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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          Aislinn

        

      

    

    
      Aislinn had never been so glad to collapse as she was right then, tumbling into a heap on the soft training mats in Tobias’ rumpus room. Flynn stretched out alongside her in his tiger form, tail flipping idly back and forth while his head nudged one lupine shoulder.

      The run back from Old Tom’s Hollow had been long, tiring and blissfully uneventful - just what she needed to get her thoughts into some semblance of order following the confrontation with Olaf. With any luck, the bearkin General and all-around asshole was off licking his wounds somewhere cold and dank, with useless minions and his own failure for company.

      A girl could hope, at any rate.

      Tobias’ voice floated out from the kitchen. “Drink?”

      “Something good,” Aislinn returned, shimmering back into her human form and reaching up to scratch underneath Flynn’s chin. She lowered her voice and said; “You better behave, or I swear I’ll throw you outside.”

      Flynn whuffed indignantly, eyes sparkling with mischief. As if I would even consider misbehaving.

      “Don’t think you can charm me,” Aislinn growled, her scratch turning into a firm poke. “I’m immune.”

      Not to him, it seems. His scent is all over you.

      “Jealous?”

      Maybe. One feline ear flickered. Maybe not. He’s very… wholesome.

      Aislinn burst out laughing at that, sitting up as Tobias came into the room with three glasses balanced between his fingers. “Flynn thinks you’re wholesome,” she said by way of explanation.

      “Wholesome?” Tobias screwed up his face. “Like bread?”

      Goody two-shoes, Flynn clarified - and by the way Tobias startled, he’d widened his speech range to include the other Alpha.

      “One of Flynn’s Sabre abilities is that he can communicate in animal form,” Aislinn said, accepting her glass with a smile and sipping. “Oh, it’s good.”

      “Of course it is.” Tobias looked down at his spare glass and back at Flynn. “You want this in a bowl or what?”

      Flynn yawned and shimmered back to human form. “Glass. Sticky fur is a bitch.” Aislinn prodded him and he grunted. “Thank you.”

      “No worries.” Tobias handed over a glass, hesitated, then sat cross legged on the floor beside Aislinn. She scooted closer, dropping her head on his shoulder as she watched Flynn take a tentative sip.

      “Bourbon,” the tigerkin rumbled appreciatively.

      “Locally made.” Tobias raised his glass and took a long drink, his free arm wrapping casually around Aislinn’s waist.

      Flynn noted the movement and smiled into his bourbon. “I’m not going to kidnap her, little Alpha. She’d cut my balls off.”

      “Both of you are reacting to each other’s transitional energies,” Aislinn cut in over Tobias’ growl. “If you need, I can find a ruler and we can get the cock-measuring over with straight off the bat.”

      Flynn reclined on one elbow with a rumbling laugh. “Careful, Ash, it’s been a while since I’ve had a nice tickle. I might enjoy it.” Aislinn narrowed her eyes and he flashed a wicked grin. “So, you want the story now, I guess.”

      “Damned right I do - what are you doing here?”

      “You mean apart from being transitional and you still on the register as my damper?”

      “Apart from that, yes.” She hesitated and frowned. “Gods above, you didn’t kill anyone, did you? The episodes had pretty much settled, so I assumed -”

      “Relax, nobody died.” The tigerkin’s eyes narrowed, as though he wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or not. “After I wrecked your hospital room and got thrown out, the Council sent the team off on some bitch-ass recon mission. When we came back, you were already gone. I might’ve been okay with it - maybe - until I found out Jacques knew you were leaving the whole fucking time and was deliberately extending the mission so that Andre could ship you out alone.” Flynn gnashed his teeth a moment, then took a sharp breath and continued; “I kicked his fucking ass and left that night.”

      “Jacques is one of our other team members,” Aislinn murmured to Tobias. “Owlkin. Sharp eyed, but a real stickler for the rules.”

      Tobias snorted. “He must love you two.”

      “I’ve been saying for years he’s only there to report on us,” Flynn grumbled. “Brown-nosing busybody.”

      Aislinn blinked and sat up very straight. “The rogue Kin agent,” she whispered. “It was you.”

      “No wonder Grandma didn’t know about it - Andre must’ve been worried word would get back to us,” Tobias said.

      “He knew I’d have gone looking for Flynn,” Aislinn nodded. “I’ll add it to the list of his sins.”

      Flynn’s elfin face crinkled in amusement. “There’s a list now?”

      “You bet there is,” she growled - and quickly explained how Andre and Rupert had conspired to keep Aislinn and Tobias apart for so many years.

      “Motherfucker,” Flynn slugged the remainder of his bourbon and then wheezed a laugh. “That’s a lot of string pulling. I don’t know if I should be pissed off or impressed.”

      Aislinn sagged. “I’m sorry you ended up dragged into this because of me.”

      “Don’t you dare,” Flynn growled. Before Aislinn could as much as blink, his forehead was pressing against hers, his breath tickling her cheek. “I made my own choices, princess, and they all began and ended with you. Your useless piece of shit of a father might have made life hard but you know what? The two of you are here, now - and I’m right beside you, where I belong. Andre might think he and the Council are some top notch shit but they’re just pissing in the wind when it comes to creatures like us.” He leant back and gave Tobias an assessing look. “I guess I can’t really speak for you, but I’m gonna assume you’ve got something interesting under that pretty-boy exterior or Ash would’ve eaten you by now.”

      “I’m not as tasty as I look,” Tobias returned, rubbing his cheek against Aislinn’s hair. “And, much as I may regret admitting it, you’re right. Whatever plans Andre had in place, for whatever strange reasons, are irrelevant now. Although I’m interested to know how a volatile tigerkin got out of Ireland under the High Council’s nose.”

      “I have connections,” Flynn rumbled, sitting back on his heels. “Council never even knew I was gone until Kaira found Jacques tied up in the roof.”

      Aislinn frowned. “Kaira tattled?”

      “No - she was just stupid enough to untie him.” Flynn rolled his feline eyes and backflipped neatly to his feet. “Too late by then of course, I was already most of the way here. Did make getting out of Melbourne a little tricky, but Kaira called ahead to alert my contact and he was able to create a distraction at the airport. It meant extra overland travel on foot, but I like a challenge. Possums, by the way, are not half bad eating. Kind of taste like rabbit.”

      “You do realise,” said Aislinn slowly, “That you could very well be listed as in breach of contract and imprisoned?”

      “Screw that shit.” Fur rippled over Flynn’s body in an elegant wave, then settled as though it had never been. “Don’t forget what I saw in that hospital, Ash. All those tests and medics and science assholes constantly asking questions, making you relive the whole ordeal over and over. You didn’t need to be locked up, you needed someone strong at your back to pick up the pieces and keep ‘em safe until you were ready to be put back together.” He paused, staring up at the ceiling. “Civilised society my ass - they’ve got a lot to answer for. Where I grew up, we lived and died for each other, and I’ll be damned if that’s going to change because of some jerk in a suit with a bit of fucking paper. So yeah, I do realise they could list me as in breach of contract but you know what? I’ll kill anyone who tries to put me in prison because I belong with, to use your wolfkin word, my pack.” Flynn curled a lip and gave Tobias an odd look. “Which I suppose now includes you, too.”

