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Dedication

To my wonderful readers who made me smile
even when I’m feeling ill – your posts, engagement and messages
feed my soul and encourage my muse. Huge love to you.

To Holly from Publication Pixie – thank you
for bringing your editing style to my work. All mistakes found in
here are mine. You are wonderful.

To Phil and JP thank you for your continued
encouragement and support.

And as always, my lovely readers keep
spreading that love. If this story made you smile today, please
share that smile with someone else. You have no idea how much that
can brighten a person’s day.


Prologue

From the
Epilogue of Precious Blue

Where the hell did he go? Panting as
he stood just inside a beautifully laid out bookstore, Cain wanted
to tug on his long black curls in frustration. I came to New
York to get away from this. Damn it. Did he follow me here?

The thing was Cain didn’t know enough about
his stalker to know what was considered normal. He knew the person
who kept popping up wherever he was had to be a magic user. Just
the week before, he made a point of translocating to four different
places in the same afternoon, and the man turned up every single
time.

Which could be flattering, but every time
Cain went to approach the man, he disappeared. Like now.
Stepping aside as someone else came into the bookstore, Cain looked
around, checking every person he could see. None of them was the
cute twink with the blond hair he’d been following, or should that
be, been followed by for the past month.

The woman behind the counter was watching him
closely, probably thinking about calling security. But then Cain
imagined anyone who was six foot six and came bursting into a store
in huge boots, black jeans and a long black leather coat covering
his muscle shirt was going to look suspect in an upmarket area.
Inclining his head like the gentleman he tried to be, Cain left the
store, scanning the street both ways before crossing, heading for
Beau’s new condo.

Maybe my packmate can help me work out
this mystery. Because if Beau couldn’t help, then Cain’s only
other option would be to speak to Lord Hades, and he really didn’t
want his ex-boss to be thinking his tracking and hunting skills
were rusty. I just wish I knew why that man keeps turning up. I
want to think we’re mates, but if we are, why does he keep running
away?


Chapter One

Ollie was panting
as he reappeared in a leafy part of a local park, trying to get his
equilibrium back. “Too close. Too damn close,” he muttered,
berating himself as he did every single time he was drawn to follow
the man with the unusual magical signature, and then not leaving
fast enough when he was noticed.

He looked around, checking to make sure no
one could see him. It was early evening – the few people he could
see were busy with their own concerns, bogged down with the worries
of the day, or excitedly thinking about their plans for the
evening.

Ollie didn’t have plans. I wish I did have
plans… Clicking up a strawberry lollipop, he slumped against
the nearest tree trunk, his ability to stay small and hidden coming
to him automatically. I could go home and make some plans. But even
as he thought it, Ollie knew he wouldn’t. His homely little
apartment didn’t hold any appeal and hiding out at his house
wouldn’t work for him either. Not while the intriguing man was
still in New York. He couldn’t leave. It was almost like a physical
impossibility. Until the commanding paranormal went back to his
hometown, Ollie had to stay close. Thank goodness I know how to
sleep on a tree branch. The tree he was resting on would do
well enough.

Closing his eyes, enjoying the sugar rush
from his magically conjured sweets – the only good thing he could
see in his existence – Ollie remembered the first time he’d seen
the magical man. He’d been people watching, enjoying a hot honey
drink at his favorite café.

Humans were fascinating – not only in the way
they dressed and styled their hair, but in the way they reacted
with each other. Ollie’s mom had kept him hidden while she’d been
around. But then he woke up one day and found her gone, with
nothing but a note and an envelope on the table. All the note said
was that she’d found her mate and needed to go and live a new life.
She told him to be good, and to stay out of sight, that she loved
him, and she was sure he'd be safe if he stayed where he was.

Ollie had tried – he really tried. He’d
listened to his mom his whole life until she left, and he knew
she’d done everything she could to keep him safe. She’d taught him
the basics of what it meant to live on the earth realm – things
like money, and how humans insisted everything had to be paid for.
She’d spent years teaching him basic reading, writing and math
skills – explaining that he needed to try and fit in with others as
he got older.

But then she went away. Ollie got bored. He
knew the house was his, because his mom had left the deed for it,
along with the papers his mom had insisted were necessary ‘to show
you belong.’ They gave him a human name, Oliver Jackson, and Oliver
Jackson had a house, money in a bank account, an ID card, and even
a bank card. Ollie’s heart had warmed, knowing his mom was
determined he would have absolutely everything he needed to survive
on his own.

