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Chapter One

	“I hate fucking paperwork,” Obsidian River, known around the office as Dian, muttered as he slapped a sheaf of papers into his out-tray, and reached for another pile sitting in his overcrowded in-tray. “Hasn’t anyone here heard of email, message services, online forms? No, only the boffins who guard their computer gear like a dragon and their hoard get to use anything near like modern equipment.” He shook his head as he drew out the last word. “Use a pen, fill in forms, make sure you press hard enough because the damn things are in triplicate, and then…”

	“It’s considered a sign of madness, talking to yourself.” Dian curled his upper lip as he caught sight of his partner Eagle leaning on the door frame. “I see the brass have you doing paperwork again.”

	“Damn fool shit.” Dian lifted his hand ready to condemn his in-tray, and all it had in it, into the trash. But he remembered what happened last time… and resisted… barely. “I get that the ‘powers that be’ need freaking reports on the criminals we apprehend, processes, witnesses, etcetera. But this crap? These new forms are a torture device on their own.” 

	He slapped the forms in front of him before reading from the top of one. “Itemized Expenditure Form 1043C. List every expenditure over one dollar in value incurred during your apprehension of criminal 2413. Provide receipts for anything purchased worth more than two dollars and fifty cents. Note: if any expenditure listed contains items purchased for personal use, include a percentage component indicating how much you intend for reimbursement. What the fuck man?” Dian looked over at Eagle who had his hand in front of his mouth. He should’ve covered his whole face because his damn eyes showed his mirth. 

	“How am I meant to fill these things in? Everything bought on a job is for personal use. I’m not buying food and fucking accommodation for someone else, but I damn well expect to be reimbursed for the necessary shit when we’re away. Gods. They trust us enough to send us out all over the freaking country, all over the world at times, and yet I have to tell them that ten percent’s worth of a packet of freaking mints is yours because I gave you one when we were driving back from Denver?”

	“I’ll deny it.” Eagle held up his hands, his mirth gone. “I am not filling out a freaking form just because you gave me a mint. And most of this is your fault. If you’d picked up and used the company card, that they gave you, then…”

	“It was an emergency, and I wasn’t home when you called and said you were picking me up.” Dian glowered. “It’s just as well we carry a go-bag or I wouldn’t have had a clean shirt either. Imagine the number of forms I’d have to fill out for one of those. Honestly, I totally understand why so many of our lot go into private work. This bullshit about accounting for every cent spent on a job…”

	“Yeah, well, speaking of branching out into the private sector…” Eagle ducked his head around the frame and glanced down the hallway before stepping fully into the office and closing the door. He stalked across the small room, folding his lanky frame into the only other chair in Dian’s shoebox of an office. “I think Austin might have done a runner into the arms of the private sector, and some of the big brass are getting nervous they can’t make contact with him. That man holds a lot of secrets about the agency in that thick head of his.”

	“Austin? Supervisor Austin? The rhino?” Dian frowned. “He wouldn’t go out on assignment, let alone work for a private company. That fat ass of his barely leaves his office chair unless he’s on his knees kissing society butt. He’s got political ambitions, that one. I doubt he’s touched a gun or had to fight anyone in over fifty years, and I can’t see him starting now.”

	“Hey, you know that as well as I do. But the brass have got their panties in a knot over this one. There’re reports Austin went dark for a while, must have been eight, nine months ago now, but then he turned up in his office a month later like nothing had happened. Never said why he’d gone or where.”

	“Eight or nine months ago?” Dian frowned, thinking back. “Didn’t Austin’s dad die around that time or something?”

	Eagle nodded. “Might have been ten months or even more, I can’t remember exactly. There was talk that there were issues with Austin inheriting or some such shit, and I know he’d called off his marriage to some daughter of a politician he’d been friendly with. But that was just office gossip. Austin definitely never said anything to anyone about anything at the time.”

	“He was probably dealing with lawyers and shit at the time. You can’t blame a guy for disappearing for a bit when a parent dies.” Dian’s chair creaked as he leaned back.  

	“And that’s why the brass didn’t question him about it then. I mean, he’s been in his job forever, he gets results. But with this new disappearance…”

	“How long has he been missing this time?”

