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Furever Ours

Iris Balfour

Laleesha Wilson has plenty of reason to fear and distrust men. Only one good thing came from that awful night in the biker camp, and her top priority now is giving her baby-to-be the home she never had.

As soon as he sees her, bear shifter Dominic Olsen knows she’s the one for him. It hurts that he can’t even be in the same room without her cringing, but he’ll give her all the time she needs. Eventually she’ll want him. She has to, because he can’t live without her. And when she’s ready, he’ll claim her and her cub too.

In the meantime, Dominic isn’t going to let anyone harass his mate. Laleesha’s stepfather might think he has to right to order her back to the home she ran away from, but Dominic is there to tell him different. Except, of course, when he isn’t…


Copyright © 2016, 2017 by Iris Balfour. All rights reserved. Except for brief excerpts or quotations incorporated in critical articles and reviews, no part of this work may be duplicated, reproduced, or transmitted in any form whatsoever without written permission from the author.

This story is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are all products of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

Cover by Kasmit Covers

Contact Iris Balfour:

iris@irisbalfour.com

Iris on Facebook:

www.facebook.com/IrisBalfour

Sign up for the latest news on upcoming titles:

IrisBalfour.com


Contents


Cover



Title Page



Copyright


1 | 2 | 3 | 4 | 5 | 6 | 7 | 8 | 9 | 10 | 11 | 12 | 13 | 14 | 15 | 16 | 17 | 18 | 19


Preview of Furever Found



Also by Iris Balfour



About the Author



Chapter 1
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Dominic

It started out as a regular job. Well, regular except that the big boss was heading it. Bear usually stayed out of the day-to-day doings of the security business. He had other things going on that were a heck of a lot more important.

Usually. But rogue wolves were kind of a big deal, and Bear, the chief of the Northern California bear shifters, was right there in the mix. So when we dropped into Nowhere, the little town in the mountains where Bear’s sister had discovered the wolves that had been causing us problems, I followed his lead.

Cara, the sister, met us outside the town. She and Bear and I left everyone else at the helicopter while the three of us went to the grocery store looking for the girl who’d escaped the wolf den.

Calling it a town was generous. It was a main drag with three blocks of storefronts. A crafts shop, a market, an auto shop, a hardware store, a café, a cellular outlet. That last one threw me. This place was so far from civilization it was hard to believe they had cellular reception.

I was a city bear. I enjoyed going out to the park at night, shifting, and getting in a run, but I’d never been a nature bear, not like Bear’s sister. She didn’t even live in this one-horse town but in a cabin some miles out. Takes all kinds.

Like the people who stopped us as we trooped along the road to the store. Bear had that effect on people. They liked him right off, if they were decent people. The not-decent ones tended to slink away.

These people were too decent. Really, that one woman wanted to run and get her grandbaby pictures to show Bear. I tried not to show my exasperation. We’re on a job, people! Let us get to it.

Finally we reached our destination. Although no bigger than a 7-Eleven, it was the only grocery store for thirty miles. Bells jingled when we went through the door. An older woman with hair dyed an improbable orange was sitting on a stool behind an antique cash register. This whole town was like some old movie. All the store needed was some toothless grandpas sitting around the cracker barrel.

The woman, Sophie, led us to a curtained doorway at the back of the store. As we approached, my nose started itching. I swiped it with the back of my hand a few times, but the itching would not stop.

Cara and Sophie went through the door first. Bear was a step behind her. I came up behind Bear, to one side so I could see over his shoulder.

The scent hit me first. Strong and delicious, and for me only. My bear stirred. Not just my bear. I had a totally inappropriate physical reaction. It would happen when my boss was there.

Then I saw her. A delicate little creature, hunched over staring at us. Dark, dark skin, thin features, luscious full lips. I ate her up with my eyes. All my focus settled on her. Nothing was real but her, the tight ragged curls, the dark intense eyes, the thin arms crossed over her chest.

She shrank away from us. From me. I was already reeling at sight and smell of her. That she was frightened of me tore at my heart.

