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            Dear Reader,

          

        

      

    

    
      So you’re still here after five books for the Holloway Pack, after five adventures and four pack members finding their ‘One’?

      Wow.

      You’re either one heck of a tenacious soul, or you just love the Holloway Pack as much as I do. Fingers crossed it’s the latter. [image: winking face]

      Anyway, I guess what I really want to say is, thanks.

      Thanks for sticking with the series. Thanks for being patient when it’s taken me for-bloody-ever to write this next addition to the stories of the pack. Thanks for loving the guys and all the messages and encouragement I’ve received over the years.

      I suppose I’ll have to create new worlds, filled with new characters for you to fall in love with now, eh?

      Cheers,

      J.A. Belfield

    

  


  
    
      If you ever feel like howling, then howl, baby

      You’ll feel better when you’re done

      

      And this one’s for Fiona

      For being … lush

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            One

          

        

      

    

    
      Third floor of Bradwell House, and I had a Mrs Magoo lookalike on my tail.

      “… I mean,” she said, her slippered feet chasing behind my strides, “I missed Antiques On The Road yesterday … Moving to the Country, too …”

      “Bummer,” I said without turning.

      What should have been a fifteen-minute job had turned into an hour of torture. I’d spent the entire visit listening to Gloria Manning, bane of Holloway Housing, rattle on like she’d memorised the TV Twitch. She’d been waiting for me on arrival, even dragged me into her flat and insisted on making terrible tea for me to drink, while she demonstrated the fuzzy picture on her ancient TV set.

      Damn Nathan for giving the job to me. No wonder Ethan had walked away laughing, the bloody arse.

      “Don’t forget, Glenvale’s on tonight, too …”

      Of course, she’d had to follow me when I headed up to the top floor. Even taking the stairs instead of the lift hadn’t deterred her.

      “Do you watch it, Josh?”

      “What?” I dug keys from my pocket and unlocked the door to the maintenance room. “Oh, uh … no.”

      “… And Jefferson’s Priceless Junk’s on at three …”

      “Wouldn’t want you missing that, now, would we?” I muttered.

      “I have a bit of a thing for Johnny Jefferson.”

      I swung the door in and peered down at the crazy woman. “Isn’t he that orange dude?”

      “Oh!” She let out a small titter and gripped my arm. “You cheeky beggar. It’s a tan.”

      Chuckling, I stepped inside the dusty eight-by-eight space and fiddled around on the storage shelving until I’d found the hatch key.

      “Of course, I prefer whatshisface off that other show,” she said right behind me.

      “You know you can’t be in here, Mrs M,” I said over my shoulder.

      “Where? Inside a cupboard with a young, handsome man?”

      “If only you were ten years younger, eh?”

      “Oh, you flatterer,” she said, laughing as she tottered out to the landing. “And the rest.”

      Blocking out her mutters around soap gossip, I stretched up to unlock the hatch, backing up as the action unfolded the steel steps and grey light filtered through the created gap. With toolbox in one hand, I began my ascent with the other.

      “Are you sure you don’t need some help?” she called after me.

      I rolled my eyes.  “I’ll be fine, Mrs M. Done this a hundred times before.”

      Out on the flat rooftop, rain slashed across the sky like liquid daggers. Wind whipped my too-long hair into my eyes, while the arctic atmosphere froze on contact.

      June, my arse. Temperatures seemed more fitting for January than the start of summer, and they’d been like it for weeks.

      Beneath a sky dense with anger, serenaded by growls of thunder, I battled the wind toward where a batch of aerials praised the sky. Soaked right the way through, my shirt clung to me by the time I reached the shallow-heighted lip framing the roof. I stuck my toolbox down, swaying as a gust beat me from both sides. I gulped when a forward nudge sent me to peek over the edge.

      Around forty feet below, a gravel path circled the building between a broad flowerbed and grass verge.

      Shaking my head clear when the earthy tones began merging, I turned to the aerials, located the one with Mrs M’s apartment number on, and figured out the problem with a single glance.

      Half the metal receptors had vanished, and what had been left behind flapped about like something possessed. Bloody thing’d need replacing. Which would mean a return trip to Gloria the nutter, if I wanted to have her up and running in time to watch lover-boy on the box.

      Brilliant.

      The following crash of thunder sounded right above, almost jolting my footing. I blew out a breath.

      Get a grip, I told myself.

      While heights, as a rule, didn’t really bother me, the pushing and shoving going on by the damned weather certainly gave it a whole lot less appeal. So did the threat of mega-electrocution. As I reached down and flicked open the metal case I’d carried up, trees on the far side of the building gave mummy-like groans.

      “Everything all right, Josh?” Mrs Manning’s muffled voice rose through the roof opening.

      I straightened with the drill in my hand, bracing myself against the unyielding onslaught of the gale. “Just fine, Mrs M!” Not that she’d hear me. Hell, I could barely hear myself over the whooshing past my ears.

      I peered down at the bracket that should have been doing a better job of securing the aerial, before checking the head in the end of the drill.

      More thunder roared, making my pulse stutter. At a bright flash in my periphery, my head snapped up in time to catch the blade of lightning sparking the roof around two feet in front of me.

