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Furever Yours

Iris Balfour

Shifter Rory Marsden is having enough trouble dealing with his newly awakened bear. The last thing he needs is a new mate too, no matter how gorgeous she is.

Biologist Becky Conway isn’t looking for a love interest, but she can’t get the intense blue eyes of Rory Marsden out of her thoughts. It’s just as well he’s made it very clear he’s not interested. But damn, her body says they belong together, no matter what either of their minds say.

When Becky’s discovery of strange animal tracks puts her in danger, Rory is compelled to come to come to her rescue — even though her discovery threatens Rory’s newfound shifter clan.
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Author’s Note

There is no Fowler’s red-speckled salamander or Yellow Hollow Creek, nor does Becky’s job correspond to the actual duties of any position. But there totally are shifters out there. Totally.


Contents


Cover



Title Page



Copyright


1 | 2 | 3 | 4 | 5 | 6 | 7 | 8 | 9 | 10 | 11


Preview of Furever Us



Also by Iris Balfour



About the Author



Chapter 1
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Rory

A wave of dizziness swamped me just as the chainsaw roared into power. I bit my lip savagely, hard enough to clear away the fuzziness so that I could focus on the branch in front of me. Keeping a firm grip on the handle, I swiped at the marked limb, cutting it cleanly from the trunk.

Immediately I released the trigger and leaned against the side of the lift bucket. I’d managed to kick off the dizziness this instance. What would happen if I blacked out when I was up in a harness?

They’d take me off the trimming crew. Maybe they’d find another slot for me.

I couldn’t let that happen. I’d managed to work through the episodes so far. I’d just have to keep on. It would get easier with time.

When we returned to the yard to break for lunch, I got out my cooler. Some of the other guys went out for fast food, but I was saving up for my house with a swimming pool. Besides, I knew what kind of meat was in my sandwich. Lately the smell of burgers made me queasy. Something about the meat wasn’t quite right.

“You doing okay?” Mel asked. He brought his cooler to the picnic table where I was sitting. “You look kind of pale.”

“Just hungry.” I managed a grin.

If Mel knew about my episodes, he’d report me ASAP. The longtimer on the crew, Mel took safety as his gospel. Anyone coming in with a hangover or even a slight cold got Mel’s lecture about risking the lives of themselves and others when they weren’t at full capacity.

I quickly distracted him. “How did your kid’s project turn out?” I took a bite of my sandwich.

“She got a B-plus,” Mel said proudly. “Teacher said the ‘implementation was a little rough.’” He rolled his eyes. “That’s what happens when the kids do the project themselves. Some of those others, you could tell their parents did them. Or maybe,” he added darkly, “they paid someone else to do them.”

Good. I’d got Mel on one of his peeves. “Not your girl.”

“That’s right. Dolores did the whole thing all by herself.”

I’d seen Dolores at the annual picnics. Mel’s daughter was a plump serious girl who walked around with her head in a book. Mel and his wife both doted on her and her younger sisters.

It would be a shame if anything ever happened to Mel. Not that anything would. Mel usually ran the bucket while I was the one leaning out to trim. I might drop the chainsaw, but as soon as it left my hand the power would be killed.

But the chainsaw was heavy. The limbs were heavy too. A bad cut and—

I was manufacturing trouble. Nothing was going to happen.

A rumbling of uneasiness started in my gut. A feeling of urgency hit me: I needed to stop doing things that would risk hurting Mel’s family.

What the fuck? I threw my sandwich back in the cooler and snapped the lid shut.

“What’s the matter?” Mel asked.

“Nothing.” Cold sweat beaded on my forehead. “Nothing.”

“You look sick.”

“I’m fine.” I stood, and stumbled on my first step.

“You’re not fine.”

“I am,” I protested, sitting heavily.

No one else agreed. They sent me home for the rest of the day. Worse, they wouldn’t let me drive myself. Mel took me home while one of the other guys followed in a company truck.

“You’re treating me like I’m sick,” I complained. It felt weird having someone else behind the wheel of my pickup.

“You are,” Mel said. “And fighting it just like Sonny does.”

“That’s cold, calling me a three-year-old.”

“If the bootie fits…”

By the time I got inside my apartment, the shakiness had worn off. I felt energized, not sick. I paced through the small rooms of my apartment. They hadn’t seemed small when I rented the place, not like the low ceilings and narrow doorways would smother me. Now there wasn’t enough air in the room to draw a full breath.

I stepped out onto the balcony and gulped enough air to fill my lungs. Two steps from the door to the railing, another six steps from side to side. Too small, too cramped.

I needed more room. Lots more room.

And sky.

And air that didn’t smell like new carpet and stale grease and automobile exhaust.