      “It always did,” Aislinn murmured.

      “I know that!” Flynn roared, then raised his arm and bit viciously into his own flesh, chest heaving as blood trickled over his skin.

      “Easy, tiger.” Aislinn rolled to her feet, crossing the room to smooth her hands - and her shadows - over the tigerkin’s chest. “Breathe. I’m glad you came.”

      Flynn retracted his teeth, grimaced at the puncture marks and spat blood on the floor. “I thought I was past all this, Ash.”

      Aislinn’s heart contracted as he said her name and she realised just how much she’d missed the prickly tigerkin. “I know, but I’m going to go out on a limb here and say it’s probably got something to do with Tobias - I don’t have a reader out here but his energy is almost as strong as yours.”

      “Almost, eh?” Flynn threw an inflammatory look across the room. “Nice try.”

      “I didn’t set out to be this way,” Tobias growled from his place on the mat. “Every time I turn around it’s like I’m drowning in an ocean of sensation and there’s nothing I can do to stop it.”

      Flynn huffed. “You can’t stop it, you idiot, it’s part of you. Better off embracing it and going with the flow.” He leered down at Aislinn. “Some mighty good fun to be had if you ride the wave.”

      She turned away, cheeks heating - and found Tobias’ golden eyes blazing. Mother Moon, one voice whispered, while the other simply laughed. “Stop it,” Aislinn hissed, rubbing her temples with shaking fingers. Her blood was beginning to pound again, a sure sign that the calming effects of the long run home were wearing off.

      “Tonic got you?” Flynn asked, his voice full of amusement. “It’s normally the only reason you talk to yourself.”

      “Yeah. It’s been, what, almost twelve hours since Jemima gave it to me?” Aislinn sighed, looking anywhere but directly at Tobias whilst she waited for her blush to fade. “I’ve got at least another eight hours before I collapse. I’m going to need to run it off again.”

      Unsurprisingly, both Tobias and Flynn spoke simultaneously. “Where to?”

      A moment later one growled and the other huffed a laugh - which turned into a yowl as two large bodies thumped down on the mat. Aislinn turned to see the two men tumbling across the floor, flashing into their animal forms as they yipped and snapped at one another. She considered wading in and dragging them apart by their ears - or maybe the organ that seemed to be driving them both to act like adolescents - but after a long moment’s assessment, she realised that in spite of fur flying and claws slashing, nobody was getting hurt.

      She shoved upright and circumnavigated the room, removing their empty glasses and draining her own. After another second’s consideration, Aislinn dragged on her wolf form and leapt into the fray. Neither of the two males were expecting it though Flynn recovered the quickest, one large paw batting affectionately at her shoulder before he tumbled both wolves into a ball of fur and whiskers.

      Come to play? Flynn’s voice slid into her head along a path greased by years of practice.

      It seems better than running, for now, she replied, the thoughts washing across her mind for Flynn to fish out. Why should you two have all the fun?

      Flynn’s rumbling laugh was very much audible, even as the three of them wrestled and romped across the floor. It was either brawl or kill him; I figured you’d prefer this.

      Well, that answered the question of whether Tobias was included in the conversation or not. Aislinn caught Flynn’s waving tail between her teeth and tugged him sideways into Tobias, bowling them both over and leaping on top. You can’t possibly hate him already - you don’t even know him.

      I hate everyone, Ash.

      Aislinn snorted at that - but really, why was she surprised? Flynn did hate everyone; those who earnt his trust and friendship had to do so the hard way. Still… It took me four years before I had any inkling you liked me at all.

      Let’s hope T-fuzz is a faster learner, then.

      T-fuzz? Aislinn choked and found herself suddenly pinned by giant paws, Tobias’ lips stretched back from lupine teeth. Laughter overcame her and she dropped her wolf form, reaching up to stroke both hands down the sides of his head. Like this, it was easy; even with the palpable tension between Alpha and Sabre and the insistent burn of the battle blood in her veins, Aislinn hadn’t felt so relaxed in weeks. If only she had the luxury to continue this way, to sort out the curious blend of butterscotch and cloves that had taken root in her soul and put the pieces of herself back together at her own leisure.

      “Ash?” Tobias shimmered into human form above her, one hand thumping down on the mat either side of her head. She winced and he moved immediately, rolling to one side and lowering onto his elbow. “What is it?”

      Aislinn stared up at the roof for a long moment, then began talking. As Flynn curled up on her opposite side in his tiger form, she told them both about what had happened inside the barn, from the moment she’d left Tobias and Zeke by Old Tom’s homestead until Flynn had returned from his thwarted pursuit of their enemy. The words shook her, body and soul - and barely was she part way through when Tobias wriggled closer, fitting his body against hers the way it seemed made to do, providing comfort with his presence. Flynn stretched full length on her other side, his feline face tucked into the crook of her neck and one giant, striped paw resting on her arm. For those few minutes, transitional episodes were forgotten and mutual dislikes pushed aside as the two men did what Aislinn realised she’d needed from the very beginning: listened to her talk without interruption, without judgement, without offering advice or opinions or potential solutions.

      “Olaf will die for what he’s done,” Tobias said when she’d finished. His voice was cool and soft but vibrated in such a way that Aislinn knew he was keeping hold on his temper for her sake.

      Flynn rumbled in his chest, a deep sound somewhere between a growl and a grunt. On that, we’re in agreement.

      Tobias’ lips quirked, his face tender as he reached down to trace the curve of Aislinn’s cheek with one finger. “Most important of all, though, is whatever you need.”

      “I don’t know - but the two of you are a damned good start,” Aislinn admitted. “And the pack… I owe Zeke, too.”

      “You owe none of us,” Tobias returned evenly. “For better or worse, we run together.”

      Aislinn smiled at that and couldn’t resist adding; “Except Jax.”

      “Jax belongs to you now,” Tobias shrugged. “He made a good choice, and while we’re all together, allegiances are no more and no less than family ties.”

      And who do you belong to? Flynn asked, raising his head to regard Tobias from glittering amber eyes.

      Tobias frowned. “There’s an obvious answer to that question but I’m sensing you’ve got more to say.”

      Flynn rolled his feline shoulders in a shrug that rippled the fur all the way down his spine. You don’t seriously think Andre’s going to ignore what happened in that tumbledown old building, do you? He’ll be sticking his nose in as soon as he can - and you’re technically under his authority. Flynn yawned, displaying a mouth full of impressive teeth. What will you do if he orders you to do something you don’t like? Say, for example, separating from Ash?

      “He wouldn’t,” Aislinn denied, eyes wide. “He bound us together for transitional purposes. That makes no sense.”