Except friends and people to talk to or share
his thoughts with. Ollie had a lot of thoughts. He and his mom used
to chat for hours about all sorts of things. He wanted to know why
some birds were brightly colored and others were more muted. Ollie
hadn’t thought it was very fair, but his mom would smile at him in
her patient fashion, and she’d say something like, “it’s the way it
is, Ollie – all part of the grand design,” and Ollie would be happy
because even if he hadn’t got any answers, he was heard.

Back in the present, Ollie checked to make
sure no one was near him. He didn’t think anyone would find him. He
was really good at blending into natural surroundings – the trees,
grass and bushes seemed to welcome him. I wonder what my magical
friend is doing.

Time stopped the first time Ollie had seen
the man. As mentioned, he’d been sipping from his mug, watching a
young couple across the road from him, who seemed to be arguing.
Then, out of the corner of his eye, he saw a huge man striding down
the street. Like huge. Really huge. The man had to be almost seven
foot tall, like the ogres in Ollie’s mother’s stories. He’d been
wearing big boots, and a coat that looked like it was made of
leather, that flared around his legs. That’s a man on a
mission, Ollie remembered thinking but then he realized, Oh,
my goodness, he’s going to collide with the young people.

Ollie was torn. He wanted to jump up, yell,
to warn the arguing couple who weren’t paying any attention to
anyone around them at all as their voices got louder. But his mom
had told him his whole life he must not draw attention to himself.
Never. Nada. Not ever. And so he froze, watching as the two
entities were ready to collide. Watching… watching… and then, just
as Ollie’s heart was in his throat, the big man opened his mouth
and he growled.

He actually growled. Ollie heard him and he
was so surprised he looked around, sure that everyone else would’ve
heard it to. But no one else reacted – they just kept doing what
they were doing.

Except the couple. They stopped yelling at
each other. They must’ve heard the growl. They looked all wide-eyed
staring at the man and then noticing they were taking up the whole
footpath. The yelling man took the woman’s hand, and then they were
running so fast, away from the huge man, and still not paying any
attention to what everyone else was doing. The woman almost tripped
over a dog on a leash, but they disappeared pretty quick.

The huge man did nothing. He just carried on
his way, but Ollie couldn’t sit in his seat. His drink forgotten,
he spirited away, confident no one could see him. It was as if the
man was calling to him in some way and he was compelled to follow
him.

And I haven’t stopped, Ollie thought glumly.
I wonder if the humans have a help line for something like
this.


Chapter Two

“He is driving me
to drink,” Cain complained to his friends over dinner. Yes, Beau
had a lovely apartment – Cain was really happy for him, blah blah.
Yes, seeing Blue rounded with child, his face a mass of smiles
stirred something unusual in Cain’s gut – a form of longing he
hadn’t felt since he’d left the Underworld. But the elusive blond
was nagging at him like a toothache, and he didn’t know what to do
about it.

“He’s been following me for a full month –
four and a half freaking weeks. But he doesn’t talk to me, never
tries to engage me. As soon as I try and talk to him, he disappears
as if he’s translocating.”

“The question I’d be asking,” Blue said,
pulling strips off his pork bone with his fingers, “is why he
bothers you so much. Maybe he’s a form of guardian angel just
watching out for you.”

Cain and Beau both snorted. “Hellhounds don’t
have guardian angels, babe,” Beau said with a grin. “We’re our own
form of protection.”

“Aha, but does your guardian angel know
this?” Blue pointed his pork bone in Cain’s direction. “We make
assumptions about people all the time. What does he smell
like?”

“Smell like?” Cain was sure his confusion
showed because Blue laughed.

“Yeah, you know.” Blue tapped the end of his
pert nose. “Smell like. Have you sniffed him out – maybe you’re
mates.”

“Babe, you know we can only tell if a person
is our mate if our collar box reacts to the person. It doesn’t
matter what they smell like,” Beau reminded his mate gently.

“I know.” Blue’s smile was blinding. “You
didn’t know for sure I was your mate until I opened that lovely box
of yours. But surely scenting him, and then tracking him down would
make a good first step towards at least seeing if being a mate is a
possibility.” His smile fell away. “I feel so sorry for that poor
man. What if he feels a mating pull and doesn’t understand what it
is? What if he’s scared his mate would reject him for some reason,
and so he keeps disappearing as soon as he’s seen. He can’t be a
shifter like me, given he can use magic, so what if he doesn’t know
for sure either.”

