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      Peach

      The cold wind wrapped around my bare legs and chilled me to the bone as people flooded into the bar from the deluge outside. Rain drummed at the roof hard enough that I could feel it in my chest, but was blotted out by the thumping and blaring music and shouted conversation. The weather perfectly reflected my mood. I hated when he dragged me out to the bar. Toting me in on his arm like a trophy, only to fraternize with every available woman who walked through the doors, leaving me stranded at a table for everyone to see my shame. To my supposed mate, all of the women in the bar were available, his status in the flight ensured that.

      I sat down on one of the bar stools and stirred the little straw around the chipped glass, watching melting ice chase itself around in a sad little circle. The whiskey churned and swirled around the water as they combined. Good metaphor for my fucking life. An endless rotation of pain, anger, lust and heartache, dissolving into an agonizing acceptance, and numbed by the pills Slingblade force fed me. 

      Everything hurt, even if I kept him out of my line of sight. I could feel them. Each new bit of club ass he took into the back hall, every one that whispered into his ear. The croweaters and passarounds were relentless, and he was sure to advertise his availability, despite his mated status. The shiver that went down my back as someone stepped all over the bond that kept me tied to this man who had no respect for his mate, was incapable of caring how he was torturing me, regardless of how unwillingly I had come to him.

      Anger churned in my gut. It had become my constant companion, making my crow crazy and unmanageable on a good day. Her talons scratched at my insides, wings beat at my soul as I sat in the dark lit room with far too many sweating bodies. 

      My mind spun as the room filled. The scent of feathers and gun oil assaulted my sinuses, but it was the smell of fur that made the hairs on the back of my neck stand straight fucking up. Longshot was in the house, and that meant trouble. I could feel them moving amongst my people, the heavy weight of their animals as they eyed us from where they strode through the door. A quick count of the club girls and various unattached women gave me an idea of what they were there for. And it wasn’t another drug deal.

      “You’ve drifted too far from my side, mate,” Slingblade whispered against the side of my face. His breath was too hot, filled with the taste of strange women still raw and close. “Ain’t right when we have guests.”

      “Sorry,” I muttered, letting him tuck me up under his arm like a puppet and parade me around as he peacocked for the visiting club. My stomach roiled as he touched me, the slimy feeling of his fingers up under the hem of my shirt made me want to wiggle away, but that was against the rules.

      Longshot was bad news. They traided in flesh, and their slave trade meant that we would have a few less croweaters at the next party. I took a look around the room, watching as the mountain lions got comfortable. Seeing the girls who cozied up to them, rubbing their scantily clad bodies against the new cock that had walked through the door. Women hungry for strange, thirsting for something to feel. The crow women stayed far away, but humans didn’t know the difference.

      “I need at least a G for each,” my mate was saying, his hands wandering up under my skirt to touch me under the table. The clammy feeling of discomfort rolled through me as his fingers found places that shouldn’t be explored in public. “Two for any specials.”

      “Boss ain’t paying more than half that,” the VP of Longshot told him, leaning forward on his elbows, trying to see over the lip of the table. I had to force myself not to clench my knees tight, swallowing bile that rose up the back of my throat. “Now for this one” – he nodded his chin at me, and fear rolled down my spine – “I’ll pay personally.”

      “Bitch ain’t for sale,” Slingblade growled, pulling his fingers from my cunt. “This one’s mine.”

      “You smell like half the fucking bitches in this place,” VP laughed, looking me up and down. “But you claim her?” He rolled his eyes like it was too much for him to take in. “Don’t even smell ripe. What, you can’t get your swimmers to take? Only bitch worth a claim is full of baby batter.”

      “Fuck you,” I mumbled under my breath. Sling tightened his hand around my wrist until it felt like my bones were grinding to dust. “My mate loves me,” I parroted, feeling sick to my stomach. “He’s a good mate to me.”

      Lies. Every word I said was a fucking lie, and everyone at the fucking table knew it. Slingblade loved nothing. With the possible exception of money and power.

      “See?” my mate asked, raising a brow at the lion shifter. “Having a steady bitch means never going without. And this one can’t touch anyone else. ‘Cause I would know.”

      Just like I knew every time he fucked a new croweater, a new bitch on the road. Every bit of product he tested before handing off to the Longshot MC and their investors. I could taste every one of them on his lips as he took me to bed.

      “A G for each, two for specials,” my Prez stated once again. “I ain’t sending any more quality down south if you can’t pay the prices that I set. I have a business to run, after all. Inflation and all that shit, you know?”

