the crates. There was a tiny space between two of them
on the bottom—resting less than half a foot apart—and in that dark little nook
she saw something move. Her puma, which had been pacing but mostly relaxed
since the fighting stopped, immediately went on alert for danger. 


"What's
over there?" Doc asked, her voice a little sharp. Were the skunk shifters
seriously trying to hide something dangerous from them?


"It's
nothing," Riggs said as Doc got up. He made a move to grab her, but there
was suddenly a very large, bloody, fluffy bunny right next to her growling and
the man fell back with a startled shriek. Doc ignored him, totally focused on
whatever was behind those crates.


As she
slowly moved closer, Brock came beside her, making disgruntled unhappy
noises... but she quickly realized whatever she'd seen move wasn't behind the
crates like she'd originally thought. No, she wasn't seeing the movement of
something larger that needed the crates to hide, she was seeing something tiny
that actually fit into that narrow space between the crates.


"What
the..." Her voice trailed off as she knelt down a few feet away. 


Brock's
big bunny-bear also seemed to have realized whatever was over here was unlikely
to be a real threat to either of them. 


"You
should stay away from it," Riggs said, almost sounding desperate. "It's
dangerous."


"Shut
him up please, dear," she murmured at Brock. The bunny-bear turned around
and snarled, hopping closer to the skunks who immediately shrank back and
quieted down. 


Sill
ignoring them, Doc crouched down even further, trying to make herself as small
as possible. 


"Hello,"
she said softly, reaching out her hand across the space between her and the
crates. "Can you come out?" 


To her
utter horror, a baby skunk came out of the dark space, crying with tiny little
noises that should have melted the hardest of hearts. It was so unused to
walking on four legs, it fell forward, bumping its nose before continuing
forward cautiously.


"Doctor!
Don't—argh!" Whatever Riggs was about to say was abruptly cut off, but
just his voice made the baby skunk cringe and look like it was about to run
back into its safe space. 


"Come
here baby," she whispered, her eyes filling up with tears at the sight of
the frightened, helpless child. Shifters weren't supposed to be able to shift
this young. He or she must have been so absolutely terrified that the shift
forced itself for protection. "You're safe, I promise you; I will keep you
safe."


The baby
skunk made another crying sound and managed to come forward, reaching her hand
and tentatively rubbing against it. Doc crooned, petting the frightened baby,
coaxing it closer until she could scoop it up in her arms. It snuggled in
against her, whining and squirming to try to get closer to her. Her puma was
instantly smitten with the funny little creature, recognizing a wayward soul in
need of protection and love. 


Absolutely
furious, she whirled around and glared at Riggs—who was currently being held by
the throat with the bloody hand of her incredibly sexy and amazing boyfriend.
Nope, definitely no Prince Charming. He was definitely the Beast, and she loved
him for it.


Yup, she
said the L-word to herself in her head and this might not be the best time for
that, but she had to admit she really liked seeing Riggs being strangled right
now. 


Cradling
the baby skunk against her chest, she stalked closer to Riggs, who was clawing
at Brock's hand. 


"You
let a child go unprotected?! What the hell is wrong with
you?" she snapped. Immediately, the skunk started shivering, and she
stroked its back, trying to hold onto her temper. Her puma was torn between
wanting to rip off Riggs' face and reassuring the baby. 


"Something's
wrong with her," Riggs managed to gasp out. "They did something to
her."


Doc
barely managed to keep herself from kicking him in the nuts. "She's
a child! You ass!"


To her
utter fury, Riggs didn't even look a little bit repentant. Some of the other
skunk shifters looked a little ashamed though, when she turned her glare on
them. They blushed or looked away, unable to meet her gaze. 


"You
should all be ashamed of yourselves," she hissed at them. "How old is
she? Where are her parents?"


"She's
eight," one of the women whispered. 


"Quiet,
Jo—argh!" Riggs' order was cut off again as Brock tightened his grip. Doc
didn't bother to rebuke him. She kept her gaze trained on the woman who had
just spoken. 


The woman
bit her lip, glanced at Riggs, and then looked over at the dead bodies of skunk
shifters who had been experimented on and killed. Damn it. The baby was
orphaned, on top of everything else. Fury coiled in Doc’s chest.


"And
why did you all let a child—a child who had just been experimented on no less,
one of your own, an eight year old who was so terrified she actually managed to
shift—be completely unprotected?" 


The shame
coming off of most of the group was palpable. 


Most of
them. 


"Because
she's unnatural," said an older woman, about the same age as Riggs,
straightening up. Doc snarled at her, her puma coming through and the woman
shrank back. 


"You're unnatural,"
Doc snapped. "And in case you hadn't noticed, several 'unnatural'
creatures helped save your sorry asses. Which you didn't deserve considering
how willing you were to throw a child to her death just for being different.
And we'd do it again, even though we now know you don't deserve it. So chew on
that, Cruella."


The woman
opened her mouth and then closed it, looking at a loss for words. Good, maybe
she'd realized just how much of a twatwaffle she was being. A sudden ripple
went through the small cluster of skunks, like a school of fish reacting to the
approach of a predator.


"Some
good points, Doc," said Eli, his voice cool and calm as he came up beside
her. He looked around at the shifters, the very embodiment of stern authority,
making Riggs pale in comparison. "Congratulations, you're rescued. You're
all also under arrest for child endangerment."


This
pronouncement was met with a lot of pointing fingers—most of them pointing at
Riggs. At Eli's gesture, his soldiers were already moving to start herding the
skunk shifters out of the building to take them back to Lakewood. Doc turned
away from the group of assholes, stroking the baby skunk’s fur. She seemed to
have actually fallen asleep in Doc's arms. 


"Take
her to go get checked out with Dr. Tran, between the two of you I’m sure you
can figure out what they did to her," Eli said in a low voice, patting Doc
on the shoulder. He glanced down at her hip, which was still bleeding
sluggishly. Of course, now that she was reminded it was there, it started to
hurt a lot more. "And yourself, too. The rest of them look like they're
doing just fine."


"Thanks,"
she said, happy to get away from the group of assholes.











Chapter 12


As Doc
walked off with the skunklet in her arms, Brock kept his hold on Chief
Butthead. The man could breathe, but barely. 


"Let...
me... go..." It was obvious he was trying to sound authoritative but
mostly he just sounded like he was gargling.


Brock
grinned at him, pulling him closer and enjoying the way the man's eyes widened
with fear. "Sorry asshole, I'm one of those unnatural creatures.
And just like the little skunk you abandoned, I didn't have a choice about it.
So, you'll have to excuse me if I don't feel like listening to you right
now."


"As
much as I sympathize with your position, I do need you to let him go," Eli
said dryly, making a motion to one of the other guys to come take the skunk
shifter off Brock's hands. The older man looked relieved to be led away,
massaging his throat as he went. "We'll deal with him back at
Lakewood."


"What
are you going to do with the kids?" Brock asked. None of them were being
separated from their parents but they all looked upset after hearing the adults
were being arrested and a few were crying. 


Eli
sighed. "As much as I would like to make an example of all of them, it
sounds like they were put in a hard position. Protect their own or be shut out
of the surfeit’s protection entirely. The ones with kids are going to get a lot
more leniency from me than the others. Integrating with the rest of society
will be good for them, now that they can."


Grunting,
Brock watched them all being led away. He wasn't feeling super sympathetic for
any of them except the kids.


"I
want to keep exploring," Eli said, catching his eye. He tilted his head in
invitation. "Come with me?"


As much
as Brock wanted to go find Doc and see what was going on with the little girl
skunk, he knew they would be safe. Scouting out the rest of the building and
seeing if there was any more helpful information here was too important to
ignore. "Sure, let's go."


On their
way out of the room they also picked up Tomas, one of Eli's team leaders and a
grizzly shifter, and Brice to go with them. Everyone else was either taking
care of the wounded, rounding up the skunk shifters, the prisoners, or the
bodies of the fallen. Brock was not particularly sad to leave the room and its
stench of sickness and death, especially since Doc had already gone back
outside. 


The first
four rooms they searched were empty other than the furniture, it was in the
fifth room that something finally happened.


Unlike
the other rooms, which were set up like labs, this one looked more like a
command station. There were computers set up around the room, file cabinets,
desks, and a huge projector screen on the far wall. The walls were painted a
boring grey and there wasn't even a motivational poster to break up the
monotony. Less than thirty seconds after they entered the room, the projector
screen flickered to life. 


All four
men immediately jumped into action, spinning so their backs were all together
and no side was left blind. Eli was left facing the screen while Brock and
Brice were on either side of him and Tomas guarded Eli's back. Just in case it
was a trap. 


"Hello,
little brother."


