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A brand new steamy paranormal romance about learning to love all of yourself.

In a world where people judge one another by exacting standards of size and style, being a big girl like Eudora Splat was never going to be easy.

Though a war is brewing between magic folk and human purists who would see them all destroyed, Dora, a half giant, tries to eke out a quiet, unnoticed life for herself, but it’s hard to be subtle when you’re over seven feet tall.

Losing her job as a gardener due to human complaints, Dora is recruited to a prison guard, where she’s enlisted to protect the magician Evander ‘Bear’ Gordon from human purist attack. Bear encourages her to embrace her power and celebrate her heritage, introducing her to a world where she can be extraordinary and not just weird.

But after years of hiding and shying away, can Dora find the strength to grab onto a new life —and hold on to the man she’s falling in love with?
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Chapter 1

‘Hey, if you close one eye, her tits are big enough to block out the sun …’ A jeering whisper came from behind.

Eudora felt her shoulders tighten.

Did they think she couldn’t hear them?

Taking a deep breath, she attempted to refocus her attention on the rambling grevillea bush before her, carefully snipping the branches at the correct angle—in the hope they’d soon tire and be on their way.

‘Fucking amazing,’ another awed voice said, ‘I’d love to get a grip on that arse!’

At the giggles that followed, the secateurs fell from her hand, landing in the soft mulch of the garden bed. Eudora bit her lip, not willing to bend down and pick them up and inflame the situation.

‘C’mon then, let’s have a look at ya pretty face,’ the first voice cooed, it sounded as sweet as molasses and just as sickly.

‘Bet she’s got a big mouth too,’ the second one suggested.

Eudora ground her teeth, struggling not to respond, but, no. She’d had enough. Anger tightened somewhere deep in her chest making the blood pound through her head.

‘Look, just leave me alone,’ Eudora said and finally turned to face them.

The men gasped and stepped away from her. They were diminutive men, well, diminutive to her at least. Both had cans of beer in their hands and were dressed in sloppy paint-stained shorts and torn t-shirts. Most likely they were red-necks working on the refitting of the Botanical Gardens toilet block, come to have a gander at the freak who worked in the gardens.

There were always people out to gawk at her, particularly on Friday afternoons.

Didn’t anyone else work on a Friday afternoon?

She studied them, both had sunburned noses, and one had a tattoo of a scorpion on his hand.

She shook her head, she knew the type. They’d probably been hell for their teachers at school, failed to get a high school certificate and then ended up working short contracts labouring, before habitually blowing all their wages on booze, girls and gambling.

They are just losers who don’t know any better, she reasoned, in an attempt to take the edge of her anger.

‘Look, just leave me alone, and go away,’ she said again, her deep alto voice coaxing as she stepped from the garden. Her boot-shod foot sunk into the deep lawn. The men inched further from her, their bravado fading as her shadow fell over them. At seven feet, eight inches or two metres thirty-six centimetres in metric, Eudora Splat was certainly bigger than the average gardener one would usually find working at the Perth Botanical Gardens.

‘Holy shit, you’re … huge.’

She was huge, there was no denying it or attempting to hide it. Dora was in fact part-giant.

Unable to restrain her temper, she glared down at the puny men, she’d been warned about the use of profanity at work, but honestly, how did they expect her to put up with this?

The men seemed to take her hesitation for weakness, and one of them took a surprisingly casual sip of beer. ‘How about you flash us those big tits of yours then, eh?’ He laughed. ‘I’ll give you a fiver.’

Eudora snapped her mouth closed. ‘If you do not leave now, I’m going to squeeze your tiny heads and pop them like the pus filled pimples you are,’ she hissed through tight lips.

The men baulked visibly, but beer and false confidence and a low IQ stopped them from backing down.

Eudora moved forward, and inhaled deeply, which broadened her chest further. Her hand, the size of a dinner plate reached down to caress the sharp serrated curve of the pruning saw that hung from her tool belt.

‘Ya wouldn’t dare,’ the man with tussled blond hair growled, nonetheless retreating.

‘Wouldn’t I?’ Eudora retorted. ‘I’ve had it up to here with you rude, tiny people, always insulting me …’

The men backed away now, brows lifting and eyes widening. She could smell their terror in the movement of air made by their retreat. Sweet, oniony and with a hint of sour, they were clearly terrified, of her.

Why?

They are the ones insulting me.

People always made fun of her size, her breasts, her arse. It was so unfair. How dare they? If they were too puny to stand up and fight her, how dare they harass her?

The rage was coming now, though she tried to stymie it. She could hear her heart hammer in her chest, and her own musky sweat began to bead over her body.

‘Dora? Is everything all right?’ A friendly male voice spoke from somewhere to her left. For a moment, Dora wasn’t sure she’d heard correctly.

‘Dora?’ the voice repeated, and she inhaled, trying to gather composure. She let her hands brush the green foliage of the garden, it always helped. ‘What is going on?’

After a moment, Dora turned.

There he was, Tom Roswick, the head horticulturalist. A standard human, he was dressed in the same urban green uniform as she, his chestnut hair glistening in the spring afternoon sun.

Her heart faltered, and she looked away from him towards the two men making a hasty retreat.

‘Are you OK?’ Tom’s voice was gentle. ‘I heard what they said, what idiots.’

She smiled, but it was weak. ‘I’m fine, thank you.’ She looked down at him.

He is so handsome. She couldn’t help but think it because it was true. There were not many beautiful men who happened to come across Eudora Splat, but Tom Roswick was one. He had a body and face that looked as though it had been carved in the form of a Greek god, but more than that, in Dora’s mind, he had a personality to match.

‘Would you like me to find you some work in the greenhouses for next week?’ he asked, his sparkling brown eyes meeting hers with a kindness she rarely found in anyone other than her father.

It was virtually unheard of for the gardeners to get work in the greenhouses. They were usually the sole realm of the horticultural students and horticulturalists. She knew why Tom offered it to her though, it would keep her out of the public eye.

Dora looked down at her hands, massive things, with long thick fingers. Her nails were filled with dirt from grubbing about weeding. Hands this size were not ideal for delicate grafting work or managing delicate and rare seedlings. Likely as not she’d kill more than she’d grow there. Not to mention she’d bang her head on the sprinklers wherever she moved. No, the gardens were her place, where she could be in the fresh air, and work the earth, as her kind always had done.

‘Thank you,’ she said again, unable to hold his gaze. ‘But I’m fine in the gardens.’

Tom frowned and looked up at her. ‘Dora—’ there as an edge to his voice, ‘—are you sure? This is the third incident this week …’ he faded off.

She ran her dirty, sap-stained hands through her hair and sighed. ‘I know. I know.’

It wasn’t as if she sought out the trouble. Trouble had a nifty way of finding her.

‘There has been even more trouble between humans and magical beings in the news. Have you heard what’s going on in Laos?’ Tom said softly. ‘It’s not going to get any better in Perth, you know, you really should think about taking me up on that offer of working in the greenhouses. Attacks against people like you are becoming more frequent.’

People like me.

Dora looked quickly away. ‘I can look after myself,’ she said as she stared down a couple who walked past, completely unaware of the rare baobab they should be observing, and gazing amazedly at her instead.

‘I’m not saying you can’t, but …’

‘I’m fine,’ Dora interrupted. ‘Really, I’m fine.’

Tom didn’t look assured. ‘OK, but if ever …’

If ever what? Dora asked silently.

‘If you ever feel unsafe, or someone is bothering you, let me know. Come and get me, or Tony, I’ve told him to keep an eye out for you too.’

Tony? The fifty-seven-year-old chain smoking security man, in his tiny shiny car? What could Tony do that I can’t?

She didn’t say it, but nodded. ‘That’s kind of you.’

The watch around her wrist beeped, indicating the end of her working day.

‘I’ll go and clock out, thanks, Tom,’ she said and turned to go, but as she did, Tom’s hand caught her arm.

Her heart stuttered in delight at his unexpected touch.

She couldn’t remember the last time someone had touched her.

‘Dora,’ Tom said, his voice incredibly soft.

She looked down at him, her eyes watching and wary.

‘Yes?’

‘I thought maybe …’

Was he going to ask her out? The thought sent a frisson of excitement hurtling through her body.

She waited for him to continue.

His face reddened, and he rubbed his jaw. She could hear the stubble rasp against his fingers, and longed to place her hand over his, and draw him to her, and …

‘I thought maybe you might …’

‘Yes?’ Dora prompted, her heart speeding up.

Tom gulped, and his Adam’s apple bobbed in his throat. ‘I thought you might … want to …’

‘What?’ she breathed.

‘Bring extra deodorant to work,’ he finished in a rush. ‘Your musk is overwhelming some of the guys in the lunch room.’

***

Eudora squeezed into the train, feeling more self-conscious than ever. The human part of her wanted to curl up and cry for the humiliation of it all, the giant part made her want to smash something.

As if he’d have asked me out, she mentally berated herself, he thinks I just stink. It was hard, but Dora tried to ignore the groan of dismay from the woman she’d squeezed into the microscopic seat beside.

The woman pressed herself against the window to escape her.

I don’t stink.

In fact, to another giant or to a human prone to giant pheromones, she’d smell awesome, beautiful, earthy and intoxicating.

It was a sad fact of life for Eudora that in a world where magical beings were as ordinary as orange juice with breakfast, being a giantess was not. There were very few giants left in existence, and even fewer people susceptible to their pheromones. Once the world had been full of them, now, only a handful remained, and despite their rarity, giants were much maligned.

Finally, as she heaved herself out of the seat to exit the train at Fremantle, she could hear the other commuters in the rail car sigh with relief.

‘Thank God I can breathe again!’ a woman whispered to her friend, who nodded agreement as Dora slunk past, her excellent hearing picking up every derogatory remark as she did.

It was a long and lonely walk through Fremantle to the old 1900s iron and stone cottage she lived in with her human father. It was days like this that she wondered why her mother had ever moved to Australia. With so very few giants in the country, Dora and her mother were so far as she knew, the only ones living in Perth. Her mother had moved to Australia in the 1950s after many European giants were wiped out by Nazi’s. Being a long lived race, their numbers had suffered ever since, as they tended not to have many children. It was unsurprising then that Eudora was an only child.

She crossed the road, a car with loud pulsing music was driving by, the occupants staring wide eyed as she went. She glared back. Bogans.

Eudora was a common enough fixture in the streets around her home in Fremantle, most of the locals knew her or at least knew of her. Here at least, she did not feel such a spectacle.

Finally, she reached her house. It was small, but had good high ceilings. As she opened the door she could smell dinner cooking. Her father had taken their nutritional health very seriously indeed since her mother had been killed in a head-on car collision two years ago.

‘That you, Dora?’ he called inanely.

Who else would it be? She wanted to snap but refrained. Her father was a good man, he didn’t deserve the sharp end of her tongue, not even for asking stupid questions.

‘Yes, Dad,’ she replied, and threw her backpack in the hallway corridor and bent to unlace her work boots.

‘How was work?’ her father called, she could smell garlic and butter frying.

‘OK,’ she replied as she deposited her boots on the shoe rack. There was no point in upsetting him with her tales of woe.

What could he do about it anyway?

She padded down the corridor, her weight making the old jarrah floorboards creak and groan, and stooping slightly to get through the archway into the kitchen.

A reluctant smile made its way to her lips. Her dad’s neat academic clothes were covered by a ridiculous cooking apron emblazoned with the words “Kiss the Chef”. His balding pate glistened with sweat and the hair that existed around the curve of his head curled in the humidity of the kitchen.

‘What are you making?’ Eudora asked, peering over her father’s shining scalp at the pan on the stove.

‘Garlic butter mushrooms and vegetarian lasagne,’ he said, stirring the pan thoughtfully.

‘Sounds great,’ Dora enthused.

Her dad turned to face her, his dark eyes creasing with love as he looked up at her. ‘I thought you’d like it.’

Dora turned. ‘I’ll go and have a shower,’ she said.

Although she knew her musk would not offend her father; he was one of those few humans who found giant musk appealing, she was still stung from Tom’s earlier comment. She wanted to get into the shower and scrub her skin raw.

Maybe she should leave Perth and head to a city where more giants lived. She’d heard that the largest population of giants could be found in Salt Lake City, Utah. Maybe she should head there? She had enough savings …

For a moment Dora imagined a life surrounded by people like her.

I could even get a boyfriend.

To date, Eudora had been in love too many times to count, and yet never once had an actual boyfriend. It was not because she was ugly. No, her looks were striking, she’d even been asked to model as a teenager, before her size and musk became too much for most humans to accept. With high angular cheek bones, wide set, slanted blue eyes, her father often said she had ‘a face that could launch a thousand ships’.

But he was a historian, and her dad, so he had to say things like that, didn’t he?

She sighed heartily. It wasn’t even her musk that always turned men off either. In her time, she’d met some guys who’d found her scent actually appealing, or at the very least, tolerable. Yet nothing ever lasted. She’d even had one utterly disastrous sexual relationship. No, the reason she’d never had a boyfriend was because men were scared of her, and felt emasculated by her size.

She caught her father staring at her again. A quiet, retired academic, Professor Randall Splat had few remaining friends. At eighty-one, he literally lived for his daughter. She was all he had left since her mother had died. No, Eudora couldn’t, wouldn’t leave him to live out the rest of his years in solitude and loneliness while she sought a new life in Salt Lake City.

Maybe I could bring him with me?

She toyed with the idea, but her gaze fell on the immaculate old house, lined with books, paintings and photographs, and knew that wouldn’t work either.

It would be cruel to ask an old man to leave his home.

With that, the fantasy of travelling to the US and finding herself a man was squashed.

I’m just being selfish. So what if people here think I stink? So what if I can’t find a human man? It doesn’t matter. She tried to reason with herself. I have a giant-sized lifespan ahead of me. I need to enjoy being with Dad while he’s still around. He needs me.

‘Dora, are you sure you’re all right?’ Randall Splat asked, his expression concerned.

Eudora reached over and pulled her old dad into a tight embrace. He’d shrunk in his old age and her embrace literally swallowed him.

‘I’m fine, Dad, just fine,’ she assured him.

His frail frame relaxed against her, and she could feel the tremulous hammer of his weakened heart against her body, and her eyes filled.

Eventually, he pulled away, embarrassed by the sudden affection.

Willing the stinging tears from her eyes, she looked down and smiled at him. ‘I’d better go for that shower,’ she said, holding his gaze steadily.

‘Yes, you do that. Dinner will be ready in ten minutes, we don’t want the mushrooms to get cold …’

‘No, we wouldn’t want that,’ Dora replied and left for the bathroom.

***

As both his wife and daughter were giants, her father had gone to significant trouble creating a suitable bathroom for them. Modern shower wells were puny and awkward for even standard humans, but for a giant they were claustrophobic and suffocating at best. Thus he’d had a special one built at the rear of the house so that the street visage remained heritage listed. The bathroom was a small enclave taken from the main garden and nestled at the back of the house. It was enclosed by high rock walls for privacy, but the shower remained open to the sky. They’d planted ferns and orchids in nooks in the rocks so it looked like some primordial garden of Eden. The toilet and sink were nestled under the eaves of the house, for protection from rain and weather, but the flagstone floor, shower and enormous stone bath were open to whatever nature threw at them. A few leaves had drifted in from the old Eucalyptus decipiens tree and had collected beneath the pedestal basin—she’d have to sweep them up to prevent her father having to do so.