      The mountain lion smacked the table and stood. “Gotta consult,” he purred, giving me another look. “Sure I can’t take that one off your hands?” he asked, eyes narrowing on my face. “She smells sour.”

      “Just hasn’t gotten her dosage today.” Slingblade’s hand grabbed my arm in a bruising grip. “You just want your fix, ain’t that right mate?”

      “Of course,” I grinned up at him, trying to hide the contempt that had been growing in my guts for months. It ate at me by the day. Crow women were kept. Not one of us had ever been off Carrion Crow lands. Born, bred, raise the next generation. If we were lucky we got a good mate. If not… Well, I wasn’t one of the lucky ones.

      The lions left, leaving way too much empty air in their place. Music shut off, and I watched as the enforcers moved the unattached pussy into the back room. They looked around like lost little puppies as they were herded through the back of the bar and into the holding room. I’d never seen the inside of that room, but even with my shifter hearing, I never heard a peep.

      “Best get home, mate.” Slingblade pinched my chin between his fingers as he pulled me around for a kiss. Dry lips crushed into mine before he pushed me away. “Be a good little wifey, Peach, and make me fucking dinner,” he hissed, capturing me with his black gaze. “Maybe don’t fucking burn it this time.”

      “Of course.” I nodded, backing away towards the door. Even without his watchful eyes on me, I was under the thumb. Us mates were taken out of the bar by prospects, kept in a single file line and led like preschoolers down the street to where the compound’s housing was, while rain battered down on us. 

      Slipping through the front door of the little house where I was kept for Prez, water dripped from my clothes as I shivered. Slowly I turned on lights as I went, heading up to the bedroom to dry off. Wouldn’t do to let Slingblade see me bedraggled and sodden. My black eye would have shown then, and that was against the rules. 

      The bathroom tile was cold on my bare feet as I dropped each item of clothing into the hamper for me to wash later. I leaned over the sink and rubbed away my ruined makeup and pulled my case out of the cabinet to start applying. The woman in the mirror was hardly recognizable. Weight had dropped off me, my hair was sodden and slicked to the side of my head, and my eyes were hollow. Black ringed and lifeless. 

      I felt like my soul had been stolen and tucked back into a closet that I didn’t have the key for. Shuttered into his world, his house, filled with his furniture, his food. I was an owned thing just like the other appliances, just another prize to show off his power. A thing that demonstrated how prestigious he was. Lowly MC Prez could afford a mate with my pedigree. The dubious honor of being the offspring of a high ranking member of the council, the ruling body of all crow shifters. In the end I was just property, a puppet to breed, not a person. 

      A prospect stood at the end of the walkway, back to the street. Even through the tightly shut curtains of the living room, I could feel him watching. Slipping into my bathrobe slowly, I took in the house. Not a single thing was out of place. It was a masterpiece, a gilded cage filled with trinkets that could be taken away at a whim. Not even the shoes I left by the door were mine, nor the clothing I wore, or the makeup that painted my face. I wore them at his pleasure. Taking a long breath, I looked towards the kitchen. I might have had impeccable breeding, but I was no housewife. No matter what I made, Slingblade wouldn’t be happy with it.
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        * * *

      

      I watched as he slowly chewed. The look on his face was empty as usual, but he didn’t immediately throw down his fork and tear into me, so I was dubiously hopeful. I had read the recipe a hundred times, I had watched carefully as I measured each ingredient out, and had been more than vigilant when it came to timing and temperature. It had to be good.

      “I must be dosing you too much,” my mate said quietly from the other side of the table. He tipped his head to the side and looked me up and down. “You don’t look like you’re high.”

      High. Like I was some casual user who was seeking to take the edge off of life. Like it was my choice. “I’m feeling just fine, why?” Rare as it was, I didn’t feel the swimmy, daydreamy touch of the drugs he forced on me. My brain felt clear, even if my gut felt sour.

      “It’s just curious,” he replied, which was never good. I could already feel my bird trembling inside my skin. She knew what curious meant. Curious meant that he was displeased. Curious meant pain by his hand or his belt. If he was feeling especially curious, it meant a flogger with metal tips. “You have the highest ranking amongst all the women here, you have the best education, the most opportunity for training, and yet you fall so short.”

      My stomach dropped to my toes.

      My mate slowly stood and threw his napkin on his plate. “Undress and go up to the bedroom, mate,” he growled, standing to tower over me, eyes already the hard black marbles of his crow. “Ass up.” With that, he walked away from the table and towards his office.