Brock
recognized the voice immediately and he tensed—beside him he could feel Eli
doing the same. The last time he'd heard that voice he'd been half-delirious
with pain while being dragged through the forest by the traitor and his former
teammate, Joe. His bugaboo growled in his head, hackles raising. Not turning to
see the screen and actually look the man in the face was a struggle,
but he wasn't going to let himself be distracted. 


"Aiden,"
Eli said coldly. "What do you want?"


"Can't
I just want to say hello to my baby brother?" Aiden asked. He sounded
cheerful. Fucking psycho. 


"No."


"Eli,
we should get out of here," Tomas said. "This is probably a trap.
He's trying to stall us."


"Oh
don't worry," Aiden said, his cheerful tone turning slightly sinister. It
grated on the senses, like carousal music being played in a minor key.
"I'm not going to kill you now, Eli. That would ruin the fun. I just
wanted to see your face when you realized this facility is totally worthless. A
good distraction though, isn't it? I knew you'd come rushing in, even for
useless skunks. You take your leadership role sooooo seriously. Too bad you
fell for it. This isn't where the real prize is."


Suddenly,
Eli whirled around, making Brock jerk towards him at the abrupt movement. He
stalked away from the screen where his brother was still gloating. Barely
glancing at Aiden—he looked so much like Eli it was disconcerting, Brock turned
to follow his leader.


"Hey,
I'm not done talking to you! Eliiiiii..." 


The door
slammed shut behind them, thanks to Brice. Eli continued stalking down the
hall, moving fast.


"Eli?
What's wrong?" Tomas asked, jogging slightly to catch up to the irate
polar bear shifter.


"He
said this was a distraction," Eli growled, his pace increasing. "So
what was he distracting us from?"


The real
prize.


Lakewood.


Dr.
Montgomery.


The
bugaboo let out an unholy roar.


******


After
slathering some antibiotic on Doc's hip and checking to make sure the cut
wasn't deep enough to require stitches (which was pretty rare for shifters,
since they usually healed fast enough usually only lasted a day or two at
most), Dr. Tran turned her attention to the baby skunk. The tiny shifter had
remained fast sleep while Doc was being looked over, so it was pretty easy.
She’d even slept through her vaccine shot.


“She
seems healthy,” Dr. Tran said, gently touching the baby shifter with gentle
fingers. Even though Doc had been told the little girl was eight, she was so
tiny that it was hard to think of her as anything but a baby. 


The cars
had been pulled up next to the facility into a large semi-circle and both
prisoners and the skunk shifters were being loaded into them. Although she
supposed the skunk shifters were now effectively prisoners too. She doubted Eli
would actually imprison any of them—except maybe Riggs as an example, which he
richly deserved. What kind of leader left a child to die just because she was a
little different?!


“Hmm…
interesting,” Dr. Tran said as she peeled back the skunk’s lip. “These… do
these look like viper fangs to you?”


“What?”
Doc leaned forward to get a better look. As both of them bent over the baby,
for the first time she could smell just a hint of the dusty, musty scent of
snake. Then she saw the teeth Dr. Tran was referring to… definitely not skunk
teeth. “Oh my goodness… do you think they actually managed to replicate Dr.
Montgomery’s work? Is that why she shifted?”


Dr. Tran
worried her lower lip between her teeth as she straightened up, looking up at
the night sky in thought. “We need their notes.”


Doc
started to stand, and sank back down again as the little skunk sighed and
squirmed. She couldn’t go running back into the building with the baby… but she
didn’t want to hand off the little creature to someone else either. Was it
possible to get attached so quickly?


As the
small, furry body snuggled in and her puma's purr began to sound like a
lawnmower in her head, she knew that yes… yes it was.


Ohana. It
means family. It means no one gets left behind. 


Man she
was so fucked.


“I’ll go
let Eli know,” Dr. Tran said. “If they were able to duplicate some of
Montgomery’s work, we can’t leave anything behind and we need to make sure they
didn’t send anything out.”


Because
otherwise The Company might become unstoppable, able to turn humans into
shifters and shifters into crazy hybrids, and their goals were definitely not
aimed at anything good. Doc hugged the sleeping skunk—dammit, she really needed
to find out the little shifter’s name—closer. Poor little thing. The baby
snuggled in closer, sighing in happiness. She seemed to know she was safe and
protected now.


Yeah, Doc
definitely wasn’t going to be able to just put her down or pass her off to go
back into the building. She was already feeling more than a little attached,
which might not be a good thing. Her puma growled in her head at the idea of
anyone trying to come between her and the abandoned child.


Definitely
more than a little attached.


Dr. Tran
was almost at the building when Eli came storming out, Tomas, Brock, and Brice
hard on his heels. As Dr. Tran skidded to a stop in front of Eli, he came to a
halt as well, although Doc could tell by his body language that he was more
than a little impatient—as were the other shifters. When he realized exactly
what Dr. Tran was saying to him, he focused on her pretty quickly, and then he
looked torn. 


Looking
up at the sky, as if appealing the heavens for answers—or maybe patience—Eli
shook his head. Then he refocused on Dr. Tran and turned to Tomas and started
barking out orders. 


Doc
watched as Dr. Tran and Tomas headed toward the main compound building,
gesturing and calling over some of the other soldiers to join them, while Eli
hightailed it over to his vehicle. Seeing her, Brock changed course and headed
straight for her, his expression serious. 


"What's
going on?" she asked, keeping her voice low so as not to disturb the
little skunk still slumbering in her arms. 


"We
think this might have been a distraction to draw us out of Lakewood,"
Brock said, looking grim. "Eli's brother showed up on one of the monitors
for a live streamed chat and he taunted us about taking this worthless facility
and losing the real prize. I think maybe they were going for Montgomery."


Even as
her worry and concern for the others at Lakewood rose, Doc couldn't help but
feel a thin sliver of triumph. 


"He
doesn't know," she whispered.


"Doesn't
know what?" asked Brock, obviously confused since he had no idea what she
could be talking about.


Doc
looked up at him and hefted the baby in her arms. "Something they did on
this little one was successful."


Immediately
Brock's expression cleared as he realized that the facility must not have been
able to get word out to Aiden. Which meant whatever Dr. Tran, Tomas, and the
others recovered from inside hadn't been sent on to The Company. Otherwise,
Aiden wouldn't have thought the research being done there worthless. He hadn't
expected them to succeed—and hadn't been informed when they had. 


"Is
that why she's still in that form?" Brock asked, peering curiously down at
the skunk's small form.


Doc
noticed he didn't reach out to touch the baby and she felt her heart sink a little.
She and her puma already considered the little skunk hers, she realized. But
how would Brock feel about that? They’d just started dating, could she really
ask him to date a suddenly single mother? But she wanted to keep the baby skunk
already. 


She shook
the feelings away, because she was already getting ahead of herself. She didn't
even know if she'd be allowed to keep the little girl, even if her heart was
already crying out to. 


"Maybe.
Although it also might just be because her animal still feels the need to
protect her. It's unlikely she has any control over her shift, which means it
will be up to her skunk when she shifts back." Poor little thing. 


Brock
didn't get the chance to ask any more questions because Eli was already
shouting for everyone to load up. As he passed by, Brock caught his eye and Eli
shook his head. 


"No
one's answering their damned phones, I don't know what's going on," he
said, his voice clipped and curt. "We're moving out, now, except
for those with Dr. Tran. And we're all going back to Lakewood."


Hugging
the little skunk shifter close, Doc felt her heart constrict. No one was
picking up at Lakewood at all?!


******


Lakewood
was... not in devastation exactly, but it wasn't pretty. There had obviously
been a lot of fighting because Lakewood had definitely not been left
undefended. Which was precisely why Eli had called in extra backup to go rescue
the skunks.


As smart
as Aiden was, he either didn't really understand exactly how well connected his
brother was or he thought his brother wouldn't ask for help for some reason.
Maybe because Aiden wouldn't ask for help if he needed it? He was clearly a
sociopath and narcissist. 


They
still hadn't been able to get any calls through—somehow The Company had jammed
the cell phones on site and cut the landlines—so the first they had any clue
about what was happening at Lakewood was smoke curling above the trees as they
drove up the long road. Leaning forward in the passenger seat, Bethany had
started cursing up a storm when she'd first caught sight of it. 


Eli had
pulled everyone off the road about a mile away and spread out through the
woods, coming in cautiously because they had no idea what was going on. 


The fight
was already over though, and The Company hadn't exactly lost but they hadn't
exactly won either.


The
Bunson siblings and their mates all stood around a headless corpse in the
middle of the parking lot, still dressed in a lab coat. Their emotions were
scattered. Anger. Frustration. A sense of having something snatched away from
them. But also a sense of peace.