      I jumped back.

      Big mistake.

      Huge.

      My ankle caught the low wall. My body tilted back. My fricking arms flailed out, chucking the drill in the air like a circus clown act.

      For a miniscule moment of time, I seemed to hover there, heart on pause, staring up at the blackened, roiling clouds. Just long enough for me to think, Oh, bollocks!

      I plummeted.

      Air blasted the back of my head. Pale brickwork sped past. Numbness spread across my flesh as a suffocating coldness kicked in. For one glorified second of pure liberation, my body seemed weightless.

      I crashed.

      Pain erupted through my head like my brain had imploded. Bulleted through my spine. Raged into each of my four limbs.

      I blinked. I think, anyway.

      I refocused to the drill gunning for my face—a split second before it landed.

      Nauseating agony blasted my forehead, sparking the trigger of shutdown in my brain as though it realised no bloody way on earth could I deal with it conscious.

      Just as I thought, Better ring Dad, my entire being winked out.
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      “Joshie.”

      I inhaled.

      “Joshie.”

      Sweetness sucked into my senses.

      “Joshie, we can’t,” Blaise said, though her giggle kind of negated the refusal.

      “’Course we can.” I gripped her hand tighter and tugged her along.

      “We’re going to get caught.”

      I drew her in front of me and tucked my lips close to her ear. “Who do you see, Blaise?”

      “No one.”

      “Exactly my point. Worrying over nothing.”

      Before she could protest again, I wrapped my arm around her waist and pushed her ahead of me, breaking the two of us into a sprint for the bike sheds.

      The second we reached them, we ducked inside. The solid wall of corrugated steel provided a barrier between us and the school building. Not too smart on the designer’s behalf: giving teenage kids a hidey hole from teachers that wasn’t even visible from the playground.

      Blaise pressed her back against the panel, her full lips curving upward. “Mum’ll kill me if she finds out I’ve been skipping class again.”

      “Not skipping class.” Pressing a palm against the metal beside her head, I edged closer until she had no choice but to look up at me. “Or did you want to sit and read about boring plants, while the rest of them are in getting their shots? Not our fault our parents declined them, right?”

      “You’re so bad, Josh Larsen.”

      “You have no idea.” Grinning, I dipped down and kissed her, groaning when her sigh seeped into my mouth. My hands slid lower, over her sides to her hips. One tug drew her closer, before my fiddling fingers worked her blouse from her skirt.

      She grabbed my wrists, stuck my hands on her waist. “Not here.”

      “Can’t help it,” I murmured against her lips. “Whenever I kiss you, you smell like roasted marshmallows.”

      Her rich chestnut eyes altered for a second, to deep mahogany. Something else I’d noticed happened whenever we kissed.

      Weaving my fingers into hair that matched her eyes in colour, I tilted her head back, pressing my nose to her jaw. My chest vibrated beneath the beginnings of a growl as I sniffed my way to her neck, growing louder at her whimper when I sampled her. “Taste like roasted marshmallows, too.”

      “You like marshmallows, Josh?” she whispered near my ear, igniting a slow burn in all the right places.

      “Hmm-mm.” I suckled more, my lids lowering as her fingers combed into my hair. “My absolute favourite food in the world.”

      “Larsen!” a gravelly voice bellowed.

      Suppressing a groan, I removed my face from Blaise’s throat, twisting toward the interruption.

      Mr Humphreys, our Biology teacher, stood glaring my way from beneath black eyebrows the size of feather boas. “What the heck are you two doing out here during lesson?”

      As I straightened, my arm curved around to slide Blaise behind me, an almost subconscious action. “Researching photosynthesis, sir, and the effects of shaded areas on the growth of plants.”

      “How very bloody studious of you.”

      Blaise’s face squidged against my back, muffling her snort.

      Mr Humphries jerked his chin toward the main block. “Back to class, the pair of you.”

      As we squeezed past him, he turned to follow, his steps echoing behind us on the asphalt. “And I shall expect you both to report to my lab after school,” he said. “Your parents will be pleased when I let them know you have detention. Again.”
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      “Joshie.”

      Something soft brushed across my cheek.

      “Josh, wake up.”

      My lashes fluttered. The light really fricking hurt when I lifted my lids. I squinted past it to a face hovering above mine.

      Surrounded by rich chestnut hair, eyes the colour of brown goldstone stared into me for seconds.

      I inhaled, frowned. “You smell just like roasted marshmallows,” I whispered.

      She turned away before I could fully focus. Leaving me blinking against a glare of light from the vast white ceiling above, like she’d never been there to begin.

      As white swirled with white and too much brightness, my eyes refused to fight the attack.

      Within seconds, my brain started sinking again.
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      Bleeping. It was all I could hear. One bleep after another after another.

      An incessant throb beat out a tune somewhere in my head. Maybe my face. The bleeps seemed to dance around that, as if each throb tried to catch the bleeps, or each bleep the throb.

      I tried opening my eyes to see what the deal was, but damn, my lids might’ve been a couple of iron shutters for how heavy they felt, and I switched to inhaling. Then wished I hadn’t as soon as I did.