      I stood on shaking legs, knees barely holding under me as I took each piece of clothing off, leaving them folded carefully on the chair in the kitchen. My skin pebbled in the cold of the house, and I shivered as I followed his instructions. I looked back at the table, where the dinner I had worked so hard on was laid out, the dinner I hadn’t even gotten to take a single bite of. My fingers walked down my ribs, each one pressing hard to my skin. I could count them by touch.

      It was time I found a way out of Carrion, because if I didn’t, my mate was going to kill me. Either from his uncontrolled temper, or from negligence. 

      Walking into the bedroom I looked myself in the eye. Still ringed with a darkening bruise. They both looked empty. My collar bones jutted out, and my hair hung in limp waves over my shoulders even after I had carefully curled it, not long enough to cover any of my bare flesh. Death by the hand of my supposed mate, or take my chances on the outside. 

      I watched as the decision was made. There had to be something better. And if not, at least it wouldn’t be long before it was all over. As I stood there, listening to the footsteps of the man who claimed to be mine, I made a vow. Once I severed the bond with Slingblade, there would never be another bond. I would never again be beholden to any one man. Once I left Carrion Crow, and Washington State, I was my own keeper.

      No mating bonds would ever grace my skin.
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      I watched the video over again on the computer, my jaw permanently locked in shock. The little waif of a girl exploded into an insane looking grizzly. The sheer size of the beast was shocking, and from the trembling of the camera, even the human hands who taped it felt her power.

      “Shit’s about to get fucked,” Blaze growled, his eyes the eerie blue glow of his wolf. “Ain’t that chick LOKI?” He reached for my computer to play the video again, but I beat him to it. Zooming in I looked at the woman’s face.

      “Fuck me,” I hissed under my breath, my bear stirring as he recognized the pixie on film. “Call in Gunner and Rex. Job’s canceled.” Rubbing my hand down my face, beard tangling around my fingers, I took a moment to count backwards from ten. “We lay low until Malachai gives us an order.” I watched the video loop again, tiny Whisper in scrubs that looked far too big on her, bursting into an even bigger bear. Looks like the Lords found their lost little lamb in just about the worst way possible.

      “All over the net, Prez,” my Sgt at Arms told me, resignation clear in his voice. “Ain’t gonna be scrubbing this up all neat and tidy.” His fingers flew over the keys as he called our boys back. Ironwood had put out an APB on their girl, snatched in the heat of battle with Paradigm, the fucking twisted sons of bitches who were fucking around with magic they didn’t understand. Instead of making more shifters from nothing, they had succeeded in outing them to the world. “The fucking clock app is on everyone’s phones these days.”

      “Council isn’t going to like this.” I leaned back and rolled my neck until it popped, tension screaming through my body. “Might want to look into packing our shit, it’s a long ride to the mothership.”

      “Not thinking of putting down roots, are you?” Blaze asked, looking around the hotel room we were all crammed into. Four beasts, three fucking beds, if you counted the pull out couch that wasn’t even long enough for our resident falcon shifter.

      “Don’t have a heading at the moment.” I shrugged. “Whisper’s been found. Means we have to wait for marching orders.” Being the Nomad branch of the Lords had its advantages, but at the end of the day, we still answered to Kai and his club, no matter what the patch on my cut said. 

      Closing my laptop, I reached for the case and shook my head. At least we were in a nice place to sit and wait. Little town tucked into the Black Hills, a hunting lodge practically empty in the off season. Plenty of room for the four of us to let our wild out, and damn but Havoc wanted out. He was itching to roam the hills. 

      “Mean I can hit the casino?” My friend stood, stretching his back until it popped. We had all been doing too much sitting as of late. Job had been my brother’s best girl–save the beauty that was his wife–for the past few months. Following threads from the club tech genius, Tweek. But mostly it had been waiting for orders. Nomad was used to fights and fury, not watching and waiting. And our animals weren’t getting the workout they required.

      “Not a fucking chance,” I growled. Gambling was one of the few vices I despised. “Go find a friend, wolf.” I stood, grabbing the empty paper coffee cup from the night stand and tossed it into the trash. “And leave the cut here. They got Whisper on film turning into a fucking bear, we don’t need anyone with some tech savvy figuring us out, too.” My cut slid down my arms and was folded and tucked into my travel bag. “We’re checking out tomorrow, means you best be back here before ten, else you’re stuck.”