Inside
his head his bugaboo was calm, almost serene. The fight was over, the bad guys
defeated for now, the creature was happy with their night's work. Especially
with this particular corpse laying at their feet, even if they hadn't been the
ones to put it there.


A few
feet away, Eli was receiving an explanation from Gunnar, the alligator shifter
who had made the kill. He was injured but standing, refusing to sit down or go
inside until he'd made his report to his alpha—much to the muttered
consternation of the nurse who was doing her best to patch him up.


"They
focused all their attention on getting to him, it was a direct assault,"
Gunnar said, gesturing to the body. "Once they hit the basement door I
knew we weren't going to be able to hold them off, not if they were really
determined. Take a lot of them with us? Sure, but eventually they'd break
through. So I took the kill shot then. They came through, and man they were
pissed when they saw him down, but they just chopped off the head and
retreated. Didn't seem to care much about the rest of us."


Brock
looked up as he heard Eli sigh. The alpha looked both relieved and
disappointed. 


"You
did the right thing," Eli said, clapping Gunnar on his uninjured arm. The
grumpy alligator looked relieved. 


Considering
how valuable Dr. Montgomery had been when it came to the vaccines and
especially to curing any smaller shifters who were already sick, Brock supposed
he understood the disappointed side of Eli. Tilting his head, he looked down at
the body again. Mostly he was just pissed he hadn't been the one to do
it. 


"Seems
anticlimactic," grumbled Bethany, kicking the dead man's foot.


"Bethany,"
Steele snapped as he yanked her away from the corpse. "Don't play with the
dead body."


She
rolled her eyes. "I was kicking it, not playing with it. Did you think I
was about to do a puppet show or something?"


Looking
up, Brock saw that Thor had been passing by close enough to hear Bethany's
statement and was now eyeing her warily. He couldn't help but smirk at the
reindeer shifter's consternation. Since there were several women in the herd
who were obviously soldiers he wasn't entirely sure why Thor was so taken aback
by Bethany. Maybe because she obviously hadn't been charmed by him. Or maybe it
was the bunny thing. Or maybe just because she was so petite and delicate
looking. 


"Are
we all really needed here?" Brock asked. He wanted to go find Doc and see
how she and the little girl skunk were doing. Since Lakewood had been cleared,
Doc had said she was going to take the skunk baby back to the room she and
Brock had shared last night so she could be away from the noise and dead
bodies. The rest of the skunks had already been taken inside to a large room
where they were being well-guarded—not that any of them seemed particularly
brave or violent.


Steele
looked up at him and then glanced around and shrugged. "I don't think
so." He looked down at the body. "Montgomery's not getting any
deader. If you're done staring at him, I don't see why you can't go get some
shuteye."


"We
could always try to make him deader," Brady suggested, and Jesse made a
little gagging noise from where she was standing under his arm. Looking a
little rueful, Brady pulled her in closer. "Maybe not."


"I
wonder why they took the head," Brice mused. "Proof of death
maybe?"


"Ew,"
said Bailey, delicately wrinkling her nose. 


Yeah,
obviously they didn't really need him here if this was all they were going to
talk about. "I'm going to go to my room."


"Okay,"
said Bethany, leaning over to hug him. "Have a good night. Don't
traumatize skunk-baby by doing the nasty with Doc in front of her."


"As
if I would," Brock said, growling a little. He hugged her back tightly
enough that she squeaked and Steele gave him a look. Whatever, it was a brother's
prerogative to squish his sister a little if he wanted to. 


He gave
Bailey the same kind of squishy hug and then slapped hands with his brothers,
Steele, and Kasim before heading off to join Doc in their room. 











Chapter 13


"I
know you, I walked with you once upon a dream... I know you, the gleam in your
eyes is so familiar a gleam... and I know it's true that visions are seldom all
they seem... but if I know you, I know what you'll do, you'll love me at once,
the way you did once upon a dream."


The
little skunk shifter—whose name was Mari, Doc had found out by stopping to
question the other skunks when they’d arrived—had slept completely soundly in
Doc's arms and barely moved through the gentle bath and toweling off Doc had
given her. Unfortunately, the moment Doc had laid her down on the bed and tried
to leave her there Mari had come immediately awake and started squeaking in
alarm. But Doc needed to shower and clean herself off and change her clothes,
and she wasn't sure she could do all that while juggling the baby.


So she'd
made a little nest in the sheets and started softly singing the most soothing
Disney songs she could think of, and Mari seemed to really like Aurora’s song
from Sleeping Beauty. At eight years old, she figured Mari probably had
had at least some exposure to the movies, and the little one
definitely calmed down as Doc stroked her furry little head and sang to
her. 


But as
soon as she gently tried to lift herself up off the bed, the tiny skunk shifter
jerked awake and started making her pathetic little squeaking noises, crawling
out of her nest toward Doc. Which, of course, set off Doc's puma who demanded
she take care of what she now saw as 'her kit.'


"Oh,
you..." Doc murmured. "I just need to take a shower and get dressed,
I promise I'm not going anywhere."


She was
debating whether or not to just go ahead and try showering with a baby skunk in
hand when the door to the room opened.


Jumping
in surprise, she also startled Mari, who immediately squeaked louder in alarm and
distress and hurled herself onto Doc's lap, quivering. Making sure she had a
grip on the furry little body so she didn't go tumbling to the floor, Doc
sighed as she brought the squirmy girl up to her chest to cuddle her. She
looked up at Brock and gave him a rueful smile. 


The usual
grumpy expression on his face had softened somewhat as he watched her with
Mari. "Sorry, I didn't mean to startle either of you."


"It's
okay," Doc said, petting Mari who had already calmed down and stopped
squeaking. "I was just deep in thought and I think poor Mari here is going
to be easily startled for a while."


Entering the
room, Brock closed the door behind him and came over so he could kneel down
next to Doc and hold out his hand for Mari to sniff. She did so and then rubbed
her face against his fingers, recognizing him and relaxing. 


"So
her name is Mari?"


"Yeah,
I asked the skunk shifters. I needed to call her something other than 'the
baby', especially since she's actually not."


Brock
tilted his head, studying Mari, and she studied him back as he stroked her
head. Then, making a little chirping noise, she started trying to climb out of
Doc's hands and to him.


"Woah
there, little one," he said, easily catching her in his large palm.
"Man she's small. I don't even remember Bailey being this tiny."


Like Doc,
he cradled the little skunk against his chest, doing all sorts of funny things
to the inside of Doc's chest as she watched him. For some reason she'd thought
he might see her in here with Mari and go running, she definitely hadn't
expected to see him cuddling with the little skunk and making little crooning
noises to her. It was infinitely adorable and incredibly sexy all at
once. 


"I
need to take a shower and change," Doc said a little hesitantly.
"Would you mind watching her while I do?"


"Of
course," Brock said amiably, standing back up. "I can take mine when
you're done."


Doc
watched, almost in awe, as he sat on the edge of the bed, using one hand to
shuck off his boots and then settled back onto the mattress, all while securely
holding the now sleeping Mari against his chest. Turning his head toward her,
he frowned. "Is there anything else?"


"No...
no," she said, shaking her head and getting to her feet. "I'm… um,
just tired."


Tired and
falling even harder for this man in front of her who was so immediately gentle
and caring for the orphaned little viper-skunk. Of course Doc knew he had a
gentle side, but she hadn't known whether or not that would translate to taking
care of a child. She still didn't know if it would encompass taking caring of a
child full time either, which was what she already knew she wanted to do with
Mari.


There was
no way her puma was giving up what she now considered her cub easily. It didn't
want to give up Brock either. 


After so
many things going wrong in her life, despite her optimism, she was having a
little trouble believing this would all work out to a happily-ever-after. For
all she knew, Brock just thought this was a one night thing with Mari and
that's why he was being so accommodating. 


But that
wasn't really a conversation for right now.


Glancing
over her shoulder as she went into the bathroom, she saw Brock with his head
propped up on a pillow, eyes closed, large hand over the tiny black and white fluff
ball asleep on his chest. And her whole heart ached for this picture to be
real, for both of them to be hers.


Quickly
showering, she came back out to find neither of them had moved an inch. In
fact, Brock was half-asleep when she picked Mari up from his chest. They were
so cute she hated to disturb them but Brock needed a shower as badly as she
had. 


Snuggling
into the bed with Mari tucked into a little ball under her chin, Doc couldn't
quite fall asleep until a large, slightly damp, hard body slid into the bed
behind her. Sighing happily, she settled back against Brock's muscular form,
smiling when she realized he'd put on boxers even though he normally slept
naked, and fell straight to sleep.


******


Waking up
snuggled up behind Doc, his erection pressing into the cleft between her ass,
was something Brock had become very used to.