Sighing with pleasure, she closed the heavy wooden door behind her and began to peel off her work uniform. Cool evening air circled around her body like loving hands. For a rare quiet moment, she stood in her own patch of paradise, away from jeering, judging eyes. Quiet and at peace. She stepped onto the cold flagstones. The evening had chilled, but it never bothered her. Her race had a significant tolerance to extreme temperatures.

After a moment of relishing her nakedness, she turned on the shower and steaming water poured forth. Regardless of the heat, she stepped in and relished the hot sting of water against her weary muscles. Bit by bit she washed, scrubbing her skin with a soapy flannel, washing away traces of her musk, as well as the dirt from her day in the gardens.

She stared up at the clouds through the broken canopy of her backyard trees. Rain was coming, likely a storm. Instead of making her feel uncomfortable—the shift in weather would come as a relief. Mother nature could rage at the world, and she would live vicariously through it.





Chapter 2

Four hundred and fourteen kilometres south of Perth in Albany Regional Prison, Evander ‘Bear’ Gordon sat in his cell.

Alone. In solitary confinement. He stared at the wall, the bed, the sink, the toilet, and then did it again.

All the gods knew there was nothing else for him to do, except wait for his minimum exercise allowance of one hour. Then he would be allowed sixty minutes of mindless wandering over a sad strip of worn grass surrounded by barbed wire, watched by countless cameras and his dull-faced guard.

What a joy.

Still, it was a disruption to his routine of doing nothing at all—even if it only shifted doing nothing to outdoors. The one infuriatingly boring hour under the watchful eye of Officer Downwood—it was a Friday, and Downwood always worked the Friday shift—was all he had to look forward to in his day, and that said a lot.

The slow boil of anger simmered just beneath his skin, making him hot and uncomfortable despite the cool temperature of his cell. The injustice of his situation rankled like an itch he was unable to scratch.

Bear inhaled slowly trying to think of something, anything to take his thoughts away from the pervasive rage that seemed so deeply etched in his psyche it had almost become part of him.

The room is well ventilated.

He took another breath. Yes, quite well ventilated, he’d give them that.

He frowned and felt another spark of irritation. He needed more distraction.

Bear stared around the room again, his eyes sticking this time on the naked light globe. The lone fly that had died four months ago inside the light bulb had lost another three legs. He could see them curled beside the small black body like tiny bent sticks.

How did it get in there anyway? He wondered for the hundredth time.

He’d watched it die in there, all those months ago. Unable to help it get free. He’d tried, but even his impressive height couldn’t quite reach.

It had taken a little less than a day for it to die. He remembered, but it had fought until its very last buzz, and now time was slowly dismembering it, limb by tiny limb.

Was that how he’d end up?

A husk in a prison he could never escape?

‘That’s pretty fucking poetic,’ he muttered and rubbed hard at his temples.

He gritted his teeth.

He had to focus on the positives.

Positives? Gordon snorted to himself.

There had been no abuse of his basic living rights, except of course, for the fact he was imprisoned. Which was damn unfair.

A low growl of resentment broke from his throat and he stretched his arms wide, flexing his arms and rolling his shoulders.

He was just too big to be in a cell this small. Granted the ceiling was high, to stop unwanted hangings, but he could stand in the centre of the cell and touch the walls on opposite sides. Growling, he ran his hand through his ever growing mop of dark brown hair wishing he could get it cut.

He cursed under his breath and punched the mattress on his low pallet bed.

‘Bear. Exercise,’ came Downwood’s familiar bark. ‘Unlocking.’

Bear turned as the locks shifted in his cell door and made to stand. At six foot eight inches, he towered above Downwood, who wasn’t a small man either.

Bear stilled, making sure his body did not suggest violence. He didn’t want to be on the end of Downwood’s taser just for looking angry. It had happened before. So he offered his wrists and waited for his cuffs.

‘I heard you tried to use magic when Jeffers was on shift,’ Downwood said as he clipped the anti-magic cuffs around Bear’s wrists and activated them.

It was like being dunked in ice water.

The maximum security unit at Albany Regional was a difficult place to exist for the magical beings imprisoned there. Bear was luckier than some, he was essentially human, but a magician. This meant magic was a choice—rather than an essential part of his being—unlike the unfortunate Genie imprisoned in the next cell.

Having the cuffs on made magic usage impossible by blocking the release of magical ions through his skin. The cuffs weren’t necessary in the cell, because of the Magical Ion Detection Devices that screeched whenever ions were detected. In the exercise yard, however, the windy nature of the southern coast of Western Australia dissipated ions before detection. Therefore, in the eyes of the Correctional Department, magic suppression cuffs were essential accessories for magical beings during exercise time.

Another unfortunate fact of his current existence.

The cuffs burned his skin and the mere sight of the things made his anger bubble close to the surface once more.

Bear blinked, trying to control his emotions. His shoulders ached with the suppressed tension.

‘What have you got to say for yourself? Using magic? What were you thinking?’ Downwood asked, his tone curious rather than accusing.

Bear shrugged. ‘Nothing, I’ve got nothing to say,’ he replied and began to follow the officer down the corridor towards the locked doors that separated the Magical Being Unit from the regular. As he passed the cell beside his own, he could hear the Genie moaning piteously.

The fucker never shuts up.

‘Been any news on Laos?’ Bear asked hoping for a morsel of information as he waited patiently for the numerous doors to be opened.

Downwood turned around and looked at him, his brow creasing over beetle black eyes. ‘Bear, you’re in confinement—and that’s your own damn fault. You’ve got entitlement to squat. If you want information, you put in a request to the Superintendent, don’t go asking me and putting me in shit.’

Bear licked his lips and rubbed the cuffs around his wrists.

‘’Kay, can I request writing materials then?’ he replied trying to keep a rein on his anger.

Downwood scoffed. ‘Sure, request all you want. You ain’t going to get them though. You’ve pissed off the Super in a big way with that latest magic trick.’

Bear scowled, then the last door opened and the chilly autumnal air swept around him. He inhaled deeply, but the tainted air of the prison still clung to him stubbornly.

He was fucked.

He’d known it was a mistake to use magic, but he’d had to do something—there were those in the prison who wanted him gone—and not in the early parole sense.

He stepped outside, and his feet, clad in prison issue shoes, sank into a damp, well-clipped but sickly looking lawn. He looked around at the high barbed wire fences and the walls surrounding the prison beyond. The clouds were thick and darkening, the air promised rain and soon. Part of him hoped it would pour down and wash the miasmic presence of the prison from his skin.

He’d been taken into custody a little over six months ago. They’d said Albany Regional would be the safest place for him, while he awaited his sedition trial. Yet he wasn’t safe, and he’d had to break prison rules to keep himself alive because the Department of Corrections couldn’t.

The hot flare sparked inside him and Bear broke into a run. A wonderful but false sense of freedom rushed over him as his feet pounded the earth. He hit the end of the yard with the chatter of chain fencing bracing against him. He roared a loud primal bellow then dropped and did ten push-ups, the wire between the suppression cuffs being just enough to allow him to. Then he jumped up, ran and repeated the action.

Within two laps his heart was pumping and his body limbering. The red haze of frustration and rage was clearing in his head, he felt better, at least temporarily.

Downwood watched on, his hand resting on his taser, just in case.

As Bear completed his fifth repetition a siren rang, and in the exercise ground beside him, the door swung open and a number of medium security MB prisoners rushed out into the open air.

Bear paused in his exercise and watched them.

‘Don’t think about speaking with any of them, or exercise is over,’ Downwood warned, and gestured to the camera positioned directly above him. ‘There are eyes, mate.’

Bear scowled, he knew about the cameras, the microphones, the magical ion detecting devices. He also knew about the “sleepers” or government employees dressed up as short term inmates ready and willing to spy on magical beings, watching and listening to report any suspicious or treasonous plotting.

It was a bad time to be magical in Australia and around the world. Before his incarceration, there had been major problems in Laos between the Magical Warlord and Laos Government over territory and unethical treatment of magical beings. Things weren’t much better here.

He dropped and did another ten push-ups, flipped and did sit ups. One. Two. Three.

‘Bear!’ a voice called through the barbed wire.

He ignored it. Four. Five. Six.

‘Bear!’ the voice called again. This time he paused and turned his head. Through the fence, separated by a metre or so and yet another razor wire fence, Gory called to him.

‘Fuck off,’ Bear heard himself snarl and tried to resume his exercise. He could see in the corner of his eye, Downwood stir, hand tighten around the taser.

No. No. No.

He wasn’t listening, he wasn’t going to have more punishment.

‘Lie with dogs, get up with fleas …’ Gory bellowed, before the angry voices of the medium security guards growled at him to stop, extendable batons raised.

What the hell did that mean? Bear wondered, and resumed his exercise as if nothing had occurred at all.

Cory Richards, aka “Gory” was a necromancer, charged with grave desecration and the illegal exhumation of the dead as well as treason. He wasn’t getting out anytime soon. Apparently, he’d used his power to raise the body of a known government dissenter—and it had upset a number of officials in the federal government.

As it would.

Bear shuddered, he hated necromancy, and Gory was quite frankly—gross.

He was an ordinary, smallish young man, thin with odd coloured reddish black hair, a gaunt face and eyes too pale to be natural. He made most people’s skin crawl.

Bear forced himself to do another round of crunches. His muscles protested, and his teeth instinctively gritted. Gory, as his nickname suggested, was involved in too much blood and death for Bear’s liking. Good, honest magic was Bear’s kind of thing. Well, not exactly honest, but still. His kind of power did not involve zombies or blood rites, so in that sense he’d always retain the moral upper hand.

Who am I kidding?

Bear flipped again and did another round of push-ups, pondering Gory’s bizarre message. He collapsed for a moment upon the soft, wet grass. The scent of earth and life drifting up like a memory from another life. From somewhere a bird sang.

Lie down with dogs, get up with fleas … what the fuck?

Clearly, Gory was insinuating something here, but what, Bear did not have a clue.

“Dog” was a common slang word for a security guard, he knew that, but to lie down with one? Was Gory suggesting he screw Downwood? Gods, he’d get up with more than fleas if he did that ... And if Downwood had ideas or some perverted plan about prisoner sexual abuse, he’d really find himself in trouble for illegal magic usage.

No, riddles weren’t his thing—anyone who knew him should know that. Bear was of the firm opinion that riddles should be left in the realms of fantasy novels and newspaper brain teaser pages. Not prison.

An unbidden growl began to burble in his chest, though his body screamed for respite from the punishment he was giving it.

He hated this exercise yard, he hated prison, and he hated that weirdo Gory and his cronies over in medium security. Still, through the corner of his eye he looked through the fences towards the medium security mob. Gory was crowded by a number of other familiar faces. Faces who shouldn’t be in prison. Magical beings who had simply said the wrong thing at the wrong time and been charged with sedition or put in custody under suspicion of it.

No-one dared defend them these days. Not now.

Six months of my life wasted in here … and how many more?





Chapter 3

It was Wednesday and Eudora’s week progressed with the slow, steady tedium only working can create. She loved her time in the Kings Park Botanical Gardens, amongst the flowers, trees and insects, but she utterly loathed being around her colleagues. Upset and disconcerted by Tom’s suggestion she wear more deodorant, Dora compensated by swathing herself in a cloud of perfumes and deodorisers that she was certain were more unpleasant than her natural musk could ever be. She didn’t know what else to do. It wasn’t as if she could even shower more often. She already showered morning and evening. She could perhaps shower during lunch at work, but really, when would she find time to eat?

Pondering this unhappy notion, Dora’s watch chimed to indicate lunch break.

Her skin broke in a rash of stressed heat at the thought of entering the lunch room, despite the cold breeze that chilled her face and hands. Her green uniform suddenly felt too restrictive, and she knew without being told, her musk was becoming pungent.

Her stomach gave a recalcitrant grumble. She’d eaten nothing since breakfast, preferring to avoid smoko and offending anyone’s nose.

She was, however, a giant—and had a giant appetite. She needed lunch.

Muttering angrily under her breath, she cursed the botanic gardens for not having outdoor lockers for staff. Her feet were leaden as she made her way to the lunch room and opened the door. The sounds of her colleague’s dining rang in her ears. Laughter, chatter, the clatter of coffee cups and spoons, a strangely domestic symphony that made her feel lonelier than ever. Walking close to the wall, Eudora tried to look as unobtrusive as possible to gather her lunch from her pigeonhole. She had just grasped her lunch bag when a voice interrupted her mid skulk.

‘Dora?’ Tom’s voice called.

Eudora turned around, her heart pinching. He looked as lovely as ever, though his expression seemed solemn.

‘Hey,’ she said, brushing her hair back from her face and looking down at her pigeon hole.

‘You’ve been avoiding me,’ he said his voice soft, but not soft enough to deter nosy eavesdroppers.

Dora shrugged. ‘I’ve been busy,’ she replied.

‘I rang you on the weekend, you didn’t pick up,’ he added.

Dora’s heart did that terrible pinch again and she worried at her lip. She’d seen his missed call and had in fact deliberately ignored it. At the time, it seemed preferable to spend her weekend watching Disney DVDs rather than actually conversing with people. Especially someone she was crushing on, who’d just told her all her colleagues thought she stank. That was a conversation she was keen not to repeat.

‘Sorry, I left my phone in my work pigeon hole,’ she lied.

Tom’s brow furrowed, and his lips twisted. ‘Really?’

‘Really,’ she lied again.

‘Dor, we have to talk.’

‘We spoke on Friday,’ Dora replied, grabbing her lunch bag from her locker and edging towards the door, ‘or have you forgotten? I haven’t.’ She couldn’t help but add.

Tom sighed and followed her out doors, Dora all too aware of the curious gaze of her colleagues following them.

‘I think I offended you,’ he said.

Dora kept walking, she preferred to sit under the trees than under the verandah and hoped that Tom would stop following her. After all, what could she say to him? Of course he’d offended her. Maybe it wasn’t his fault, maybe it was her other colleagues who found her musk offensive … Still, it didn’t matter. He’d wittingly or unwittingly humiliated her and nothing could change that. Not even his pretty face and soft, kind voice.

No. Not even that.

‘Dor …’ His voice was impossibly gentle, and it made her chest tighten yet again.

She turned and sank down on a park bench underneath her favourite gum tree. The seat was slightly damp from drizzling rain, but she didn’t care.

‘What?’ she said willing her face to remain impassive. When she sat down, their eyes met evenly.

‘I just wanted to say, I didn’t mean to offend you. It’s just that they’d asked me to say something to you and I couldn’t very well ignore their problem.’

‘Problem?’

Tom winced. ‘You know what I mean.’

She hesitated. ‘Maybe I do, but it doesn’t change the fact it hurt my feelings.’

‘I didn’t mean to.’

‘Of course you didn’t,’ she replied coolly. ‘No-one ever does.’

They fell into silence, and Tom shuffled awkwardly where he stood. ‘I did some reading about your musk …’ he began, and Dora detected a note of anxiety beneath his gentle tone.

‘Did you?’ Heat followed a reluctant flutter in her belly. She peeled open her sandwich and took a bite. ‘Why?’

There was an unmistakable flush of colour on his cheeks.

‘I just wanted to know more about it …’ He shrugged.

Dora snorted. ‘Uh-huh, great. Well, if you did your homework, you’ll know that I really can’t do anything about it.’