      I might remind you that he bound us together for transitional purposes too, then didn’t even blink at the thought of sending you away and leaving me unattended, which could have resulted in the deaths of hundreds of Kin. Flynn humphed in disgust. Your father does things that suit his own agenda, Ash, you know that. The hypothetical situation is irrelevant - I want to know whether T-Fuzz has the backbone to actually dig in when it counts.

      “T-Fuzz?” Tobias repeated incredulously. He frowned at Flynn and Aislinn laid a warning hand on his chest. After a long, glaring moment, he said; “Is there really no other damper as strong as Ash? Not that I’m asking for either of us to be reassigned, but was there really no-one else once she came back here?”

      No, said Flynn, There wasn’t. Dampers are rare, too rare - and it doesn’t normally matter so much, but for those like us? Ash is literally it.

      “He’s right,” Aislinn agreed, pressing the heels of her palms into her eye sockets. “I’m going to assume Dad decided you weren’t much of a risk, seeing as it’s been a good four months since the last episode.”

      But, as Olaf’s fucking taser proved, I’m not entirely out of the woods. Also, if T-Fuzz’s energy is determined to rub me the wrong way, it looks like I’m about to take a giant step back into caveman territory.

      “Separating us was a stupid risk for Dad to take,” Aislinn agreed quietly. Very, very slowly, she raised one hand and eyeballed Tobias. “And you haven’t answered his question.”

      “After what our two fathers put us through, I didn’t think an answer was necessary,” Tobias returned, his voice equally as soft. “I know I deserve the smack down for the way I treated you before, Ash - but we cleared that air, didn’t we?”

      Aislinn rolled upright, bracing one hand behind her as she pushed to her feet. “Forgive me for wanting a verbal confirmation.”

      “Dammit, Ash,” he growled, following her into the kitchen. “You really want to fight about this?”

      “No, I really don’t want to fight about this - or anything else.” Aislinn yanked open the fridge and dragged out the remains of the casserole they’d shared earlier. “But you seem to like making it easy.”

      Tobias spluttered indignantly whilst she dug out a spoon and started eating the casserole cold. His mobile face worked through a varying range of emotions before he finally said; “No.”

      She blinked. “No?”

      “I’m not letting you create an argument just because you’re feeling vulnerable,” he elaborated. “It’s not going to happen.”

      Aislinn slammed the spoon down. “I am not -”

      Tobias vaulted over the bench, landing neatly in Aislinn’s personal space. She retreated but he crowded her backwards until she bumped against the fridge, heart hammering. “Yes,” he growled, “You are. And we’re both worth more than that.” He thrust his hands into her unbound hair, the golden starbursts in his eyes blazing as he dragged Aislinn closer and kissed her.

      Tobias’ lips were soft but his body edged in steel, his teeth scraping across her flesh as he tilted her head for better access. This was not the kiss of a patient man who knew she’d been hurt and was waiting for her to recover; this was the kiss of an Alpha making a very clear point. Aislinn raised her hands to shove Tobias away but instead found them twining around his neck, her blood roaring as the vast energy inside her answered the call of his. Nobody else made her feel this way, breathless and tingling with an electricity that had nothing to do with the battle blood still coursing through her veins. Tobias growled and she growled right back; one of his hands swept down the curves of her body, caressing her breast and hip before brazenly locking onto one buttock and moulding Aislinn’s pelvis against his.

      You know, said Flynn casually, I’m right here.

      Tobias broke the kiss long enough to rumble; “Then go somewhere else.”

      The tigerkin made a startled sound and Aislinn laughed, dropping her forehead against Tobias’ thundering pulse but making no move to disconnect them otherwise. “Why does the very idea of this with anyone else freak me out but with you it’s okay?”

      Really? You’re really asking that?

      Aislinn twisted to see where Flynn stood in the lounge, tail swishing slowly from side to side. “What am I missing?”

      Hah! No way, princess - you need to work that out for yourself.

      “For once, I’m inclined to agree with the kitty,” Tobias drawled, his hold on Aislinn loosening ever so slightly. “Some things are more fun when you discover them on your own.”

      Aislinn glowered at both men, but neither relented. Eventually she poked Tobias’ sternum. “I guess I owe you an apology.”

      “I guess I’ll accept it, then.” He offered a very masculine grin. “Unless you want me to make my point all over again.”

      I swear to Solaeden I’ll vomit on your bed if you do, Flynn growled.

      Aislinn pressed a kiss to Tobias’ throat and then moved back to the bench, reclaiming her spoon and the casserole. “Either of you hungry? Because I’m totally going to finish this otherwise.”

      “I’ll make a sandwich,” Tobias murmured.

      I ate earlier.

      “Your losses.” She dug back into the casserole, pointedly ignoring Flynn’s fake gagging. As soon as the spoon scraped the bottom of the dish, she looked over at Tobias, half way through his sandwich and then at Flynn, who seemed to have decided the arm of the couch was a good place to scratch the itch on his flank. “All right, I’m going for that run. Who’s coming?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          Tobias

        

      

    

    
      A hot shower at maximum pressure did little to soothe Tobias’ aching muscles. He rested his forehead against the glass and stayed under the spray until the water began to turn cold, whereupon he flicked the tap off and stepped out to meet his own haggard gaze in the mirror.

      They’d run all night long and for most of the morning, circling and circling the outer reaches of pack land while Aislinn tried to work off the battle blood. Several times she’d stopped to examine seemingly trivial items which had suddenly become fascinating and, finally, she’d ended up having an argument with herself that had resulted in both Flynn and Tobias having to hold her down while she screamed and thrashed - and promptly passed out in the middle of the bush.

      Tobias scrubbed himself with a towel and shook out his hair. A few hours’ sleep curled up against Aislinn had been like paradise and he could have done with more, but it was already mid-afternoon and duty called. He dragged on a pair of torn denim shorts and a khaki t-shirt, picturing Ash as she’d been when he left; tangled in the sheets with her wine-tinted brown hair spread gloriously over the pillow. Olaf had come far too close to her the day before and he’d be damned if he let it happen again.

      When he eased open the bathroom door and made his way into the hall, Tobias wasn’t surprised to see Flynn still curled up in front of Aislinn’s door in tiger form. Seemingly immune to the need for a bed, the tigerkin had dropped there when they’d finally tucked Ash’s unconscious body into bed and vowed to stay until she woke. Tobias was, however, surprised to see the distinct black fur of Jaxon’s gargantuan wolf form not only also asleep on the floor but actually curled up against the tiger for warmth. He must’ve returned from his patrol - a duty he’d re-accepted only after Aislinn okayed it - while Tobias had been in the shower. Shiny-eyed zealot, Zeke had called him, and it seemed he was right. Tobias sighed. There was no way out of the house without either stepping on or kicking one of them, and though the idea of tromping on Flynn’s face held a certain appeal, he settled for clearing his throat instead.

      I’m awake, asshole. Flynn raised his head to yawn impressively. You stomp around like a fairy elephant.

      Tobias chose to ignore that, instead poking Jaxon in the haunches with a toe until the wolf raised his head. “You boys enjoying your cheeky afternoon snuggle?”