	“Admittedly, it’s only been a week, but what’s got the brass worried is that his phones, his badge, company credit card and keys have all been left in his office. His company car is still in its parking spot in the basement garage. A couple of our guards went around to his home, but there’s no sign of life there either. The guards reported there were indications Austin was sharing his house with someone, but no one knows who, and there’s definitely no one living in the house now.”

	“Sounds like he’s found someone special in his life and didn’t want to go through the hassle of giving notice.” 

	Eagle chuckled. “I did mention that to Burton, but he made a good point. One, this is Austin we’re talking about.”

	Burton was Dian’s and Eagle’s supervisor and while Dian thought Burton made a good point, he didn’t fully agree. There had to be a good reason for someone like Austin to disappear. “Hey, Austin might not be my type, and he’s got a face only a mother could love, but he’s got as much right to take a mate as any of us.” He’s only been gone a week. 

	“Again, highly plausible, but this is Austin we’re talking about. Austin, who’d sell his grandmother if it made him a profit. Austin, whose only other concerns are his social position, his insistence on his teams following their orders regardless of how stupid they were, and ensuring the higher ups left him alone to do whatever he did. Plus which, why would he leave without so much as a by your leave, when there was talk he could be up for a governor nomination within the next three months? You don’t kiss that much ass and then just walk away.”

	“Unless someone shit on you.” Dian’s eyes narrowed. He understood how Eagle’s mind worked – they’d been partners for over ten years and many people thought their partnership extended beyond working hours. It didn’t. They’d never gone that route with each other. The tall, slender man who shifted into a giant version of his namesake was too pretty for Dian, with his long blond and brown hair, brilliant blue eyes and tight body. He was also a player, and while Dian accepted his partner’s form of stress relief, he wasn’t one for fucking everyone who winked in his direction. “You’re thinking what? He was bribed to leave? Someone’s got something dirty on him and blackmailing him? He’s been taken?”

	“I don’t know.” Eagle was also bluntly honest which was why their partnership worked. “But, as you can imagine, the boffins behind the computers have been doing their thing and there’s an unexpected lead that’s come up, related to the last time Austin disappeared. Camden Stone.”

	“Bullshit, he’s not a lead.” Dian sat forward and leaned his elbows on the desk. “Camden’s been gone from here damn near twelve years. After the shit that went down with his last assignment, he swore blind he would never, ever have anything to do with Austin again. He blamed Austin; seriously thought about taking him out, but he preferred to get restitution for his dead team instead. There’s no way in hell that Camden would have anything to do with Austin.”

	“That rhino never lets go of anyone, you know that.” Eagle shook his head. “His phone records back that up. Calls to Camden, roughly once or twice a year, probably trying to get our unfriendly honey badger to do more work for him.”

	“Griffin was having the same problem.” Griffin was Dian’s younger brother and had worked for Austin for eight years before finding his mate and hanging up his gun. “Mind you, he hasn’t mentioned hearing from him for a while.”

	“Yeah, well, Camden would’ve refused Austin too. We all know that. The thing is, just before Austin’s last disappearance, he was calling Camden damn near every day for a good two weeks. Then, after one particularly long call, Austin disappears, and no one sees him for a month. The boffins think these two things are related to his disappearance now.”

	“Nope.” Dian shook his head. “I refuse to believe it. Cam’s got nothing to do with any of this. He wouldn’t jeopardize his life by having anything to do with Austin good or bad. Shit, the man’s probably mated to some pretty little woman with a half a dozen mini honey badgers running around nipping his ankles by now.”

	“Well, you’re right about him being mated, at least.” Eagle chuckled. “But our friendly ex-assassin got himself a half Scottish Highland Bull shifter, half dragon male as a mate, and they’ve recently had their first son, Ivan. The boffins only know all this because Camden caused a huge stink with that raid that went badly on that alpha who was planning world domination while Austin had disappeared last time.” 

	“Male?” Dian arched an eyebrow and shrugged. The Fates weren’t known for discriminating and neither was he. “Still, that proves Cam didn’t have anything to do with Austin’s disappearance, this time or the last time. There’s no way he’d have someone like Austin around a fated mate and child. When he left, he was determined to live a quiet life and have nothing to do with anyone at the agency.”