      The door slammed behind me. Needed a drink, and a fuck. Not necessarily in that order. ‘Cause something told me that the nomad life was going to be pulled out from under us sooner rather than later.
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      The rumble of our bikes bounced off the evergreens. Vermont hadn’t felt like home for years, but the scent of the trees and the feel of the road under my tires felt right. Kai had called us in, and after more than half a decade on the road, I was ready for some steady walls around me. Too much had been changing, and nowhere had felt secure. Not since LOKI’s last Prez went mental.

      “Turn off up the West Gate path,” I mumbled into my headset, flicking my eyes to the side mirrors to see my boys nodding. “Those bikes we’ve been following feel like bad news.”

      No one bothered to respond. No one needed to.

      Up ahead we could see the congregation of bikes and cars, and not a one of us wanted them to know they had been followed. Carrion Crows were bad news, it had been pure fucking luck that we had overheard them chatting none too quietly a few hours down the road. Fuckers had been part of the Paradigm recruitment from the fucking beginning, if what they had been saying was true. And the little lady doctor, too clean and polished to be a biker groupie, had been less than pleased that they hadn’t gotten her prize pair back yet.

      The path that led to the Western Gate was much neater and easier to navigate than it had been when we were kids. Fresh tire tracks and the scent of metal said that it was used often enough. The most surprising bit came when the trees fell away.

      “Fucking walls are gone,” Gunner hissed, the feel of his big cat stretching down the pack bonds. “What the hell.” All of our bikes rocked to a stop as we looked at the back of Kai’s house. Stones littered the ground, but the wall was definitely gone. Gates sat laid out on the grass, a space wide enough for an SUV to drive through between them.

      “Dragons,” I growled, pulling my helmet off and kicking down the stand. “Big brother said that Paradigm had caused some fuckery. Didn’t think the entire wall was gone, though. Should have known that ‘some damage’ was Lesleigh for fucked.” I leaned my bike down and left my helmet. “Come on, I smell crow.”

      The tingle of magic flickered over my skin as I passed over where our walls used to stand. I could feel it weighing me, tasting me, before it let go and flowed away like water. Both Blaze and Rex cursed at the shield, but we all passed through unscathed.

      “Magic’s fucking unsettling.” Rex shivered like he was trying to unruffle his feathers. “Could have warned us.”

      “No reason.” I shrugged, slipping around the back of Kai’s house. The entire thing looked brand fucking new. “Things have certainly changed,” I muttered to myself as I looked over to the house that da had left me. Roof was covered in a blue tarp, front porch tilted towards the grass in front, looking like the whole thing was about to tip into the yard if there was a stiff wind. Next to it, Les’s house looked completely rebuilt.

      Around the side of the clubhouse, I could see the crows and their government friends. Could smell them too. With the scents of LOKI and home came something even sweeter. The aroma sent shivers down my spine and heat rushing to my fucking cock. “Shit,” I whispered, adjusting my jeans. Never thought it would happen to me, never even considered the implication.

      “What’s wrong boss?” Rex asked, practically breathing down the back of my neck. “We gonna jump in?”

      “Shut up,” I grumbled, taking in the luxurious scent that filled me. Warm feathers and this fruity hint of sweetness, like sticky summer juices when you bite into something just ripe.

      “Looks like Ironwood doesn’t like shit eaters, Crow,” my brother growled from where he stood at the front of the property. His hands crept back to where he liked carrying his piece. “And that one is fucking mine.” He leaned forward and spit at the crow shifter across from him, saliva painting the dirt on the crow Prez’s boots. “No touching.”

      “You ain’t had her, bear.” The crow lifted his beaky nose into the air. “You smell all mated up, like cherry fucking pie in summer. Fuck you say she’s yours.”

      I was moving before I even knew I wanted to. Striding right down the hill towards the little gathering. “Didn’t finish, friend.” I clapped my hand against my brother’s shoulder. “Good to see you,” I grumbled at Les, pulling him into a rough hug. “What my big protective brother meant to say was, she’s his sister-in-law. That beauty right there, she’s my mate.” My eyes locked with the dark-haired woman whose scent was driving me wild. She stood stock still, like a live wire had caught her. Her eyes hooked onto mine and I could taste her scent change. 

      “That’s fucking incredible.” Whisper leaned into my mate, taking in the changes, eyes going as black as her grizzly. “You smell even more like clan now.”