She should never be scared of me, not my mate.

The realization hit me like a punch to the gut. That scared little girl was my mate.

Bear sent me out of the room. I went, of course, not just because he was my boss but because I couldn’t stand to hurt her. Those big brown eyes should never be wide with fear.

My mate, there in that room, and I couldn’t be with her. I should be the one in there talking to her and reassuring her that she was safe now. Me, not Bear. The fury boiled through me when I thought about the wolves putting their hands on her, hurting her.

And I couldn’t even be in the same room with her. Yet, I promised myself fiercely. Baby steps. She wouldn’t be scared after she got to know me. She would get to know me. She had to—she was my mate.

Finding her changed my whole world. I’d given up ever meeting my mate. That’s just the way it happened sometimes. Sure, I wanted cubs, but I wasn’t willing to settle for anything but a real mate. Blame my happily mated parents for that.

But there she was, and all the yearning I’d ever felt was sweeping over me in a massive wave.

Focus, Dom, focus. This wasn’t the right time to woo my mate.

But I couldn’t stop myself from pacing restlessly, or growling in fury as she told her story to Bear and Cara. Those foul vermin wolves. I wanted to smash each and every one of them into a bloody pulp. Dregs of shifterdom, they were blots on shifters everywhere.

They deserved to die for what they’d done to my Laleesha.

That thought pulled me up. I was just an investigator and bodyguard, not judge and jury. If Bear thought I was overinvolved in this case, he’d pull me off it. He’d assign me to something else that kept me too busy to meddle in Laleesha’s case. I knew he would, because he’d done it to Terrence when he went sweet on the Conway girl.

I couldn’t let that happen. Laleesha was mine. I needed to protect her and make sure those wolves didn’t come back after her. I’d have to keep as cool as possible.

With an effort I calmed myself. It helped to remind myself that Laleesha needed me to be relaxed and unemotional. She’d had enough drama. I’d be the non-drama, the warm milk to soothe her worries. Yeah, I could do that.

When a customer came into the store, I managed not to growl at him. “Sophie’s in the back room,” I said pleasantly after he took his bag of chips up to the cash register. “She’ll be out in just a few minutes.”

The customer did a double take when I spoke to him. He looked suspiciously from me to the curtained doorway.

I gazed back blandly, not moving from my position blocking the curtain.

The customer dropped the bag of chips onto the counter and left, the bell tinkling merrily at his departure.

Bear and Cara came out soon afterward. Cara looked absolutely wretched, and Bear’s face was somber. He hated that this kind of crap happened as much as I did.

I craned my head for a glimpse of Laleesha, but Sophie’s back blocked my view. She was standing in front of Laleesha and reassuring her that Bear wasn’t going to report anything to the sheriff.

With a pang, I left without getting a second look at my mate.

We returned to the clearing outside town where we’d landed the helicopter. The guys had left the copter to lounge around under the trees. None had shifted, not this close to town, but they were giving their bears a taste of the wild. As soon as they saw me and Bear, the guys gathered outside the helicopter.

“Listen up,” I told them. “Today’s exercise is over. We’re heading back home now.”

No one complained about that, but I sensed their frustration. Everyone’s adrenaline had gotten a workout when we went to the wolves’ den, and it was a letdown to find the den abandoned and to not get any release through action. That’s the way it worked sometimes, though. The guys had to be able to deal with it.

Me, I had my own frustration to manage. Leaving Laleesha there alone made the muscles of my back tighten in protest. If she hadn’t been frightened of me, Bear wouldn’t have been able to tear me away. But she was. I had to do what was best for her right now.

I got strapped into a seat next to Bear, and the helicopter lifted off.

Bear’s voice carried over the engine roar. “She’ll need a female operative assigned to her until it’s confirmed the wolves are gone permanently.”

“Okay, boss.” More than okay. The sooner there was someone to watch over her, the better. I ignored my bear’s snarling at me that it was our job to protect her.

Bear gave me a speculative look.

Schooling my face to blandness, I mentally reviewed who was available. “It will have to be Deniece. Laura and Penny are both on other cases.”