      Nothing—nothing smelled right. A faint trace of blood that may have been my own, something metallic that didn’t equate to blood. Medicinal odours. Piss. An underlying blanket of bleach—maybe something even stronger than that.

      Where the hell was I? More to the point, how the bloody hell had I gotten there?

      The more I breathed the scents in, the faster that throb pulsed in my head, and as if the two were connected, the faster the bloody bleeping went, like it didn’t want to be left behind.

      And then I caught another scent. Sweet, but without being sickly, one full of warmth and flavour. Everything about it felt familiar, like I knew that smell, even if I hadn’t a clue how. Just as I knew I had to check it out.

      My jaw clenched in the effort to open my eyes. My left lid lifted a little, but my right didn’t seem to want to play the game. Through one slitted eye, I scanned what I could see of my surroundings.

      White. Some blue, at the corner of my eye. I tried turning toward that, but somebody smashed me in the head with an axe the second I did.

      Or that was how it felt.

      I strained just my eye to the left, and caught what looked like the top of a curtain around a rail. I tried doing the same to the right, but my stupid nose got in the way, and a shadow of what looked like a whole lot of white. Like someone had dumped something across my eyebrow and left it there.

      From somewhere beyond the bleeping, the faint sounds of movements carried through. The occasional voice, too, each tone serious. No laughter. Nothing fun.

      For the second time, I wondered where the hell I’d landed. Because it didn’t look, smell, or sound like a single place I’d been before. And I’d been some crazy places.

      A solo set of footsteps kicked in, each tread dull and matted, and I traced the path they took, the subtle deepening of their volume, until they stopped at a spot that sounded fairly close. A few words were tossed out, something about check and patient, and then a noise that could only have been a door opening.

      It took a couple of seconds to realise said door actually belonged to whatever room I was being stored in, but when I tried lifting my head to see, all holy flipping hell broke out in my brain, and my skull dropped back down as what might’ve been a garbled groan broke free of my throat.

      The footsteps I’d tracked took all of one step closer before pausing.

      “Page Doctor Monkton,” a voice called. A nice voice. Like maple syrup and pancakes eaten in the garden beneath the morning warmth of the sun.

      Shaking my brain free of food and fantasy, I focused on the name she’d shouted. I knew that name.

      I knew that name.

      Shit, why the hell couldn’t I place it?

      “Doctor M?” a voice called back.

      “Yeah, tell him his patient is awake.”

      Patient?

      Who was the patient? Me?

      As the door made its soft swinging noise, I tried lifting my head again. An idiotic move, because it just slammed right back down and punished the hell out of me.

      Footsteps crossed the space as the door whooshed shut, and as I followed their path toward me, I already had my gaze aimed at where I expected their owner to hit my periphery …

      And there she was.

      She smiled.

      I stared—as much as I could stare with only one lid open, anyway. At her eyes that shone like polished mahogany. At her wine-red hair that swayed about in a ponytail like it licked at the air. She seemed familiar in the way a stranger might feel familiar, when you meet on the street and something tells you they’re one of my kind of people. That weird connection nobody could ever explain. I just knew I couldn’t look away.

      “Hey,” she said quietly, all honey and waffles, and another sweet scent drifted out with those words. One filled with nostalgia and memories that I couldn’t quite reach, one with a name I couldn’t fish out of my hurting head.

      “Hey,” I said back. And I frowned, despite how much it hurt. No way could that’ve been my voice that came out. It sounded like a raspy old smoker’s voice that’d been stuck through a blender and burned as hot as ash scraping its way along my throat.

      “Don’t worry about speaking just yet,” she said, moving to the side of the bed. The good side, as if making sure I could see her.

      So I just went back to staring.

      For a moment, she lifted her hand toward me, almost as if she considered tucking my hair back, or stroking my face, or … I didn’t know. Something tender, I guessed. I spotted the moment she controlled whatever urge she’d had in the shifting of her features, right as she lowered her hand down to the bed.

      “It’s good to see you back with us,” she said, and the way she said it, her tone. Like it held a lot more weight than just the words. “You had us all worried for a while.”

      A while? How long had I been there?

      And been where?

      “Where …” I only managed the one word, but she nodded like she understood.

      “You’re in hospital, Josh. Your doctor’s on his way. He’ll probably want to check you over himself, as he’s overseen pretty much all of your treatment since you arrived here.”

      I frowned again, wincing through the ache it caused. I don’t even have a doctor, I wanted to tell her. I’ve never been in hospital before.

      In hospital. In a bed. In pain like I’d had the holy hell of crap beaten out of me.

      Another thought followed. One a damned sight more serious.

      Dad and Nate are gonna kill me.

      The annoying bleeping picked up its cadence, in time with my whole body throbbing at the moment of panic.

      There was good reason why we didn’t land ourselves in hospital. Not if we could help it. Werewolf genes would likely baffle the hell out of anyone who spotted them in any blood tests, but they’d cause enough of an anomaly for a curious phlebotomist to dig deeper for answers. Answers we definitely wouldn’t want them to have for a whole host of reasons.

      And I didn’t even have a bloody clue how I’d ended up where I had.

