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Breaking the Surface (Legendary Shifters, #15)


Running was supposed to save his life. Staying might give him a reason to live.
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PETER HAS SPENT YEARS hiding his secret—and enduring his abusive boyfriend, Lou. But when the violence escalates, he runs to the one place he’s always known is safe: the Rosewood pack.

There, he finds more than shelter. He finds his mate.

Braden is a protector by nature, but nothing prepares him for Peter—fierce, wounded, and wary of trusting another human. As Peter struggles to believe he deserves safety, let alone love, Braden is determined to prove he won’t break him.

But Lou isn’t ready to let go.

When the past comes hunting, Peter must choose: keep running, or fight for the life—and love—he’s only just begun to believe in.

Sometimes the mate bond isn’t just about finding your other half—it’s about finding yourself.
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THE ROSES ON THE KITCHEN counter should have been Peter’s first warning.

He froze in the doorway of the apartment, keys still dangling from his fingers. What looked like a dozen red roses sat in a cheap glass vase he’d never seen before. Their petals were already starting to brown at the edges, like they weren’t fresh. Lou’s version of romance was always a little off.

“You’re late.”

Peter’s stomach dropped. Lou stood in the kitchen archway, arms crossed over his chest, wearing the smile that never reached his eyes, the smile that meant Peter had done something wrong, even if he didn’t know what yet.

“I—I didn’t know you were coming over.” Peter kept his voice steady as he closed the door behind him. “I was at Vincent’s, helping him move. I texted you.”

“Yeah, you did.” Lou moved into the living room, and Peter’s heart started racing. He already knew how this would end. “You’re always at Vincent’s lately, and now he’s moved in with his boyfriend.”

Peter put down his keys, buying himself time to think. Every instinct screamed at him to run, but that would only make it worse. He swallowed and told himself to breathe. “He’s my best friend. I haven’t seen him much since—”

“Since he found his perfect little boyfriend.” Lou’s voice was light, but Peter had learned to hear the anger underneath. He’d been with Lou long enough to know this was a trap. “Must be nice. Playing house with two gorgeous men in love. What’s it like, Peter? Do they let you watch?”

“What?” Peter’s hands clenched at his sides. His body flushed with embarrassment and anger. “Lou, that’s disgusting. Vincent is my friend.” It was all he’d ever been, and all Peter had ever wanted from him.

“Is he?” Lou stepped closer. Peter tracked his movement like he was watching a predator, even though Lou was human. His instincts screamed at him to shift and let his kelpie form take over, to run for the nearest body of water where he’d be safe. 

But Lou couldn’t know. No one could know what Peter was—especially not Lou, who’d spent their entire relationship making disparaging comments about animals pretending to be human.

“Because from where I’m standing,” Lou continued, “you’re spending an awful lot of time with a happy couple. Makes a guy wonder if you’re angling for an invitation. A nice little threesome with your best friend and his boyfriend.”

Peter’s hands shook. “You’re out of your mind. Vincent and Ronan are together. I would never—” He stopped himself, again, recognizing the trap. Defending himself would only make Lou angrier. But staying silent felt like accepting the accusation.

He couldn’t win.

The backhand came so fast that Peter didn’t have time to dodge. His head snapped to the side, and he tasted blood as pain exploded across his cheekbone, radiating down his jaw.

“Don’t.” Lou’s hand fisted in Peter’s shirt, yanking him close enough that Peter could see how red his eyes were. He smelled of alcohol, which wasn’t a surprise. “Don’t you dare lie to me. I came home early to surprise you, to do something nice for once, since you always complain.” He gestured at the roses. “And you’re not even here. Instead, you were with them again.”

“I told you I was going to help Vincent move.” Peter’s voice came out trembling. He hated how weak he sounded.

Lou shoved him hard. Peter stumbled backward, his leg hitting the edge of the couch. His kelpie form pushed against his skin, demanding he fight back and protect himself. 

He couldn’t. If Lou saw what he was, he’d either beat him to death or sell him off to whoever offered him the most money.

“You told me?” Lou laughed, but it wasn’t a happy sound. “Oh, you told me. Like that makes it okay. Like I don’t notice you spending all your time with your new friends. What, you think they’re better than me? That they can give you something I can’t? You think you’re one of them?”

That last question made Peter’s blood run cold. Lou was talking about the pack. Did he suspect what Peter was? Peter had been so careful.

“I don’t think that.” Peter’s cheek throbbed. He could already feel the bruise forming there. “Lou, please. I was just helping Vincent.”

“You’re always just something.” Lou moved closer again, and Peter made himself small. He’d learned to do that the hard way. “Just visiting. Just helping. Just being a good friend. When do you think about being a good boyfriend, huh? When do you think about me?”

Lou grabbed Peter’s arm, his fingers digging in hard enough to bruise Peter there, too. Peter couldn’t help but flinch. 