Bear nodded. “Take care of it.”

We went on to discuss what we could do to locate the wolf shifters. Neither of us thought they were gone for good. We settled on a plan of action, and when the helicopter landed in the city I went to the office to get things going.

All the time I was making calls, adjusting schedules, and studying maps, the thought of Laleesha was in the back of my mind.

Laleesha. Her scent was embedded in my senses.

Laleesha Wilson.

Even her name sounded like a song.

Laleesha

That big girl, Cara, didn’t look so big next to her brother. He was a giant man, and if his voice hadn’t been so gentle and if Sophie hadn’t been there to reassure me that he was safe, I don’t think I could have stood to have been in the same room with him. Big guys like that, they reminded me too much of Mike and that other guy at the camp.

The one that got sent out of the room was a big guy too. Although I didn’t get that good of a look at him before he left, the way his eyes burned at me left me shaking. I didn’t want to be noticed, not by someone who could force me to do whatever he wanted.

He didn’t go far outside the storeroom. The floorboards creaked in a regular pattern as he paced just outside the doorway, distracting me. It was a relief when he stopped moving, but I imagined him standing outside listening. Having to tell Cara’s brother what happened was bad enough. Having that man there, a stranger who had no right to know my personal business, brought back all the shame of everything those bikers had done to me.

All the time Cara’s brother was asking me questions, my chest hurt. Sophie told me they were safe to talk to, but I couldn’t shake the despairing feeling that the more I talked to people, the easier it would be for Biter to find me. It felt like just talking about stuff opened up some kind of connection between us.

And I wanted no connection between Biter and me, none. If it hadn’t been for him, I wouldn’t have got on that motorcycle. Mike had seemed like a refuge. I’d learned better now. Guys like him, like that one with the hot eyes, were just out for themselves. They were danger, just as much as Biter was.

Lord, my guts were tied into knots.

They finally took off, Cara and her brother and the big silent guy whose eyes burned into me. I stayed in the storeroom until I heard the bells on the door jingle as they left. I didn’t really feel like talking to anyone, but being alone was worse so I went out to the front.

Sophie was shaking her head over a bag of chips on the counter next to the cash register. “People,” she muttered darkly. “Can’t wait even a few minutes.”

I scooped up the bag and put it back on the shelf, grateful to feel useful. Grateful to Sophie. My eyes watered up. I found some cans that needed to have their labels turned out and some packages that needed to be lined up better. By the time I was done I could face Sophie without making her get all motherly.

It wasn’t so much that I didn’t like her being motherly as that I wasn’t used to it. Her being so nice made me feel awkward and teary-eyed because I didn’t know how to react. I was scared, too, that if she found out what a failure I was, she wouldn’t like me anymore.

Living here was like walking on top of a narrow curb that stretched out forever. Figuring out what people wanted from me and then being that way was hard. If I said the wrong thing or said the right thing in the wrong way or somehow showed them how much I really didn’t belong here, I’d lose my balance and tumble off the curb.

“It was good to see Bear again,” Sophie was saying.

“Ummm,” I murmured, wishing I could ask about the other man. But Sophie was too sharp. She’d see right through anything I said.

“He doesn’t come to visit that often. He’s got some business he has to run. A family business. Cara could have been part of it too, but she came here instead.”

“Cara seems nice,” I ventured. She hadn’t once given me the “you’re trash” look.

“She’s a real sweet girl. She’s just a bit more private than Bear, that’s all. Now he—” Sophie sighed. “He’s a regular honeypot.”

He was handsome, I guess.

“His friend too. There’s something about a big man. Makes a girl wonder just how big they really are.” She winked at me.

My mouth dropped. Sophie was old to be thinking that kind of thing. Worse, she shouldn’t be thinking that way about that man in particular. It wasn’t right, not at all. Why, I wasn’t sure, but it made me intensely uncomfortable. A little angry, even, which made me feel guilty after all Sophie had done for me.

Sophie’s smile softened. “He seemed taken with you.”