What he
wasn't used to was a ball of fur in his face and tiny claws kneading his cheek.
Granted, the claws were too small and soft to do him any harm but it was still
a really weird sensation. 


Opening
one eye, he grunted as two shiny black eyes set in a black and white striped
head peered down at him.


Cub, his
bugaboo said happily. Even though the baby shifter form was barely the size of
his nose when he was shifted, the bugaboo had decided it was cute, needed
protecting, and was now under his care. Which Brock definitely didn't have any
objection to, although he could do without the fuzzy wake-up. 


Mari made
a little cheeping noise as he picked her up by her scruff between two of his
fingers, which woke Doc up and had her turning to see what was going on.


"Brock!
You can't hold her like that!" Doc scolded, reaching for her.


"Why
not? She likes it," he said sleepily.  


"She's
a little girl, not a puppy dog." But seeing that Mari was content to hang
from his fingers, Doc just made a huffing noise and didn't protest anymore.
"What time is it?"


"Early
enough the alarm hasn't gone off," he said, rolling onto his back so he
could set Mari down on his chest. Immediately the little skunklet started her
march up towards his face again. She was getting the hang of moving on four
legs, although he hoped she wouldn't be stuck in this form forever. That
couldn't be good for her. Tiny claws explored his chin and lips, and he went
nearly cross eyed trying to look at her as Doc giggled. 


"Okay
you two, I doubt we'll be able to get back to sleep, so we might as well go get
breakfast and see what's going on." Doc hesitated. "We also need to
find out what Eli is going to do with the other skunk shifters."


"Why?"
Brock asked, picking Mari up by her scruff and pulling her tiny claws away from
his lower lip as he returned her to his chest, this time a little farther down
so she had to travel a longer distance. Like before, she started climbing right
back up towards his face. 


"In
case any of them have a claim to her," Doc said.


Brock
scowled, making Mari halt in her progress—she'd made it just past his nipples—and
he quickly softened his expression, giving her a smile. Chirping, she began her
advance again. "If any of them do they forfeited it the second they didn't
stand up to Riggs and the others and protect her."


"I'm
not going to argue with that, but we still have to ask."


He
grunted as Mari started sniffing around his chin, rubbing her nose against his
bristles as she climbed up to play with his lips again. Picking her up by her
scruff again, he swore she gave a little skunk-y smile as he moved her back
down to his stomach. This time she moved faster than before.


"You
ask. If any of them say yes, I'll be thrilled to have a talk with them."
He gave Mari a stern look as she grabbed onto his lip again. "What are you
trying to do?"


"Apparently
she thinks it's a game," Doc said, chuckling as she got up, crawling over
him to get out of the bed. "I'm going to get dressed and then we can go
down to breakfast and figure out what's next. I'd be surprised if Steele
doesn't want to get back to the Peak today so that he can check everything
out."


"He
already checked in with Jordan last night, on our way here," Brock pointed
out. He'd moved Mari down to his stomach again and was now using his arms as
additional barriers to her progress up his chest, making her climb over them.
Considering how low to the ground she was, it was a bit of a struggle for her,
but she persevered. "Their phones are working just fine."


Doc gave
him a look. "He's a control freak. He's going to want to go over every
inch of the Peak and make sure nothing weird happened while he was gone."


That
definitely did sound like Steele.


Playing
with Mari until Doc finished getting ready was fun. She was so tiny Brock had
to be careful, but she was also a rambunctious little thing even in skunk form.
As soon as Doc was dressed, she took over Mari so Brock could go change, shave,
and brush his teeth. His bugaboo pouted the entire time he was separated from
the little skunk.


They
weren't the only ones up early and in the cafeteria for breakfast. His bugaboo
was on high alert at first, but relaxed when he didn't see an immediate threat,
instead seeing allies nearby.


Steele
was there with a very grumpy looking Bethany who was nursing a cup of coffee
like it was a lifeline. Across from them were Kiara and two of her mates—the
twins, Dorian and Gavin. They'd been part of Lakewood when Brock was training
there, so he'd met the whole small herd. He was still trying to figure out the
shared mate thing. He knew he was way too possessive to share Doc with anyone
else, but somehow the five of them made it look natural. Looking up as they
approached, Kiara smiled at Doc, but her expression faltered when she saw the
black and white fur ball in Doc's arms.


"Good
morning everyone," Doc said, sitting down. Everyone else responded in kind
and Brock grunted his own greeting. She smiled at Brock as he placed the tray
with her breakfast on it in front of her. "Thank you."


Kiara
leaned forward as Doc put Mari down on the table, setting a few small bowls in
front of her with various food. They hadn't been sure what she would eat. There
were spinach greens, porridge, fruit, and small bits of eggs and pancakes.
Sniffing around, Mari started nibbling on the strawberries, which was the
cutest thing Brock had ever seen. 


"Should
she still be um...” Kiara bit her lip, looking concerned. Funny enough, Kiara
actually looked a little bit like the opposite of a skunk. Her hair was very
pale blonde but there was a dark stripe down her part which Brock was noticing
for the first time. Apparently she'd dyed her hair that color and now the
darker roots were coming through.


"A
skunk?" Bethany finished the question, frowning over her coffee at the
baby, looking just as concerned as Kiara. "That can't be healthy, can it?
Although she's pretty damn - I mean darn - cute like that."


"I'm
hoping she'll shift back when she feels completely safe," Doc said,
stroking the stripe down Mari's back. "We have medications that can force
a shift when it's absolutely necessary, but that's only done in extreme
emergencies because the side effects aren't always predictable."


Brock
didn't like the sound of that at all, but there wasn't really anything they
could do but wait and see what happened. He didn't want to dwell on it though.
So he changed the subject. "What's going to happen to the other skunks? Do
we know?"


"They're
being questioned today," Dorian answered. He was the older of the two
twins. They were easy to tell apart, despite being almost completely identical
because Dorian always had a goatee and mustache whereas Gavin was always clean-shaven.
If there was a difference in their dark gazes and the rest of their features,
Brock couldn't detect it. Other than their facial hair, the biggest difference
between them was that Gavin smiled a lot more often than Dorian did. "Eli
thinks a good number of them were just panicked and trying to protect their own
families. Which doesn't completely absolve them, but..."


Next to
Brock, Doc grimaced. "Extenuating circumstances. Especially for those with
their own children. Since she didn't actually come to any harm, he's likely to
be a little more lenient on the parents."


"Not
people like Riggs though," Brock said, half making a statement and half
asking. 


Across
the table, Gavin snorted. "Riggs is going to be made an example of.
Bigoted leaders don't get the same kind of understanding treatment that parents
with their own young do." He grinned. "I'm sure we can find him a
nice roommate in the cells."


"Damn
straight," Bethany muttered under her breath. 


****** 


At the
end of breakfast, Eli came to them with bad and good news. 


"I
haven't really started questioning the skunk shifters yet, but I did go through
and speak with all of them briefly. Mari’s parents didn’t make it through the
experiments and all of the others are all satisfied with Mari being adopted
outside of their surfeit. The only woman who was concerned relaxed immediately
when I told her who was interested," Eli said to Doc, giving her a small,
encouraging smile.


Even
though her heart ached to know Mari’s parents had been killed by The Company,
she was also glad that none of the skunks were going to try and fight her for
the little girl. Because it would definitely have been a fight after the way
they’d failed to protect her.  


"Thank
you," she said fervently, cradling the tiny, sleeping body closer. Mari
had fallen asleep again right after eating. Doc had no idea whether or not that
was normal, but then again Mari wasn't exactly going through something normal
right now. She looked down at the tiny shifter and whispered. "I’m so
sorry baby… but I promised you I would keep you safe and I will. You're coming
home with us."


Beside
her, Brock slung his arm over the back of her chair, leaning in to stroke
Mari’s head with his free hand. "She's going to be spoiled rotten."


Warmth
surged in Doc's chest. Apparently even knowing she was adopting the little
orphan wasn't going to send Brock running. In fact, he almost seemed to take it
for granted that of course Mari was going to be Doc's and of course he was
going to be right there next to both of them.


Swoon.


Or, purr,
as her puma was doing.


She
should probably eventually clarify with him that he definitely meant what she
thought he meant... because her hopes were getting so, so high. 


There
wasn't a chance to talk to him about it though because Steele wanted to get
back to the Peak and he didn't want anyone traveling alone from Lakewood, which
meant they all had to leave together. 


To Doc’s
amusement and arousal, Brock fashioned a little sling out of a scarf he found
and was carrying Mari around on his chest while keeping his hands free. Like
the night before, she’d resisted being set down completely on her own, so while
Doc had been trying to reason with a non-vocal shifter cub, Brock had found the
scarf, wound it around himself, and stuffed Mari into it.