“You could tell who Beau was to you when you
met?” Cain wasn’t sure how Beau and Blue had met up. He just knew
the whole hellhound pack had been stunned to find out that because
they were Lord Hades’ creation, his godly essence meant they could
get same-sex partners pregnant. That was one of the reasons he’d
decided to visit his packmate. He had to see that rumor in the
flesh.

It was Beau who chuckled. “Blue was adamant,
even though he hadn’t technically seen me yet. His cute little wolf
let him know we were mates.”

“Oh, yes.” Blue was all happy again, and Cain
felt himself relax – weird. Why would I care if the little wolf
is happy?

“It’s the omega effect,” Beau answered his
unasked question. “Blue has that impact on all of us.”

“Hush. I was telling Cain about how we met,”
Blue clearly didn’t care about his impact on others. “I was wrapped
up in a blanket and hanging from the ceiling, having been caught by
some really evil people, when my sharp little nose caught the most
amazing scent. I knew right then and there I’d found my forever. I
remember thinking in that moment, if Beau didn’t know or understand
our connection, I would just be glad I could run fast, because I’d
keep following him around, until he understood what I felt was
real.”

Cain pushed his empty plate aside. The food
was incredible, but the conversation was much more riveting. “You
think that’s what this man is doing to me? If he’s following me
because he thinks we’re mates then why doesn’t he stop and talk to
me?”

“Have you seen you?” Blue roared with
laughter, one hand resting on his huge belly as if soothing his
munchkin. “Consort Ali was telling me, all of you hounds wander
around as though you own the world and it’s true. You’re well over
six foot tall, and with your long black curls, those piercing blue
eyes and your closely cropped beard, you scream ‘don’t mess with
me.’ Beau’s the same. And that’s without the power levels you’ve
got going on. Even humans are wary around you, and they don’t even
know what you are. We all know your mystery man isn’t human, but
maybe he doesn’t know even why he’s following you in the first
place.”

What Blue was saying was one hundred percent
true and Cain didn’t make any apologies for the way he was. But
that didn’t help. “You didn’t think Beau was intimidating when you
met him.”

“No, but my wolf told me he could be trusted
with our heart. And my wolf was right.” The look Blue gave Beau
would normally make Cain cringe it was so full of love and
acceptance, but in that moment he was jealous. He wanted someone to
look at him like that. “Your little follower clearly isn’t a
shifter, so he doesn’t have that advantage.”

“My mate’s right in that the blond you’ve
described clearly isn’t a shifter because he translocates,” Beau
agreed, “but he will have a scent, or a magical signature which
means he can be tracked. I can’t believe you haven’t thought to
track him before.”

“I kept just wanting to talk to him. I’ve
been frustrated with him keep zapping off all the time, which makes
it difficult to think straight.” Cain refused to be embarrassed in
front of a pack mate.

“Well, you can do it now. His scent will be
in the shop he went into when he evaded you earlier today. You
could find it there.” Blue looked super excited by the idea.

“The shops are closed this time of night.”
Cain felt he had to be practical, even though the thought of
waiting until the shops opened again in the morning made him
anxious for some reason.

“It would only require a quick zap in and out
again,” Beau suggested. “If you shifted here, zapped over there,
one quick sniff around and then out again… can’t see it would do
any harm. It’s not technically breaking and entering if you haven’t
broken anything, and you’ve zapped in.”

“Oh my goodness, and imagine if the store has
security cameras.” Blue was chuckling again. “Anyone checking the
video files wouldn’t be able to believe their eyes and it’s not
like any one at the store would relate your hound to your
person.”

Actually track him down. Cain found he
liked that idea – he liked it a lot. He went to get up from the
table, but Blue stopped him.

“You have to have dessert first. We’ve got a
whole selection platter from the restaurant and it’s huge. If you
don’t stay and help me eat it, thanks to the little one in my
belly, I could end up eating it all myself.”

“And make yourself sick in the bargain.” But
Beau was smiling at his mate, so Cain imagined their teasing about
food was just something they did.

“I’ll go and grab the platter from the
kitchen.” As he stood up, Cain glanced out of the wide windows with
their one way glass. The shops across the street were definitely
closed up for the night – only display lighting left on to
highlight their window displays. Perfect.