I had to get out of that apartment. The entire length of my spine prickled. My skin all over itched. If I stayed in those cramped rooms I’d go crazy.

I had a sudden craving for trees and streams and the scent of creatures on the breeze. The intensity of my need made me shake. Sky and trees and nature.

Grabbing my keys, I trotted out to my pickup. Five minutes later I was on the freeway, headed north. I didn’t know what I was looking for, but it wasn’t there in town.

The intensity settled low in my belly. I drove steadily, stopping only for gas at a station just off the freeway. The fumes of gasoline and hot asphalt nearly made me retch.

North. My gut pulled me north, past the farms in the valley and through the knotted interstates of the Bay Area.

Hours later I ended up on a godforsaken rural highway with hairpin turns around stunning views of rivers glittering in the moonlight. There were fish in those rivers. I could smell them swimming upstream.

For fuck’s sake. I was a city boy. There was no way I smelled fish or possum.

The road passed under spreading branches and through bare patches bathed in pale light from the moon and stars. I’d never seen the stars so bright or the full moon so big. A sign ahead marked the next turnoff as a public campground. I took it, following the bumpy unpaved road through the pine trees as far as I could before abandoning the pickup.

There was a faint trail. I followed it, slowly at first. My senses were full of the smells and sounds of aromatic trees and ferns and squirrels and raccoons and skunk and—I turned my head and sniffed. Deer. An impulse to go after it hit me, then the scent faded and I lost interest.

Life was all around me, chittering and cooing and waving in the slight breeze. If I kept going in that direction I’d come to a stream. I smelled the water.

No way could I smell water. That was just some weird random thought.

Like the weirdness that brought me out here —wherever here was—at night.

I stopped dead. What the fuck was I doing?

My skin still itched. It felt like ants crawling all over my body. My neck chafed where the collar rubbed me. I didn’t need that shirt. I tore it off and dropped it on the scattered needles beside the trail.

The air brushed my bare skin. The hair on my chest lifted in the breeze. It felt so good I shucked off my jeans too.

Spreading my arms wide, I stretched. My skin could breathe now, untrammeled.

The itching returned, stronger than before. I took off trotting.

The air stroked my bare skin. With each stride my cock and balls bounced. The movement was the most stimulation I’d gotten in a while. The giddy delight of being immersed in all those wonderful smells and having my skin touched with air that felt alive made my cock hard.

I was a crazy man, running naked through the trees with a hard-on. I laughed aloud. The sound rang through the air, sharp and exultant.

Then the pain swallowed me.

I dropped to my knees, panting. It felt like a hammer was beating on my spine, vertebrae by vertebrae, playing me like a xylophone. My spine was cracking apart, then my shoulders, my hips, my knees and elbows…

I screamed. Whatever it was stopped. I fell onto my side and curled up, my body a mass of aches.

After awhile rational thought returned to me. I couldn’t stay there. I needed to get back to my pickup, where the wild animals couldn’t get at me.

Struggling to rise, I flexed stiff muscles until they obeyed. Finally upright, I staggered back the way I came.

And passed into a stream of moonlight.

The agony roared through me.

A sledgehammer crushed each bone, one by one. A dull machete cleaved the skin from my flesh, and my flesh from my bones. My skin was pulled through a shredder.

I lived through the torture.

Somehow I came out the other end.

The relief brought euphoria with it. I was alive. I was still whole.

I crouched there, panting. I wanted to roar with glee.

But I felt—different. Heavier. Bulkier. Taller.

The breeze ruffled the hair on my back and sides without touching my skin.

Wait, I didn’t have hair there.

Or on my arms.

That thick fur covering my arms wasn’t there. It was a delusion. A sick fucking delusion.

I shook all over. It wasn’t happening. I was crazy. Mental.

Was I even in the forest? What was real—was I Rory Marsden? All the stuff I remembered, was any of it true?

The earth spun, and I clung to it, my four-inch claws ripping through decomposed leaves and churning up a fine dust.

I raised my head and bellowed. The movement of my jaws was all wrong, the sound I made animal-like. The cry rang through the trees and reverberated through my chest.

Something heard me.

Something like me.

A monster.

Without thought, I dove for the nearest tree. My four powerful limbs and long claws pulled me effortlessly up the craggy bark. I climbed until I felt safe. Perched securely on a strong branch, I peered down. Anything coming after me would get a swipe of my paws.

The presence came closer. It moved out of the shadows of the trees into a patch of moonlight. It stopped there, several yards from the base of the tree.

It looked like a bear, but I knew better. I looked like a bear, and I wasn’t one.

I got a good whiff of its scent. Female.