“He only wanted to know about the bikers,” I mumbled. His eyes were hot with interest in what I had to say, not about me as a person. I was just a source of information to him. I hoped.

“Maybe,” she said, her tone clearly disagreeing.

If he was interested in me, it could only be for one thing. I’d learned my lesson with Mike. Going off with him would be an escape, I’d thought, but it wasn’t. My stomach clenched up again, thinking about what they’d done to me. I took a deep breath and released it.

Being taken in by Sophie was an escape.

There was nothing I wanted more than to stay here. People always said how quiet it was up in the mountains, away from traffic and such, but that wasn’t true. It was plenty loud. The little birds made a racket every morning and the hawks screeched whenever they felt like it. I couldn’t step outside into Sophie’s backyard without squirrels chattering at me to get out of their territory.

The trees were always making noise. They swished in the breeze, soft and gentle. When the winds came, the leaves and needles crashed together and the limbs creaked and groaned. The first night that happened, I couldn’t sleep for fear of a tree falling on top of the house.

Sophie hadn’t laughed at me or told me how stupid I was. She did smile a little, but it was a reassuring smile, and her eyes were friendly when she told me the trees always made those noises. She admitted sometimes the trees did fall, but if one came down it would just knock a hole in the roof, not bring down the house completely.

Hearing her say that soothed the ache where my chest had gone tight. It could still happen that a tree fell on the house, but it was manageable. It could be fixed.

Cara’s brother had given me that feeling too, that things were under control. He was big and solid and safe. Cara was big and solid too, but she was kind of distant to me, not friendly but not unfriendly either. Probably she just didn’t like me. A pretty girl like her didn’t have any use for someone like me.

That big silent guy wouldn’t either, not any good use. Remembering the way he’d looked at me made me shiver. It was like the way Mike had looked at me, but stronger and hotter and as if I was being branded, just like people did cows in those old movies.

And it made me think that everything Biter and Mama had said to me was true, that I was a no-good, worthless whore.

’Cause when he looked at me, I’d felt like I’d do anything he wanted.
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Dominic

I got Deniece from our agency placed in Nowhere to watch over Laleesha.

Deniece came into my office for the briefing. She wore a pair of jeans and a nice sweater, her coat slung over her arm—normal clothes for a woman pretending to be taking a vacation in the mountains. We’d worked together for several years and I knew she was perfectly competent to protect most targets, but the usual wasn’t good enough for Laleesha.

“Those wolves might retaliate,” I warned.

“That’s why I’m there, right.” Deniece grinned at me. “A little bit sensitive about this job, Dominic?”

“Just ensuring her safety. And you’ll need to not attract her notice or she might get spooked.”

Deniece rolled her eyes. My tone might have come across as a little pompous, but I wasn’t going to let that stop me from cautioning Deniece about how careful she needed to be. My mate’s safety was everything.

“So this is the one, huh?” Without waiting for my reply, Deniece stood up and put on her coat. “I’ll do my best,” she promised, and left.

Was I that obvious?

To distract myself, and incidentally to do my job, I logged into my computer and did a search for Laleesha’s family. She would probably be safer back with them. The information I pulled up scotched that thought. In Nowhere she’d stay, although my bear and I both hated her being so far away from our protection.

For two days I managed to immerse myself in my work. But by the start of the third day I’d had enough of being on the sidelines. I wasn’t scheduled to work that day, so after a couple of hours of sleep I was on the road to Laleesha.

The sun rose while I was driving. The rosy light and the bright golden streaks in the sky made me feel foolishly optimistic. I was going to see my mate. My mate, after giving up all hope of ever having one. My bear purred in contentment.

It was nearly noon when I arrived in Nowhere. The town was still rinky-dink, but it was my mate’s home. The weathered buildings looked a little more picturesque, the lack of sidewalks quaint. I parked in the tiny lot in front of the market and made myself stroll, not rush, inside.

My mate’s scent swept over me, rich and with an undertaste I didn’t recognize. I stopped dead, quivering with anticipation at seeing Laleesha again.