‘I know.’ He scratched his chin. ‘I … just want you to know … It doesn’t smell bad to me …’ he said very softly. ‘You smell kind of nice, actually.’

One mouthful of vegemite sandwich nearly choked her.

She coughed and looked around to see if anyone had witnessed this peculiar confession. It appeared no-one had.

‘Do I?’ she asked stupidly.

‘Yeah. You do,’ he replied.

They looked at each other a moment, Eudora completely at a loss as to what to say. What could she say?

Yay!

That would be immature.

‘OK,’ she replied eventually trying to stop her heart from continuing its ridiculous happy dance in her chest.

No-one had ever said she smelt nice, except for her dad … and that was her dad.

Tom reached up and rubbed the back of his neck. ‘I’ve wanted to tell you for a while … but I’ve never found the right time.’

For what was probably an unfortunately long duration, Eudora stared at him, absorbing everything of that moment, a moment she’d dreamed of, a moment she’d never believed would happen.

‘Cool,’ she said eventually.

Cool? Ugh! Couldn’t I have thought of something better to say?

Again silence fell, and a cold breeze whipped around, sending Tom’s hair into his eyes. He lifted a dirt-encrusted hand and pushed it from his gaze.

‘Uh, so, I was wondering if …’

Dora swallowed another mouthful that had lodged itself in her throat for a moment too long before she gulped and pushed it completely down.

She looked away and saw a fat grey pigeon strut past their feet. Her mind whirled with possibilities of what he planned to say.

No, she told herself sternly, don’t go there.

She’d been embarrassed and mistaken once. She didn’t want to get her hopes up again.

Tom walked forward and took her free hand, his fingers seemed small and fragile as they wrapped themselves around hers. Yet they were still rough and warm.

Her breath hitched in her throat.

‘I wanted to know, uh, would you like to go out on Friday?’

Relieved sweat broke out all over Dora’s body, and she found herself hoping absurdly that he wasn’t lying because her musk was truly flowing now.

Her tongue felt like a dead, swollen thing in her mouth, as she struggled to find some response.

‘You want to go out with me on Friday?’ she repeated.

He raised an artful eyebrow that suggested she was being stupid. ‘Ah, yeah, I really do.’

Dora felt her lips twitch before an enormous smile broke through. ‘I’d love that,’ she said.

A gust of wind rustled the leaves about their feet, and Tom released a laugh. ‘Cool. Well, I’ll er …’ He shrugged.

‘Message me the details, OK?’ Dora supplied for him.

‘I’ll do that.’ He offered her a cheeky wink. ‘I’ll head back to the lunch room, I’ll see you later?’

Not trusting herself to speak, Dora nodded and finished the sandwich in one bite, and mechanically started to eat another.

The rest of Dora’s day floated past like a dream—a nice, Tom Roswick themed dream. As she cleared up her tools from under the Eucalyptus caesia she’d been pruning that afternoon, she was interrupted by the Director of Horticulture. A small man, even by human standards, he had a gentle demeanour and had always been kind.

‘Ah, Eudora. Just the lady I wanted to see.’ Mr Robbins cleared his throat.

Dora turned and smiled, dusting off the sawdust and dirt from her hands, before she proffered one to her senior.

‘Good afternoon, Mr Robbins,’ she said, looking down as his comparatively tiny hand grasped in her larger one.

He was dressed in grey slacks and white shirt, his black shoes were shiny and mottled with raindrops. The rain never deterred Eudora from her outdoors work.

‘You’re soaked, Eudora,’ he commented, and for the first time Dora could feel the chilled and clingy cloth sticking to her skin. ‘You really ought to go inside and warm up before you go home. Your father would kill me if he knew I let you work in the rain.’

Dora smiled at him. Mr Robbins had been one of her father’s pupils at the university during the 1960s. Dora suspected that it was only through this connection that she’d even gotten her job at the botanic gardens.

She’d done a basic horticulture course at TAFE, but had little experience when he’d hired her—seemingly out of the blue.

She shook her head. ‘I don’t feel the cold, Mr Robbins,’ she assured with a laugh. ‘Most giants don’t.’

A tide of colour roared up from Mr Robbins’s starched white collar. ‘Oh. Of course, I …’

‘Don’t worry about it,’ Dora soothed. ‘Most people wouldn’t have a clue either.’

‘Quite,’ he agreed stiffly. ‘Would you mind walking with me, Eudora?’ he asked after a moment. ‘I have something that I need to discuss with you.’

Curious, Eudora nodded and picked up her tools, throwing one last glance at her pile of clippings that still needed to be transported to the mulching station.

‘Leave that for now,’ he said.

Startled, Dora looked at him, unable to withhold a frown. ‘Is everything all right, Mr Robbins?’

The older gentleman released a world-weary sigh.

‘I wish that it was, Eudora,’ he said and looked up at her.

Beneath the sparkling surface of his brown eyes, Dora could not mistake the visible regret that swam in the depths of his gaze.

‘Oh.’

‘We’ve had another complaint.’

Dora’s step faltered. ‘Another one?’ she all but whispered.

‘Yes, two men have filed a formal complaint against you, citing that you threatened to “pop their heads like the puss filled pimples they are …” or some such.’ He paused and looked at her carefully. ‘Is this true?’ he asked.

There was no denying it. She could try perhaps, but two humans’ words against that of one giant? That wasn’t going to stand up in court, was it? Not with the state of relations between the magical community and human at any rate.

‘It’s true,’ she agreed, ‘but in my defence, they were sexually harassing me. I had to say something to stop them.’

The expression on Mr Robbins face was one of acute disbelief.

‘Sexually harassing you? Why didn’t you file a report? We don’t take things like the sexual harassment of our employees lightly, Eudora.’

‘I …’

Why hadn’t she filed a report?

‘Things like that happen all the time, Mr Robbins,’ she said eventually. ‘If I filed a report every time someone said something racially or sexually offensive to me, I’d never get my work done.’

Mr Robbins let out another hearty sigh. ‘Eudora …’

Feeling an edge of panic rise, Dora plunged on. ‘And, they were interrupted by Tom,’ she said, ‘he could vouch for me.’

Again, the older gentleman sighed. ‘I’ve already spoken to Tom about this.’

‘You have?’

Mr Robbins nodded. ‘When the complainants came in, Tom was there and he offered his account of the events.’

‘He said they were harassing me, didn’t he?’ Dora asked.

‘He said he overheard some kind of altercation, yes, and that he offered you work in the greenhouses so that you don’t have to deal with the public, as it is clearly difficult for you.’

Heat burned up her body and prickled under her arms.

‘Yes, but … I can’t fit in the greenhouses, I’m too big.’

Again, he sighed. ‘Dora, that’s four complaints we’ve had against you, this year. Tom has offered you alternatives but you haven’t taken them.’

‘Yes, but … Realistically, you can’t expect a giant to work in a greenhouse.’

Mr Robbin’s stopped now and touched her gently on the arm. ‘I’m very sorry to say it, Eudora, but I have to do what is in the best interest of the park—I’m going to have let you go.’

Dora felt her face fall and pale. ‘You’re firing me?’ she whispered.

‘No. I’m letting you go. I’ve been watching you this week, you shy away from your colleagues and eat outside alone, you have difficulty with the public, and have refused alternative work placement. You seem terribly unhappy. I do not believe your employment here is good for you, or good for the park, for that matter. I wish it were different, Dora, I really do. Rest assured, you will be given all your leave entitlements, and I will personally write you a glowing reference. We will not leave you short changed.’

As if that made the sting less.

Angry, impotent tears began to scald her eyeballs. She blinked them away.

‘I like working here,’ she said softly. ‘I do. I’m not unhappy.’

Another gentle pat landed on her arm.

‘If that’s so, why don’t you eat in the lunch room with your colleagues, then? You veritably flee when one even calls hello. I’ve seen it myself. You flinched when I approached you.’

Dora shook her head. ‘You’re making it sound worse than it is. The staff in the lunch room think I stink, it’s my musk … I just don’t want to offend them, by … being … around them. It’s easier if I just …’ Unable to finish she looked around her.

‘Then don’t you think it’s best if we let you go? Then you’ll be free to find a position more suitable.’

Dora offered him a snotty, miserable snort.

A position more suitable? For a giant?

‘Truly, Eudora, I admire your father greatly, and I am loathed to let you go, but I don’t see a functional alternative for you here are the botanic gardens.’

Dora looked around her, the trees were blowing in the wind and the distant sound of traffic roared.

It was so unfair.

‘But what will I do?’ she asked. ‘Jobs aren’t easy for someone like me to get … This job is all I’ve ever known.’

Mr Robbins’s face creased with dismay. ‘I have a friend,’ he said, ‘he’s often looking for strong, healthy people to hire.’

He dug into his pocket for a notepad and paper.

‘His name is Richard Kelsey, he runs a business called Ixion Security.’ Dora watched the small hand write down the name and telephone number. ‘Tell him I sent you.’

‘Security? What kind of security?’ Dora stared down at the note.

‘Prison security and prisoner transport.’

What?

‘I’m a gardener,’ Dora grated. ‘Not a prison guard.’

Mr Robbins’s sage brown eyes studied her thoughtfully. ‘You’d make a very fine prison guard,’ he finally said, handing the note to her. ‘You’ve the height, the strength, you’re immune to most magic. I doubt there could be a finer one.’

Dora accepted the note reluctantly.

‘I wish you well, Eudora, truly I do.’

‘I’m dismissed then? As of now?’ she asked stupidly.

His face creased with sympathy again. ‘You are most welcome to remain for the day if you wish.’ He spoke softly.

Did she want to stay now she was fired? No. No, she didn’t.

‘I’ll go now, I think,’ she agreed after a moment of hesitation.

‘I think that’s best,’ Mr Robbin’s agreed, and turned to depart.

‘Wait!’ Dora heard herself call.

Mr Robbins turned around and waited.

‘Does Tom know about this?’ she asked looking at the note in her hand.

The Director of Horticulture frowned momentarily. ‘Why of course—he suggested it.’

Dora was in a world of confusion when she returned home. She couldn’t understand why Tom had asked her out, just when he knew their boss was about to fire her.

What the hell kind of creep was he?

Her father was unsurprisingly in the kitchen when she returned.

‘Sweetheart—how was your day?’ he asked.

Dora didn’t have the heart to discuss it. It would only just upset the old man anyway.

‘Fine,’ she said pulling off her boots and heading for the shower.

The unfairness of the situation stung even more than the water. Why did she have to suffer because she was different?

She sighed and soaped her body. She should join the UMC, the Union for Magical Creatures, and offer her support to others like her. Then she remembered, most Magical Being Unions had been disbanded and declared illegal a few years ago.

Still, perhaps she could make a difference somewhere.

Prison guard? She snorted bitterly. Not likely.

The longer she stayed under the steaming water, the angrier she felt herself get.

Ultimately, Dora stayed under the scalding heat for far too long, inwardly debating her options. After about forty minutes, her father knocked on the door.

‘Dinner’s ready.’

Trying to muster as much happiness as she could fake, she turned off the shower and readied herself for dinner.

***

Bear lay in the uncomfortable bed in his cell staring at the ceiling. It would be hours until lights off when he could finally rest his eyes from the unnatural glare of the light bulb and its dead captive fly.

He heard the scrape of metal against concrete. Dinner had arrived on its tin tray through the slit in the door. Footsteps receded. Bear lifted his head from a thin, mean pillow to observe a brown casserole concoction splattered unappetisingly across a grey tray. It looked alarmingly like diarrhoea. It smelt like it too, meaty, vaguely eggy, wafting across the cold cell as if to torment him.

Beef? Chicken? Shit?

He glared at the splat of food.

His stomach grumbled despite its malodour and appearance. He saw small bits of carrot, corn and perhaps potato swimming in the watery brown fluid alongside darker, slightly larger chunks of meat.

His stomach grumbled louder. It seemed a long time since he’d eaten the limp, soggy cheese and ham sandwich he’d forced down for lunch.

With a hefty sigh, Bear swung his legs over the edge of the bed and moved across the cell to retrieve his meal. He picked up the tray and the plastic cutlery rattled.

Bear sat down on the bed again. Beside the casserole, a small rectangular children’s juice box lay on its side. It’s expiry date declaring it well over six months out.

That was a particularly nice touch, he thought and picked up the plastic fork and began to mechanically eat his meal.

It was gone before he even tasted it, forcing down the wet, mushy contents without any thought. Then he opened the tiny straw on the juice box and took a long thirsty sip.

Memories flooded back.

His grandmother had always bought him blackcurrant juice as a child, and he could still remember the sting of hot Perth summer sun as the cold, sweet juice sluiced down his throat on those unforgettable childhood days.

His childhood had not always been idyllic, but his grandmother had always remained his fiercest ally. The juice box contracted as he greedily sucked down the remainder of its contents.

Guilt replaced the fond memories.

In prison he couldn’t look after her, in prison he couldn’t return the many kindnesses she’d shown him, in prison she could die and he’d be none the wiser.

Anger punched through him and the dinner tray hurtled across the cell. It clattered with deafening loudness against the door leaving splats of brown on the cold, grey walls.

‘Quiet, inmate!’ a guard barked.

Bear moved towards the door and rattled it. ‘I need to make a phone call,’ he yelled through the door.

His request was met with silence.

‘I need to make a phone call!’ he yelled louder.

Silence.

‘For fuck’s sake! I need to make a phone call!’ he howled.





Chapter 4

Friday evening came before Dora knew it.

She still wasn’t sure that Tom would even turn up for their “date”. She’d told her father she’d taken leave, rather than tell him the truth. She wasn’t quite sure why she hadn’t told him about her job, she’d never found the appropriate time, or more likely she simply didn’t want to.

The one thing she had done in amongst her moping, sleeping and silent tirades at the world for its cruelty, Dora had begun to read up on living rights, and some of the pro-magical beings groups—and avoided thinking about Tom.

In truth, she expected Tom to cancel their date at any minute, but so far he hadn’t. In fact, Tom had texted her on Thursday night to say he would pick her up at 7.00 pm from her place. She’d toyed with the idea of ignoring the text and cancelling on him—sneak that he was, but, she had questions for him, and was determined to get them answered.

So it remained to be seen if he would appear at seven o’clock as promised.

Despite the uncertainty, Dora dressed in preparation, carefully applying kohl eyeliner at her dresser. She placed down the pencil and looked in the mirror. The eyeliner made her wide set, slanted blue eyes striking, and gave her a sharper, less gentle edge, that she wanted and needed to face and confront Tom. As she picked up her blusher, she noticed the note Mr Robbin’s had written, Ixion Security, Richard Kelsey 9446 45634, and scowled at it.

I am so not a prison guard.

A chime rang echoing through her house, and Dora’s stomach spasmed.

‘I’ll get it!’ she called to her dad, who she knew was probably dozing in his library with a copy of Choice Magazine on his lap.

She brushed down her pants. She’d worn her fitted black jeans, and a gauzy black blouse with a black singlet beneath.

Black made people look smaller, didn’t it?

She ran her hands through her hair—she’d blow dried it, and allowed it to settle naturally leaving it flatteringly tussled.

Taking a deep breath, she opened the door.

She looked down, and her heart jumped pathetically despite everything.

Tom looked great. She rarely saw him outside his green work uniform, so the loose fit jeans, grey V-neck T-shirt and black jacket made him look real and approachable—a far cry from the job destroying villain she’d grown to think of him as.