She’d
fallen asleep almost immediately.


Doc was
starting to get the unsettling feeling that Brock might be better at the whole
child thing than her. Maybe because he had younger siblings? As far as she knew
he didn’t spend time with the kids at the Peak the way Brady and Jesse did. Doc
hadn’t either really, other than when they came to see her. 


He just
kept surprising her at every turn. Which definitely wasn’t a bad thing. Seeing
him walking around with Mari sleeping in her makeshift sling was sexy as hell
to her. If she hadn’t already been pretty much in love with him, this would
have done it. As it was, she was so far gone that if he broke her heart now she
might just stop believing in fairy tales.


She
didn’t miss the admiring looks he was getting from other women too, as they
realized what was going on with the sling.


Mine! Her puma
snarled possessively inside of her head, and Doc was pretty clear she meant
both Mari and Brock with that statement.


Maybe it
was a good thing they had a long car ride back to the Peak. Hopefully she could
use the time to get her libido and her puma under control. Otherwise, the fight
with her animal to not mate mark him the next time they had sex was
going to be more uneven than Shang Li and the army recruits against the Shan Yu
and the Huns… but without Mulan’s decisive avalanche. 











Chapter 14


“Brock!”
Doc’s excited hiss—like she was trying really hard to stay quiet but was really
excited—had him running into the living room. He’d been in the kitchen making
popcorn between movies. 


After
getting back to the Peak, they’d taken Mari to Doc’s quarters, set up a room
for her, and then settled down to have dinner and watch the live-action Cinderella.
Beauty and the Beast was next but he and Doc had both been feeling
munch-y so he’d gone to make popcorn, leaving both of the ladies on the couch. 


To his
shock, Doc was no longer sitting next to a sleeping skunk kit; instead there
was a pretty little girl with black hair curled up on the couch next to her,
fast asleep. Doc was tucking a blanket around her, her eyes shiny with tears as
she smiled so hard it looked like her face was about to crack open. Brock skidded
to a stop and stared dumbfounded over the back of the couch at the little girl.



“She
shifted…” He managed to keep his voice hushed even though he felt like
cheering. Or sinking to the ground in relief. Either one seemed like a viable
option. 


His
bugaboo cracked open an eye, grunted, and went right back to sleep inside
Brock’s head. The animal side of him didn’t see what the big deal was about a
shifter doing what she was supposed to do. 


Grinning,
Doc carefully slid her hands under the sleeping girl and lifted her up in her
arms. “I’m going to put her to bed.”


“What if
she wakes up and is scared and alone?” he whispered back, frowning. 


Doc
paused, but only for a moment, looking down to study Mari’s face. She was a
very pretty little girl with a snub nose, olive skin, and few freckles
scattered across her cheeks. “I’ll leave the door open so she can come find us.”


Right.
That was logical. He knew he’d keep an ear out all evening for the sound of
Mari waking up though. Just in case. 


A few
minutes later he and Doc were settled back onto the couch to watch Beauty
and the Beast, the bowl of popcorn in his lap as she cuddled up next to
him. Although he was a little distracted knowing Mari was sleeping down the
hall—and worried she might wake up frightened—he had to admit it was also nice
getting to have some time with just him and Doc.


They were
about halfway through the movie, her leaning her head against his shoulder,
when she spoke up. 


“So… it
doesn’t bother you that I’m adopting Mari?” she asked out of nowhere. 


“Should
it?” he asked back, more than a little confused.


“Well, I
kind of went from having no kids to having one traumatized eight-year-old
overnight,” she said. Her head was still tucked into his chest so he couldn’t
see her expression, but she sounded nervous. “That’s not exactly what you
signed up for when you started dating me.”


Frustrated
that he couldn’t see her face, Brock scooped her up with the arm already around
her, using his other hand to haul her across his lap so she was straddling him
and facing him. Realizing she was completely blocking the television—not that he
was going to be able to pay attention to it anyway—he grabbed the remote and
hit the pause button. 


Now he
could focus all his attention on the gorgeous woman on his lap, who looked both
hopeful and worried.


The
worried was what he didn’t like. That didn’t seem like the Doc he knew. On the
other hand, it also touched him because he knew it meant she cared that much
about him. 


“I love
you,” he said firmly. Her eyes bulged almost comically and her jaw dropped.
Thinking she might try to interrupt him, he put his finger over her mouth until
she closed her lips. Big, hazel eyes blinked, a furious pink of pleasure rising
in her cheeks. “That might sound weird coming from me, because I didn’t believe
in happily-ever-afters, but being with you… well, that’s how I feel. I feel
things I haven’t felt in a very long time. Hope. Faith. I might not always look
for silver linings, but when you’re with me I can’t help but see them and… oh
fuck, you’re crying.”


Look at
what you did, his bugaboo chided, rousing so it could judge Brock. 


Panic
welled up and he jerked his finger away from her lips, only to have her grab
his hand and cradle it against her chest. 


“Don’t
stop talking!” she demanded, even though her eyes were shiny with moisture and
it was beginning to trickle down her cheeks.


“I… I
can’t keep talking while you’re doing that,” he said, his brow furrowing. Not
into a scowl exactly… okay, maybe a little bit. 


Doc
giggled, squeezing his hand. “There’s my grumpy Brock. For a minute there I
thought maybe I was dreaming, I hardly recognized you.”


He opened
his mouth to protest being called grumpy and then closed it again. Even though
he was less grumpy than he used to be, there was no use denying the truth. 


Releasing
his hand, she took his face between hers, tilting his head back slightly. “I
love you too. I was so scared that you wouldn’t want me and Mari as a package
deal and now I feel like I’m getting everything I ever wanted. You have no idea
how much I love you.”


The frown
slid from his expression, his lips curving up at the ends. “My dream wouldn’t
be complete without you in it.”


She gaped
at him. “Did you just quote Princess and the Frog to me?”


“Damn
right.”


And he
pulled her in for a deep, hot kiss…


Which
ended thirty seconds later when they both heard a feminine wail from down the
hall and ended up scrambling to reassure Mari she wasn’t alone.


Ten
minutes later they were laying down on either side of Mari, after having
reassured her that this was her room, she wasn’t ever going to have to leave,
and they were both right there with her. Glancing across the pillow at Doc,
Brock smiled.


It was a
whole new world for him, but there was nowhere he’d rather be.


******


Three
weeks later


For the
very first time since she’d started living with Doc, Mari listened to her
bedtime story, rolled over, and fell asleep without either Doc or Brock
crawling into bed beside her. Almost shocked, Doc very quietly closed the book
and turned off the light. She snuck out of the room, although she didn’t shut
the door all the way. 


Moving as
quickly and as quietly as she could, she hurried the little bit down the hall
to the room she and Brock shared. He was on the bed, reading his own book.
They’d been taking turns falling asleep with Mari every night, which was both
tiring and rewarding. 


He looked
up in surprise as she came into the room, shut the door behind her, and then
launched herself at him. Like the sexy and amazing man he was, he caught her
easily, dropping his book to do so. A small smile curved his lips as he lifted
his eyebrow at her, his hands on her waist as she straddled him. Already she
could feel his delicious cock rising beneath her.  


“She’s
asleep. All by herself!” Doc said gleefully, bouncing slightly. Not just
because it made his dick even harder. Although… mostly that.


Having a
needy kid who woke up in the middle of the night half the time if someone
wasn’t right next to her had been a little hard on their sex life.


Not hard
on their relationship though. Brock had basically moved in with her and shared
parenting responsibilities as easily as he breathed. He and Mari adored each
other, just as much as she and Mari adored each other. The little girl had
cried for her own parents several times, but she also seemed happy to be with
Doc and Brock when she wasn’t actively grieving. She certainly didn’t miss the
skunk surfeit. From the things she’d said, Doc and Brock were fairly certain
her parents had been part of a different surfeit and had left for some reason
the little girl either didn’t know or didn’t understand.


Which was
probably why Riggs had managed to get away with keeping her out of the circle
of protection, if Mari and her parents hadn’t been part of his community for
very long. He was now paying for it in the cells underneath Lakewood—and
imprisonment was not easy for shifters to bear. Doc didn’t feel sorry for him
at all.


So Doc
and Brock hadn’t at all minded Mari’s neediness, no matter how it had cut into
them doing the dirty, but she was also really freaking excited that tonight
Mari had fallen asleep all on her own. They could actually take their time!
Maybe even be a little noisy… 


“Oh well
that’s good to hear,” Brock said, his expression unchanging as he slid his
hands up and down her thighs, but not doing anything more than that.


Sometimes
he was such a tease. Doc narrowed her eyes at him, her puma clawing to the
surface. He didn’t have nearly enough scratches on him as far as her cat was
concerned, no matter how much their scents had mingled. She wanted to mark him
up.