      “What …”

      Another of her smiles, just not so broad as the last one. “I’ll let Doctor Monkton explain, when he gets here.” Her hand twitched toward me again, and she straightened the sleeve of whatever I was wearing, her fingertips brushing my bicep. “I’m just glad to see you’re okay.”

      There came that familiarity again. Except, that time, it seemed evident on her end, as well.

      I still had no idea where it stemmed from.

      Did I know her?

      Did I hit my head, or something, and just couldn’t remember her?

      How hard did I hit my head? It hurt like a mother, so I guessed it had to have been pretty hard.

      Unless someone else had hit it …

      But she was obviously a nurse. She stood there dressed like a nurse, in a set of cotton blues. Talked about the doctor like she was a nurse.

      I didn’t even know any nurses.

      Jesus, my head throbbed from trying to figure all the shit out.

      Though, maybe I didn’t have to, because a second later, the door swung open again, and a guy rushed inside to the foot of the bed, almost out of breath. Pale, strawberry blond hair flopped low enough over his brow that the tips swayed across the tops of his tortoiseshell glasses.

      As soon as I saw him, I knew that I knew him. From somewhere.

      “Josh,” he said. A world of relief seemed to seep out on the word, making me wonder if he knew me, too.

      He marched around to my side, his gaze sweeping all over the place, like he tried to check every part of me in a single glance.

      Though my gaze flickered enough to track him, it didn’t seem to want to leave the warm eyes of the female.

      “Good to see you’re awake.” He gripped my shoulder, like we went way back, forcing my focus back onto him.

      Hell, maybe I knew everyone. While a part of me wanted to conjure up a charade of pretending I was as alert as the rest of them, I couldn’t quite swipe the frown from my head.

      “Do you know who I am?” he asked, like he’d read my expression.

      Again, my focus sliced across to the female. She’d shifted to the end of the bed, as if giving the guy space, but she stared at me like everything I might say would hold a world of importance. As I fought the urge to just shake my head at the guy’s question, the name, “Craig,” growled past my lips. I just didn’t have a clue where it’d come from, or if that was even him.

      He smiled like I’d answered a maths equation he’d gotten stuck on. “That’s right. And do you know who I am to you?”

      “A doctor?” He didn’t answer, just raised an eyebrow, and I thought harder, boring holes into him with my staring as I battled the blockage to my thoughts. And as I did so, memories forced their way way in. Of Craig amongst the pack, amongst us on our worst moments. “My doctor—to my family.”

      He nodded with a small smile. “And do you know where you are right now?”

      “Hospital.” Another growled word that made me sound grumpy as hell. For some reason, I didn’t want the female to see me that way. Though, in all fairness, I couldn’t have said I was feeling anywhere close to ecstatic right then, no matter the view.

      “Good.” He nodded in my periphery, another gesture of approval. “Do you remember what happened for you to be here?”

      I thought he was supposed to be telling me that. Because I didn’t know. I had no bloody idea. No matter how hard I tried pushing through the throb in my head to get to the good stuff.

      As if reacting to my stress, the ever-present bleeping kicked up a notch.

      Craig gripped hold of my shoulder again. “It’s okay, Josh. Relax.” He turned toward the female in the room, until we were both staring her way. “Can you hit the pedal down there, lower his bed?”

      Nodding, she held onto the footboard of the bed as she lowered her gaze, and I couldn’t help but study the slenderness of her fingers, the way they seemed so delicate while holding strength.

      With a slight initial jolt, the bed began descending, the whiteness above me stretching away. On an equal jolt, it stopped moving, and Craig walked off, returning a moment later with a chair. Allowing me one of his smiles, he sank down until he sat a little over eye-level with me. Forcing me to strain against the stiffness in my neck to turn my head enough to see him properly. Despite that little inconvenience, I preferred him there instead of towering over me. He seemed more relaxed. For some reason, that helped my steeled muscles to ease off a little, too.

      “You had an accident.” Straight out with it.

      Obviously, I frowned. Then winced.

      “Do you remember anything? Where you were?”

      Did I? Shit, I didn’t even know what day it was, or what day I remembered being in last. “No,” I grumbled.

      He nodded, like he’d expected that answer. “You took a fall. Quite a long one.”

      “How—” I tried swallowing as the scratchy word caught, but couldn’t find enough saliva for it. “Long?” I forced out.

      “From a rooftop. Almost fifty feet.”

      Jerk reaction had me trying to push up, but none of my muscles complied.

      Craig held up his hand. “You were working. The witness said you were fixing something up on the roof of her building, but there was a storm?”

      He posed it like a question. Like he was asking me. Like I’d know.

      Thing was, I should’ve known. And it frustrated the hell out of me that I didn’t.

      “You lost your balance near the edge,” he continued, as if he could see my continued confusion. “And fell to the floor below. Around fifty feet.”

      The pain. The stiffness. The whatever it was—wadding?—around my head. Gritting my teeth, I ordered my arm to move, my hand to reach for the blockage I’d more than noticed over my right eye. The movement ached, ached like crazy, but it didn’t hurt. Not really. At least something seemed to be relatively undamaged.

      His gaze followed my hand, and he nodded. “You’ve suffered some head trauma.”

      Was that why I couldn’t remember shit? Why I had trouble moving?