      “Shhhh,” Jaxon melted into human form and yanked Tobias further away from the bedroom door. “Don’t wake her.”

      “She’s basically unconscious,” Flynn said, resuming his own human form - such as it was - and stretching languorously. “Fire breathing dragons playing death metal wouldn’t wake her right now.”

      Tobias looked to Jaxon, whose green eyes were clear and brighter than they had been in a week. “Did Sarah and the pups get the all-clear from Jem?”

      “Pretty much.” He held out both arms and turned them back and forth. “The serum wore off pretty quickly seeing as they spread it between the three of us. Jem’s still not sure if it’ll have a lasting effect on Ma’s baby so she’s staying over a couple of nights to keep a closer eye on things.” Jaxon chewed the inside of his cheek for a minute, then said; “You go and do what you need to. I’ll watch over Ash - Jem said she’d sleep for ages.”

      “Hmmmm.” Tobias glanced back at the closed door and then turned to Flynn, trying to make his expression as neutral as possible. “You’ve got more experience with transition than I do. Is it safe to leave her and go about my business?”

      “Like I already said, Ash is basically unconscious. Even if we both had a transitional episode simultaneously, she’d be unlikely to wake until long after everyone else was dead.” The tigerkin’s eyes glittered. “Don’t worry. If Jaxzilla’s willing to guard our princess, I’ll come hold your little Alpha hand while she sleeps.”

      “Ash said our energies were rubbing off on each other and causing you to backslide,” Tobias reminded him.

      “Yeah, but I’m also the only Kin besides Ash who stands a chance of handling your ass if you lose it, T-Fuzz.”

      “T-Fuzz?” Jaxon echoed.

      Tobias waved him off. “Forget you even heard that.”

      Flynn’s elfin face creased with an evil grin that revealed all four of his ridiculously pointed fangs. “Well? You up for this or not?”

      No, Tobias thought, he really wasn’t in the mood for the tigerkin but there was little choice otherwise. “Fine. Come on.” He moved to the stairs, pausing at the top to look back at Jaxon. “She wakes, you call me. Got it?”

      “Got it.” Jaxon waved a dismissal, returned to his wolf form and settled down in front of Aislinn’s door.

      Let’s go, sweet cheeks, Flynn called from the bottom of the stairs.

      Tobias rolled his eyes and descended to the kitchen. “Do you ever spend more than five minutes in human form?”

      Not if I can help it.

      “Somehow, I’m not surprised,” Tobias muttered, yanking the front door open and stepping outside. He was immediately struck by a strong gust of wind and held up one hand to shelter his face. “Ash was right; looks like we’re in for a storm.”

      It’ll be a welcome change from this gods-forsaken heat. Flynn paused on the front porch, turning his nose into the wind. I smell lightning.

      “Yeah. You haven’t seen anything until you’ve seen a proper summer thunderstorm,” Tobias replied. He looked out across the common lawns, where Bill and Rory Deepwater were directing a small group of pack members in a hand to hand combat training session. “What are you planning to do while you’re here?”

      Aside from following you around and making your life miserable?

      “Aside from that.” Tobias walked to the far end of the porch and jumped off, jogging across the common lawn in the direction of the den.

      Flynn kept easy pace alongside, his long tiger’s legs making it seem little more than a swift walk. I haven’t thought about it. I knew Ash needed me, so I came.

      “I see.” Tobias considered what he knew of their relationship and the way Flynn looked at Aislinn. “Who needs who, exactly?”

      The moment they were in the trees, the tigerkin tackled Tobias flat to the ground, claws unsheathing just enough to prick the skin of his shoulders. Whatever you think you know, you don’t.

      “Oh?” Tobias bared his teeth. “I know you’re in love with her.”

      He’d been expecting a roar, a swipe, a fight - instead, Flynn merely backed off and said; Fuck you.

      “Bit of a thorn in your paw?” Tobias sat up, rubbing the back of his head and grimacing as he came away with a handful of dried leaves and twigs. When Flynn didn’t answer, he got to his feet and continued to the den, aware of the tiger following silently behind.

      Zeke was inside with Dominic, their heads bent over the scarred old table by the fire pit. He looked up as Tobias entered, his usually easy grin decidedly tense. “Yo, dude. Glad you’re here. Look at this, will you?”

      “What is it?” Tobias poured himself a glass of iced water from a nearby jug and joined his second at the table, staring down at the map which had, the last time he’d seen it, been nailed to the wall. “More attacks.”

      Zeke nodded, jabbing a long finger at each of the pins. “I’m going to say these were organised before the Heliope-Flints were spotted because they all follow the old pattern - except this one.”

      “Hmmmm.” Tobias inspected the pin in question, then turned to the seemingly empty doorway of the cave. “Kitty, you got a minute?”

      “Kit - shit a brick,” Zeke stood abruptly as Flynn appeared out of the underbrush, head low and eyes narrowed as he entered the den.

      You rang?

      “I did. Dom, Flynn. Kitty, this is Dominic.” Undaunted by the very real threat present in Flynn’s tone - and the swearing as his voice echoed inside both Zeke and Dominic’s heads as well - Tobias pointed at the map. “Is this the direction you chased Olaf yesterday?”

      With a long suffering sigh, Flynn shimmered into human form and bent over the table, the stripes etched into his skin stretching with the movement. After a long moment he put one finger down and said; “Is this the barn?”

      “Yeah.”

      The finger moved north west. “This is the way… down this road. Tasered here…” the tigerkin’s frown deepened, finger still moving. “And this is the attack that’s out of pattern. Where is that?”

      It was Zeke, his voice very soft, who said; “You can’t read?”

      “Not really,” Flynn shook his head, seemingly unbothered by the idea. “I’m a street rat, Goldenrod - no one to teach us little old orphans how to shit, let alone read. Ash tried once or twice and I can make out some basic letters, but neither of us had the patience to keep it up. I get by.”

      “How?” Dominic asked, jaw dropped.

      Flynn picked up Zeke’s phone from the table and swiped the screen open, jabbing the icon for contacts and then waving a revelatory hand at the list of names and their matching photographs. “Everything important has a picture next to it. I want Ash? I get my phone, I press her face, she answers. Failing that, I shout until she rocks the fuck up.” The tigerkin shook himself and prodded again at the map. “Now, where is this?”

      “A quoll community about an hour from where you said you were tasered,” Zeke supplied. “Small enough not to even really have a name.”

      Flynn grunted. “Any survivors?”

      “No. It was called in by the mail service early this morning.” Zeke’s face was drawn. “I’m assuming the bearkin stopped for supplies.”

      “Or medicine.” Flynn caught his lower lip beneath a wickedly curved incisor and looked at Tobias. “You might’ve hit Olaf harder than we thought if he’s willing to risk leaving a trail.”

      “You think he’s holed up close by?”