      “Ain’t my mate,” the woman whispered, backing away. She didn’t take her eyes off of me until she was ready to slip into the clubhouse, and I can’t say I looked away either. My heart was beating triple time as my bear latched onto her bird. She tasted scared, which gutted me, but I couldn’t take the credit. It was the bastard and his cronies on the other side of the shield that were to blame. And that pissed me right the fuck off. My mate was scared and angry. The heavy oak doors banged behind her with a finality that I felt in my soul. Havoc roared up my throat, his presence filling my head as I saw red.

      “Can’t you smell it, bird boy?” I asked, turning back to the Carrion Crow Prez. “I’m all mated up to your pretty little princess, and you can’t do shit about it.”

      “Could kill you.”

      The sound of a gun cocking broke through the air, and the retort from a rifle came seconds later. On the porch of the Ironwood clubhouse stood the raven haired beauty, the black butt of a rifle tucked tight into her shoulder, the barrel smoking.

      “I owed you a painful death, Slingblade,” she said, walking down the steps with the massive gun over her shoulder. The crow Prez knelt on the ground, blood pumping from his chest where she had shot him. “I wanted to make you suffer. Maybe have my friend here teach me how to remove your worthless fucking fingers, one knuckle at a time. But you know what?” She brought the gun back down, and pushed it through the wards, knocking Slingblade onto his ass. “It ain’t worth the stain on my soul.” She handed the rifle to Les, who took it without question. “I have never been yours, asshole. You might have made me think I had no other options, but I found my out. And it looks like my fucking suspicions were right.” She turned to Kai, pushing past me. It felt like a dismissal, a sting going through my chest. This bastard had done something to my mate, and that weight was now mine to take on. “Doctor Covington’s the bitch Carrion Crow has been working with.”

      “She’s also the lead scientist with Paradigm,” the man standing with Whisper said, hands hooked over his hips. I would recognize him anywhere, fucker had been with Whisper when they escaped into downtown St. Louis, and had been on the news since. “Coming to collect your lost pets, Doc?” he asked.

      “That’s precisely what I plan to do.” The woman sniffed and pushed her glasses up her nose. Tiny dots of red speckled her pristine white coat while Slingblade convulsed on the ground near her feet. “I expect you won’t come quietly?”

      “Oh, lady.” Les pointed the rifle between her eyes from point blank range. “Ain’t none of us coming with you at all.” He cocked the rifle and set it to his shoulder. “Can’t fucking miss from this close, you wanna play Russian roulette with me?”

      My mind was abuzz as I watched the little crow who had stolen my heart, and my bear. She tucked herself back with Whisper and my brother’s mate, Cherry, now huddled around her, petting her hair, and covering her with their scent. I wanted her covered in mine, I wanted to smell my bear on her, and fill my bed with the scent of our combined perfume. But her eyes were black bead hard as she watched me, and the distress that came off her made my bear pine to fix it. Havoc clawed and pressed at me from the inside, begging to take my body and fix my mate. I could barely keep from slipping my skin as I hunched over, holding my beast in. Going bear wouldn’t fix what was distressing her. But killing the crow prez might go a long way down that slippery slope.
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      My heart was in my throat. It was nestled so high that it was hard to swallow around the thumping beat of it. Les’s brother grinned at me around Whisper, who I was clinging to like some frightened toddler, but my fingers wouldn’t let go from where they were latched around her bicep. My brain was buzzing with terror as I locked eyes with the grass green depths that felt so important and familiar, but so foreign at the same time.

      “You ain’t no one’s mate but mine,” Slingblade hissed from where he was lying on the gravel drive just outside of the forcefield that kept us all safe. Blood pumped out of him with the beat of my heart. I tried to feel something looking down at this man that I had spent so many years with. Anger, fear, disgust. But there was nothing. I was so numb to him, that watching him bleed out on the front drive didn’t even make me feel any kind of relief. “You’ll always be my bitch. Little lost crow.”

      I wanted to fucking laugh. Show him how little power he had over me, but inside I was churning. The bear who had claimed me was looking at me like I hung the moon, and that look scared me more than anything that Slingblade could do or say. 

      “The fuck I am,” I growled, feeling for the knife that I had tucked into my belt when I grabbed the rifle. I wanted to end this shit. Needed the crows far away from me. Memories of what life had been like before LOKI flashed behind my eyes in deep sepia. No sound, no emotions. Just pictures of life, like heartbeats caught in a bottle.