      Hell, was I paralysed?

      More bleeping. Faster. More pounding throughout my body. Harder.

      “Josh, I need you to stay calm. Josh.”

      Craig’s voice, but it didn’t sound close by any longer. More like it echoed the length of a long tunnel and reached me all distorted, in a way that the sound wrapped itself around me and suffocated my breaths.

      What the hell would I do if I was paralysed? If I couldn’t move my legs? How the hell would I run?

      Change, even?

      A tight fist seemed to have a grip on my throat. Squeezing. Squeezing.

      “Josh.” Warmth slid against the hand still resting at my side. Warmth that spread through my body, while the sweet texture of her voice settled inside my mind. “Josh, we need you to stay with us. Focus on my face.”

      I didn’t even realise I’d stopped focusing, but as soon as she said the words, it registered. The white blur of the room that seemed to pulsate in time with my heartbeat, and the incessant bleeping that’d begun to get out of control.

      “That’s it,” she said, her features sharpening, my brain gathering all the details as she leaned over the bed.

      Sucking in a breath that shook my whole chest, I closed my fingers, registering the warmth of what had to be hers within them, so I tightened them a little more. Maybe then, she’d stay exactly where she was, because I didn’t want her to move. Not away, at least. Only toward.

      “Tell me,” I grated out, closing my good eye. As much as I liked the view of the female, her touch seemed to be all I needed right then. “How—” I cleared my throat. “How bad?”

      “Well, you actually got pretty lucky from the fall,” Craig said. “The trauma to the back of your head was fairly miraculous, considering the drop, possibly because you landed in the flowerbeds and the rain we’ve had softened the soil. The worst damage was done by a second hit, which, according to those who arrived at the scene, seems to have been caused by a power tool they found near where you were lying.”

      A power tool? What the hell kind of power tool would cause pain like I had?

      “They think it’s possible it followed you down, and connected with the front of your skull …”

      The bandages. The inactiveness of my eye.

      “What’s … the damage?” I whispered.

      “A combination of the two blows resulted in swelling of the brain, but the second blow also caused a small fracture to the front of your skull. Your head is probably hurting quite a lot right now, but the fracture should heal itself over time. However, the swelling was a more serious matter …”

      There went that crazy bleeping again. My hand fisted around the female’s.

      “And had to be dealt with immediately.”

      Had they operated on me? Cut my head open?

      Fuck knew what they might’ve found up there. Sure, the gene in every werewolf could be detected as an oddity in the blood, but in the brain? I had no idea.

      “A decompressive craniotomy procedure had to be carried out⁠—”

      My eye flicked open, and I stared at him. Mostly because I had no idea what he was talking about, except that it did sound like he’d chopped off my crown and poked around inside my head.

      As if my confusion over everything showed in my face, he gripped hold of my shoulder again. “The procedure means that a small piece of your skull was removed …”

      Small or big, I didn’t want any holes in my bloody skull.

      “… in order to relieve intracranial pressure—the swelling,” he added, like he’d read my ever-present inability to grasp it all.

      So, in short. Something had happened to make me fall off a roof and drop to the floor, which had landed me in hospital with two bloody holes in my head.

      Fuck. I didn’t often feel the need for the curse, but … fuck!

      Not just because I had the mothership of all headaches. Not just because my head was no longer whole, and my body ached like an arse, and my voice didn’t want to work. But because I was in trouble. So much trouble. Even if nobody else in the room knew it yet.

      “Da—” Damn my stupid scratchy throat. “My dad,” I tried again.

      Craig nodded. “We’re just going to try you with some fluids, see if that eases your throat, at all, and run a few quick tests, and then I’ll let your father in to see you.”

      “He’s … here?” Despite the ball-breaking I probably had coming, a massive part of me needed to know he was near.

      “He got here around twenty minutes after you were brought in and hasn’t left since.”

      My lungs seemed to fill a little easier with that news. Maybe he’d spun some magic and pulled enough strings to make everything all right.

      Maybe.

      Or maybe he’d been too late to do a damned thing.

      “In fact, it’s a wonder he wasn’t in here when you woke,” he said, as he headed across the room, out of my field of vision. “But Nathan managed to convince him to have a meal break down in the cafeteria. He’ll, no doubt, be back up by the time we’re finished here.” He headed back with a couple of instruments in his hand I didn’t recognise. “Ready?”

      I had no idea if I was, or not, but I blinked alongside the slightest of head nods. Wasn’t as if I had much of a choice, after all.

      The female released my hand, leaving a coolness across my palm in her absence. As much as I didn’t like the new sensation much, or how it made me feel emptier than I had seconds before, I took that as a good sign, that I had at least some feeling in me, somewhere.

      “We’re going to try sitting you up a little bit, Josh.” That voice, it sounded like a soothing balm to Craig’s harsh truths. She reached up toward the head of the bed and came back with a small contraption. Placing one hand on my shoulder, as if to comfort, she smiled a smile that could’ve lit up an entire stadium, despite its restraint. “Here we go.”