	“For what it’s worth, I totally agree with you.” Eagle got up, smoothed his pants over his long legs, and then arched his back. “But ‘the powers that be’ have no other leads, and while they don’t think Camden had anything to do with any of this either, they do want to know why Austin had that uptick of phone calls with him all those months ago. Grab your to-go back, we’re going on a road trip.”

	“Where are we going?” Dian didn’t expect Cam would live anywhere near a major city, but he wasn’t keen on a camping trip.  

	“It’s a shifter town.” Eagle fished in his back pocket for a piece of paper. “Arrowtown. Camden Stone owns the local pub there, while his mate runs the local bakery.”

	“At least there’s a chance we might get fed.” Dumping the paper from his desk into his overflowing in-tray, Dian picked the whole lot up and dumped it in the trash. With any luck the cleaners would dispose of it all before the admin staff worked out what he’d done. “Provided he doesn’t claw out our innards first. Let’s hope Cam remembers we’re not the bad guys here.”

	“Only one way to find out.” Yeah, Eagle was also an optimist. 

	  



	
Chapter Two

	“Hello, Mrs. Hooper, you’re looking lovely today as always.” Keenak, known to his friends as Kee, slapped the required fifty cents on the counter of the busy store, snagging the local paper from the rack. He sauntered out of the door without waiting for a reply – depending on her mood, Mrs. Hooper was known to glare, or even lecture if she wasn’t busy, and she also had an uncanny knack of knowing a person’s deepest thoughts. Kee stayed pleasantly respectful to her, but he wasn’t in the mood to be grilled. 

	Hurrying across the road, he sniffed appreciatively as he strolled into the Arrowtown Bakery. There were always people waiting to be served in the delicious smelling store – today there were three women making appreciative noises in front of the glass cases full of delectable goodies. Kee ignored them, leaning over the counter, calling through the door into the kitchen, “Brutus, my sweetheart, you’re definitely my favorite bear. Have you been making those delicious claws again? I know you have. I can smell them from here.”

	“They’ve barely come out of the oven.” Brutus stepped into the doorway, his exasperated glare making Kee laugh. Brutus was a ruggedly handsome man with beautiful deep brown eyes, and a beard Kee thought about stroking once or twice. But after meeting each other and having a drink or three, they both agreed they weren’t mates and would be better off as friends. Although, there were times when Kee ate Brutus’s cakes, he seriously wished they could be a whole lot more than friends. 

	“Aww.” Kee clasped his hands and paper to his chest and fluttered his eyelashes at the grumpy bear. “You knew I was coming and made them specially. You’re such a sweetheart. Isn’t he a sweetheart, ladies?”

	The three other customers, all rabbits and probably related to the Sensational Sarah who was usually tending the counter, tittered, and eyed Brutus in that up and down manner married women were known for – the “I can look but not touch” approach.  

	“I’m needed out the back,” Brutus grumbled, coming into the shop proper and standing behind the counter. “Sarah is delivering the lunch menu for the bar and has taken Pierce with her. If you left now you might get down there before the stuff is all gone.”

	“Are there bear claws in that order?” Kee added a smile for good measure. “You know if you didn’t want me to eat them, you wouldn’t have them coming out of the oven as I walked in.”

	“There were none in the bar order.” Brutus sighed. “Give me five minutes,” he added before plastering on a smile for the ladies. “What can I get you today?”

	Leaning against the wall, Kee watched and waited. He knew he’d still be early for his shift – Kee hated being late for anything. But taking the time to stand and watch the everyday life in Arrowtown go on around him was a luxury Kee wouldn’t take for granted. He could still remember the state he was in when he’d arrived in the small shifter town just two months before. Gods, I was in such a mess. 

	On that night, Kee’s car had limped into town at around ten p.m. The shops were closed, and he’d resigned himself to sleeping in the car until the gas station opened. But as he went past the local store that doubled as the post office a large older woman stood out on her steps, causing Kee to stop. Mrs. Hooper, although Kee didn’t know her name at the time, stared at him with eyes so knowing, Kee was sure she could see into his soul. 