Not just
that, but she wanted to mate mark him. 


But he
also deserved a little payback for his pretended nonchalance.


“That’s
all I wanted to tell you,” she said haughtily, and made as if to climb off of
him. 


Instead,
she found herself squeaking as she was suddenly rolled onto her back and
underneath him, his hazel eyes sparkling above hers. “Where do you think you’re
going?”


“Nowhere
apparently,” she said with a little wriggle that had her thighs sliding down
the outside of his as her breasts jiggled enticingly under her tank top. Brock’s
body settled between her legs and he rocked against her, making her gasp as her
pajama pants rubbed over the swollen flesh of her pussy. 


Like
she’d needed to be any more turned on. 


“Hey Doc…
I’ve been thinking…” His lips trailed down the side of her neck, making it hard
for her to concentrate on his words.


“Mmhmm?”


“I want
us to mate.” 


“Yes,”
she said immediately, joy surging up inside of her. Was it as good as his
declaration of love? Not quite, but she liked Brock’s straightforwardness.
Honestly, she’d never really expected the flowery declaration in the first
place, this was way more his style.


But when
he hesitated, she blinked and let her head fall back on the pillow. “Is there a
problem?”


He
sighed. 


“I feel a
little weird about mating someone whose name I don’t know,” he finally admitted
in a low voice.


Okay.
That was understandable. She still made a face. Brock got his Resting Brock
Face on. Grumpy old Brock. Doc sighed. 


Her puma
clawed at the inside of her head, not about to be denied her mate over
something so silly as a human name. 


“You have
to promise not to tell anyone,” she said. 


“I
promise.”


“Not your
brother or your sisters.”


Brock
snorted. “They’d be the last people I’d tell.”


She
sighed again. “I wish you had something embarrassing you could tell me, so it
would be a fair trade. Mutually assured destruction.” Above her, Brock froze.
Doc’s eyes widened. She poked his hard stomach. “You do have something!”


The wariness
that entered his eyes was actually really reassuring. He totally had something.



“Tell me
your real name and I’ll tell you my… thing,” he said. 


Oh this
had to be good. She hadn’t even known he had a thing, which meant he’d really
been hiding it from everyone. And Brock didn’t lie—ever—so she knew he would
tell her once she fessed up. So she took a deep breath. 


“Ermintrude.”


He
blinked, looking confused. “What?”


Another
deep sigh. “My real name is Ermintrude Harley Standish.”


“That’s a
real name? Ow!” Brock chuckled as she poked him really, really hard in his
side. “Okay. I can see why you go by Doc.”


“You can
call me Harley if you really want to,” she said, still a bit reluctantly. She’d
heard all the jokes growing up about that one. Lots of really terrible pick-up
lines about Harley being a motorcycle brand. But the main thing was that her
father and Becky had called her Harley and she could rarely hear the name
without hearing their voices in her head.


“I’ve
gotten pretty used to Doc,” he said, stroking his finger down her face. “Bonus,
it drives Bethany nuts that we rhyme.” 


Doc
giggled. Typical younger brother, enjoying annoying his sister. “Okay, now
spill. What’s your secret?”


Now it
was Brock’s turn to sigh. 


“My…
beast…”


“Your
bunny-bear?” she asked.


“Is that
what you call it?” he looked down at her a little bewildered. “It’s also part
turtle.”


“Yeah,
but that’s a mouthful.”


“I’ll
give you a mouthful,” he murmured, rocking his hips. A frission of need flashed
through Doc, but she wasn’t going to be distracted.


“Secret
first,” she demanded, sliding her hands up his bare chest. 


“I call
him a bugaboo,” Brock said quickly, the words coming out in a rush as if he was
shoving them out of his mouth. 


“A
bugaboo? Like Boo! We have to watch Monsters, Inc!”


He stared
down at her, brow furrowed. “What? That’s all you have to say?”


“What?
Bugaboo sounds cute, and he is.” Doc shrugged. She didn’t see why Brock was
embarrassed by that. 


“He is
not cute! He is deadly and vicious and… dammit Doc!” 


Laughing,
she pulled his mouth down to meet hers. They kissed, hard… passionately… and
then Brock pulled away again. 


“You’re
not going to tell anyone, right?” he asked, sounding a little vulnerable. 


“I
promise,” she said seriously. “And when I promise something, I never break that
promise. Never.”


Brock’s
eyes narrowed. “Did you just quote a movie at me?”


“Deal
with it.” 


If he
didn’t like Disney movie quotes sprinkled liberally into conversations, she
wasn’t the girl for him. Plus, he didn’t have room to talk. Over the past month
she’d learned that his siblings and he practically considered Monty Python
and the Holy Grail a language all on its own.


******


Too many
clothes, Brock’s bugaboo grumbled.


It had a
point. Brock was still a little disgruntled over his fearsome beast being
called adorable… but he supposed it was better Doc thought he was cute than be
afraid of him. As long as she didn’t tell anyone else.


Kissing
her, drinking in her taste, he enjoyed her squeal against his mouth as he
ripped her tank top down the center. 


They
didn’t have to rush though, because Mari was sleeping. All on her own. 


And he
was finally going to claim his chosen mate. 


Something
which he’d never thought he’d even want, but with Doc everything was different.


His
bugaboo was filled with triumph at the thought, anxious to sink his teeth into
her shoulder… but Brock wasn’t going to be rushed. This was too big a moment. 


Cupping
her breasts, he massaged the sensitive mounds, his thumbs brushing over her
stiff nipples as he rocked his cock against her. The fabric of their pajama
pants were thin enough he could feel the dampness of her pussy, but it was
nothing more than a tease. 


His hands
stroked… squeezed… fingers pinched, and she arched beneath him with pleasure.
Her nails clawed at his shoulders, leaving small marks that satisfied both of
them with her expressions of possession on his skin. Although not as much as a
mating mark would satisfy. He swore he could feel his own shoulder throbbing
where her bite was waiting to go.


The
thought was intensely arousing, making his cock ache. 


Pulling
away from the kiss, he moved his head down to her breasts, sucking and biting
at her soft flesh and leaving a trail of lesser marks across her creamy flesh.
Doc moaned, writhing beneath him as the scent of her arousal intensified, the
rake of her nails digging deeper into his shoulders. 


“Brock, please,”
she pleaded as he trailed his tongue down her stomach. He loved hearing her
beg. The second he reached the waistband of her pajama pants, he yanked them
down, kneeling up so he could pull them off completely. 


Her
spread thighs settled back into place on either side of his knees, pink pussy
glistening with invitation. Giving him an utterly wicked look, she pressed her
hands against her hips and drew them up her body to her breasts, squeezing them
herself and teasing him with the visual.


Groaning,
he quickly shucked off the pajama pants he’d had on and dove on top of her.


“My
breasts,” he growled at her, playfully, leaning down to nip and suck on her
nipples.


“Then you
shouldn’t neglect them,” she teased back.


Oh, he
was going to make her regret that. 


Taking a
wrist in each hand, he pinned them down on either side of her body and went to
work with his mouth. Nibbling. Sucking. Avoiding her budded nipples. Leaving
pink and red marks all over her breasts like she was some kind of oddly colored
cheetah. 


“Brooooock,”
she whined, squirming, trying to rub her pussy against his hard cock. Only the
very tip of it brushed against her swollen lips because of their positions. She
gasped, arching, as he finally sucked a nipple into his mouth, hard, his teeth
dragging over the tender bud. “Oh fuck!”


Switching
his attention to her other nipple, he pressed her wrists down into the sheets
as she started to struggle with him, her growing need making her desperate for
more. Desperate for him. 


“Brock…
if you don’t fuck me now, I’m going to kill you.” Hazel eyes glared at him. 


He
released her nipple with a last lick of his tongue that made her whimper as he
smiled lazily at her.


“Hmmm…
sounds like I’m in great peril.”


They’d
recently watched Monty Python and the Holy Grail and he could tell Doc
recognized the quote immediately. Her lips pursed, eyes narrowed, and for a
moment he thought he might have taken things too far.


Then her
eyes flashed.


“Help,
help! I’m being oppressed!”


Laughing,
he lowered his mouth to hers, his cock moving up to nudge against her pussy. 


“You are
so perfect,” he murmured, just before their lips fused in a kiss.


******


Brock had
no idea how close he’d come to death… but Doc still couldn’t stop giggling a
little as he kissed her. She loved his playful side, even if she was ready to
smack him upside the head for his erotic torture.


Her
breasts were swollen and throbbing, her nipples so exquisitely sensitive after
his ministrations they felt ready to burst with sensation as his chest hair
rubbed against them. Now that her hands were free again, she raked her
fingernails over his chest, just the way he liked it and lifted her hips to
meet the thrust of his cock. 