He ran his hands through his hair, unmistakably nervous.

‘Wow, you look gorgeous,’ he said looking up at her, and to her astonishment he produced a small sprig of yellow wattle-flower organised into a corsage and presented it to her. She recognised the flower as one from the blooming bushes in the botanic gardens. She’d loved working with the wattles for their gaudy yellow blooms.

For a long moment Dora simply stared at the flower, unable to think of anything at all to say. All the pithy comments and furious questions she’d planned to throw at him were stalled by the puffy yellow blossom.

‘Do you want me to pin it for you?’ he said tentatively.

She nodded without speaking and bent low so that he could pin the flower to the cloth above her breast.

As she leaned down she inhaled the sweet scent of him, she was certain he was wearing Jean Paul Gautier. As he moved to pin the corsage, his hand accidentally brushed past the swell of her breast, causing her sensitive flesh to pucker.

The look in Tom’s eyes darkened at her sharp intake of breath.

‘There, it matches your earrings,’ he said, looking directly at the tiny yellow diamond studs her father had bought her for her twenty-first birthday.

‘Thanks,’ she said dumbly.

‘Look, I wanted to say I’m really sorry about you being let go from the botanic gardens,’ he said, his feet shuffling in the fallen leaves that decorated the front verandah.

Her warm, fuzzy feelings seemed to disappear in an instant.

Her eyes narrowed. ‘Why did you suggest it then?’

There I said it.

He stood still. ‘Did Mr Robbins say that?’ His face paled minutely.

‘Yep, so you don’t need to come here bearing pretty flowers and nice words to hide it. I know. What I don’t know is why you bothered asking me out if you were also trying—successfully might I add—to get me fired.’

Tom frowned. ‘Come on, Dora,’ he said. ‘I wouldn’t do that. You know me.’

Did she? Sure she’d worked with him for a few years, fancied him for months, but did she know him?

No.

He must have seen something in her face. ‘Look, it’s not like that. Come, I’ve got the restaurant booked for seven-thirty, and I’ll tell you everything then …’

For a second she wanted to dig her heels in like a stubborn cow refusing to follow her farmer, but she didn’t. When his hand reached and caught hers, she succumbed like a puppy being offered an old slipper.

Several hours and five ciders later, however, Dora’s questions about Tom’s involvement in her dismissal had completely disappeared from her mind.

They were the last to leave ROAR, an aptly named raw-food vegan restaurant. The waiters had doused the candles on the tables and dragged out the brooms and mops.

Dora finished the last of the house-brewed cider with a laugh as Tom moved to pay.

‘No,’ she said, ‘I can pay my way.’ She gripped his hand.

‘Ah, no, this was my treat,’ Tom said, refusing argument.

The waitress behind the counter smiled up at her. ‘Did you enjoy your meal?’ she asked, her large pale blue eyes ringed with dark kohl and a tattoo of an owl emblazoned on her throat, clearly awestruck by the giant in her midst.

‘Yes, thank you, it was lovely,’ Dora replied, moving backwards to allow Tom through to pay.

Tom paid and took a wrapped mint from the bowl at the counter. ‘Here.’ He handed one to her and promptly unwrapped his own as they walked from the restaurant.

People were milling about, and most offering her surprised glances as she walked, slightly lolling beside Tom, their hands entwined.

During the walk back to the car, they didn’t say much. Dora squeezed into Tom’s Holden Commodore with a contented sigh.

The evening had gone much better than she could have hoped. She stole a glance at Tom, who concentrated on the road.

There was that matter of her getting fired …

‘Thank you for taking me out,’ she said, studying his side profile as he drove. ‘It was really nice.’

He smiled, not taking his eyes from the road. ‘You’re welcome.’

Dora was silent for a moment. ‘Um,’ she fumbled, ‘why did you get me fired?’

Tom’s conversation throughout the entire evening, though enjoyable and well lubricated with cider, had not explained his reasoning behind suggesting she finish work at the botanical gardens.

The speed of the car faltered marginally and he twisted his neck to look at her.

‘I …’ he paused. ‘I did it with your best interests at heart.’ He looked sharply back towards the road.

A jab of irritation made Dora clench her teeth together and faded the warm comfort of the cider. ‘My best interests? I don’t think so. I loved that job.’

‘I know, I know. But it couldn’t keep going the way it was. There were complaints. As the head horticulturalist I had to do something … and I did suggest to Mr Robbins that he offer you another position.’

Dora scowled and struggled to shrug off the feeling there was more to his explanation than was immediately apparent. She said nothing, and suddenly found herself somewhere between pissed, and pissed off.

‘Well, have you rung the guy from Ixion Security yet?’

Dora stared at Tom’s lips as they curved and arched as he spoke, yet not completely comprehending his words.

‘What?’ she asked when she realised he was waiting for some kind of response.

‘Mr Robbins gave you the number for Ixion Security, have you called them yet?’

She sighed and wriggled uncomfortably in the confines of the car. ‘Who?’ They were nearly at her street.

‘Richard Kelsey at Ixion Security, didn’t Mr Robbins give you his number about a job? He said he would.’

It filtered through then, the wretched piece of paper that had remained largely ignored on her dresser since Wednesday. ‘Oh, that. Uh, no.’

There was a pause, and the sound of the car indicator ticked loudly in the silence.

‘Why?’

Her head swum for a moment, courtesy of too much cider. ‘I don’t want to be a prison guard,’ she said eventually and rubbed her lower lip.

Tom’s eyes narrowed. ‘Why not? You’d be awesome.’

She arched a brow.

‘Really, you’re strong, you’re clever, and they’re screaming for people. I’ve heard they pay well too.’

Dora’s brow fell into a frown. ‘Then why don’t you become one?’

He laughed and the atmosphere instantly lightened. ‘Because I’m not a giant, if I was, I would.’

‘Most prison guards aren’t giants, you know,’ she argued as the car began to move again.

‘No, but I think it would be a great opportunity.’

She watched him again as he pulled into her driveway. The leaves of the gum trees obscured the streetlights and a mottled flickering light filled the cab of the car.

‘Do you?’ she asked, her breath suddenly hitching in her throat. ‘I think you’re only saying that because you cost me my job, and I think this whole date is just because you feel sorry for me.’

‘What? No. Dora …’ He groaned and ran his hands through his hair, unintentionally making it spiky and sexy.

Despite being a sneak, he certainly is handsome.

‘I didn’t take you to dinner because I feel sorry for you. I took you to dinner because I like you. You’ve got to believe me, I didn’t mean to hurt you.’

Dora stared at him in the gloom. She wanted to believe him.

His lips curled into a smile. ‘Now, promise me, you’ll ring Ixion,’ Tom said. ‘I know Rich, he’s a great guy, he’ll treat you well. There will be no-one to make complaints about you there.’ Tom’s lip quirked.

Dora laughed weakly. That was a bit funny.

The alcohol from the cider swirled pleasantly through her head, she sighed, not entirely convinced, but not unconvinced either.

Tom started talking again, but she wasn’t listening. The warmth of the car was soaking into her bones and she became mesmerised by the movement of Tom’s lower lip as he spoke. She wondered what it would feel like if he were to kiss her.

She’d heard enough of his babbling about work, about Ixion.

‘Just shut up and just kiss me,’ she muttered before she could chicken out, and leaned forward.

She’d wanted to do this for ages and never had the guts, now with cider muddling her brain and unemployment hanging over her head she knew she might never get another chance.

He pulled his head away from her, not allowing the kiss. His eyes were bright but unreadable.

A cold chill swept through her body at the sudden rejection.

Then he laid his hands on her shoulder. The heat of his touch was scorching and burned away her doubts.

‘Wait,’ he whispered, and she could feel his beery breath against her cheek. ‘I need to know you believe me, that I only did it for your own good.’

‘Yeah.’ She sighed. ‘I do.’

‘Then, promise me you’ll ring Mr Kelsey?’ The note of pleading in Tom’s voice was unmistakable. ‘If you promise me, we can seal it with that kiss.’

Dora’s head swam again, and her skin flushed. The scent of her musk began to leach into the car.

‘Are you bribing me?’ she whispered and licked her lips.

It sounded like a good bribe. A kiss in exchange for a phone call. Easily done.

‘Yes,’ he said, his lips curled as he moved closer. ‘Yes, I am.’

For just a second she worried at her lip. ‘Uh, OK,’ she agreed.

Did that sound desperate?

Hell, yes.

He laughed. ‘Then it’s a deal.’

Without waiting a moment more, Tom leaned over to her. He tilted his head up and then, finally, their lips met.

His lips were warm and wet, his tongue worked to ease her mouth open so that she could taste him, and he could taste her.

His flavour was that of beer and food, moist and slightly bitter. Dora’s stomach clenched tightly. Then, Tom’s tongue flickered next to hers and her loins tightened.

Oh God. Her breasts heaved and everything south of her waistband turned to jelly. She sighed against him. His hands left their original position and stroked hers, the gentle caress making her arch closer towards him.

She pulled away. ‘Tom …’ she gasped, glad in the dim light of the car cab that he couldn’t see her furious blush. Her head was dizzy now, from lack of oxygen? From passion? From what?

She wanted to take him into her house and into her bed. She wanted to feel his body against hers and …

‘Dora?’ Tom’s voice interrupted her daydream.

‘Sorry?’ she asked, allowing her eyes to refocus on him.

‘Can I come in for coffee?’

His forwardness made her heart leap.

She wanted him to come in. She wanted to have sex with him. She’d not had sex in years and the possibility of her passionless drought ending was temptingly close. Dad would be asleep and be none the wiser. At eighty-one he didn’t hear much at the best of times let alone in the dark of the night.

I could make love to him. She realised. Lie with him until the sun rose.

She yearned to wake up beside a man who wanted her, who cared for her. To fall asleep in the arms of a loving man was a dream she’d long begun to think would never be realised. Until now.

She looked into Tom’s eyes then, trying to read past the shadows to the thoughts that seemed so hidden. There was passion there, she knew. A cursory glance at the swelling in his pants was evidence enough.

Her musk flushed again.

Then, like a dark, cold cloud, she remembered.

She’d been eighteen at TAFE. She’d thought Troy had wanted her, liked her, and was her friend. He often kept her company at lunch breaks, and they’d had a lot in common. So, they’d decided to give sex a go. It wasn’t a romantic decision, and it certainly wasn’t passionate. They’d both had virginities they’d wanted gone, and in truth, it had seemed like a good idea at the time.

One afternoon, they’d driven to some bushland not far from the school. Troy had pulled out some musty towels from the boot of his car and laid them on the hard ground, and they’d done it.

She’d laid there like a star fish as he climbed on her like an eager monkey.

The sex had not been awful, but it had been lacklustre. Put plainly, Troy’s cock was too small for her size, even as a virgin. Memories of his anguished and embarrassed grunts fluttered into her mind.

Afterwards, he’d thrown the used condom into the bush and they’d pulled up their pants and gone home, not saying much.

Dora had known then it was a mistake, but the embarrassing discomfort of losing her virginity had only just begun.

On his return to TAFE the next day, Troy had told the class of his exploits with her. His comments were brutal and utterly catastrophic to her fragile ego.

Phrases like “it was like throwing a sausage up a hallway” were bandied around within her earshot. The jeers and laughter were humiliating and devastating.

The hot stab of panic took her by surprise.

She couldn’t bear it to happen again.

‘No,’ Dora said.

Tom stared at her in astonishment.

‘No, I don’t do coffee this late …’ She looked down at her hands.

‘Dora? You’d drink coffee any time of the day …’ Tom replied and caught her chin, drawing her gaze to his.

‘But we’re not talking about coffee, are we?’ she said softly. ‘And—’ her tongue felt thick, ‘—I think I’d best just go to bed. I’ve had way too much to drink. Thank you for a lovely night though ...’

Confusion and perhaps a little frustration rushed over Tom’s expression before he smoothed it away. ‘Sure,’ he said easily. ‘But our promise still stands? You got your kiss, so Kelsey gets that phone call?’

She smiled at him. ‘I’m a woman of my word, I promise. Goodnight, Tom.’

***

‘Well hello, sleeping beauty.’ A slippery, unpleasant voice ripped Bear from his slumber.

It was pitch dark in his cell, and for a moment, he thought he may still be dreaming then something sharp raked down the side of his face. His cheek exploded with agony.

He grunted and brought his hand to his face and felt blood beneath his fingers.

It was happening again.

Bear rolled out of his bed, hoping to avoid his attacker in the dark. He couldn’t use magic, else the alarms would go off and he’d be in even greater trouble.

‘Who are you?’ Bear growled and crouched in the corner near his latrine. There was a serpentine snigger.

‘Doesn’t matter,’ the voice said, ‘what you going to do about it anyway?’

‘Guards! Jeffers!’ Bear roared but knew it was pointless. This assailant could only have gained entry to his room with the compliance of the guards.

‘Jeffer’s ain’t going to hear you, he’s taking a shit.’

Bear groaned and heard the footsteps come closer again. ‘Why?’ he said. ‘Why do this? I’m in solitary for fuck’s sake!’

‘Someone wants you dead, can you guess who?’

There was a long list of human purists who would want Bear dead. Magicians were often unpopular amongst humankind and magician’s who worked for the Union of Magical Creatures even more so.

Something whizzed through the air and Bear raised his hand to protect his face again.

Pain sliced through his forearm but he couldn’t see a thing. He was a sitting duck in the dark. Something, maybe a throwing star, whizzed past him again.

He swore and uttered a quick spell under his breath. The room became illuminated with a dull yellow glow and Bear got his first glimpse at his attacker.

A vicious, feral looking human in orange prison gear crouched by the wall. He swore at the light and ripped night vision goggles from his eyes as Bear’s spell took full effect and the magical ion sensing devices erupted into life.

Night vision goggles? Where the hell did he get those?

Bear didn’t recognise him, but he smiled revealing broken and stained teeth.

‘Well that was easy,’ he sneered and turned towards the door.

That was all they wanted. For him to break the rules and use magic again.

And I fell for it.

‘Fuck you!’ Bear swore and moved.

He hammered his fist down into the back of the man’s head. He gave a cry and lurched once more for the door, but as he did, the door burst open to reveal Jeffers the Prison Officer. The door collided with the intruder’s face and he let out a soft cry as he fell unconscious to the ground.

Red faced and big, Jeffers’s eyes widened. He looked from Bear to the intruder, uncomprehendingly.

‘What the fuck is this? Why is this door unlocked?’ he swore.

‘I’ve been attacked, someone let this bastard in!’ He gripped the intruder’s collar and hauled him to his feet.

Jeffers looked outraged. ‘Let him in? No-one bloody let him in. Oh Christ!’ He turned his head and looked down the corridor, and Bear heard the heavy sound of multiple footfalls and the riot response team.

‘Why’d this have to happen on my shift?’





Chapter 5

The next morning, Dora was undoubtedly hungover. She wasn’t a big drinker and the ciders had put her in a terrible temper. She also knew she could no longer avoid her father and his questions about her welfare. Her belly roiled. Despite the positive movement in her relationship with Tom, she found herself absurdly feeling uncertain, nauseous and worried. She’d promised Tom she’d ring Richard Kelsey, but she didn’t really want to—but if she didn’t—was she corrupting the budding relationship they had?

He’d seemed so genuine when he’d told her he only had her best interests at heart.

Ugh.