      A hum sounded, and the initial shift of the bed came as a jolt to my entire system. As if my body had forgotten it could move and it’d just been hit with the shock of doing so. The bed didn’t lift in the way it’d been lowered, with the entire bed sliding on up, but just the upper end of the bed, beneath my back. Tilting upward and forcing my body along with it, forcing me to sit, and man, did my head not like that change in perspective. Not just evident in the aching throb that kicked in, but for an instant the room seemed to spin and swirl like a whirlwind of whiteness, brought to life by the dash of maroon hair. Until I had to close my good eye against the assault, because it all seemed like a lot to accept. Too much to deal with. And I couldn’t. I just couldn’t.

      The bed stopped moving. It took a couple of seconds to hear my own breathing. The slight see-saw of air that wormed its way in and out with each exaggerated rise and fall of my chest. That bloody beeping seemed to be working up for a crescendo, too.

      “Take it easy, Josh.” Her voice seemed to slip into my ear and wrap itself around my mind, as her hand slid down from my shoulder until it rested against my chest. An all too familiar and almost sensual move from someone I didn’t seem to know. “Breathe in and hold it.”

      I had no idea how she expected me to hold onto a breath that wanted to blast straight back out, but I tried, and somehow managed to pull it off.

      “Good. Now breathe out.”

      I did.

      “And hold.”

      Again, I followed her lead, and she took me through five of them before my throat no longer tried closing over each inhalation.

      “I want you to try opening your eye now, Josh.” The words came from Craig—his voice almost disappointing after the comforting tones of the nurse.

      I did, albeit reluctantly, and had to blink a few times to sharpen the outlines of the room and its contents.

      The nurse released her hold of me and wondered off to the side of the room I couldn’t quite see. Taking her place, Craig moved in, holding a tiny wand-looking thing.

      For the next few minutes, he told me to do stuff, which I did, blinded me with his wand, which turned out to be a teeny torch, poked sharp points against my thighs, my feet, and asked me to tell him if I felt anything. Yes, my eye worked just fine and moved where he wanted it to. Yes, I could bloody feel him trying to spear my skin. The only break I had was when the female came around with a straw sticking out of a plastic beaker and I got to, finally, have a drink. Obviously, I coughed up the first sip all over myself. The next few went down much better, though.

      “Just a few more checks,” Craig said, once the nurse had mopped at my chest with a promise to bring me a dry gown. Back at my side, he worked his hands into both of mine and told me to squeeze. I did. He winced and did a crap job of trying to hide it. “Good, now resist my pull on them.”

      I did, and damned near tugged the guy on top of me, though the grunt I gave made me sound like a wounded animal. Which I guessed I kind of was. Shit, it felt like my whole torso wanted to cave in on itself. So much so, I hardly even noticed as Craig managed to push himself back up, while the nurse stood with one hand hovering over her mouth and an expression on her face that said she didn’t know whether to be concerned, or amused.

      “We’ll try that again,” Craig said, clearing his throat. “But I want you to push against my resistance this time. Just maybe with a little less force.” At least he added a smile with that last bit.

      Pressing my palms against his made my shoulders burn, but I pushed as soon as he gave the nod.

      And that time sent him stumbling back a couple of steps.

      I tried not to smile while he composed himself, especially as I’d only done as he’d asked. I could hardly be blamed if he hadn’t braced himself.

      “Good,” he said, brushing his hands down his shirt like I’d made it all crumpled. “Your responses are all good. Strength is good. You don’t seem to have lost any sensat⁠—”

      The door swung open so fast, it bashed whatever was behind it. In the next breath, Dad appeared on the other side of the room. A mountain of male with fiery red hair and eyes of green. Very pissed-off-looking eyes of green that shot straight over the foot of the bed and landed on me.

      If I’d had any doubts or hopes about how angry he might’ve been that I’d landed myself in there, they all vanished as soon as I got the full brunt of his glare.

      The annoying bleep, bleep, bleep went into overdrive again.
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      From me, Dad skimmed his gaze to the doc like he was tossing a Frisbee with enough force and intention to decapitate the poor bloke. It might even have worked, because I swore I heard Craig gulp.

      “Why the hell wasn’t I told that my son is awake?” Dad growled.

      “He’s been awake approximately twenty minutes,” Craig said.

      “Then, why the hell wasn’t I told about this twenty minutes ago?”

      Craig took a step forward, but he kept his hands in front of him as if creating as much of a barrier as he could with what he had. “You were taking a much-needed break, Connor.”

      Dad snarled out a sound the other two in the room might not have picked up on and strode forward like a train about to wreck. “My son is awake!” he tossed over his shoulder as he rounded the bed. “After three days!”

      Reaching my side, he pulled up short, like he hadn’t really expected to find me peering back up at him, that he’d only imagined my eye being open before coming closer, and some of the tension seemed to ease from his shoulders. The harshness of his eyes softened to a lighter shade of green, and his voice was softer, too, as he said, “You don’t get to decide that something else is more important than that.”

      Though the words were meant for Craig, he didn’t look away from me once. “Hey,” he murmured down at me. “How d’you feel?”

      “Like I fell in the cement mixer …” I coughed the gravel from my voice. “And didn’t get pulled out in time.”

      He chuckled, the tension draining from his face and easing some of my own. “You must be on the mend if you’re already tossing jokes around.”