      “It’s possible. I mean, he’s too smart for anything permanent but an interim camp? Sure. Although, he still wants Ash, so he’s not going to go stupid far.” Flynn clicked his tongue in thought, then spread a hand over the north-western part of the map. “This looks like a whole lot of fuck all. Rough country?”

      “Yeah, very rough country with plenty of places for a group of bearkin to hide.” Tobias frowned. “If I was Olaf, I’d withdraw a little to lick my wounds and formulate a new strategy.”

      Flynn rumbled his agreement. “Olaf’s smart, but not even he would’ve counted on three midforms - and Ash being able to break his creepy mind hold. How does she do that, anyway?”

      Tobias shrugged, unwilling to give up what little he knew on the subject, but aware the Sabre would smell a lie. “Not even Ash knows for sure.”

      “Well, we better find out because having her psychically crippled on a regular basis isn’t going to go in our favour.” Flynn frowned. “Want to draw straws on who brings it up?”

      “I’ll do it,” Tobias answered. Wondering if his answer had been too quick, he added, “She seems reasonably comfortable talking to me so far.”

      The tigerkin nodded, poured himself a glass of iced water and drank it in several large gulps. “Fine by me.”

      “No pithy retort? I’m almost disappointed.” Tobias crossed both arms over his chest. “Better be careful or we might mistake you for friendly.”

      Flynn smiled, displaying all of his impressive teeth, and made a rude gesture with one hand. “Don’t worry, fluffpup, all truces are temporary. I’ll be back to pissing on your breakfast in no time.”

      Tobias rolled his eyes, biting back the urge to smile as Flynn’s off-kilter sense of humour reminded him of Aislinn. Dismissing the tigerkin with an equally rude gesture of his own, he turned back to Zeke. “Keep patrols running but focus particularly on the north-western edge of pack land. If Olaf launches a frontal assault, he’s likely to come from there.”

      “You don’t think he’ll go ‘round?” Zeke asked, tapping the lower half of the map.

      “Not at this stage,” Tobias returned. “Olaf would be a fool to think we’d overlook this ambush, so it’s only fair to assume he’s running low on time. When he’s well enough, he’ll come straight in - if he’s coming at all.”

      “You got it,” Zeke nodded. “I’ll redraw the patrol routes to suit. Would you also drop by the training ring and offer some macho Alpha words or something? Sessions have started but after the Heliope-Flint incident the pack are a little nervous.”

      “Sure, I’ll head up now.” Tobias pushed off the table and glanced towards Flynn, who had once again returned to his tiger form. “Up for a little stop-off?”

      Because I love people so much, he growled, padding towards the entrance. Half out in the sun, the tiger stopped. Thanks for letting me into your den. The honour is noted. With a flick of his striped tail, Flynn disappeared into the undergrowth.

      “Mother Moon, that guy is weird,” Dominic muttered, staring after the tiger. “How can something so big and so orange be so invisible?”

      “Nature’s little joke, I guess,” Zeke snorted. “Do you have copies of the patrol routes handy?”

      “Back at my place,” Dominic answered. “Want me to fetch them?”

      Zeke’s eyes glimmered. “Depends. Is Deanna cooking tonight?”

      “Chicken cacciatore,” Dominic nodded and pulled out his phone. “I’ll let her know you’re joining us.” He gave Tobias a long look. “And I’ll have her do extra so it can be sent your way.”

      Tobias rubbed self-consciously at the back of his head. “I can cook, you know.”

      Dominic merely raised a perfect brow. “I was at your house only a few days ago and I’ve seen the contents of your pantry. Given you now have, what - three? Four? Kin in residence, there’s no way you can feed everyone. Deanna’s well aware that your role as Alpha takes away from the time you’ll have to prepare a multitude of ham and cheese sandwiches, so she won’t mind doing her bit to help out.”

      “Bam!” Zeke laughed, rocking back on his heels. “Oh, man, he got you good there.”

      “Fine,” Tobias relented with a shake of his head. “Pass on my thanks, will you?”

      Dominic raised his phone, where he was tapping out a message with swift precision. “Already done.”

      Tobias left the den with a half smile on his face. As he drew level with the waterhole, he spied Flynn sunning on a rock nearby. Though the tiger’s eyes were closed, one ear swivelled in Tobias’ direction as he approached.

      “I see you found the best spot already.” Tobias dropped down beside the tigerkin, who grunted noncommittally in response. “Look, man… I know we’re not likely to get along straight away - if ever - but my comment about your feelings towards Ash was out of line. For the sake of the pack and the situation we’re in, I wanted to say I was sorry.”

      Flynn remained silent and unmoving, without even the flicker of a whisker to show he’d heard. Tobias sat quietly on the rock for a few minutes, staring out at the horizon which was starting to turn pink with the first few rays of sunset. As he made to stand, Flynn’s striped tail laid gently across his arm. That’s the first time since joining the Council’s fucking crusade that anybody who wasn’t Ash has offered me a sincere apology.

      “Really?”

      The tigerkin wheezed a laugh. I’m sure it’s no surprise to discover I’m not everybody’s idea of a good time, T-Fuzz.

      “Ash likes you,” Tobias pointed out, unable to quite keep the disbelief from his tone.

      Not at first, Flynn chuckled, and only because I’m about as opposite to you as it’s possible to get.

      Tobias frowned at that, picking up a pebble and tossing it into the waterhole where the ripples expanded slowly and inexorably outwards. “Are you saying she befriended you to spite me?”

      I’m saying she befriended me to stop thinking about you. From the day I met her, all Ash ever talked about was how fucking fabulous you were and how she was just biding her time until she could go back home - and I swear, that freaking weird-ass pendant with your hair in it? Beyond creepy. Flynn’s chest rose and fell in a sigh. I didn’t want a damned thing to do with her. She was clean and privileged and entirely too sassy. But she bought food for the cubs who couldn’t always feed themselves and the more I got to know her… Ash has an inner darkness. Something that’s fierce and deep and a little bit gritty that drew me in spite of my intentions otherwise.

      “Why tell me this?” Tobias asked, part intrigued and part confused.

      Because you were right - I’m in love with her. Flynn raised his head and stared out over the lake, feline ears flickering. I realised it the day she ran away, when Andre told her you were never coming to Ireland. Ash was ranting about how much she hated you and I was so fucking sick of Tobias this and Tobias that, so I kissed her for some peace and quiet - but it was like a spark to kindling. I couldn’t stop, she couldn’t stop and before I knew it we were bedridden for three days.

      Tobias growled deep in his chest but the sound didn’t carry any real anger and Flynn’s whuffing laughter said he was well aware of that fact. So he picked up another rock, palmed and tossed it. “What changed?”

      I eventually realised that while I was hopelessly in love with Ash, she didn’t feel the same. Oh, she cared, and if I pushed, she’d probably have mated with me - and then one day, when she finally saw you again, we’d be in a hell of a lot more trouble than we are right now. I needed Aislinn Redding when I’d never needed anyone, ever; and she didn’t need me at all. Flynn lowered his head back onto his paws, tail flicking. So I broke it off, told her we’d be better as friends. I never revealed how I really felt because I’d rather be a part of her life this way than not at all - which would’ve been the upshot in the long run. No matter how she feels about me, or you, for that matter, I can’t stop my heart from beating out her name… but I can do the right thing and let her go where she belongs.