      With the blade in my hand, my feet moved on their own, right the fuck around Whisper, until my toes were nearly touching the boots of the bear with dazzling green eyes and a face so like my friend and mentor. I wanted to hide from him, but my feet had dragged me all on their own, naked blade in my hand, ready to pass the buck, literally. 

      “What the fuck are you doing to me?” I asked, my head tipping to one side, my eyes locked with the bearded man in Lords Nomad colors. The warm emerald flashed at me in pleasure as I leaned forward. Fuck, he smelled good. Like the rich loam of earth, raw wood, and smoke. Tobacco. Not cigarettes, the good stuff. Expensive cigars. 

      “Ain’t doing nothing, darling,” he purred, the sound ran down my spine like warm water, settling deep in my center, melting me for him. His hand came up to touch my face.

      “The fuck you aren’t.” I shook my head, dislodging the trance. The knife flashed before I knew it, and pressed against the bear’s throat, just below where his thick beard gave way to clean shaven skin. “You’re poisoning me,” I grunted, resisting the urge to rub up against him, instead holding the knife steady. “Fucking stop it.”

      His tongue slipped between his lips, wetting his full bottom lip until I wanted to lean in and capture it between mine, rolling it around in my mouth until he moaned my name. Fuck. I could feel how wet I was getting, the heat of my sex. I locked my knees and hissed at him. I would not rub my legs together. I wouldn’t give into this lust that had flooded me with the scent of him, the warmth of his skin close to mine. I fucking hated him, and it made me ache, my center pining for him.

      “I believe that the goddess has spoken, mate.” He stepped forward, testing my resolve to slit his throat with the razor sharp knife. “Put the knife down, baby.” HIs voice was a song, the purr of a satisfied feline, and it rubbed me on the inside where nothing but my animal had ever touched.

      “No,” I whispered, feeling his breath bathe my face. “I’m no one’s mate.” My eyes itched as I looked up at him. He was pulling my animal to him, and the more she drew up, the sicker I felt.

      “Bitch,” Slingblade shouted from the ground, breaking the trance and reminding me that there were people around us. My ex-mate’s skin had turned sickly gray. “I will pull you down to hell with me.” His boney hand reached out, hitting the shield and dropping to the ground.

      “Not a fucking chance.” The bear grabbed the knife from my hand, and threw it at Slingblade. It stuck with a sickening thud into the crow’s chest, splitting him open. The bastard made a final gurgle before his head hit the gravel, and his eyes bled back to the blue that I hadn’t seen in years. I looked down at him, and all I could conjure up was a faint disgust.

      “Looks like you’re the Prez now,” I whispered, looking down at the man who had ruined me, the crow I had shot, but hadn’t cared to stain my soul with his death. Something that my supposed new mate wasn’t worried about. I wondered how dirty his soul was. Looking up at him with flecks of blood splattered on his face, my heart reached out to the goddess, begging for her to change her mind. I couldn’t be bound to another morally gray mate.

      “That the way crows roll?” he asked, the dimples on his cheeks peeking out through the thick beard. “Well, fuck. I suggest you pickle dicks turn your happy asses around, take the lady scientist, and take a long walk off the pier into Champlaine.” He turned to me, like I was supposed to do something. The twinkle in his eyes asked me to bend to him, to become soft and pliant.

      Wasn’t my fucking style to bow to men, not anymore. Especially if they called me their mate. Instead I grabbed his shoulders and kneed him in the balls. Satisfaction shivered through me as he crumpled. I just grabbed my knife from the rapidly cooling body of my tormenter, and wiped it off on the grass.

      “I think we’re all done here,” I muttered under my breath and turned towards the club house. I could feel every eye on me as I marched up the grass and slipped through the front doors.

      My heart beat a rapid tattoo in my chest, my head was swimming with everything that had just happened. Slingblade was gone. The Crows were definitely in bed with Paradigm, and the goddess had decided that I wasn’t ever going to sleep easy again. Not with this bear sleeping in the same building. I wanted to vomit, or cry, something. Instead, I stumbled past the reception desk, rounded the corner into the bar.

      Mating bonds meant never being alone again. For some, it was the pinnacle of what being a shifter was, to merge with someone who would be your always. Crows weren’t like bears though. We didn’t mate for life, and our bits worked just fine for anyone else. There were no guarantees. No perfect pairing, no built in anti-cheating policy. Fuck, Sling had proved that one over and over again.

      “Look like you could use a friend,” Izzy murmured as I sat down at the bar, room nearly completely empty
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