They
moaned together as he pushed inside of her, stretching her pussy with small,
firm thrusts, working his way into her body. She was so wet he could have
probably slid in with just one, but Brock liked to tease… to torment… and no
amount of writhing or digging in of her heels to the backs of his thighs made
him go any faster. Which was both incredibly frustrating and infuriatingly hot.



When his
groin was finally flush with hers, she was so on fire with need, so full of
him, she felt like her body would be levitating if it wasn’t for his weight
holding her down. The slow, grinding rotation of his hips pressed his groin
against her pussy, rubbing over her sensitive lips and clit, and she cried out
against his kiss in utter sexual rapture at the sensation. 


Then he
pulled his hips back.


Thrust.


Grind.


Her body
pulsed as he did it again.


And
again.


Her puma
ran out of patience at the same time she did. Teeth lengthening to fangs, she
let out an almost primal scream—her cat’s scream—and her legs wrapped around
his hips as she sank her teeth into his shoulder. 


Pure
triumph rushed through her, as strong as an orgasm, and it was swiftly followed
by a bite of pain and then pleasure as Brock bellowed and sank his teeth into
her as well. 


Ecstasy,
so intense it hurt, ravaged her body as he thrust, hard, fast, wildly
out-of-control as the after-effects of the mating bite spiraled around both of
them. Doc screamed around his shoulder as tears sparked in her eyes, her orgasm
crashing through her with the force of an avalanche. It wasn’t just her desire
and pleasure she was feeling, it was Brock’s too she realized. 


The
connection between them was deep, abrupt, and utterly complete. 


She could
feel his love, his rapture inside of her, a small knot of emotion and sensation
taking up space in her head next to her puma—who lolled in contentment at
finally having her mate. 


Slowly
the sensations ebbed… her teeth receded… 


The mark
on her shoulder didn’t hurt at all surprisingly. If anything, she felt more
sensitive than ever, and she spasmed with a small ripple of orgasm when Brock
laved his tongue over it. His large body slumped over hers, his weight pressing
her down and making her feel utterly surrounded and protected by him.


“That…
that was intense,” he muttered. “I can… I can feel you inside me.”


“I think
that’s my line,” she quipped, then giggled as he growled and moved his hips
slightly.


Yup, she
could definitely still feel him inside of her, although slowly shrinking.


They
kissed. Gently. Tenderly. 


When he
rolled off of her, she moved in to snuggle against him, his arms still holding
her tightly. 


This was everything
she’d ever wanted. The happily-ever-after she’d always yearned for.


And it
was interrupted by a small wail coming over the baby monitor. 


Both of
them were in motion before they even thought about it, grabbing up clothing and
practically racing each other to the bedroom door as they yanked on their
pajamas. She had to grab a new top from her dresser but she was still right
behind him. Catching her new mate’s eye as he opened the door, she grinned at
him. He grinned back. 


“Let’s go
take care of our little girl,” he said.


Doc’s
puma purred. She slipped her arm around his waist as they went down the hall
together. 


Yup. This
was definitely her happily-ever-after.











Epilogue 1


It was a
gorgeous day, the sun was shining, the birds were singing, and Brice had no
responsibilities at all. Inside his head, Behemoth (which was what Brice had
named his shifter side) was feeling just as lazy. Laying out in the sun by the
lake which gave Lakewood its name, he was on the verge of falling asleep when a
shadow fell over his face.


Opening
his eyes, he squinted as he looked up.


“Hey
lazybones,” said Kurt, one of his squad mates. He and the cheetah shifter got
along pretty well, but they had what some might call a unique relationship.
“You look more like a sloth than a soldier.”


“Your
mother was a hamster,” Brice responded, closing his eyes. “And your father
smelt of elderberries.”


“What?”
Kurt asked, laughing. 


That, in
a nutshell, was why they couldn’t be best friends. Kurt hadn’t even gotten past
the credits of Monty Python and the Holy Grail. Who didn’t love the
credits? People with no sense of humor. Which, admittedly, definitely described
Kurt. He was all about competition and showmanship, being funny didn’t really
play into that. 


Brice
used his worst French accent to finish the quote, waving his hands at Kurt
dismissively. “Now go away, or I shall taunt you a-second time-ah.”


“You’re
quoting that weird movie again, aren’t you?”


He let
out a heartfelt sigh. “You make me sad.”


“Whatever.
I just came to let you know there’s a whole bevy of hot biker chicks that just
arrived. They’re stopping by on their way to Cryus Peak, but they’ll be back
here in a month if you wanted to come and attempt to make a decent first
impression.”


That got
Brice’s attention. His eyes popped open as he immediately jumped up, ignoring
Behemoth’s grumbles. Unlike Brice, Behemoth rarely cared about members of the
opposite sex—it was like the creature had no sex drive at all. Brice on the
other hand loved the ladies. “Seriously? Why didn’t you say so?!”


He jumped
to his feet, ignoring Kurt’s smirk. The two of them were complete opposites in
a lot of ways.


Brice had
sun-streaked brown hair that managed to look windswept no matter what he did to
it, so he’d ended up embracing the careless look. The ladies certainly liked
it. After so many years cooped up indoors, he was now outside every chance he
got and the honey tint to his hair had only become more pronounced, and his
tanned skin made his blue eyes look even brighter. While he didn’t have quite
the height and build of his older brothers, without them around to be compared
with he definitely had one of the more impressive physiques at Lakewood. 


Which was
probably why Kurt liked to hang around with him so much—he only liked to
compete against the best.


With pale
skin, dark black hair, and soulful black eyes, Kurt looked serious and
brooding, which was nearly as appealing to the ladies as Brice’s casual
demeanor and boyish good looks. They were about the same height—a little over
six feet tall—with similar musculature, so it really was a fair competition. 


“Shifters?”
Brice asked, as they began to head up the hill which led to the Lakewood
compound and parking lot. 


“Honey
badgers,” Kurt said with a grin. “Honey badgers are fucking wild.”


Brice
couldn’t help but eye the other man. “And they like you?”


He
couldn’t imagine Kurt getting wild. 


“Oh no,
they hate me,” Kurt said, shaking his head. “They take one look and all they
want to do is shake me, chew me up, and spit me out. They can’t resist the
challenge of someone dark, brooding, and disapproving. The sex gets intense
like you wouldn’t believe.”


That
sounded… different. Normally the women who went for Kurt were more into
swooning. But if honey badgers wanted to get wild, well Brice was definitely
down for that. Unlike Kurt, he was definitely down for getting wild, partying,
whatever. He’d missed out on all the normal growing up stuff that teenagers and
college students did and he was determined to make up for it now. 


Well, in
between saving the world from The Company. That was definitely priority number
one. 


“Holy
shit…” Brice said, letting out his breath on a slow whistle as the parking lot
came into view. Ten bikes, ten incredibly stunning women. They all had caramel
colored skin or darker, their black hair was in ponytails, braids, and—in one
case—short cropped curls which stood out around her head like a halo. 


“They’re
all cousins,” Kurt said in a low voice, making sure none of them would be able
to hear him even with a shifter’s enhanced senses. “Some more distantly related
than others. You met Jacqueline in Steele’s pack, right? She’s one of them.”


Yeah,
he’d met Jacqueline. While he wouldn’t call her a wild partier or anything, the
pack Omega did have some really interesting—and occasionally violent—ways of
keeping the peace. Then again, she was the only honey badger in Steele’s pack.
Maybe she became wild when she was around the rest of her kind?


That was
something he’d love to see.


“Uh oh,
looks like some of them are already packing up,” Kurt said, sounding a little
smug. “You’d better hurry over if you want to make any kind of impression.”


Asshole.
He’d probably come to get Brice at the last minute just to watch him scramble
to introduce himself to the ladies. Brice was half tempted to just stand at
Kurt’s side and watch them, unconcerned. If they were coming back in a month
anyway he could meet them then. 


On the
other hand, he could also saunter through—say hi to Eli who was talking to one
of the gorgeous ladies, ask her to pass some kind of loving message on to his
family who were at the Peak, and hopefully impress her a little bit with his
familial bonds. Anyone who traveled with an entire group of their cousins had
to value family, right? And then she’d tell the other ladies too. 


Smirking
at Kurt, Brice sauntered forward. No need to rush. Make a good impression on
one family member and it was a good impression on them all. 


He did
shoot a grin at several of the ladies though, who eyed him from a distance as
he walked past. That was still a good impression too.


Unlike
Kurt, if they were up for a wild time then so was he. 