As a result of her foul temper she’d been again soaking in the shower for over half an hour. The wind was howling around the outdoor bathroom causing small maelstroms of leaves to dance around the flagstone floor and occasionally whip her legs.

As she rinsed the conditioner from her hair, she heard her father tap on the door and call to her.

‘I’ve just had Robbins on the phone. Why didn’t you tell me?’ His voice was hurt.

Dora felt her stomach curl and twist, but she turned off the shower and grabbed a bath sheet and wrapped it around herself and opened the door.

Her dad looked withered, small and unutterably wounded.

‘I …’ Her eyes prickled when he proffered her a large mug of hot chocolate.

‘Here you are, sweetheart.’ He raised the chocolate and she felt even more guilty for deceiving him. The prickles in her eyes swelled into glittering tears.

Her father’s already wrinkled countenance creased into deeper lines. ‘My darling girl.’ He placed the drink on the sideboard beside the door, then gave her hand a loving squeeze.

‘Go get dressed, and we’ll have our drink and talk about it. It will be all right, my love,’ he assured her.

How did he always know what to say?

Nodding, Dora wiped away the tears that had begun to run. ‘Yeah. OK.’

Soon she’d dressed in tracksuit pants and a sweater top, and padded into the kitchen. Her chocolate sat where he’d left it as her hair dripped with the remnants of her shower leaving cold patches over her top. She didn’t care.

When she reached the kitchen, she saw her father sitting at the kitchen table. He somehow seemed more tired. He held his own cup of coffee in his gnarled, old hands.

She stared at them. Those hands had tended her scraped knees as a child, they’d led her into school, and they’d wiped the tears of loss after her mother died. Old, worn and utterly wonderful, her father’s hands had guided her through life with determined care and gentle insistence. Where would she be without them?

She picked up her mug of chocolate and sipped at the sweet contents.

‘Why didn’t you want me to know you’d lost your job? Why didn’t you tell me how difficult things had been there?’ he asked, his tone hurt rather than accusing.

Again Dora looked into his old, rheumy eyes.

‘I didn’t want you to worry.’

He laughed and sipped his coffee. ‘I am your father, I will always worry,’ he chided. ‘I was very cross Robbins had done this. So I let him know that I am not at all pleased with him dismissing you,’ he added.

Dora gave a watery laugh. A giant defended by a frail octogenarian—it wasn’t right.

She shook her head. ‘It wasn’t his fault. I’ve had warnings, but I never thought …’

Randall Splat’s kind countenance hardened. ‘It shouldn’t be this way, the things that have been happening between the magical community and human are appalling, it’s devolving rapidly, I’m afraid.’

At his words, Dora felt a spark of reciprocal righteous indignation. He was right, it wasn’t fair and she wanted to do something about it, she just wasn’t sure what.

Her father continued talking. ‘In his defence, I do believe Robbins was protecting you by removing you from the public view. Have you seen the news today?’ he added.

‘No,’ Dora replied.

‘A banshee died in Canberra this morning during a protest.’

Dora frowned. She didn’t know any banshees personally and found them a bit creepy. Still, that wasn’t any reason to kill one.

‘That’s not good,’ she said, a sense of confusion sweeping over her. The poor state of the relations between MBs and humans had never overly concerned her, until now. Could something like that happen to her? Just because she was a giant?

Yes. She knew instinctively.

She’d been fired because she was an MB, and because she was different to most humans. She remembered the looks in the street last night, curious ones, yes, but some were hostile too, something that she didn’t usually notice.

Her father was still speaking. ‘The outcry is not about her death but about her protest. She broke into parliament and it was miss-reported that she was attempting to kill the caucus. So they destroyed her, without trial or questioning,’ her father added.

Dora shuddered despite herself and another surge of righteous indignation flooded her.

Why were humans so mean? Why were they so cruel? Why did they never give the magical beings the benefit of the doubt?

Sure, there were bad MBs out there, just as there were bad humans, but really? Where was the equity? Where had it gone? It used to be there, didn’t it?

They were silent for a moment, what could one giantess do to help? Sure, she could go to some of the protests, but when did the government listen to protesters? Especially when they were a bunch of MBs? She hesitated a moment.

‘I think maybe I should join the UMC.’ Dora’s voice echoed in the kitchen.

Her father’s expression grew stricken and there was a stunned silence for several long moments.

‘Eudora, the UMC is a dangerous organisation, it’s an illegal organisation now.’

‘Human’s have made being a member dangerous, but the UMC itself isn’t dangerous. I want to make a difference. My only other option is some prison guard position Mr Robbins suggested instead.’ Dora muttered, ‘Tom said I should go for it. But, I don’t know ...’ She faded off as Professor Splat’s eyes locked with hers and for the first time since her mother died, she saw a glimmer of fear replace the fatherly concern.

‘Is that position with Ixion Security and Richard Kelsey?’ he asked, the mere hint of a tremble in his voice.

‘Yeah, something like that. How did you know?’

There was a long hesitation before Professor Splat spoke.

‘It doesn’t matter how I know, but it is an absolutely terrible idea. All I can tell you is Ixion is closely linked with the UMC, and not the kind of place where I want my daughter.’

He wrung his hands. ‘I don’t know what Tom or Robbins is thinking! Trying to get you involved in all this.’ The fervour in his voice was unmistakable.

Hair prickled on Dora’s arms, and the cup of chocolate stilled in her hands. She narrowed her eyes. ‘Involved in what?’ she asked.

‘Fights between MBs and humans, it’s dangerous. It doesn’t involve you, my love. Stick to gardening, dear. It’s safer.’

Dora hesitated and listened to the hum of the heater for a second.

‘Don’t you understand? It does involve me. I was fired because of what I am. How can I ignore it? I think I’ve ignored it for too long.’

Dora hesitated, her father’s face grew pale, wordlessly he shook his head.

She continued. ‘You’ve always supported me before. I don’t understand why you’re not now. Don’t you want me to take charge of my life?’

‘Of course I do—’ he worried at his lip, ‘—but I care about you, sweetheart. I think you’re jumping into things. It is best not to rush into big decisions.’

He sounded like a man trying to talk down a suicidal jumper, as if her idea was mad.

It’s not.

After a moment, her father took her hand. His grip was firm, but his hand was cold. Frowning, she gave it a squeeze.

‘Dad, I’ve spent my entire life playing it safe, and look where it’s got me?’ She didn’t want to sound bitter, but the words tasted bad on her tongue.

His kind face furrowed, she could see confusion and hurt whisper over his face. ‘Where has it got you? What do you mean? You’re safe, you’re loved, you’re—’

‘Going nowhere,’ she finished for him.

There was another moment of silence.

Eventually, Professor Splat’s expression softened, presumably with sympathy. ‘You don’t need to be involved with an illegal organisation like the UMC or Ixion Security to go somewhere or be someone. You can find another job, I’m sure. I could telephone the university—perhaps a position at the university gardens? What do you think?’

Irritation burbled up through her body. The idea of returning to gardening with all its incumbent social difficulties seemed almost irrational.

‘Get a job at the university where everyone can stare and torment me? If I had a problem at the botanic gardens, I don’t think the university will be any better. I want to make a difference, Dad, I think I want to work for the UMC, and I guess if that means working for Ixion too, maybe I should do it …’

‘No.’ Her dad shook her head. ‘No, darling, you shouldn’t.’

Dora stared at her father, increasingly incredulous. He never ever told her no, and unfortunately, his words weren’t having the desired placatory effect. Instead of subduing her, they seemed to ignite a rebellious spark.

‘Why are you being so negative?’ Dora asked tightly. ‘I thought you would be supportive of my effort to better the welfare of people like me.’

‘People like you? My darling, the UMC isn’t for people like you! It’s an illegal organisation—you could be persecuted for joining, and thrust in with dangerous and angry individuals… Not to mention they’ll chew you up and spit you out as soon as you’re no longer useful.’ His eyes were wild.

‘Well, what about the Ixion prison job? Maybe I could make a difference there? Aren’t the prisons full of government dissidents awaiting trial—a lot are in the magical beings units and are wrongfully imprisoned. I could help them, or comfort them …’

‘You in a prison? Think, Eudora, where is your sense? Prisons are dangerous places!’

Dora’s jaw tightened. Why was her father trying so hard to dissuade her?

‘Dad,’ Dora sighed. ‘As a giant, I’m immune to most magic. I’m big and I’m strong, it would take a big man to take me down. I think I would be the dangerous one there.’

Her father simply shook his head.

Dora narrowed her eyes. ‘How do you know all this stuff anyway? How do you know Ixion is part of the UMC?’

Professor Splat wrung his hands and placed down his coffee, his knuckles were white. ‘I don’t know how to say this without sounding insane.’

Dora’s eyebrow rose, and she sipped her drink. ‘What are you talking about?’

Her father looked around as if nervous someone might overhear.

He’s getting dementia. A little thought worried.

‘Mr Robbins is a member of the UMC and works with government dissenters.’

There were several things wrong with this statement, Dora realised. One, Mr Robbins was human, not an MB of any sort she knew, and two, he already worked for the government and certainly would have had background checks to see if he worked with dissenting magical beings.

‘Uh, Dad, I think you might be mistaken,’ she said softly, trying not to offend him.

Her father sighed wearily. ‘No, I wish I was. If it weren’t for Robbins …’ Professor Splat shook his head and continued. ‘Just know, that there are good reasons I don’t want you to join the UMC or work for Ixion.’

‘Well, I’m waiting to hear them,’ Dora snapped. ‘I need your support, Dad, not your negativity.’

‘I know the UMC will use and abuse you. I know because … your mother was a member of the UMC.’

The words were as abrupt as gunfire.

‘Robbins recruited her, back in the seventies.’

‘Mum?’ Her heart stilled. ‘My mum?’

‘Yes.’

‘That’s ridiculous.’

Professor Splat continued. ‘And she didn’t just die in any car accident, Dora. There is a high probability she was targeted by government assassins for her links with the UMC.’

Dora wheezed for a moment, her hand knocking over the remainder of her chocolate.

‘No. That’s crazy. Mum worked for Customs at the airport.’

‘Yes,’ her dad replied, his eyes never once leaving her. ‘But she was a UMC member, and I personally hold Robbins responsible for everything that happened to her.’

‘But Mum just worked at the airport ...’ Dora repeated stupidly.

Her father moved and got a sponge to wipe the spillage of her hot chocolate away.

‘She played a vital part in the UMC.’

‘What part?’

‘She spied for them,’ he said very softly. ‘In the job at Customs, she’d report what she discovered back to the UMC. She was found out and we believe assassinated on her way home from work one day.’ Dora’s father sank back down into his chair. ‘Robbins was terribly sorry about it all, as you can well imagine. He felt guilty for getting her involved. He promised to look out for you with the job at the botanic gardens. I can’t believe … I can’t believe he’d try and get you involved in the business that killed your mother.’ He thumped his fist down on the table and Dora flinched.

Eudora’s mother had worked in Customs at the airport vetting illegal imports. She’d been a Customs Officer and that had been it. This entire story was ludicrous, but …

Dora remembered little things her mum had done and said. Like the many times Dora had caught her making whispered phone calls late at night. Or the time Dora had found strange letters in the study written in code. She’d passed them off as peculiarities of a giant mother, but now they began to make sense.

Her fingers tightened about her cup and she stared at the worn, wooden table.

Her father continued. ‘If I’m not mistaken, Robbins wants you to become a prison guard so that you can ferry information to and from the UMC members in prison.’ Her father shook his head wearily. ‘I’ve lost my wife to this underground war, I don’t want to lose my daughter as well. Say no to Ixion and don’t join that organisation. Please.’

For a very long moment Dora found herself utterly incapable of speech. Far from terrifying her, her father’s words had made her angrier than ever. She wanted more than ever to do something. She wanted to fight for her mother. How could she take an ordinary job now? Knowing all this?

‘Are you kidding me?’

‘Eudora ... Please.’ He took her hand and gave it another squeeze.

Dora thought about the difference she could make by joining Ixion and the UMC. Though a large part of it was that she simply wanted to stick her middle finger up at the human government and aid the MBs in their battle for equality.

And why not? What had the humans done to help her?

Yet, she didn’t want to disobey or upset her dad either.

Shackles closed around Dora’s confidence. ‘Dad, I’m sorry.’ Her voice was pleading. ‘I want to do this. Ever since I lost my job I’ve been thinking about joining the UMC. And well, now you’ve told me that Mum was killed by these government purists—how could I ever go back to gardening? You support me in everything, can’t you support me in this? I will make a difference. I swear it,’ she faded off and held his gaze steadily.

Her father tutted beneath his breath, pulled his hand from hers and ran it over his thinning pate. ‘I … can’t …’

Dora jerked in her seat, stung by his reaction.

Her father coughed into his hand. ‘I have said all I can and all I will say on the matter. My darling, I cannot forbid you, you’re an adult. The choice is yours, but please, please, think upon my concerns, won’t you?’

Looking into his rheumy, old eyes, Dora could do nothing but agree to think about it.





Chapter 6

Despite her father’s most ardent protests, Dora applied to Ixion Security for the position of prison guard.

As Dora had promised Tom in exchange for his kiss, she made the phone call, and Mr Richard Kelsey had seemed delighted to hear from her and had immediately organised a meeting.

‘I’ve heard a great deal about you from Mr Robbins,’ Mr Kelsey said warmly after they’d introduced themselves.

‘I’d been hoping you’d take us up on the offer. We need more people like you working with us.’

He gestured for her to sit on a comfortably large seat beside his desk.

Dora sank down gratefully. ‘I want to help,’ she said stiffly. ‘I want to help magical beings and the UMC. If I can in some way help through being a prison guard—then this is where I want to be.’

Mr Kelsey’s smooth smile slipped. ‘What do you know of the UMC, Dora?’ he asked.

‘I know that my mother was a member and died for its causes, and I know Ixion has links to the union.’

Mr Kelsey’s smile flashed quickly then dropped. ‘Really, who gave you this information?’

‘My father,’ she said. ‘He tried to persuade me not to join, but …’

Kelsey’s expression relaxed a little. ‘These are dangerous times, Miss Splat, may I give you a word of advice?’

‘Of course.’ Her pulse quickened.

‘Do not speak so openly of these things. You are safe here, but not everywhere. Do not mention our, or your, links to UMC again. Please.’

Heat burned Dora’s cheeks and her musk flushed. ‘Sorry.’

‘It’s quite all right, just be very careful. Now,’ he changed the subject, ‘let me show you around the training facility. Our guards usually have two weeks of intensive training. You will learn your duties, your responsibilities and the laws that govern our prisons … I warn you, it will be … intense.’

Still a little shaken from his earlier chiding, Dora could do little but nod.

‘Come, walk with me, and I will introduce you to your new colleagues.’

Dora discovered quickly that Ixion Security was a lot more than just a security company.

They walked out of the central administration building, where Dora had arrived for her interview, and down a covered pathway to a larger, sprawling two-storey building.

‘This building was once a school, which fits with our company’s mentality of ongoing self-improvement. All our staff have continuing professional development and learning throughout their careers,’ Kelsey said, and gestured to the red brick building, as they sidled past a gardener pruning a row of roses.

‘Oh,’ she said. Not quite certain how to respond.

‘You see, our business prides itself on its staff’s excellence. We provide high-quality correctional officers to state prisons and manage prisoner transport with one hundred percent success—which is why the government contracts us to do its prison transfers.’ Dora tried to decipher any secret meaning behind his words but failed.