      “You saw what she hasn’t,” Tobias murmured, feeling a pang of pity for the tigerkin.

      That you’re her heartmate? Yeah - and it fucking sucks, by the way. Flynn’s claws shot out of their sheaths, digging into the rock beneath. Of all the Kin in the world to be mystically fated for one another, it has to be her, and someone who’s not me. Anyway, just… go easy on her.

      “Or you’ll kill me?”

      And pick up where I left off. Flynn looked Tobias directly in the eye, his face tranquil as he said; Transition made things interesting for both of us. Relationship or not, Ash and I have been sleeping together on and off for the better part of eight years. That stopped with Olaf - and now, because I respect Ash, for you - but if you so much as wag a tail hair out of line I will tear out your throat and keep her for myself.

      Once again Tobias tried to be angry but the emotion simply refused to surface. In fact, every word the tiger spoke only engendered respect and Tobias found himself admitting, “I wasn’t kind to Ash when she arrived. I thought she was mated to somebody else and I destroyed the torc in a transitional rage.”

      An understandable reaction for a heartmate to have. She’s yours, and you’re hers, in a fucked up way that’s both awesome and awful.

      “You know, if you keep being nice to me I might think you’ve become possessed by evil spirits or something.” Tobias offered a lopsided grin and to his surprise, Flynn’s tongue lolled out of his mouth in silent laughter.

      Don’t worry, T-Fuzz - like I promised in the den, all truces are temporary. I’ll be back to hating you in less than ten minutes.

      Tobias reached into his pocket and dug out his phone. “Well then, let me make the most of that time and show you a little something I’m trying to organise. If we can stand each other long enough to work together, we might just pull off a miracle.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          Aislinn

        

      

    

    
      Aislinn woke to the undeniably raucous sound of a kookaburra laughing. She made to roll out of bed and throw something but her body refused to co-operate, leaving her to languish somewhere between asleep and awake while the damned awful bird koo-kooed and kaa-kaaed as it pleased, a notion which did nothing to improve her temper.

      After considerable effort, she managed to pry one eye open and roll it towards the luminous green numbers on Tobias’ bedside clock. 6.12am - why was it still so dark? Determined to surface now, she forced her second eye open and spent the next few minutes staring at the ominous black clouds boiling outside the window. A storm, then. No wonder the kookaburras were laughing; they loved the rain and often serenaded it in.

      Muscles stiff from misuse and too much sleep twinged as Aislinn rolled her head in the other direction, coming face to face with Tobias. He lay on his side, one leg slung protectively over both of hers - that would account for their being numb, she supposed - and his rhythmic breathing stirring her hair. Soft brown lashes rested on full cheekbones and the jaw he so loved to grind his teeth with was relaxed in slumber. Unable to resist the temptation, Aislinn reached out to run her fingers through the leading edge of Tobias’ golden brown hair, which was in sore need of a trim, or a brush, or both. With the kookaburra at last silent and her body still too heavy to roust, Aislinn contented herself with teasing tangles out of Tobias’ fringe and thinking back to the boy she’d known in her youth; how he was, and yet was not, this incredibly sensitive, complex man now lying on the bed beside her.

      Flynn had described Tobias as wholesome and while he’d been mostly kidding, it was true that Tobias was certainly more noble than Aislinn herself had become. They’d healed the space between them but… was there really more to it, or would the fascination of Tobias Greenwood simply wear off over time, no more than a childhood longing for a past well and truly done with?

      Aislinn’s body said no, her skin tingling with delight where it absorbed his warmth. As though he, too, felt that same connection, Tobias’ lashes lifted and he stared out from steely blue eyes, the golden starbursts in the centre almost glowing in the dim light. There was such intensity in his expression that Aislinn felt a shiver trek down her spine - no, there was nothing about Tobias Greenwood that was going to wear off. In fact, the longer she spent with him, the more she wanted to spend with him; and it wasn’t baking cookies or going on long walks that her body had in mind.

      Aislinn blushed and made to retract her hand but Tobias was faster, curling his fingers around hers. “Stay,” he whispered, his voice throaty from sleep.

      She fell still, powerless to resist that deep, soft voice and the eyes which stripped her to the very depths of her soul. Impulse seized and though she was sure she’d regret it, Aislinn whispered, “What do you see?”

      “I see you,” Tobias replied. “Wild, free, perfect -”

      Aislinn sensed the hesitation and in spite of the way her stomach flip flopped, raised an eyebrow. “And?”

      He closed his eyes for a moment, chest expanding rapidly. “Not sure you want to hear the last part.”

      She choked a bit at that, tugging her hand abruptly backward and fighting the sting of hurt. “Okay.”

      “No, Ash -” Tobias cut off with a muffled curse and rose up on one elbow, turning her chin towards him with a gentle hand. “I just don’t want to frighten you.”

      “Say it,” she demanded, feeling unaccountably raw for a woman who’d just been wondering if there was anything to feel at all.

      Tobias’ thumb feathered across her cheek and his jaw flexed in a way that said he very much doubted the wisdom of acceding to her request. Slowly, he lowered his head, lips drifting lazily over Aislinn’s temple, up to her forehead, over her eyelids and down her cheeks. And then, his lips brushing against her own, Tobias breathed, “Mine.”

      Aislinn couldn’t help it - she bridged the minuscule gap between them, seeking more of his warmth, more of the strength Tobias exuded without conscious thought. Her heart thumped unevenly in her chest as he responded, applying just the right amount of pressure with his kiss to entice rather than intimidate. She smoothed a trembling hand across the line of his hips - causing Tobias to immediately freeze in place, eyes wide. Their gazes firmly interlocked, Aislinn felt her way slowly up his body, tracing sculpted obliques and a sun-bronzed chest, lingering just long enough over the pulse in his throat to elicit a shiver. Swallowing her fluttering nerves, Aislinn curled her fingers into the hair at the back of Tobias’ neck, nipping gently at his lower lip before whispering, “Mine.”

      With that one simple word, all bets were quite suddenly off. Tobias made a strangled sound somewhere between a groan and a growl, clenching his fist in the sheets to bundle Aislinn closer. His lips slanted over hers, his tongue testing the curve of her pointed canines before sweeping inside her mouth to ignite a fire inside them both. The arm which had pulled her close slid down Aislinn’s spine, pressing her body against his one vertebrae at a time, fingers kneading and smoothing the muscles in her back. The thick length of Tobias’ erection pressed into her leg and though the touch of his hands was electric, Aislinn’s heart jerked out of rhythm and her breath ended on a gasp.

      “Hey,” Tobias rolled his hips away, putting a safe distance between their lower halves while pressing gentle kisses to her face. “It’s fine, Ash. You’re fine.”