	His engine coughed and spluttered in that moment, and Mrs. Hooper nodded as though agreeing to something he’d said. “You’ll do,” she said, handing him a key and a piece of paper with an address on it. “You need to go down to the bar and ask for Cam. Tell him Mrs. Hooper sent you, and then the key will work on the front door of the address I’ve given you. You can stay there as long as you need to.” And as Kee sat there, stunned by the key and address, she said, “Get on. Cam won’t be there all night. He has a young one to get home to.” 

	“Thank you. How did you…?” Kee remembered stuttering at the time, but Mrs. Hooper didn’t hang around to answer any more questions. She just pulled her dressing gown around her ample middle and went back into her store, leaving Kee to look down the road to the only bright lights on the street which turned out to be Cam’s Bar. 

	And baby, look at me now. Kee smiled at the ladies as they left the store and Brutus disappeared out the back. The key Mrs. Hooper had given him was to a beautifully tidy little apartment, perfect for Kee’s needs. Cam had proven to be a cautiously friendly sort who offered him a job on the spot. Within a week, Kee knew the names of many of the locals who ran businesses in town, the mayor, all the people who worked at the brand-new deputy’s offices, and many of the older locals who liked to spend their days in the bar. By the time he’d picked up his paycheck on the second week, he felt like he’d found his home. No one but him knew how important that was, or how precious. 

	And he’d made some good friends. 

	Brutus was back, a bag full of his fabulous bear claws hovering in front of Kee’s face. Reaching into his pocket, Kee found the note he’d put aside just for the bakery and swapped it for the bag. “You’re a treasure, my rugged friend, and don’t let anyone else tell you otherwise.” With a smile and a wink, Kee scooted out of the bakery, chuckling quietly at the red tinges that swamped the bear’s face. He really is a sweetheart. He’s going to make someone a lovely mate one day.  

	As he wandered down the street towards the bar that sat at the bottom of the main street, Kee managed to eat two of the bear claws Brutus had packaged up for him. Being very careful with the remaining pastries, he wrapped them in their bag, and put them inside his jacket. He’d be locking them in his locker as soon as he got to the bar. 

	Kee remembered one day in his first week, he’d gone out the back to get a new bottle of whiskey and by the time he’d got back behind the bar, the pastries he’d left tucked under it were gone, and Rocky was busy wiping crumbs off the front of his shirt. Kee prided himself on being a friendly guy, but sharing his snack with the local sheriff was taking his friendship too far. It took Nick, the bar manager, to explain to him why everyone else in the bar held their fingers to their lips going “shush” at the time. 

	Today the bar was quiet, or rather the patrons seemed more subdued than normal. Nick was busy serving Dave and two of his friends, but there was none of the normal banter going on, and while there was the normal mix of wolf, rabbit, and cat shifter all lining up in front of Sensational Sarah who was selling the bakery food, no one was saying a lot. Even Sarah only managed a half smile when she waved in greeting. Hurrying through the bar to the break room out of the back, Kee took off his jacket and stashed his bear claws securely in his locker, before going back through behind the large wooden counter. 

	“What’s going on?” He whispered at Nick who’d finished serving Dave and was now collecting the dirty glasses left on the bar. “Has someone died?”

	Nick shook his head, glancing down the short hallway to the left of the bar where Cam’s office was. “The boss is here, and he’s got company. Official looking company.”

	“Where’s Fergus and the wee one?” Usually when Cam was in the bar, Fergus was there too. Kee was quite taken with their little boy, Ivan. There was something about Ivan – his placid nature and the way he seemed to look deep into a person’s soul that called to Kee on some level. While he’d never been overly fond of small children, if they were all as quiet as Ivan managed to be, he’d be keen. 

	“Cam won’t have them here while that shit’s in his office.” Nick shook his head. “I’m not sure if these two are from the paranormal council or some other covert government agency, but Cam was livid when I had to call him and let him know they were here.”

	Kee shrugged, even as butterflies started up in his stomach. He’d never had anything to do with the Paranormal Council, the Shifter Council or any other government agency. Hell, he made sure he’d never even had a parking ticket, for good reason. “I’m sure the boss could handle any shit they bring with ‘em,” he said, picking up a cloth and wiping the wooden counter. “Doesn’t explain why everyone out here is so quiet.”