Although…
damn, as he moved closer to Eli he could really appreciate the beauty of the
woman currently speaking with the alpha. She had creamy cocoa skin, her hair
was done in a multitude of tiny braids, each one decorated with a little gold
bead at the end, full lips, long lashes, and a curvy figure he would love to
get his hands on. The leathers she was wearing only made her look even sexier. 


As he
approached, they both turned to look at him, and—to his surprise—Behemoth
suddenly stirred as the light scent of something floral and sweet hit his nose.



“Hello,”
he said, smiling widely at her. She smiled back, which meant she didn’t mind
her conversation being interrupted. Excellent. “I heard you’re going to Cryus
Peak and…” His sentence cut off as Behemoth suddenly reared in his head,
jumping and practically dancing with joy as he came close enough for her scent
to fully imprint itself in his nose. 


Ours!
Mate! Claim!


Stunned,
he skidded to a halt, staring at her with utter shock. She stepped back,
glancing between him and Eli with a slightly worried expression on her face. 


“You’re
my mate!” he said, utterly incredulous. 


The woman
barked a laugh, rolling her eyes heavenward. “Oh geez… not another one.”


Another
one? What the hell? Immediately Behemoth went from joyous to ready to kill
whoever this other interloper was.


Mine! No
sharing!


“Eli, it
was good to see you, I’m outta here,” she said, turning and pulling her helmet
on over her head, striding quickly to her bike while Brice just stood there
gaping at her.


Hey, wait
a second, what the hell?! 


Wasn’t
she supposed to also immediately know? Shouldn’t her honey badger be having the
same reaction as Behemoth?


The big
guy was whining, stunned and practically shaking at seeing their mate dismiss
and reject them so thoroughly. That only lasted a minute before he was jumping
about in Brice’s head, demanding that they chase after her. 


Unfortunately,
she was on a chrome-plated Harley Davidson and he only had his own two feet.
Well, four if he shifted, but if he did that he couldn’t talk and what was
Behemoth going to be able to do other than knock her off of her bike?


All of
this passed through his mind as he stood there, mouth open like a fucking
cartoon character, wondering what the hell had just happened. 


Turning
to Eli he stared at the Alpha, who had his hand covering his mouth and looked
like he was trying not to crack up. After a long moment, he finally managed to
find his voice to ask the question.


“What the
hell?”











Epilogue 2 


“Dammit!”
Aiden kicked the head like a soccer ball before he started to pace, making all
the hardened men in front of him flinch. Sheila flinched too, especially at the
squishy splat noise the head made when it hit the wall. “Out! All of you get
out!”


His voice
turned into a roar by the last words and the soldiers went scurrying. Aiden’s
temper was dangerous at the best of times. Sheila tried to slide toward the
door as well, but the movement caught Aiden’s eye.


“Not you,
Sheila,” he said, his voice softening slightly. “I swear, you’re the only
person in this entire place who doesn’t piss me the fuck off.”


She knew
that. She did it on purpose. One of the benefits of having a long-time
association with a complete narcissist was knowing exactly how to appeal to his
ego. Her polar bear didn’t like it (or him for that matter) and it wanted her
to find an excuse to leave. The bear was unsure if it could protect her from
Aiden if he ever did lose his temper with her.


But…
right now she also needed information. She glanced at the head and looked away
again. “Is that… was that…”


“Dr.
Montgomery,” Aiden said with a growl. Sheila cringed making herself look
smaller and more upset than she actually was—although it really was pretty
gross, so cringing wasn’t too far a stretch. Immediately his growl went away,
his expression clearing slightly. Playing the delicate damsel in distress was
usually the best way to appeal to Aiden—he liked to think he was a hero. “I’m
sorry, sweetheart, you shouldn’t have had to see that.”


Now her
acting abilities really came into play as Aiden came over to put his arm around
her shoulders, making sure she was facing away from the head. Inside her head
she could hear her bear growling as it paced back and forth, anxious over
having him so close to her, touching her.


“Why did
they even bring it here?” she asked. 


“Proof of
death… which was smart of them, really,” he said, more to himself than to her,
thinking out loud. “I would have never believed Eli would be so ruthless if I
hadn’t seen it myself. That was definitely not an accidental shot which killed
him.”


Yeah, the
odds of an accidental shot straight through a man’s forehead were pretty low.
Which meant Eli had given a kill order in case The Company came for Dr.
Montgomery. She wasn’t surprised he was ruthless enough, but she also wasn’t
surprised that Aiden hadn’t expected it.


He
thought Eli didn’t have the strength, the personality, to really lead all the
shifters. As Eli’s older brother, and his better (in Aiden’s opinion), he
thought he should be the leader. That Eli had been become the leader slowly,
working with all sorts of packs and factions to attain his position, never
seemed to matter to Aiden. He only saw that his little brother had power and
position which he didn’t, which he coveted. 


Sheila
could almost feel sorry for him if he hadn’t taken it this far. Kidnapping and
experimenting on shifters, on humans, all in search of a way to make him
stronger and more powerful than Eli. He thought if he could beat his brother in
a fight that it would make him king of the shifter world. 


Personally,
she doubted it. The factions and packs would just go back to being autonomous
without Eli. While physical strength was something they respected, it wasn’t
the end-all-be-all. They were held together by choice and by Eli, who had made
the connections and kept them all going. 


But Aiden
couldn’t see all that. He didn’t want to. 


“My
brother is turning out to be more than I thought,” Aiden muttered, his hand
rubbing Sheila’s shoulder. She wanted him to stop, but she also couldn’t give
up her role. Being Aiden’s secretary had led to all sorts of useful information
she could pass on, and she didn’t dare do anything which might raise his
suspicions. Suddenly Aiden laughed. “A worthy adversary. I shouldn’t be too
surprised, I suppose, we are related. He has no idea what’s coming
though.”


“What…
what is coming?” she asked, keeping her voice timid. It wasn’t too hard. That
was how she’d been taught to act, especially around the Mansfield brothers,
since everyone had assumed one of them would take over as alpha of their den eventually.
A den which had basically dismantled itself after Eli left, which also
infuriated Aiden. He hadn’t even been given the chance to lead. 


“I’m
almost ready,” Aiden said, smiling down at her, an almost fanatical light in
his eyes. “Dr. Montgomery was supposed to provide the final piece to my puzzle
but… I can do this without him. Come… I think it’s time I showed you.”


******


Did you enjoy Chasing His Puma?  Would you like to
receive two FREE romances from me?   Join the Angel Legion
and sign up for my newsletter!  You'll
immediately receive a free story from the Stronghold Doms series in a
welcome message and a link to pick up Undisciplined, Book 1.5 in the Bridal
Discipline series, and as part of the Angel Legion you'll also receive my
newsletter with teasers, sneak peeks, and news about upcoming releases!


 


 












About the Author


About me? Right… I’m a writer, I should be able to do that,
right? 


I’m a happily married young woman, no kids so far, and I
like tater tots, small fuzzy animals, naming my plants, hiking, reading,
writing, sexy time, naked time, shirtless o’clock, anything sparkly or shiny,
and weirding people out with my OCD food habits. 


I believe in Happy Endings. And fairies. And Santa Claus.
Because without a little magic, what’s the point of living?


I write because I must. I live in several different worlds
at any given moment. And I wouldn’t have it any other way.


Want to know more about my other books and stories? Sign up for my newsletter!  Come visit my website!  I
also update my
blog
at least a couple times a month. 


You can also come hang out with me on Facebook in my private Facebook group!


Thank you so much for reading, I hope you enjoyed the
story… and don’t forget, the best thing you can do in return for any author is
to leave them feedback! 


Stay sassy.


 


Other
Titles by Golden Angel


Domestic
Discipline Quartet


Birching
His Bride


Dealing
With Discipline


Punishing
His Ward


Claiming
His Wife


 


Bridal Discipline
Series


Philip’s
Rules


Undisciplined (Book 1.5)


Gabrielle’s Discipline


Lydia’s Penance


Benedict’s
Commands


Arabella’s Taming
(Coming 2018)


 


Venus Rising
Quartet


The
Venus School


Venus
Aspiring


Venus
Desiring


Venus
Transcendent


 


Stronghold Series


Stronghold


Taming
the Tease


On His
Knees


Mastering
Lexie


Pieces
of Stronghold


Breaking
the Chain


Bound to
the Past


Stripping
the Sub


Tempting the Domme 


Hardcore Vanilla – Coming September 2018


 


Big Bad Bunnies
Series


Chasing
His Bunny


Chasing
His Squirrel


Chasing His Puma


 


Night of the Wild Stags – A Reverse Harem romance set in the Big Bad Bunnies World


 


Poker Loser
Trilogy


Forced
Bet


Back
in the Game


Winning
Hand


Poker
Loser Trilogy Bundle (3 books in 1!) 


 





cover.jpeg