He genuinely seemed proud of his business.

They walked inside the building and Dora peered into old classrooms, most of which were empty, but several had classes in progress.

Kelsey paused outside a door that said ‘Room 3—Legal Rights and Requirements.’ There were about twenty people seated at desks inside, all intently watching a lecturer in front of a massive whiteboard.

‘In this class you will learn about the laws that govern your rights as a Corrections officer and the prisoner’s rights as a person and a prisoner. It is important to know how the system works, even for a transport guard. I have found that ignorance breeds errors, and errors cause trouble that I am most anxious to avoid.’

Dora wondered if all the people in the room were with the Union for Magical Creatures, or just Ixion employees. She opened her mouth to ask but found herself silenced by Kelsey’s steely gaze.

‘I told you not to speak of such things,’ he said. ‘Not here, not now.’

Dora stared at the man. Could he read her mind?

‘The gymnasium is down the corridor … All our staff learn self-defence. Unfortunately, as you’re starting outside our usual intake, our latest recruitment class is well advanced. I’d like you to start self-defence with the new intake in a month or two.’

Dora nodded, she’d never even thought of needing self-defence, not with her size, but she supposed if she were handling dangerous and violent criminals, her size may not matter at all. What was the old adage?

The bigger they are, the harder they fall.

She wondered if that was meant literally or figuratively.

Or both.

Kelsey turned. ‘Now if you are interested in joining us, there are, of course, many papers to be signed.’ They headed back towards the administration building. His leather shoes had a slight squeak that pulled her from her thoughts. As they walked past, a class was released from lessons and a group of about twenty flooded the corridor.

Several of the recruits turned curiously at seeing them. Dora felt their curious gazes like laser beams. Her cheeks began to flush.

She hated it when people stared, and people always stared.

Aware of Kelsey’s sudden silence she looked down at him and saw his lips pulled tight with disapproval.

‘You need to control that,’ he said flatly.

Her heart thumped with panic. ‘I … I …’

‘And that,’ he added. ‘We have no use for awkward, embarrassed bumbling or blushing. It instantly puts you on the back foot. People sense it.’

Dora bit her lip to stop another bumbling response.

It took a moment, but she composed herself with a deep, nostril-flaring breath and Kelsey urged them to begin walking again.

‘How do I stop? I can’t just hold back my embarrassment or a blush. I hate it when people stare.’

Kelsey cocked his grey head to the side and studied her with flat, steel-coloured eyes. ‘You just did, Ms Splat. All it took was one word from me, a deep breath from you, and your blush has gone and your stuttering has ceased.’

Dora felt her jaw slacken. He was right.

‘You’ve known all along how to quit your awkward mannerisms, I merely just pointed it out to you.’

A flicker of something stirred deep in her chest at his words.

‘No-one can stop you from feeling embarrassed, or blushing, or stuttering stupid, vacuous responses to questions … that is, except you. Make the choice to breathe and be strong and I promise you’ll find it a lot easier to dismiss those curious or hostile stares.’

When they returned to the office, Dora found herself being offered a steaming cup of soy milk coffee. ‘I was told you were vegan,’ Kelsey said.

Dora frowned. ‘Vegetarian,’ she corrected, wondering who’d told him that morsel of information.

‘Aside from Mr Robbins, we have another mutual friend,’ Kelsey said as if reading her thoughts again. He paused and sipped his own hot, black coffee. ‘Mr Tom Roswick.’

Dora found herself smiling at that. ‘Yes, he was very insistent about me calling you,’ she admitted.

‘He knew you’d fit in here. We want you, Dora.’

Fit in?

The thought was an intoxicating one. ‘What is it exactly that you want me to do?’

Kelsey gave a flash of a smile before it disappeared back into the earnest folds of his face. ‘I want you to be a transport guard,’ he said.

‘A transport guard?’

‘That’s right, I want you to guard the prisoners when they are taken between correctional facilities and court.’

Dora felt a little deflated by that.

‘That’s all?’ she pressed, hoping he’d say she had to spy for the UMC, garner information from prisoners, or… something. Surely her position was more important than sitting in a prison security van for hours on end transporting ordinary criminals for their day in court.

The ghost of a smile flashed across Kelsey’s face again. ‘That’s all, protect and guard those prisoners as if they were your very own angry, grown up children.’

Dora gave a small snort of amusement. It was typical. She’d been a fool to think she’d be put in a position of importance. She’d been an idiot to think they’d wanted her for anything other than intimidating small, useless criminals into quiescence while they were taken from Point A to Point B.

‘Will you take the position?’ Kelsey asked, leaning over.

‘Sure,’ Dora sighed, unable to stem her disappointment. ‘I don’t have any better offers,’ she added.

She met Kelsey’s steely eyes again and his lip curled with a smile. ‘Wonderful.’ He continued on without missing a beat. ‘Now, I don’t know what your personal schedule is, but it is important that as a new recruit, you understand fully the environment in which you’ll be working.’

Dora nodded slowly, not entirely sure where he was going with the conversation.

‘Once a month Ixion sends recruits down to one of our facilities to be mentored for a week. The facility that our mentors work at is Albany Regional Prison.’

Dora nodded again.

‘The next lot of recruits are flying down tomorrow morning.’

Dora frowned. ‘You want me to go to Albany Prison tomorrow?’

Kelsey’s flat eyes didn’t change. ‘Yes.’

‘Well,’ Dora paused, wondering about how her father would take that news. ‘It is short notice,’ she said.

‘I understand. However, it is preferable you familiarise yourself with the environment quickly. If we wait until next month, you’ll be at a distinct disadvantage. All your peers will have already had at least one trip to the prison, while you will have had none. Remember what I told you about starting on the back foot, Dora. Be proactive.’

He didn’t need to say more. ‘Of course I’ll go,’ she said, although a little pang of worry snapped noisily at the back of her mind. ‘What time?’

Kelsey beamed and gave her the details. His hand slid across the table with a bundle of documents. ‘Now, there is a little paperwork that needs to be completed before we book your seat, if you’d just sign this contract and fill out the pay details … We can get this show on the road … as they say.’





Chapter 7

They’d not given him his exercise hour.

They were punishing him for using magic, again.

Bear swore and kicked the door.

‘Come on!’ he bellowed and smashed a fist against the hard metal door. Pain snapped through his arm. ‘You can’t do this!’

They hadn’t even closed the viewing window. Downwood, Jeffers, Jenkins or any other guard got to see a nice view of him shitting and pissing now as well. They had eyes on him at all times.

It was humiliating, it was aggravating and worst of all, it was so very, very unfair.

‘I haven’t done anything wrong! This is an abuse of my living rights!’

The guard outside the viewing pane in the door stared at him blankly.

‘Please … just five minutes outside,’ he growled resting his head against the viewing pane. Sweat beaded on his brow and left a wet, greasy smear when he moved away.

Bear was desperate. He needed air. He needed exercise. He needed to make that phone call. He swore loudly. His hand throbbed where he’d smashed it against the door. Taking a deep breath, he stepped back towards his bed and wiped his brow with the thin blanket.

He was going insane in here. The ache of worry for his grandmother was agony. He hadn’t known loneliness and futility could actually physically hurt. His body itched and ached with the need to stretch and move. Every time he lay down his legs would jump and twitch making sleep all but impossible.

Then, to make his misery complete, when he did sleep his dreams were full of sex. Sex he’d never have, with a woman he’d never touch, and never love.

He couldn’t even ease the ache in his balls with a guard constantly staring at him through the viewing pane. He still had some decency.

When he did try and close his eyes, his fevered mind would conjure up images of a woman. A woman he’d never met, or ever get a chance too. She was faceless, this dream woman, but he knew her intimately. She was the woman who could have borne him strong, healthy children, a woman so brave who would stop at nothing to protect him and her family. She was the woman who would take away his loneliness forever.

Bear’s fists clenched. She was a woman he could worship with his body, bring to the heights of deepest pleasure just with a single touch.

He groaned and rolled over on the tiny bed only to find himself face to face with the grotty, grey wall. He’d never meet that woman, and such fantasies were torture. They were unhelpful, they were unrealistic. No such woman existed. Not for Evander Gordon.

***

Dora’s father spluttered. His hand shook as he tried to make a grab for his wine glass, but his shaking hand sent it spilling over the edge. Rouge coloured wine sank into the tablecloth.

‘I’ve made my decision, Dad. I’m joining Ixion and I’m leaving tomorrow to go to Albany.’

Professor Splatt stared at her. ‘Look, it’s only for a week and I’ve asked Mrs Withnell from next door to drop in every day.’ She watched him carefully.

Her father’s large, drooping ears were furiously red, and his cheeks stained with high colour. He took a shaking sip of his wine. ‘I do not need a nanny, Eudora!’

Dora jerked at his harsh tone. ‘Of course you don’t, but it would put my mind at rest knowing that someone is keeping an eye out for you while I’m gone.’

‘And who will put my mind at rest, eh?’ he snapped. ‘Who will put my mind to rest while you’re off with Ixion, getting muddled into God knows what trouble?’

She bit her lip. ‘Dad, I’ll ring every night.’

The old man looked away, and Dora was disturbed to see his rheumy eyes glistening. ‘Dora, I don’t think you realise what you’re getting yourself into. Your mother was killed because of this business.’

‘As far as Mr Kelsey is concerned, I’m just a prison officer, heck not even that, just a transport guard. I’m not doing anything else, not intelligence, not spying, not anything. Besides, this trip is just to visit a correctional facility. Not to actually work.’

Professor Splat snorted and gulped at his wine again. ‘That’s what your mother used to tell me. She was just a custom’s officer.’ He snorted again. ‘It happened so slowly, I scarcely noticed the odd phone calls or the unmarked vehicles that sometimes followed us around. Then, when I discovered the notes in code, well … I couldn’t pretend she was just a Customs Officer anymore.’

Dora considered her next words. ‘I’m not going to say that I won’t become more involved with Ixion and the UMC because I want to. This is a cause I think is worth fighting for.’

‘Worth dying for?’ he demanded, slapping his free hand on the table hard enough to make the water jug spill.

‘Yes, Dad,’ she admitted. ‘Worth dying for.’

At that, her father stood shakily from his seat. ‘I cannot support this. Excuse me.’

He neatly pushed his chair in, shuffled from the room, and she watched his hunched back disappear into his bedroom. The osteoporosis in his back was worsening, she realised with a jolt. A sigh broke from her lips and she cradled her head in her hands. ‘Dad, come back,’ she called, but he either didn’t hear her or ignored her call.

Dora ate the remainder of her food, spicy eggplant curry with saffron rice and chapattis, made with love and skill by her father’s hands. Self-loathing roared through her and made the food stick in her throat, and tears burn her eyes.

She was going to cry, and nothing could stop it.

As the first few tears scalded their way down her cheeks, Dora felt her mobile phone vibrate in the pocket of her jacket.

She scrambled for it blindly, coughing as the rice and curry caught in her throat. ‘Yes?’ she answered, and wiped furiously at her eyes.

‘Hi, stranger.’ A warm, deep, masculine voice caressed her through the phone.

Tom.

Dora’s breath caught in her throat in surprise. With all the drama and indecision, she’d scarcely thought of him at all.

‘Hi, Tom,’ she said.

‘So …’

A reluctant laugh made its way up her throat. ‘So I took the job with Ixion.’

There was a pause. ‘That’s brilliant,’ Tom enthused after a second. ‘I knew you would.’

Dora smiled to herself. ‘Guess what? I’m off to Albany in the morning for a week to tour the correctional facility down there.’

There was another pause, more awkward this time. ‘Oh cool,’ he replied.

‘You don’t sound pleased,’ she hedged, her self-doubt clawing its way back up her throat.

Tom chuckled, and in the background she could hear the clinking of glasses, the sound eased her worry. ‘I’m stoked for you,’ he assured, ‘but I am jealous that a bunch of prisoners are going to get to spend time with you—instead of me.’

Dora laughed feeling awkward. ‘You don’t need to be jealous. I’ll be staying in dorms on-site, with very little time for socialising, or so I’ve been told.’

‘Good.’ The word was barked and rougher than she’d expected. There was more silence before he spoke again. ‘Well, seeing as I’m not going to see for another week, how about I take you to the airport in the morning?’ Tom asked.

When Tom walked Dora into the domestic airport terminal, he held her hand firmly. It was still early morning, and ghostly tendrils of sunlight slipped between a thick layer of grey cloud. The terminal was quiet. A few passengers lingered around, weighing baggage and sorting out boarding passes, some were in Ixion uniforms, others clearly ordinary civilians. After she checked in her luggage and was given her boarding pass by a bemused looking attendant, she and Tom walked to the departure lounge. She glanced out of the window to see a small aeroplane.

‘Oh, no. It’s tiny,’ she breathed.

Tom gripped her hand tighter. Her palm was sweaty and she wanted him to let go.

‘You’ll be fine,’ he soothed and raised her hand to his lips and kissed it.

The lips that met her skin were warm, and Dora smiled weakly, the gesture was sweet, but she felt it was lacking. Maybe it was because of the rancour she’d received from her father, but everything Tom did and said made her feel raw and snappy.

‘Thanks for dropping me off,’ she said after a minute.

‘My pleasure. It’s just that after our first date, I’ve seen less of you than I did before it.’ He laughed awkwardly. ‘So, I wasn’t going to miss the opportunity for a goodbye-kiss.’

Dora swallowed a flash of annoyance. ‘Thanks for your support,’ she said, knowing she sounded bitter. She squeezed his hand and then freed it from his grip.

Tom’s handsome face gazed up at her, and for the first time Dora noticed a long hair peeping from the cavity of his nostril. She had to stop herself from recoiling.

What was the matter with her? Hadn’t she dreamt of Tom saying these things?

His expression turned apologetic. ‘I’ve got to get to work,’ he said. ‘Traffic is going to be terrible.’

Dora felt herself nod, and she mechanically leant down and kissed him.

His lips met hers with a hungry crash, and for the second time that morning, Dora felt herself recoil. She pulled away, Tom opened his eyes, and confusion roared across his gaze. ‘Are you OK?’ he said uncertainly.

‘I’m fine, it’s just that these people will be my colleagues … and …’ she faded off.

‘Oh, of course, kissing your boyfriend at the airport might make the wrong impression right?’ His tone was sharp.

‘Tom, it’s not like that,’ she began.

Tom didn’t say anything for a second before he smiled, quickly. ‘Sure, I’m just messing with you, have a great time this week, and I’ll see you when you get home OK?’

Cool liquid relief ran through Dora at his words. ‘Absolutely.’ She bent and kissed his cheek. ‘Have a good day at work.’

‘I will.’ He looked at her for a long time. ‘See ya.’

‘See you,’ she said as he turned and left the terminal.

When they finally boarded Dora’s claustrophobia was reaching fever pitch. She’d never been on such a microscopic plane and knew with embarrassing certainty that the pilot had re-organised the luggage to balance her weight. There were five other recruits on the little plane, all quite friendly, but like her, obviously nervous.

‘Have you ever been into a prison before?’ the young man across the aisle asked as the plane taxied on the runway. Dora glanced at his Ixion uniform. The name Bridgeman was embroidered neatly above the Ixion crest.

‘No, you?’ Dora asked feeling her heart lurch into her throat as the plane gathered speed.