	Nick chuckled, taking off the apron he always wore behind the bar. “They’re all trying to eavesdrop, aren’t you Dave?” He said, not whispering anymore. “No one’s worked out yet that Cam’s entire office is sound proofed, including the door and window.”

	“Gotta be prepared in case they leave the door open, you cocky bastard.” Dave waved his two fingers, making Kee laugh. He had a fascination with grumpy old men and Dave was a clear example of that.    

	“Hi Kee.” Sarah bounced over, her wolf shifter mate carrying the trays now empty of food. “Did you want anything for lunch today before we head off?”

	“I’m fine, but thank you for asking, Sensational Sarah.” Kee grinned. “I stopped in at the store on my way down here. You’re looking very pretty today.” 

	“Thank you.” Sarah ducked her head shyly. “Pierce has to go on a truck run in about an hour and Brutus said if I finished the lunch orders here, then I could take the rest of the afternoon off and go with him.” 

	“Sounds like a lot of fun.” Kee leaned on the counter and clasped his hands. “You need to make sure that mate of yours has enough gas in the tank before you leave town though, little missy. No cute little bunny should be ravaged on the side of the road where anyone could see. Especially not in the trailer cab of a huge truck.” Someone growled, it was probably Pierce but that didn’t bother Kee either. 

	“We always have plenty of gas, Kee.” Sarah giggled again. “My mate is very protective of me especially now we’re expecting.” She rubbed her belly softly. 

	Kee’s eyes widened. “You are?” He hurried around to the customer side of the counter swinging Sarah up and twirling her around. “I’m so happy for you, I truly am. Oh, don’t get so fussy,” he added as Pierce growled and looked two seconds away from dropping the trays he was holding. Kee set Sarah’s feet back on the floor. “If you don’t like people congratulating your lovely mate, then don’t go telling them good news.” 

	He smiled at the now flushed rabbit shifter. “I’m truly happy for you, Sarah. I’m happy for you both.” Pierce was growling again. Leaning into Sarah, Kee put a hand on the side of his mouth and whispered loudly, “Have you thought about getting him to the Doc? That stomach of his is making an awful noise.”

	“Stop it.” Sarah slapped his shoulder with a laugh, before tucking her hand into the crook of Pierce’s elbow. “My mate is wonderful to me.”

	“Exactly as it should be, Sensational Sarah.” Kee winked and then jumped over the counter so he was back on the serving side. “You have fun on your trip.”

	“I’d better be going too.” Nick sighed and looked down the hallway to the office again. “Text me if anything exciting happens, or if you need a hand later on. I’ll be doing chores and will happily take a break from them to come in if needed.”

	“You need more in your life than this bar,” Kee teased. Nick had told him when Kee first started at the bar that he’d spent more hours than he should’ve helping out when Cam first found his mate. “Maybe you should pop into Mrs. Hooper’s this afternoon. I noticed Paxton in there earlier stocking shelves, his muscles all rippling under that tight t-shirt he was wearing. I’m sure you could do with groceries.”

	As Kee expected, Nick blushed. “Not much chance of sniffing him with his mother around,” he said quietly. “But… we’ll see. Later.” Waving at Dave and his friends, Nick left. 

	Dave came over sporting a spot of cream on his t-shirt and a gleam in his eye. “They’ve been in there a long time,” he said, plonking his glasses on the counter and tilting his head in the direction of the hallway. “They might need some coffee, or a drink or two, if they’ve been talking all that time.”

	“You want me to go down there, so they’ll have to open the door.” Kee laughed as he poured Dave’s drinks. “I’m not losing my job just because you can’t handle not knowing what’s going on.”

	“Ha, in my day, a boss didn’t fire someone for showing initiative.” But Dave didn’t take offence at being called out. He just laughed, and picked up his drinks, heading back to his regular table. 

	 

	 


Chapter Three

	“I don’t know where Austin is and couldn’t give a flying fuck if he was alive or not.” It’d been an hour and Cam hadn’t budged his position not once. Swapping the weight on his butt cheeks from one side to the other on the damned uncomfortable chair, Dian sighed.