I still didn’t trust her. Maybe she was the one who did whatever it was that changed me.

With the thought, instantly the rage surged through me. I howled a warning. My claws flexed, ripping through bark, as I got ready to attack.

She retreated, well beyond sight until she was a distant smell.

I glared after her. My territory, my tree. She didn’t belong there.

My taut muscles turned shaky as the adrenaline left my system. Jesus H. Christ. I hugged the limb. What was I thinking? I was ready to fight a bear over a tree?

It was all a hallucination. It had to be. Something I ate, or somehow somebody slipped me something. All I could do was sit tight and wait it out.

• • •

When dawn came, nothing had changed. As the sky lightened, the raccoons and possums disappeared in their burrows, and the squirrels and scrub jays came out.

I was still a bear.

The despair rolled over me. Everything I’d been working for all my life, gone. No home of my own, no finding that special woman, no family.

A bear.

No, I couldn’t believe anything that crazy. I just had to wait until the delusion wore off. I clung to the branch, afraid to move. For all I knew, I could be sitting at the top of a cell phone tower. Make the wrong move, I’d go splat.

I endured the hours, ignoring the rumbling of my belly and my increasing thirst. I could wait out my delusions. I didn’t have any other choice.

Was I even up in a tree? I sniffed. A ponderosa pine. The scent of pitch overlay everything.

But I didn’t know for sure. I could be imagining the tree too.

I could be imagining everything.

Crazy.

Or a monster.

I clutched the tree trunk, the claws of my forepaws digging into the coarse bark. My senses were going berserk, telling me there was a honeycomb in that direction, and a termite nest in another, and delicious fish in a stream just past that.

Insane.

No other explanation for the delusion that I was a bear.

My life hadn’t been perfect. Since I’d left the drama of my parents’ house, life was all get up, go to work, earn some money, come home, go to bed, do it all over again. But it was my life, and I liked my work for the most part, and I liked being human.

I wanted to be human, not a bear, and not crazy.

Overwhelming grief swamped me. When my shoulders shook with sobs, the tree trembled. The needles brushed against each other with a soft rustle that might have been comforting some other time. But I was a fucking bear up in a fucking tree. There was no sound any tree could produce that would make me happy.

I loosed a shrill cry of despair. I let it rip, not caring who or what heard me. I might as well be dead. I wailed again.

• • •

Another dawn arrived. My muscles ached from disuse, and my stomach ached from hunger.

And I was still a bear.

My faint hope that everything would return to normal when I slept, that the whole episode had been a long drawn-out dream, disappeared. Good-bye hope.

A bear. A fucking bear.

I guessed it was better than turning into a cockroach but— A fucking bear.

Pale golden light filtered through the treetops. The air rang with the calls of birds. I was hungry enough to eat a dozen ant colonies.

No, I wasn’t that crazy yet. I’d fight that instinct as hard as it took. I wasn’t going to chance turning back into a man while I had a mouthful of ant eggs.

I wished I could turn back into a man.

A glimmer of hope sparked. Could I turn back?

Sure I could. It was my delusion.

I took a deep breath and cleared all the thoughts from my head. Man, man, man, I chanted silently.

Nothing.

It was my fucking dream, damn it. I tried again: Not-bear, not-bear, not-bear.

That set off a caterwauling in my head. I slumped against the tree limb, my outstretched chin resting against the sappy wood. The shrieking subsided.

Moisture collected in my eyes. I was certifiably crazy.

Despite my growing certainty that I was stuck as a bear, I tried changing over and over again. As the morning wore on, I got more and more frustrated. Almost I was ready to leap out of that tree and go find that sweet water I smelled.

Almost. I could hold out a little longer. I couldn’t trust any of my senses. I wasn’t even sure I was up a tree.

The sun was high overhead when I scented the bear-thing off in the distance. I lifted my head and sniffed again.

The fur along my spine lifted. It didn’t belong in my territory.

My claws dug into wood. I braced, gathering myself as the bear-thing approached.

It came into view. My rage faltered at sight of the puny human. Big for a man, tiny for a bear. My instincts still screamed at me to chase that interloper away, but the human part of me shrank from attacking a naked unarmed man.

Still, when the man called out, I erupted in a bellow.

Unfazed, the man continued speaking in a reassuring tone.

I couldn’t process his words, just the sound. The calm voice was reassuring. I held tight to the branch, leaning toward the man.

When the man uncapped a bottle of water, I drank in the sweet scent. I forced myself to concentrate on what the man was saying.

“. . . we can talk,” the man said.

I whiffled involuntarily. I was stuck in the wrong shape to talk.

Then the man changed. His bear form was bigger than mine. I didn’t care
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