‘No.’ The young man smiled. ‘I’m Sam Bridgeman, by the way.’ He thrust his hand across the gap made by the narrow aisle.

‘Dora Splat,’ she gritted as the plane swooped upward. Sam took her hand warmly and shook it.

‘Nice to meet you, Officer Splat,’ he grinned.

Dora glanced down at her hastily donned Ixion shirt. She and Tom had found it waiting for her at check-in earlier that morning, along with men’s large boots. They were courtesy of Mr Kelsey. Dora was glad she’d chosen to wear her own navy blue work pants. It matched, sort of.

‘Oh, I’m not a correctional officer yet, I’ve only just started actually. Today is my first day of training.’

Sam Bridgeman’s rusty red eyebrow flew high on his freckled brow. ‘Really? Ha! Well, talk about throwing you off the deep end.’

Dora didn’t laugh, she was already feeling like a fish out of water.

Sam’s brow collapsed. ‘Hey, you’ll be fine.’

‘Thanks,’ Dora said and hoped he meant it. So far as she could tell no-one on the plane had treated her oddly or complained of her musk, at least, not yet. They may well complain about her excessive use of deodorant, though.

As the flight drew on, the sporadic conversation on the plane died, and Dora was left with her thoughts, and unfortunately her father sat largely at the forefront of her mind. He was devastated, utterly devastated, that she’d accepted the job with Ixion, and was going to the prison today that he hadn’t even left his room to say goodbye. His lack of support for her decision was like a physical ache of pain, and one she wasn’t certain she’d ever be able to heal.





Chapter 8

A few hours later as Dora sat through a dry and uninspiring induction on prison safety and evacuation procedures, followed by sandwiches and coffee, Bear sat in his cell, eating fish, chips, microwaved peas and corn with the systematic dispassion of a man who had lost his sense of taste.

He hadn’t, of course, but the food, as always, was vile, over-cooked and sweaty in its alfoil wrap. There was no point attempting to taste it, doing so would merely lead to nausea—he’d tried that before.

Chew and swallow. Chew and swallow.

Bear had grown increasingly troubled since the latest attack, and it wasn’t just the aching loneliness or boredom that troubled him. No, it was the fact that there were people within the prison determined to cause him grief to his poor grandmother’s detriment. After his last use of magic, he’d been more isolated than ever, and the chances of being able to make a phone call had disappeared to nothing. The man who’d mysteriously gained access to his cell had been taken away, and Bear had heard no more of it. Though Officer Downwood had said there was some sort of investigation ongoing. Yet despite Bear’s continued best behaviour, every attempt to have communication allowances reinstated had failed—and miserably at that.

He thought of his grandmother almost as frequently as he thought of sex, which when he paused to consider it, was as disturbing as it was frequent.

His worst fear was that she’d died. Would anyone know to notify him? Or more upsetting, would anyone care to?

Probably not.

‘Bear.’ Officer Jeffers was on duty again today. ‘Unlocking.’

Bear looked around his room startled by the unexpected entry. A hulking man, tall and wide, Jeffers stalked in, his portly belly straining at the buttons of his uniform, the suppression cuffs hanging from his left hand.

Jeffers looked down at his discarded food tray. ‘Enjoy lunch?’ he asked.

Bear’s eyebrow rose. ‘No, you?’ he asked.

Jeffers snorted. ‘Yep, we’ve got recruits touring the facility. They always put on a big spread for them.’

Bear’s stomach pinched with jealousy. ‘Nice.’ He paused. ‘What’s going on?’ he asked as the wretched cuffs were clipped onto his wrists. ‘Have I had a phone call?’ His thoughts flew to his grandmother.

Jeffers scoffed. ‘You must have. ‘Coz you got a meeting with a lawyer,’ Jeffers grunted and pushed him none too gently out into the corridor. They walked past several cells including the moaning Genie and Gory Richards.

‘Lie down with dogs, get up with fleas!’ Gory called through his door.

Bear shot him an irritated glance, the creepy necromancer had shouted the same statement every time they’d come into contact—and he still didn’t know what the hell it meant. Allegedly, despite the magic suppression on the prison, Gory still had some abilities, and perhaps that was what he referred to. Bear didn’t know.

‘That’s your goddamn last warning, Richards,’ Jeffers snarled at the necromancer, and muttered something into his radio, his other hand biting into Bear’s arm. As Bear reached the end of the corridor, it opened, and two other police officers marched down, heading towards Gory’s cell.

‘Fucking dogs!’ Gory howled, as they entered his cell.

‘Come on,’ Jeffers grunted and with a shove, pushed Bear through the open door.

A few corridors later and the air already seemed lighter and fresher. They were heading towards the interview rooms. Being in solitary meant that Bear shouldn’t receive visitors, but lawyers were different—besides there were precious few who would dare come and visit. The most recent attack confirmed he was a dangerous man to know.

When the door unlocked Jeffers gave him another push into the room.

It was grey and mean.

A man sat behind a grey laminated particle-board table on a cheap plastic chair. He was wizened with a red bulbous nose and looked at him through fingerprint smudged glasses.

‘This is my lawyer?’ Bear asked.

‘State allocated.’ Jeffers laughed under his breath. ‘Sit.’

Bear closed his eyes and sat down on the seat. It cracked beneath his weight.

Jeffers moved back towards the door and took a seat there, while Bear waited for the lawyer to say something.

You better be brighter than you look … Bear thought.

The old man blinked.

‘Mr Gordon?’

They met each other’s gaze.

‘Yep.’

‘I’m Martin Peddle, SC.’

He didn’t extend a hand.

Senior Counsel? The old man looked like he’d fallen asleep under the Bar rather than sat on it.

‘Er. Nice to meet you,’ Bear said, offering the hand and civility the geriatric refused.

Peddle’s caterpillar eyebrows collapsed with a frown. ‘I wish I could say the same,’ he muttered and turned from Bear’s offered hand to the scattering of documents beside him.

Pointedly, he picked one up and perused it.

A muscle in Bear’s jaw tightened as he tried to stem his irritation.

You rude fucker. He withdrew his hands.

The words had nearly made it to his tongue, but it would not do to piss of his counsel—whatever kind of counsel he’d provide anyway.

A sick, suffocating sense of panic seemed to make thought difficult. If this was his counsel, he’d have no chance, no chance at all in ridding himself of whatever charges the government planned to throw at him, and that meant …

His breath caught in his throat for a second, and his hands clenched into fists on the grey table.

It meant his grandmother would die alone, forgotten and neglected in the state nursing home she’d been taken to after his arrest.

He cursed inwardly, she should have been OK financially, but after his arrest, they’d frozen his assets which meant the money he’d sent to her stopped. His grandmother was destitute, and unable care for herself.

And now she couldn’t even call him.

Bear closed his eyes, trying not to imagine Florence Gordon’s confusion and hurt if she’d tried to call the prison. What would she think? Did she even know he was in solitary?

Probably not. She was an old woman and utterly non-important in the eyes of the government. Sick, elderly, and poor, she was now just a drain on government taxes. There was no-one else to look after her on the outside, and it made Bear’s heart ache. He’d long given up lamenting his sad family history, but when he thought about Nana Flo, it was hard.

Bear’s father had died when Bear was in his early twenties of a sudden stroke, or so the doctors had said. Not long after, Bear’s grieving mother had just upped and left. He found out years later that she’d overdosed on prescription sedatives one night.

So for the past eight years, it had just been Bear and Flo—until his arrest for suspicion of sedition.

He really had to get out of here.

Peddle coughed, seemingly oblivious to Bear’s growing frustration, and shuffled the papers a little more. It took a nearly physical effort to wrench his thoughts from his grandmother, to examine the QC a moment longer. Maybe he wasn’t as bad as he seemed?

No. The old man looked as though he’d been hauled reluctantly from retirement to defend him. He literally had a snow of dandruff coating the shoulders of his expensive, if not old, jacket. Bear couldn’t help but also notice there was some sort of tomato stain on the pale blue of his tie.

If the man was as good at defending magical beings as he was at maintaining an acceptable level of personal hygiene, Bear was doomed to an eternity in prison.





Chapter 9

Dora listened attentively as she was assigned a mentor.

‘Ms Splat, your mentor will be Officer Jeffers, he’s currently in a meeting to guard an inmate with his lawyer,’ Mr Maher said looking down at his lurid yellow clipboard. ‘I’ll escort you there.’

Dora nodded. She looked down at the diminutive prison manager and saw a mottled pink bald patch on the crown of his head. Then she heard it, a moist, sharp inhalation of nasal breath as Mr Maher smelled her musk. He recoiled minutely, but she saw.

The all too familiar, unbidden but scalding embarrassment crawled up her neck. Dora took a deep breath to calm it. She had nothing to apologise for, she reminded herself.

To his credit, Mr Maher recovered his composure instantly.

‘If you’ll follow me, Ms Splat, I’ll brief you on legal visitation requirements on the way, oh, and please watch your head—some of the gates are low.’

Her heart thumped a little louder with gratitude. ‘I will, thank you,’ she replied.

***

There was a creak and the snap of a lock turning.

Mr Peddle’s mouth snapped closed, and with surprising speed he turned to face the interruption. Bear followed his movement.

A rustle of fabric and the sound of leather-soled shoes brushing across concrete flooring introduced Mr Maher, the prison manager to the grimy, grey room. Bear recognised the man, although had seen him only infrequently.

‘Forgive the intrusion,’ Mr Maher began, speaking to Peddle rather than Bear.

‘Yes?’ Peddle grumbled, his age-spotted hands neatening his already neat pile of papers. ‘Is there a problem?’

‘No,’ Maher assured and turned to Jeffers. ‘Jeffers?’ He turned towards the correctional officer’s wide eyes.

‘Yes, sir?’

Maher opened the door wider, and a shadow fell over the room. The scent of earth, musk, and wet forest made Bear’s eyes instantly heavy. He closed them and inhaled. The scent was delicious and comforting. He could breathe the smell for eternity, and never want for anything again. His eyes snapped open at the odd thought, and found his gaze met by curious wide set blue eyes, set in a gentle, pretty face.

A slight crease marred the woman’s brow, and she looked away towards Jeffers.

‘Jeffers,’ Maher interrupted, ‘I’m sure you recall our discussion about mentoring Ixion recruits? Meet Ms Splat, you will be her mentor for the duration of the week.’

Bear looked to Jeffers, his nostrils were flared and his ruddy cheeks were unusually pale.

The recruit took a step forward towards them, dipping her head a little to ensure she didn’t bang it on the door frame as she did.

Bear’s throat tightened as he took in her form, large and perfectly proportioned. She bit her bottom lip and the gesture made Bear’s stomach clench. He watched her carefully extend her hand towards Jeffers.

‘Ms Splat, nice to meet you.’ She spoke in a soft alto voice.

Jeffers seemed to be struggling to breathe, and he sucked in a noisy inhalation as he gingerly accepted the woman’s hand.

Maher seemed unfazed by Jeffer’s sudden paling. ‘Ms Splat will be observing this meeting as one of her on-site learning experiences. Naturally, she has signed confidentiality agreements which you may view in my office should you feel the need, unless you—’ he turned to Mr Peddle, ‘—as Mr Gordon’s lawyer, have any objection, I will return to my office.’

Peddle waved his hand dismissively, and Maher gave a curt nod towards Jeffers and departed.

‘Well, come in,’ Jeffers said loudly though he looked drawn, and his Adam’s apple bobbed in his throat repetitively.

Ms Splat nodded as she looked down at him. ‘Thank you.’

She’d have to be significantly over seven feet tall.

She edged into the room, and the delectable scent of the earthy wilderness rushed in with her. Bear inhaled greedily.

Mr Peddle sniffed, raised a lengthy eyebrow at the intruder and resumed fluffing his papers. ‘You are being charged under Schedule Seven of the Anti-Terrorism Bill of 2005, Mr Gordon. I have been summoned to defend you in the federal court.’

Bear’s concentration rushed back to the lawyer. ‘What charge?’

Peddle sighed. ‘Do I need to repeat it?’

‘Damn it, yes!’ Bear barked.

Peddle gave a slow, grumpy sigh. ‘You have been charged under Schedule Seven, of the Anti-Terrorism Bill of 2005.’ Peddle paused and burped. The sound was rude and startling in the silence of the room.

Bear leaned back as the odour of onion and coffee wafted over. ‘Seriously, man,’ he grimaced, ‘was that really necessary? There’s a lady in the room.’

Rheumy hooded eyes assessed him and then slowly travelled towards the wall where Ms Splat stood quietly and as unobtrusively as her bulk would allow.

Peddle returned his gaze to the papers before them and continued without apology. ‘Your charge, under section 24A of the aforementioned Bill of 2005, claims that you are a member of the illegal organisation known as the Union for Magical Beings, and are guilty of seditious intent to urge another person to attempt, otherwise than by lawful means, to procure a change to any matter established by law in the Commonwealth.’

‘Well that’s bullshit,’ Bear growled then looked apologetically at Ms Splat. ‘Sorry.’

Peddle looked up from his paper and sniffed again. ‘Subdivision 80.2 of the legislation specifically criminalises urging the overthrow of the constitution or government.’

Bear’s irritation flared, and he bit his tongue as the suppression cuffs stung his wrists as his body involuntarily sought magical release.

‘Who the bloody—’ he snapped his mouth closed, ‘—hell am I supposed to have been urging? I haven’t urged anyone to overthrow anything, this is a joke,’ he ground out, unable to keep his eyes flitting to Ms Splat again. Her expression hadn’t changed, but her sapphire gaze momentarily held his.

Peddle placed down his papers primly. ‘Mr Gordon, if you cannot refrain from the spurious use of coarse language, our interview shall be terminated. I will not warn you again.’

Bear’s mouth snapped shut again, but he didn’t apologise.

After a moment of silence, Peddle sniffed once more and resumed looking at the papers.

‘An offence is committed if a person urges another person to overthrow the government by force or violence.’ He placed down the papers once more and narrowed his gaze on Bear once again. ‘It is alleged, Mr Gordon, that you are involved with the illegal organisation UMC, and the prosecutor claims that you have been acting for the UMC in the search for recruits.’

‘That’s not true,’ Bear said.

Peddle’s eyes lightened. ‘The law specifies, Mr Gordon, in section 80.4—the extended geographical jurisdiction for offences. Put simply, Mr Gordon, due to Australia’s acceptance of the International Criminal Court, it does not matter whether or not the conduct constituting the alleged offence occurred in Australia or elsewhere in the world. Australia has universal jurisdiction over the crime of sedition. It is alleged, Mr Gordon, that whilst in Laos two years ago, you befriended an enemy of the state, and attempted to recruit individuals to join Australia’s UMC.’

Bear stared at the QC for a long, steady moment, then his gaze drifted to Ms Splat. Could he detect a look of sympathy?

As quickly as he’d seen it, she schooled her features into a look of neutrality.

That was unexpected.

The pause gave him a moment to wonder what she was doing here. A giant, one of those many beings maligned by the government. Why would someone like her want to be a guard when so many of the guards here were cruel to magical beings or if not cruel, at least impartial?

As Peddle shuffled through his papers once more, Bear caught Ms Splat’s gaze again and she quickly looked away. Yes, there was something more to that look, he was certain.