The owner, Sophie, was behind the counter. She acknowledged me with a friendly nod. “Good morning. Glad to see you again.” She’d been another one who greeted Bear by name when we visited.

I forced myself to approach the counter. “Laleesha is staying with you, I understand.” From habit I pulled out my notebook. Some of the guys put all their notes on their phones. Maybe I was old-fashioned, but I thought better with a pen in my hand.

“She sure is.” She eyed my notebook. “More questions?” Her tone was discouraging.

“I’m a private investigator. We think the people who hurt Laleesha”—those words sent rage gusting through my body—“are the people who committed another crime we’re investigating.”

“And you’re going to drag Laleesha into your mess?”

“No, we are not,” I said emphatically. Hell no. We’d take care of those wolves without bringing Laleesha into it at all. Bear knew better, and if he didn’t I’d make sure he knew it.

Sophie drew away from me. Maybe I’d been unnecessarily fierce. That was one of the problems dealing with humans. They required such a delicate touch.

I sighed. Laleesha would need extra-delicate handling. For a moment doubt shook me. Mated to a human? It worked for Bear and Georgette, but would Laleesha be able to handle mating with a bear?

An image that was totally inappropriate raced through my head. I dragged myself back to the current situation.

I whipped out one of my cards and handed it to her. “Here. This is my contact information in case you ever need to get hold of me.”

“Hmmph.” She turned it over in her hands before sticking it in a drawer under the counter.

“Name and address?” I politely requested.

She gave them to me, along with other information that I didn’t request but took down anyway. It didn’t seem important that she’d run the store and mail delivery for twelve years, but you never knew. That she still needed to get the wood for her fireplace split also seemed inconsequential. The make and model of her vehicle—an old Toyota pickup—was more useful.

“How long do you expect Laleesha to stay with you?”

“That’s up to her,” Sophie declared. “She’s welcome to stay as long as she wants. She’s no trouble at all, and pleasant company.”

My ears pricked up at that. It made my bear happy to hear good things about my mate.

“What’s the weather like up here?” I asked casually.

She gave me a withering look. “It snows, of course. Another six weeks is when we’ll start to see the worst of it. Best of it, if you’re concerned about the drought or like to ski.”

“The roads here are kept clear, right?”

“Caltrans does their best.”

My bear was less happy to hear my mate might be snowbound in this desolate town. He was also very tired of waiting to see her.

I shoved the notebook back in my pocket. “Actually.” I cleared my throat. “I was in the neighborhood and thought I’d stop by to see how Laleesha is doing.”

“You were?” Her eyebrows lifted skeptically.

“Yes, sort of.” What was I blathering about? “Is Laleesha here?”

“Would you like to see her?” Damn, the woman’s eyes twinkled.

“Yes.”

Without leaving her seat, Sophie raised her voice. “Laleesha, you’ve got company.”

I winced when a pair of customers at the back of the store turned from the freezer case to see what was up. I wasn’t embarrassed about calling on Laleesha, but it seemed undignified to court her at full volume.

Then Laleesha emerged from behind the curtained doorway to the storeroom. Everything else left my head.

She was so beautiful. Her skin was that dark shade that made a man think of licking its sweetness. She’d done something with her hair, and the tight curls fit like a cap around the graceful curve of her head. The grocer’s apron still wrapped her like a sheet, but her arms were plumper. So were her cheeks.

It pleased me to see her filling out. My mate shouldn’t look half-starved.

Too thin or not, I wanted her. Without realizing it, I took a step toward her. My cock, instantly hard, throbbed with need. Take her, my bear growled.

She froze, her eyes huge. The smell of her fear hit me like a blast of arctic rain.

I retreated. Forcing my bear down, I smiled. “Hello,” I said pleasantly.

She scurried along the wall to stand beside Sophie, her head bowed. Seeing her avoid me like that made my heart ache. I wanted her dark eyes to acknowledge me and know I was her mate.

“It’s almost lunchtime.” I kept my tone as casual as possible. “I hear the café has good food
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