	“We were friends once, Cam. Hell, in my books, we still are. So, come on. I’ve saved your life before today and you know it. Doesn’t that count for something?” Gods, Dian knew his voice sounded gravely. He would kill for a drink. “I respect you not staying in touch after you’d left. Shit, the situation was crap, and you had every right to leave us all behind and have a life of your own. But you do know how things are. Austin’s gone. I don’t give a shit. Eagle here, he doesn’t give a shit about the man personally either. We’re just following orders. But if something did happen to him and you could at least point us in the right direction…”

	“You know what I went through.” Cam’s eyes were almost black. “You know what the fucked up faulty intel cost me and my team. And when I got back, no one gave a damn…”

	“That’s not fair.” Dian was not the type to back down either. “I gave a damn, but I was too late. I was on another assignment when you went through your shit. By the time I got back you were history. Austin wouldn’t tell me where you’d gone. I get it man. You went through hell. I’m not going to give you a song and dance about how I know what you feel or any of that shit…”

	“Good. Don’t.”

	“But we were friends, are still friends as far as I’m concerned. And while I’m not here to provide a shoulder for you to cry on, I do have a job to do and I know you respect that. Austin was privy to a lot of secrets – secrets that in the wrong hands could jeopardize all of us, you included. You know this. ‘The powers that be’ are not going to let Austin just slip off in the night without some sort of de-briefing. And because we know he knows that his bosses would demand that debriefing, it’s possible he was taken against his will.”

	“You have no proof of that.” Cam tapped his fingernails on his desk. “If Austin was going to go dark, no one will ever find him.” He let out a huff. “What about his mate? Has he got family? Have you spoken to them?”

	“Mate?” Eagle spoke up for the first time. He was supposed to take notes, but as Cam hadn’t said anything worth noting before now, Dian could see he’d been doodling. “He has a mate, as in Fated? That wasn’t in any of the details we got about the case.”

	“Fucking Austin!” Running his hands through his short hair, Cam growled. “I should’ve fucking known he’d keep his personal life away from the office and the asses he kisses. Look, this is not for sharing. No one at the agency can know about this. It’s not my story to tell.”

	“But…” 

	Dian cut Eagle off. “Understood. If you can give us a hint towards another lead, no one needs to know it comes from you. You have my word. Eagle’s too.”

	“Better be a good fucking lead,” Eagle muttered but Dian knew that was his way of accepting the deal.

	“You said Austin disappeared once before. That’s why you’re here now because he was calling me before he went off somewhere.” Cam let out a long breath. “Austin was calling me all those times because he wanted me to kill his fated mate. He called me to do it because, a, it was a personal job and b, he said I didn’t have a heart so wouldn’t have a problem doing it.”

	“Holy shit, that’s fucking low, even for Austin.” The disgust was evident in Eagle’s voice.

	“Yeah, well, he didn’t tell me who this guy he wanted killing was to him until that last call you logged. You know how he is, with not sharing details. By that last call I was really pissed off. He’d threatened my mate, sending a goon and a couple of jackals after him in a bid to convince me to do it for him. Those fucking jackals threw my Fergus out of a second story window. So, when Austin finally explained why he wanted this man killed and told me they were mates who weren’t living together, I was angry enough to tell him I’d do the job for free.” Leaning back in his chair, Cam smirked.

	“For free?” Eagle looked at Dian, but Dian was watching Cam. 

	“They were double claimed, I take it?” he quirked his eyebrow.

	Cam gave a brief nod. “Both wearing marks. Apparently, Austin got caught up in the moment.”

	Eagle caught up quickly. “Are you telling me Austin didn’t know that with his mate dead, he’d die too?”

	“Didn’t have a clue. Claimed that didn’t happen to shifters like him.” Cam’s chuckle was dark. “When I pointed out that with his mate being small, and Austin had already been gone from him two weeks…”

	“That would explain his last leave of absence. He must’ve needed the time to grovel to his mate,” Eagle said, scratching at his ear. “But why do another disappearing act now? No one in the office knows he’s mated. He’s obviously had the guy hidden away somewhere all this time.”

	“Which would be a stress on their mating in itself. Throw in the fact rhinos aren’t considered a furry shifter…” Cam let
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