      “Who said I was joking?” I coughed again, and Dad planted his hand at the better side of my head, leaning in to kiss the un-bandaged wedge of temple there.

      “That’s probably enough chat for now. Rest up.”

      “But …” I started, and a whole lot of my earlier fear crept back in. Because I had questions, damn it. I needed to know how much of a balls-up I’d caused.

      “I know,” Dad said, his voice reassuring, like my concerns bled from my eyes and asked everything for me. “We have everything under control.” He kept his voice low, ensuring the other two in the room would probably hear little more than a quiet mumble. “Only thing you need to worry about is getting yourself mended. Okay?”

      I nodded, as much as I could, and Dad turned back toward the doc.

      “So, he’s awake,” he said. “What now? When does he get to come and recuperate at home?”

      “It’s probably a little early to be thinking about that just yet.”

      I couldn’t see him, with Dad blocking the view, but Craig sounded nervous, like he expected a fight he didn’t want to have.

      “You said Josh just needs to wake up,” Dad said, some of that earlier tension creeping back in along his spine. “That’s what you told me, and that was two days ago.”

      “No, Connor. I told you that Josh would need to wake up in order for us to fully understand the extent of his injuries.”

      “And now he’s awake. He’s talking. He’s⁠—”

      “It’s still early days. Yes, he’s awake, and responding well to stimuli, and seems to have ample strength, but further tests will be needed before a definite assessment can be made.”

      “I think now Josh is awake, it might be a good time to change his dressing,” the nurse said, almost as if trying to break the tension before any heated words could be exchanged. She had good instincts, if that had been her intent. “Josh could probably do with refreshing, too. I’m sure he’d appreciate a fresh gown and a chance to change position.”

      “He’s right here,” I muttered from the bed.

      “You’re right,” Craig said, and even Dad nodded. “At least then we can get a look at how his frontal wound is healing.”

      “Still here.” I’d have stuck up a hand and waved if I had the energy.

      The nurse weaved around Dad until she stood by my side. “Yes, I am all too aware that you’re here,” she said quietly. “How about we get you cleaned up a little first, and then we can take a look at how your head is doing?”

      I frowned. “Who’s we?” She made it sound like there’d be some kind of washing and dressing party.

      Though, if the other nurses looked even half as good as she did, maybe that wouldn’t be such a bad deal.

      She smiled like she barely contained laughter. “You and me.”

      “I can help,” Dad said, turning to peer down at me once more. Anyone would’ve thought the guy was terrified of letting me out of his sight again.

      He probably was.

      Dad shrugged when the nurse glanced up at him. “He’s pretty heavy.”

      “Okay,” Craig said. “I’m going to go and get Josh’s notes written up with what we have so far. If you can let me know when Josh is ready, Nurse? I’d like to be present for the removal of his dressing.”

      “Of course, Doctor.”

      “What can I do to help?” Dad asked, as the door clicked shut behind Craig’s departure.

      “If we help strip Josh down, he could probably use some warm, soapy water …. It always makes me feel better, anyway.” She smiled. “If you’d prefer your dad to help with washing your nethers, rather than me, Josh …”

      My good eye totally went and betrayed me by taking in as much of the nurse as I could before the bed got in the way.

      Dad chuckled. “Actually, I think he’d much prefer if I had as little to do with this as possible.”

      My stupid cheeks heated up as I shot a glare his way. “Thanks for that.”

      “Some nurses might put in a harassment complaint for a comment like that, Mr Larsen.”

      “Some?” His eyebrow winged up a touch. “But not you.”

      “I can usually tell if there’s any lurid intent in a guy’s behaviour,” she said, gripping the top edge of the bedsheets.

      “And?” Dad seemed to be enjoying himself too much for my liking. Why did I suddenly feel like I was watching the flirting actions of his younger days pop to the surface?

      “You seem pretty harmless.” At least her skin was a little more flushed by then, too. Better to be embarrassed in pairs, than alone, right? “Okay, let’s get started, shall we?”

      As she flipped back the bedding from my body, Dad smiled at me over her shoulder like he’d done me a huge favour.

      He probably had. Because given the choice between a fiery-looking female washing my dick, and my dad doing it? Yeah, no brainer. Though, I’d honestly have much preferred to just do the lot myself.

      With the blankets gone, my legs looked spindly and pale. A ridiculous thought, considering I’d only been out of commission a few days. I had no idea what the hell they’d dressed me in, but it resembled an old granny nightie in an even worse fabric, reaching down as far as my knees. And for the first time, I noticed the tubes snaking off the bed. The first one, I followed to the back of my hand. God knew how I hadn’t spotted it sooner, because as soon as I realised it was there, it might as well have been clawing me to death for how much I felt it. The second, I traced to farther down the bed, sensing as I did so its placement over my leg, where it vanished beneath the nightshirt.

      I lifted up the section of tube atop the bedsheet. “What’s this?”

      “It’s from your catheter,” the nurse said, before wheeling over a trolley that held a bowl and some wash gear.

      My gaze shot up so fast, my brain throbbed. “My what?”

      “Catheter,” she said. “It’s placed inside your bladder, and⁠—”

      “Placed inside my bladder, how?” My frown did squat to help with the pounding in my head.