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered, feeling alternately frustrated and pathetic. “It just-”

      “Stop apologising to me,” he growled, poking her firmly in the shoulder. “It’s not necessary. Whatever you need from me, you get - or not, as the case may be.”

      “We can’t go on like this forever,” Aislinn grumbled, flopping down backwards on the bed and staring up at the roof. “It’s ridiculous. I don’t want Olaf to control me like this.”

      “I know,” Tobias said gently, tracing the curve of her ribs. “But you also have to cut yourself some slack, Ash. If I could stop my body reacting, I would. I can’t, but I can exercise my legendary patience and give you whatever time and space you need. Even,” he added, cutting her off before she spoke, “If that’s forever.”

      “You’ve said that before but seriously, Tobias, what sort of life is that?”

      He raised a self-deprecating brow. “One where I get very well acquainted with my favourite hand, I’d imagine.”

      Aislinn snorted a laugh in spite of herself, thumping him in the chest with a clenched fist. “Classy.”

      “Practical,” Tobias corrected, his face stretching into a broad grin that stole the air from her lungs. “And polite.”

      She covered her face with her hands and growled into her palms. “It’s still stupid.”

      “Do you know,” Tobias said, his fingers doodling absently on her skin, “that every time I touch you, it takes a little bit longer before you freak out?”

      Slowly, Aislinn lowered her hands. “Really?”

      “Sure - and even now, your freaking out isn’t really freaking out,” Tobias continued, his finger making idle progress northward.

      She rolled her eyes down, where the back of Tobias’ hand was brushing the underside of one breast. “Well… you’re not Olaf. Contrary to the evidence, I do actually like it when you touch me.”

      “That’s a good start.” Tobias rumbled deep in his throat, rolling his hand to cup the full weight of one breast. “Mother Moon but I’ve been dreaming about these.”

      “What? Really?”

      “You have no idea.” Tobias lowered his head and began trailing soft butterfly kisses down the length of one of Aislinn’s scars. Her breathing quickened as he crested the curve of her breast, pausing to scrape his teeth ever so gently over the sensitive flesh. He made to release her, then, but she buried one hand in his hair and arched her back in silent demand. Smiling against her skin, Tobias drew his tongue across her nipple and then sucked the peak into his mouth.

      Stars sparkled across Aislinn’s vision and she exhaled on a whimper, slave to a pleasure unlike anything she’d ever experienced before. It seemed impossible - she was no stranger to bedroom play - but when Tobias moved to pay the same gentle, reverent attention to her other breast, Aislinn thought she might very well die from the sensation alone. And then he was back at her mouth as he kissed her long and slow, the scent of butterscotch and cream filling her blood with champagne.

      “How did you do that?” Aislinn panted as Tobias drew back to nibble a path along her jaw and down the side of her throat.

      “Do what?” Strong teeth fastened over the join between neck and shoulder and bit down hard enough to send shocks of electric pleasure straight to Aislinn’s core.

      She fisted both hands in his hair, all but levitating off the bed. “Mother Moon, Tobias!”

      He raised his head, the golden starbursts in his eyes blazing. “Did I hurt you?”

      “No,” she managed, chest heaving. “It’s just - don’t you feel it?”

      “You’re going to need to be more specific.”

      Of course she was. Aislinn dug her heels into the mattress and rolled, flipping Tobias onto his back. She gave him no time to prepare, lunging straight for the join between neck and shoulder and biting down hard. He gave a strangled gasp and for a moment Aislinn worried she’d been too rough, but his body twitched beneath her and strong hands yanked her hips against his. The weight of Tobias’ erection pressed into her stomach but she chose to ignore it, releasing her teeth to lick over the bite mark in gentle apology. Tobias growled, his body singing with tension as he buried his face in her hair. “Solaeden save us, Ash - what was that?”

      “I don’t know.” She pulled back to look into his face. Red-tinted brown hair tumbled around them in waves, blocking out the room and creating an intimate reality where there was only Aislinn and Tobias. “Did I hurt you?”

      Tobias barked a startled laugh. “No. In fact, feel free to bite me as much as you like - just be ready for what happens when you do.” He blinked downwards, where her scarred breasts were plumped rather magnificently against his chest. “I really like these. Really, really like them.”

      “They’re too big.”

      “Impossible. They’re perfect and they’re mine and I won’t hear a word against the most amazing gift I’ve ever been given,” he said loftily, blue and gold gaze drinking her in. “If I could fall into that cleavage, I would.”

      “I’m glad you’re impressed,” Aislinn replied drily, shifting her hips against his. “Freaking out now, by the way.”

      “Oh, shit.” Tobias released her at once, easing his body aside to give her some air. “Sorry, Ash - I wasn’t thinking.”

      “It’s fine,” she said, the panic receding to more manageable proportions. “What do you think that was?”

      Tobias tucked one hand behind his head, the other idly toying with a lock of her hair as he considered. “Intense?”

      She crinkled her nose. “Helpful.”

      “You did say that transition can make things more interesting,” he began but Aislinn was already shaking her head.

      “Not like that. Stamina, enthusiasm, creativity - sure. But that? I’ve never felt anything like it,” She murmured, then blushed at Tobias’ scandalised expression. “I suppose you really don’t want to know.”

      “Considering your previous practice buddy is currently a thorn in my side? Not really,” he admitted. “But I’m adult enough to understand that it’s only natural.”

      “Speaking of Flynn, where is he? How long was I asleep?” Aislinn looked out the window, where roiling grey clouds still hung low on the horizon. “That storm’s not far away now, surely.”

      “Flynn said he had something to do and would be back soon.” Tobias shrugged. “I didn’t see much point in trying to convince him otherwise. As for your nap, I’d say it’s been about fifteen hours.”

      “Fifteen hours,” Aislinn repeated, massaging her temples. “That’s an awful long time for you two not to kill each other.”

      Tobias spluttered indignantly, snatching the pillow from beneath his head and throwing it at her. “I’ll have you know I’m completely innocent.”

      Aislinn dodged the pillow and waved an admonitory finger. “Your lies smell like sour whiskey, Tobias Greenwood.”

      He huffed good-naturedly and rolled out of bed. “Believe what you want, Aislinn Redding, but we managed just fine without you.”

      She sampled the air, surprised to find he was telling the truth - though it was obvious from the edge to Tobias’ voice that it hadn’t all been smooth sailing. With a quirk of her lips, she said, “What now?”

      “I’ve got something to show you.” With a secretive smile, he headed for the door. Aislinn waited until Tobias’ back was turned and then grabbed the pillow from the floor, spun and hurled it at him, wincing as the motion pulled at her scarred flesh. The pillow hit Tobias square in the back of the head and he growled, glancing over his shoulder with a wicked gleam in his eye. “Don’t think I’ve forgotten, Ash; ten minutes to do whatever I like once I catch you.” And with that, he opened the door to reveal Jaxon curled up in the hall in his wolf form.