Chapter Three

Darn. When did
trees get so uncomfortable? Ollie turned, trying to get rid of
a bump that was pushing into his thigh, taking care not to fall off
his branch. He could zap up a cushion, or even a blanket, but there
were still a few people around the park and the last thing Ollie
wanted was to be dragged from a tree just so someone could steal
his blanket.

I could zap home and come back in the
morning. Sighing, Ollie wiggled again. He wasn’t warm, he
definitely wasn’t comfortable, and yet despite being a blink away
from a warm bed, Ollie couldn’t do it. He couldn’t leave the
mystery man who had a love of leather coats.

I wonder what you’re doing right now?
Mystery man was probably eating with friends, or maybe he’d gone
out for the evening, although Ollie could sense the man was still
in the area. He had peeked in on him, after the last translocation
and saw him disappear into an apartment building. It was strange –
having a connection to another being he didn’t know anything about
– and Ollie blamed that connection as the only reason for his own
unusual behavior.

Yes, he was fascinated by the beings he loved
to watch, but he never felt the need to be close to anyone. When he
realized his mom wasn’t coming back, Ollie thought he’d like to
make friends – maybe a special friend who would be happy to talk to
him – but people seemed to have different meanings for their
friendship than he was used to.

Ollie shivered, remembering how a man had
gotten really pushy with him, just over a month ago now.
Ollie had felt physically and magically repulsed. Wiggling on the
tree, because that wooden lump was still leaving impressions in his
thigh, Ollie grumped as he thought about the horrible person. I
should’ve been allowed to enjoy my drink in peace. I didn’t ask for
him to sit with me – there were other empty tables – and no, I
definitely didn’t look lonely. At least, I don’t think I did
and how the heck can I tease someone I didn’t even notice until he
sat by me?

Ollie had thought a lot about that encounter.
It had bothered him in a range of different ways. It wasn’t the
first time someone had tried to get close to him, and when Ollie
first ventured out into the world he thought that would make him
happy – fill the ache he felt inside at his mom leaving him. But
that man, like so many others, didn’t want to talk with him, the
way his mom used to do, and Ollie found he didn’t like people
crowding him. That just felt icky.

Which kinda makes what I’m doing with
mystery man all the weirder although I’m not sitting next to him
and trying to put my hand on his knee. Ollie accepted the
weird. His mom didn’t raise him to be normal. His first memories
were of her urging him to stay hidden, warning him how the nature
of his dual heritage would make him a target among “others”.
Unfortunately, because his mom really didn’t want him living under
a cloud of doom and gloom, she never really explained who those
others were. Surely, I’m not following one. Wow. That would suck
big time if I was. Mom would be so disappointed.

But then, his mom had also encouraged him to
explore the forest around him, as well as the thoughts he had. She
never shut him down or made him feel as if he were a nuisance…
Ollie sighed. He missed his mom. She’d know what to do about the
mystery man.

The night was getting chilly. Peering through
the leaves, Ollie didn’t see anyone. The park had lights, although
none where he was hiding, and there was a pale moon. Ollie found it
strange that even though it had to be the middle of the night –
I feel like I’ve been up this tree for hours – the night
wasn’t anything like the black sort of dark it used to be at the
house he shared with his mom.

You’re rambling again, Ollie. In the
dim light, Ollie smiled. His mom used to say that quite often, but
she was never angry with him. Ollie couldn’t help how his mind
seemed to jump from one thing to another. In his head, the leaps
were perfectly logical, but he knew just from random conversations
he’d had with people like the agent he bought his apartment from
for example, a lot of people didn’t appreciate it.

His mom wouldn’t like it if he stayed cold,
and while she’d probably debate the value of sleeping in a tree,
when he did have both his house and his apartment, Ollie hoped
she’d understand the pull he felt to be near someone he didn’t even
dare say a word to. She would want him to wear a jacket, though.
Clicking one up, Ollie rubbed over his covered arms feeling so much
warmer.

Caught up in the simple enjoyment his jacket
gave him, it took a moment for Ollie to realize someone, or rather
something was sniffing at his tree. Peering down through the leaves
he saw the most amazingly ginormous dog. Wow. Ollie loved
animals. They never judged him. They typically didn’t stick around
for conversations either, but he never felt judged by the animals
he’d grown up with. His smile wide, Ollie tried out a tentative
whisper, “Hey, big guy. Are you just saying hello, or did you feel
the need to water the tree?” He didn’t want to spook the lovely
animal.