He thought about Lou all the time. He’d organized his entire life around managing Lou’s temper. “I’m sorry. I should’ve—”

“Should’ve what? Should have been here?” Lou jerked him closer. “Should have appreciated what you have? Because let me tell you something, Peter. You think those people give a damn about you? You’re nothing special. I’m the only one who puts up with your shit.”

The words were almost worse than the backhand. Peter had heard some version of the speech so many times he could probably recite it from memory, but it never hurt less. Part of him wondered if Lou was right. Maybe he was nothing special. Maybe he didn’t deserve better.

Then he thought of Vincent today. He’d been happy in a way Peter had never seen before Vincent found Ronan again. And Ronan had been so nice. He’d welcomed Peter, had offered him lunch, and had made him feel welcome in the home he shared with Vincent. And the other pack members Peter had met had been just as friendly and had made him feel like he belonged.

Lou shoved Peter again. Peter stumbled down, his back hitting the coffee table. Pain radiated up his spine, stealing his breath. Lou was standing over Peter, fists clenched, his expression twisted with rage. He looked like a stranger, or maybe Peter was finally seeing him clearly. 

“You’re mine. Not Vincent’s. Not Ronan’s. Mine. And it’s time you remembered that.”

Peter curled in on himself, protecting his vital organs. He fought every instinct that screamed at him to shift and run. His skin itched with the need to transform, but if he shifted, it would be so much worse. Lou hated shifters. If he knew Peter was one of them and had been lying to him for so long, well. Peter didn’t want to imagine what Lou would do.

The first kick caught him in the ribs. The impact pushed the air out of Peter’s lungs. The second kick hit his shoulder, and something crunched in a way that made his vision go white. Peter bit his lower lip to keep from screaming. He tasted blood, but he knew that screaming wouldn’t help. Nothing would.

“You think you can just leave whenever you want?” Another kick, this one to Peter’s hip. “You think I don’t see what you’re doing? Getting ideas about leaving me?”

Peter couldn’t answer, even if he tried. He couldn’t breathe. 

“Answer me!” Lou’s foot connected with Peter’s stomach, and Peter cried out. The sound seemed to satisfy something in Lou because he stepped back, breathing hard. “You’re not going anywhere, Peter. You’re staying right here with me, where you belong. You understand?”

Peter nodded. Everything hurt. His ribs felt like they were shattered. 

“Good.” Lou’s voice turned almost gentle. “I’m going home, but I’ll see you tomorrow. And, Peter? Think about what you’ve done and how you’ve been disrespecting our relationship. When I get back, we’re going to have a serious talk about boundaries.”

Peter heard Lou walk away, then the apartment door open and close. He waited, still afraid to move. Sometimes, Lou came back, but he didn’t this time. Peter was lucky because he was pretty sure that another beating would kill him.

He had to get away.

* * * *
[image: ]


BRADEN’S EYES FELT gritty. He blinked, hoping to get rid of the sensation of having something stuck there, but he didn’t. His eyes just burned, reminding him that he needed to stop staring at his computer screen and go home.

He sighed and leaned back in his chair. He really should do that, but he still had work to do. When he’d started his agency with his best friend, he’d known it would be a lot of work, but he hadn’t expected to spend as much time as he did in front of a screen. He’d gotten into it to help people, and they did. He just hadn’t expected helping people to come with so much paperwork.

He blinked his eyes open. He was almost done reviewing security protocols for the pack. Once that was done, he could go to bed. Unfortunately for him, he wouldn’t get nearly as much sleep as he needed, but it was better than none. He had to be back at the office early tomorrow morning to talk to a potential new client. Remi used to do that, but since he’d moved in with the pack, it was easier for Braden to do it. He lived closer to the office, at least until they opened a new one in Rosewood.

Braden tapped his fingertips on his desk. There had to be a way to do this kind of meeting using the computer. He knew that some people wouldn’t like it, but he didn’t like talking to most potential clients anyway. A lot of them were rich assholes, especially since the agency had started getting good word-of-mouth reviews. Most of the jobs felt more like babysitting than anything else, which was one of the reasons Braden was happy that he was one of the owners rather than one of the guys doing security, but sometimes, even he had to get his hands dirty. Remi had gotten out of that by leaving town. Braden couldn’t do so yet, although he was tempted.

He missed his best friend. One of the reasons he’d agreed to open the agency was that he enjoyed working with Remi. Unfortunately, that was something they seldom did these days, and it had taken some of the shine out of the job. Maybe Braden could move to Rosewood, too. It might complicate things for a little while, but he could have someone in charge here at the office so he could focus on more serious clients. After what he’d seen when they’d rescued Pembroke, he was sure there were plenty of people out there who needed to be rescued from similar situations. That was something he wanted to focus on. That was something he wanted to be a part of.

He’d need to talk to Remi. He didn’t think his friend would have anything to say against it, but they still needed to plan. It might take a while, but by the end of it, he’d be much happier than he was now.

He liked working with the pack. He felt more useful and like he was doing something important than he did babysitting barely grown teenagers with too much money in their bank accounts. He suspected that Remi would understand that. Considering he now lived with the pack and the way they’d rescued his boyfriend—his mate—from a dangerous situation, how could he not?