      “It’s inserted through your penis.”

      “Somebody stuck a tube up my dick?”

      Dad rumbled out a laugh. “It was either that, Josh, or let you just pee over yourself. Which’d you prefer?”

      “To be honest, I’m not so sure.” Because I suddenly, totally and utterly felt that length of tubing stretching the insides of my pipelines. Whether I really could, or not.

      “Right, then, let’s get you out of that gown.” The nurse bounced the bed back up a little higher, dropped the guardrail, and leaned over toward me.

      My gaze latched onto her as she closed in. Her face coming closer. Her eyes seeming to shine brighter with each covered inch, despite their aversion from my face.

      As soon as she reached for my neck, her scent enfolded me in its sweetness. Like the aroma of dessert on a warm autumn night, honeyfied without being sickly, and so much on the right side of delicious that a tiny pool of saliva finally showed up in my mouth.

      “Hey,” I said quietly, like I couldn’t quite help myself.

      She breathed out a laugh. “I just need to untie your robe from the back of your neck. Ready?”

      I tried lifting my head from the pillow and managed to move just enough to make my noggin sing in pain, but keeping my sights set on her, my senses focused on her, seemed to help ease the wincing a little.

      Her fingers brushed my nape before sweeping around to my throat, and as she pulled away, she took the gown with her so it peeled down from my chest and along my arms. It took a few seconds to detach the tube sticking out my hand, and then I raised them both as high as my muscles cooperated for, still locked onto watching her as she drew the gown loose and folded it over my lap so it still covered my dick.

      A dick that might even have been showing a bit of interest in the event, despite how bloody drained the rest of me felt.

      Twisting away, she splashed about in the bowl, and when she turned back, she held a damp, soapy flannel. “Do you want to try this yourself first?”

      No. I wanted Dad to take a hike, and for her to wash me all over while biting her bottom lip and staring at me like she enjoyed it.

      Obviously, I didn’t say that. I nodded and held out a hand as far as my tender muscles allowed.

      She stuck the cloth against my palm and folded my fingers around it. “Don’t worry, we’ll help if you struggle.”

      And so the washing commenced. Of my top half, anyway. I felt like I was trying to bench press a tonne, after already straining myself by bench pressing three tonnes, and the two of them knew it from every bloody groan I didn’t quite manage to cap.

      With Dad hauling me to sit forward, and me groaning louder than ever, the nurse washed my back. Her closeness might’ve been a pretty sweet moment … if I hadn’t had Dad breathing down my other ear and wrecking her scent.

      She’d been right, though. The nurse. I did feel better getting freshened up.

      Once the flannel had swept back and forth across my waistline, and the towel had followed, along with a dry-splash of a powder the nurse had insisted would help combat sweating against the sheets, she tugged my gown up so it bunched at my middle, and the process began all over again along my legs. Me stretching and groaning and wiping, and Dad lifting up body parts I couldn’t manage alone while the nurse lent a hand.

      That left only my middle. And the closer it got to the idea of the nurse ‘lending a hand’ there, the more the bloody thing twitched in a freaky dance of expectation.

      I had never wanted Dad to piss off away more.

      Cold air swamped my groin as the gown got dragged away and tossed onto the under-shelf of the trolley.

      “You have a name?” I asked her.

      Her gaze met mine as she paused, and something crossed her face that I couldn’t have read even if I’d been on a two-year code-cracking course.

      “I just usually know a woman’s name before they get to see me naked.” I smiled through the small cough that leaked out. At least speaking seemed a little easier than it had on first waking.

      Like she couldn’t help herself, her lips curled at the corners. She didn’t speak, though, just tapped a small name badge pinned atop her left breast.

      “Nurse Rogers.”

      “That’s me,” she said, and set back to business. Telling me she had no intention of putting herself on a first name basis where I was concerned.

      Wounder.

      ‘Nurse Rogers’ padded me up with a towel between my thighs—which I liked a lot—and over them—which I liked, too, especially when her fingertips kept brushing my skin until it looked like I had crazy tics in my muscles there. A part of me wondered if she did it on purpose. Or maybe that was just wishful thinking.

      The flannel found its way into my hand again. “I think you might prefer to manage this part on your own.”

      No, actually. I’d have much preferred for her to continue with those tiny fingertip touches of hers. Didn’t matter if they were intentional, or not. They felt good. I wanted to feel good. Problem solved.

      Again, more thoughts I didn’t voice.

      “Can you two …” A small cough to clear the clogging. “Can you turn around?”

      She smiled like she knew: that if she kept staring at me like that, while I was stroking my own dick, even if with a flannel, that something pretty impressive would happen. Then she’d likely be embarrassed to look at me while I was having an evident and inappropriate reaction in a weird situation.

      Meanwhile, I’d be embarrassed that Dad was watching, because he’d know that she was the cause of the damned reaction.

      “Let us know when you’re finished,” she said, turning away, “and I’ll help you with your bottom.”

      My bottom. Right. Yeah, I’d completely fuzzed over having to get to that chunk of meat.

      Waiting until Dad had followed her example and stood facing the far wall, I lifted my dick with
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