The big dog looked up and Ollie gasped. “Wow,
you have such incredible eyes. All flaming and intense. You are
just amazing. Are you here by yourself?” Glancing around, Ollie
didn’t see anyone who looked like they could own such a wonderful
animal. His mind flicked to the mystery man – This is totally
the sort of dog I could imagine that guy owning – but of
course, mystery man was probably enjoying after dinner drinks with
friends.

In the meantime, the dog was nodding his
head. “Oh, my goodness. You understood me. You’re here on your
own?”

The massive head bobbed up and down again. “I
can’t believe it, I’m so happy right now.” Ollie wanted to squeal
with excitement. “None of the other animals I talk to seem to know
what I’m saying. Did you… do you think you might like to go for a
walk with me? I can’t go far.” Ollie lowered his voice, and said in
a whisper, “I have this connection to some mystery man, and I don’t
know why, but I find if I go too far away from him, my belly aches.
But we could walk around the park if you wanted to?”

The big hound looked sad for a moment, but
then he nodded again and gave a deep woof. Ollie chuckled in
delight. “I don’t understand dog speak, but I’m going to take that
as a yes. You have such a lovely woof. Hang on. I’ll come
down.”

It would’ve been easier to translocate, that
was how Ollie got up the tree. But he didn’t want to do anything to
startle his new friend. Animals were so much easier to deal with
than people and he felt as if he had a bond with the animal
already. Taking care not to fall, he was halfway down when he felt
a large head pushed up under his butt.

“You’re so cute,” Ollie glanced down over his
shoulder. “I swear you’re making sure I’m not going to fall.” Then
remembering his manners, he added, “Thank you.” Getting his feet on
the ground wasn’t easy with the big dog pressed so close to him and
the tree trunk, but Ollie made it without mishap. “I did it. Now,
where would you like to go?” He held out his hand for the hound to
sniff and giggled as a big tongue covered the whole back of his
hand.

“You are an affectionate hound, aren’t you.
Huh.” Letting out a huff, Ollie looked around. “Let’s see if we can
find you some water. With all that sniffing you’ve been doing, you
could probably do with a drink. Shall we head out over in that
direction?”

The lovely dog nodded again. Ollie was
delighted. “My night was looking pretty grim,” he confided as they
struck out across the grass. “I had this most annoying wood lump
that kept digging in my thigh. And I know, I know. My mom would’ve
said I should’ve just gone home, where at least I have a bed, but…
you know… that connection thing.” He glanced back at where the
lights of the huge apartment building he’d seen his mystery man go
into. “I hope he’s comfortable, whatever he’s doing.”

The big dog woofed again, making Ollie jump.
“I guess you’re telling me he probably is. There’ll be no rogue
pieces of wood trying to attack him, I’m sure.” He chuckled,
feeling so much lighter in spirit than he had in a long time. “I
hope you don’t mind me talking – apparently, I do that a lot.”

Getting a nudge against his shoulder, because
the dog really was that big, Ollie took that as a sign of
acceptance and grinned again.


Chapter Four

He’s not afraid
of me at all. Cain couldn’t believe it. Blue had warned him,
before he’d left their apartment, that he absolutely shouldn’t
approach the little blond in his hound form. “Hellhounds are feared
for a reason,” Blue said seriously, and Cain did listen. He knew
his animal side was fearsome – they were designed that way and he’d
enjoyed being like that his very long life. But he’d picked up the
blond’s scent easily enough and his hound wanted to track in the
worst way.

Running around in his hellhound form on earth
was not encouraged. Lord Hades would probably have something to say
about it once he found out about it. Cain felt he had reason
enough. His hound led him to the tree, where the little blond was
trying to get comfortable, planning to sleep on a tree branch
purely and simply because of the unexplained attachment the man had
to him. Him.

That has to be the mating pull, right? He
said he got a belly ache if he tried to leave me alone. Which
Cain knew was unusual. He’d never heard of anyone describing the
pull to be with someone else in quite that way, but just listening
to the little blond, he realized the man was anything but
usual.

“My name’s Ollie,” the young man said happily
– apparently seeing nothing strange about strolling through a park
late at night with a hellhound. “I don’t
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