      “Jax? What in Solaeden’s name are you doing down there?” Aislinn demanded as the wolfkin raised his shaggy head. He might be short and stocky as a man, but as a wolf he was easily the size of a pony, if not a small horse.

      Jaxon got to his feet, floorboards creaking as he shook out his long, black fur before shimmering back into human form. “Two things,” he said. “First off, I swore to you. I owe you mine and my family’s lives so get used to having me follow you around. I’m you’re new favourite haemorrhoid.”

      “I… okay,” Aislinn flicked a look at Tobias, who was now leaning on the door frame looking amused. “This is what you wanted to show me?”

      “Yup.”

      Feeling completely baffled, Aislinn said, “I really don’t need a door guard.”

      “No,” Tobias agreed. “He insisted.”

      “You’re my Den Mother,” Jaxon added, thumping his fist in emphasis. “It’s my job to protect you, even if you think you don’t need it.”

      Aislinn stared between the two wolves, finally settling on Tobias. “You couldn’t handle this on your own?”

      He shrugged, looking even more amused. “Jax isn’t my pack, remember?”

      “Right. Okay,” Aislinn looked back to Jaxon, feeling strangely light headed. She’d been a Den Mother for years, but had never thought about forming a pack of her own - now it seemed to be standing in front of her. Or sleeping on the floor, to be more accurate, which was just ridiculous. She chewed her lip a minute. “As much as I appreciate the gesture, wouldn’t you be happier in the guest room?”

      “Is it far?”

      “Jaxon Heliope-Flint, you cannot seriously expect to sleep outside my bedroom door from now until the end of time,” Aislinn snapped. “There are three empty bedrooms in this house! For the love of the gods, pick one.”

      Her self-appointed haemorrhoid straightened, green eyes gleaming. “Yes, Den Mother.”

      “And the second thing?” Tobias drawled, his tone thick with laughter. Aislinn glared but anything pithy she might’ve been thinking disappeared with the next words that came out of Jaxon’s mouth.

      “I was at Grandma Redding’s with Mum today and there was a call from Andre. He’s coming here, with Rupert.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

          Tobias

        

      

    

    
      Tobias held up a hand to shield his face from the punishing wind, keeping his head down as he followed Aislinn across the common lawns towards Grandma Redding’s. His skin felt too hot after his shower, and the pancakes Jaxon had reheated sat like a lump of lead in his gut.

      Mother Moon, their parents were coming back - would arrive tomorrow morning, in fact, if Jaxon was correct. Judging from the tense set of Aislinn’s shoulders as she drew up in the shelter of Grandma’s front porch, she felt no better about the impending arrival than he did.

      Tobias jogged the last few steps to her side, instinctively stepping into the path of the wind. She’d chosen to wear a soft, wraparound dress in a deep shade of teal that hugged her curves and bought out the colour in her eyes and while it was incredible, the wind whipped her skirts up around her hips and tore mercilessly at her long hair. In fact, if not for the gold belt she’d fastened around her waist, Tobias was willing to wager the dress would have come completely undone and left her in no more than her underwear - not that he would have complained, of course.

      “We need to wait for Flynn,” she said, her voice snatched away by the wind. As Tobias edged closer, his broad shoulders taking the brunt of the near-gale so that her hair wasn’t quite so wild about her face, she gave him a sharp look. “Not made of glass, you know.”

      “I’ve never thought you were,” he answered equably. “You are, however, small enough to be blown clean off your feet.”

      Aislinn opened her mouth with what would likely have been a scathing retort, but Flynn chose that moment to come jogging around the side of the house in tiger form. Morning, lovers.

      “Where’ve you been?” Ash hissed, mounting the steps and nudging the door open.

      So sour. Flynn followed her into the house, shaking a great cloud of dust out of his fur. Can you taste the storm coming? It’s going to be big.

      Tobias stared up at the grey sky for a long moment, his stomach knotting even further. He had no weather sense to speak of but still he shivered, shoving into the house and tugging the door shut behind him. “I hate to agree with the kitty, but it doesn’t look good.”

      “Aislinn?” Grandma’s voice preceded her into the living room, where she stopped still in shock as Flynn walked right up to her, melting into human form as he went.

      “Den Mother Redding,” he purred, his Irish accent thick and rolling. “It is my greatest pleasure to make your acquaintance. My name is Flynn.”

      “Oh.” Grandma Redding swallowed in a rare show of surprise as Flynn bent his lanky frame over her hand and rubbed his cheek against her palm. “Aislinn’s told me a lot about you - except, perhaps, that you were visiting.”

      “I’m afraid I neglected to call ahead,” Flynn purred smoothly, turning to wave an elegant hand in Aislinn’s direction. “She needed me. I came.”

      As the tigerkin straightened, Tobias noticed he had a small black pouch hanging from the d-ring on his studded leather collar. “What’s that?”

      “What I went looking for, T-Fuzz.” Flynn unclipped the pouch and rummaged inside, withdrawing something glittery and pink. “Here.”

      “My phone,” Aislinn gasped, eyes bright as the tigerkin tossed it her way. “How did you get it?”

      “It was surprisingly easy.” Flynn shrugged, sounding almost disappointed. “Jacques was dumb enough to tell me your father had it. I went to steal it but your mother was home. She just… gave it to me.”

      “She gave it to you?” Aislinn’s jaw dropped and she stared down at the phone as though it might suddenly explode. “Why would she do that?”

      “Seems like she’s on your side, as much as she can be,” Flynn answered. “She opened the door with the phone in her hand, gave it to me along with a wad of cash, and said ‘I can only buy you a couple of hours, tiger. Make it count.’ Then she closed the door in my face.”

      Aislinn looked down at the darkened screen of her phone and then back up. “Why didn’t you tell me before?”

      “And then admit I hid the fucking thing outside that old barn and couldn’t find it when I went back?” Flynn snorted inelegantly. “Don’t be daft, Ash.”

      She ran her thumb over the dark screen and then, without warning, Aislinn collapsed onto the couch, hugging the phone to her chest while she howled with laughter. Grinning broadly, Flynn threw his naked body down on the couch beside her and laid his head in her lap. Tobias narrowed his eyes as she began to run her fingers through the tigerkin’s satiny hair with the air of a long term habit. “You’re a jerk, Flynn, you know that?”

      He purred and rubbed against her leg. “You’re welcome.”

      “What about the GPS? The minute you turn that thing on, Andre will know you have it,” Tobias pointed out, his voice edged with a growl.

      “How stupid do you think I am, T-Fuzz? I had that little issue fixed years ago - but I also got a friend to check it over before I left Ireland. That phone is cleaner than my asshole.”

      “That’s a lot of fuss for a phone, young man.” Grandma crossed both arms over her chest. “And a lot of things that don’t add up.”

      “Flynn is the rogue Kin agent Andre neglected to tell you about.” Tobias knew he was flexing his hands like claws, but he couldn’t seem to stop. “If you knew who it was, you might’ve told Ash and she’d have gone looking.”

      “You’re the rogue?” Grandma demanded. “Why?”
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