Braden’s phone vibrated on the desk. He picked it up, grateful for the distraction, and squinted at the screen. It hurt his eyes, but he ignored the pain when he saw he had a text from Remi.

Are you coming over tomorrow?

Braden was quick to answer. You know that I don’t have to visit every time we need to make the point of the situation, right? Braden wanted to visit the pack, but he needed Remi to know that. He missed his best friend, and he enjoyed spending time with the pack and the people who lived there. Everyone had always been nice to him, and Pembroke was a very sweet person who loved Remi. Braden was happy for them, almost as happy as he was jealous.

He was human. He knew he didn’t have a mate, but was it too much to ask for him to find a partner? He doubted he’d ever be as lucky as Remi had been. He was human, too, but he’d been lucky being Pembroke’s mate. He hadn’t expected it—no one had—he was happier than Braden had ever seen him. That was what Braden wanted, too. He suspected that was what most people wanted.

Braden would settle for a relationship with another human. He didn’t need a fated mate, although he would love to have one. No, he just needed a partner, but he couldn’t remember the last time he’d dated someone.

Part of that was on him. He spent most of his days working, so the only people he had contact with were coworkers, which meant people he paid to work for him. He couldn’t date any of them, even if he were so inclined. It wouldn’t be right. Thankfully, he didn’t feel any kind of way toward any of those people, but that worried him a little, too. If he really thought about it, the last time he’d been in a real relationship had to be almost ten years ago. He’d still been young back then. Did he know how to be with someone after so long? Would he ever get the opportunity to find out?

His phone vibrated again. Sue me for missing one of my best friends. Are you coming or not? Remi had written.

Of course I’m coming, Braden answered. I miss Pembroke.

Anyone would miss Pembroke, Remi answered. He’s perfect.

Braden snorted. What could he say to that? Remi was smitten with the man. They were so in love that watching them together hurt, but Braden was happy for them. They both deserved it, especially Pembroke after everything he’d been through.

That we can agree on, he answered. And I’ll definitely see you tomorrow.

He knew he was lucky, definitely luckier than most. He might not have a partner, but he had a good job that he mostly enjoyed and that earned him quite a bit of money. His business was successful, and he had friends who cared about him. Now that he was doing meaningful work with the pack, he liked his life and his work even more. He might feel like there was something missing in his life, but was it indispensable? He’d been alone for a long time. He could continue being alone for a while longer, or even forever. It wouldn’t be his preference, but he’d survive it.

Remi didn’t answer, which probably meant he was distracted by Pembroke. That was okay. Braden still had work to do before he could go home, and he groaned when he saw the time. He wasn’t going to get a lot of sleep tonight. Maybe tomorrow, if he was lucky. He was pretty sure that Remi would know that he wasn’t taking care of himself as soon as they were in the same room, and he’d have something to say about it. He’d become even more protective of the people he cared about since he’d met Pembroke, which wasn’t a bad thing, but it could be a lot considering that Braden was an adult man who hadn’t been told to go to bed early since he was twelve. He’d probably resist if Remi said it, but Pembroke? No one could say no to that man. No one wanted to say no to that man.

Maybe Braden would stay in Rosewood for a few days. It wouldn’t be a vacation, but it would give him a few more hours of sleep. Just like he didn’t need to go there to make the point of the situation, he also didn’t need to be here at the office to do most of his work. Cell phones were a great invention, and he never hesitated to use them.

Braden straightened in his chair and squared his shoulders. If he wanted to stay with the pack for a few more days than he’d initially planned to, he really needed to finish his work. He also needed to do a few more things so that he wouldn’t have his secretary calling him in a panic because something was off. He’d need to suffer for a few more hours tonight, but it would be worth it if he could relax for a few more days after that.

Sleep? Who needed sleep?

* * * *
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PETER DIDN’T KNOW HOW long he lay there. Minutes? Hours? Eventually, the pain dulled enough that he could think past it. He pushed himself up carefully, gasping at the pain that shot through his ribs. They might be broken, or at least cracked.

He had to move. 

Stumbling to the bedroom, Peter grabbed his duffel bag from the closet and started shoving things inside. Clothes. His phone charger. A few pictures. His hands shook so badly he dropped things twice.

In the bathroom, he caught sight of his reflection in the mirror and froze. His left eye was already swelling shut, and his cheek was turning purple. Blood was crusted at the corner of his mouth. His shirt was torn, exposing skin.

Peter knew that if he stayed, Lou would eventually hurt him so badly that he wouldn’t heal from it. He might be sturdier than humans since he was a shifter, but there was only so much damage he could take before something in him broke. He didn’t want that to happen. He didn’t want Lou to hurt him more than he already had, to become a permanent part of his life through the scars he’d leave. If he allowed that to happen, he’d always remember Lou, and that wasn’t something he wanted.

He grabbed his toiletries and went back to the bedroom. He needed his keys and his wallet. The apartment felt different. It didn’t feel like home. Maybe it hadn’t since
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