***

Dora watched the inmate, Mr Gordon, trying to keep her features carefully schooled and follow the instructions given during the induction. She was to always be on the lookout for possible shifts in mood that may precede an attack on the prison guards and other inmates, but especially visiting legal representatives. This particular inmate was showing all the signs of suppressed aggression—and in her opinion quite justly. The lawyer was revolting and did not appear at all sympathetic to his client’s cause.

The inmate’s heavy brow had grown thunderous, his dark eyes flashed and his broad chest heaved with irritation. She really couldn’t blame him, she was starting to feel a little annoyed herself.

Her eyes lingered on the v of his orange overalls. His skin was smooth with only a hint of chest hair. She looked away as her pulse raced a little.

Lord.

It was impossible not to notice the man’s frustration, but it was equally impossible to ignore the fact he was a very attractive man.

In a delicious, big, bad wolf kind of way.

She shook the feeling away, knowing just how very inappropriate it was, as another equally as absorbing sensation took its place. A very real righteous indignation on Gordon’s behalf flared hotly in her gut.

Here was a vital, strong magician imprisoned in an unfair justice system simply for trying to get people to believe in their cause. He was the kind of man her mother had died trying to help through her work in the UMC.

Her heart thumped loudly and she took a breath to steady herself.

The disgusting old lawyer spoke again, and even from her high vantage, she could smell onion on his breath.

‘Mr Gordon, would you please explain—in detail—the circumstances surrounding your meeting with the wanted criminal, Warlord magician Cain Dath, two years ago?’

The inmate clenched his fists, before placing them palm down on the table. ‘Uh, I met him when I was in Laos, we took a Mekong cruise to Vat Phou. It’s an ancient temple complex. He was there.’

‘We?’ Mr Peddle asked. ‘Who were you with at the time?’

Dora noticed Gordon shoot her a quick, almost embarrassed glance.

‘I was with my … my girlfriend at the time, Billie Maison,’ he muttered.

‘Continue.’ Peddle scribbled some notes, then noisily poured himself a glass of water from a tray containing glasses and a beaker of water.

She watched Gordon watch the gesture, and lick his lips. ‘We both needed a break. So I took her on an Asian holiday for a fortnight.’

Dora sighed softly under her breath.

Big, handsome and thoughtful?

She’d love to be taken on a spur of the moment holiday to Asia. She’d never left the country, let alone had a proper boyfriend to take her away somewhere.

The inmate looked up as if he’d heard her wistful sigh, but she wasn’t sure.

‘And how did you meet Dath exactly?’ Peddle asked, his eyes raking his sheet of paper.

Dora turned to watch the inmate, and his frown deepened. ‘There’s not much to say, really. We’d hiked up to the temple from the river, Billie hated every minute. She was wearing stupid sandals and she stubbed her toe badly on a buried carving.’ His eyes seemed to gaze far away. ‘It snapped like a cracker biscuit. I thought no-one was looking and I healed it with a spell.’ He sighed, clearly expecting a chide or criticism

Who wears sandals into the jungle anyway? I certainly wouldn’t. Dora sniffed. She had a perfectly good pair of hiking boots that she’d have worn.

Gordon looked at her for a quick second then his gaze returned to Peddle who was looking thoroughly disapproving.

‘Yes, I know magic usage is illegal, but I thought no-one had seen. I was wrong. Cain Dath was there and obviously saw the whole thing. He approached, and we became friends. That’s really all.’

Even to her, Dora felt his explanation was lacking details.

‘What was Dath doing at … at …’ Peddle stumbled over the Laotian name.

‘Vat Phou?’ he offered with a smile.

‘Yes, that.’

‘I don’t know. I never asked,’ he replied.

‘Hmph. Describe your meeting if you will.’

Dora listened as he described what sounded to her a perfectly magical and romantic ramble through jungle and farmlands to the historic Asian ruins. Mr Gordon’s voice was smooth and his intonation lyrical, and yet again she was struck with the sense of injustice that this man was unfairly and wrongly imprisoned.

‘When I got up from treating Billie’s toe, Dath just came up to me,’ he said and stopped.

The silence was abrupt, and Dora noticed Jeffers raise an eyebrow.

‘How did he approach?’ Peddle pressed.

The inmate shrugged his broad, straight shoulders. ‘I don’t know. I just looked up, and he was there. Initially, I was worried that he was some undercover magical investigator, but he came up and admired the spell. He said he was also a magician. He was a nice guy, very polite. We got talking, and that’s about it.’

Peddle’s rheumy eyes narrowed suspiciously. ‘What did you talk about?’

‘I don’t remember,’ he replied.

Dora winced. Gordon was giving away his obvious sympathy, and it hurt her to hear it. She knew instinctively that Peddle wasn’t on his side and that no good would come of divulging sympathies to this smelly little lawyer.

She knew without being told that this man was on the cusp of being unfairly imprisoned forever, because of a friendship to a powerful magical being—and it made her sick to her stomach.

Peddle’s hairy brows furrowed and his lips thinned. ‘Mr Gordon, the Warlord Cain Dath is a violent, murderous vigilante, and you describe him as “nice and polite”?’

‘I do,’ Gordon snapped. ‘He was.’

Dora had heard about the Laotian Warlord, and the outrage he’d caused by kidnapping a Perth woman who’d later written a tell-all exposé about her time in captivity. Dora had read it, and the captivity sounded sexy and exciting, not murderous in the least. She didn’t know the man personally, but the opinion she’d read of the man in the exposé, certainly didn’t fit with the image the media readily portrayed, nor the one Gordon was painting.

Peddle frowned and remained silent.

The inmate growled softly under his breath. ‘Honestly, I can’t say he was horrible because he simply wasn’t. I also didn’t know at the time who he was. All I can say is that he called himself Cain and he had a slight accent. I didn’t get his surname, not until we’d become friends.’

Peddle scribbled down some notes. ‘I’m interested in your positive impressions of the man. Such impressions will not be viewed favourably in court.’

The inmate hit his hands against the stained table and the sound rocked the room. Dora’s mentor Jeffers took a loud step forward and frowned.

‘What should I say?’ Bear snapped. ‘Should I lie?’

Peddle recoiled at the anger in Gordon’s voice, but Dora found his passion thrilling. ‘Because I’m not going to say he was a bad man, because he wasn’t … isn’t. What I really want to know is how exactly you are going to help my sedition case, Mr Peddle?’ he snapped.

The old lawyer looked up and peered at the prisoner, not looking the slightest bit perturbed.

Jeffers glowered. ‘Gordon,’ he warned.

The inmate curled his fingers around one fist and rested them before him apologetically, though his absence of an actual apology was obvious. Dora admired that.

‘I ask the questions, Mr Gordon,’ Peddle wheezed and sniffed. ‘Answer them, or don’t,’ he muttered and scribbled some more on his notes.

‘Urgh,’ Gordon growled and flexed his fingers again. ‘Dath was a nice guy, quiet, but friendly,’ he repeated, then added, ‘Billie loved him and he totally charmed her.’

There was something about the way the inmate’s voice dipped at the mention of his ex-girlfriend. It wasn’t bitterness exactly, or sorrow, perhaps a little remorse? Dora couldn’t be sure.

‘Ah.’ Peddle scribbled down more notes. ‘And how was your relationship with Ms Maison at this time?’

***

Unwelcome heat grew on Bear’s cheeks. This meeting wasn’t going as he had hoped it would. He hated to talk about Billie Maison and their failed relationship. He could also feel Ms Splat’s cool eyes on him, and it only made the heat burn worse.

‘It was fine,’ he ground out.

‘Hmmm. How “fine”?’ Peddle asked. ‘Were you two fighting? Having troubles?’

The fire burning up Bear’s throat became unbearable. ‘No.’ He coughed.

‘Mr Gordon, did you ever—in anyway—force yourself on Ms Maison?’

Bear’s stomach somersaulted, his head flew up and he stared at the grimy lawyer. ‘What? No!’

He looked at Jeffers and Ms Splat then back at Peddle. ‘Absolutely not. If she’s said I hurt her, ever, she’s lying. I would never hurt a woman.’ He could feel Ms Splat’s gaze boring into him with an intensity he didn’t expect from a guard. He licked his lips thirstily.

Peddle lifted a scrappy eyebrow. ‘Mr Gordon, it has been alleged that during your trip to Laos, you were invited to the jungle compound of the Warlord Cain Dath, and during this time you and Dath tried to force Ms Maison into joining the UMC as part of a plot to overthrow the Australian government.’ He heard Ms Splat exhale softly at the accusation, and wondered what it meant.

He was relieved Billie hadn’t accused him of something utterly heinous but this wasn’t good either. ‘What? Billie is accusing me of trying to force her to join the UMC?’ he stared at Mr Peddle.

The lawyer blinked slowly and continued, unfazed by his surprise. ‘The Prosecutor has named Ms Billie Maison as their main witness. She sides with the prosecution and alleges that you tried to force her to join the illegal UMC organisation, and it was this that precipitated the demise of your relationship.’

Bear rubbed his temple hard. ‘Why is she doing this? Our relationship was never great but …’

The scent of forest and damp earth thickened in the room. Bear inhaled gratefully and shared a quiet glance with Ms Splat. ‘This isn’t right.’

Mr Peddle inhaled tiredly. ‘Did you, or did you not, try to coerce, cajole or otherwise invite Ms Maison into the UMC fold?’

Bear swallowed, recalling the languorous evenings they’d spent at Dath’s jungle compound. He remembered sitting in the wood-lined den, drinking fine bourbon and planning magical domination of the world—but it was two years ago, and his memories of it were hazy. There had been a lot of bourbon involved.

‘No, of course I didn’t. I wasn’t even a member of the UMC. I was a practising physiotherapist for fuck’s sake!’

‘Language, Mr Gordon, I won’t remind you again.’ The sound of Peddle’s pen scratching the paper rang in the silence before he spoke again. ‘Did Cain Dath encourage you to join the illegal organisation?’

Bear looked down, it was true, of course, but he wasn’t going to make things worse. ‘I’d been thinking about it for a long time. I was a magician who was forced to heal people with physio, rather than magic—it was frustrating and unnatural to me.’

That seemed to satisfy Peddle somewhat. ‘Is that why shortly after your visit to Laos, you gave up your career?’

‘Yes,’ Gordon admitted and studied the tight binding of the magic suppression cuffs on his wrists.

‘And, what was Ms Maison’s response to your decision?’

Bear hesitated, and he found he couldn’t stem a nervous drumming of his fingers on the table. ‘She was against it, obviously. We broke up shortly after.’

‘Did you at any time try to change her opinion on the matter?’ Peddle pressed.

‘Uh, I don’t know.’

God that sounded lame.

‘The prosecution is alleging you took Ms Maison out on a romantic dinner, to talk about your plans. She told you she had no interest joining the UMC with you and wished to break up.’

‘That’s about right,’ Bear hedged. He was suddenly desperately thirsty, he eyed Peddle’s glass of water jealously.

Mr Peddle raised a disbelieving bushy brow. ‘Care to elucidate?’

Bear stiffened, momentarily torn. If he told Peddle everything, then he may have a better chance at defending him and getting him out of prison and back to his grandmother. On the other hand, chances were that Peddle was some kind of magical being hater working for the government and out to condemn him rather than defend. Not to mention that divulging information about Cain or the UMC was only likely to get a friend into even deeper trouble.

With his belly twisting, Bear answered the only way he could. ‘Nope.’

Mr Peddle put down his pen once more. ‘Mr Gordon, the prosecution alleges that you are a member of the UMC. If I am to defend you, I need that admission. After all, if you are not honest with me, I cannot defend you to the best of my ability.’ Peddle took a noisy sip of water.

Bear swallowed with his dry throat and studied Peddle’s rheumy eyes. Despite the watery faded gaze, there was an underlying hardness there too. He knew there was no chance this man would defend him, metaphorically or literally, and they both knew it.

Besides that, how could Bear explain that he’d been so inspired that after that disastrous dinner with Billie, they’d fought when he confessed his plans to quit his job as a physiotherapist and joined the UMC without sounding like a guilty fanatic? He didn’t want to hurt humans, he just wanted better conditions for people like himself. There was nothing wrong with that was there? Human minorities did that sort of thing all time.

Of course, Billie had taken his decision badly. She’d physically attacked him, she was small, and untrained in any fighting, so she hadn’t hurt him. He’d left their apartment that night, and never gone back. The UMC had eagerly taken him on as a paid body guard for the non-magical members, and he’d loved it. He moved back in with his grandmother to take care of her. Naturally, the hours he worked for the UMC had been odd and the money not quite as good, but he’d finally felt like he was doing something for his people. As time had passed, the UMC had taken to using his magic expertise in other areas too, eventually making him an indispensable part of the union. That was, until six months ago when he’d been arrested and brought to Albany Regional Prison to await a hearing for sedition charges.

‘There is nothing more to our break up than that. She didn’t want me to join the UMC, we fought, and we broke up, and neither of us joined. We just went our separate ways. She sent a bundle of my things to my grandmother’s house. I never heard from her again.’ The lie made him even thirstier and sweat beaded on his brow.

He was startled suddenly by Ms Splat’s large hand grabbing one of the plastic glasses and the sound of cool water pouring from the beaker. He looked up, momentarily confused as she deposited the glass in front of him.

Her eyes were gentle and deeply sympathetic. ‘Have a drink, you look thirsty,’ she said softly and threw a glance at Jeffers as if daring him to contradict her. His expression was disapproving, but he merely shrugged.

‘Thank you,’ Bear said, and meant it. He carefully cupped the plastic glass in both hands and drained it gratefully.

‘Hmph.’ Peddle huffed. ‘Suffice to say, there is a preliminary hearing scheduled for the federal court in Perth in just over two weeks.’

Cold sweat began to bead on Bear’s brow.

‘Two weeks?’ It was no way near enough time for Peddle to develop a convincing defence. Bear was totally and utterly doomed to prison, he knew it like he knew tomorrow would be another day.

God, what about Nana Flo? A crushing sense of failure sank down over his shoulders.

‘Don’t make me repeat myself, Mr Gordon,’ Peddle snapped. ‘I’ve a number of questions to ask you before this interview ends—’ he peeled his sleeve up to reveal the flash of a Piaget watch, ‘in twenty minutes.’

‘You can’t possibly get all the answers you need in twenty minutes.’ Bear ran a hand through his hair.

‘I am paid to assist you, Mr Gordon, and I am paid for an hour. An hour you shall have, no longer, no less. If you insist upon arguing with me, you are wasting your time.’

‘You don’t like magicians, do you?’ Bear growled, the magic suppression cuffs veritably burning on his wrists.

Peddle looked up at him and belched again. Though, this time, he dug in his pocket for a handkerchief to dab the moistness from his lips.

‘I ask the questions, if you please, Mr Gordon.’ He clicked his pen noisily, and reached for a new pad of paper and carefully wrote on it.

Bear rolled his shoulders and glanced up at Jeffers and Ms Splat. Jeffers’s expression was deeply bored, but Ms Splat looked as frustrated as he felt. Was she UMC? He wondered, had they finally sent someone to help?

He watched her hopefully as she schooled her features neutrally and poured him another glass of water.

Twenty minutes later, and not a minute more, Peddle was packing his papers into his briefcase. When the task was complete, he looked up and met Bear’s eyes steadily.

‘I shall see you at court in a fortnight, Mr Gordon.’

Bear watched the elderly man shuffle from the room, leaving the smell of mothballs and perspiration in his wake.





Chapter 10

‘The water is for the lawyer, not the inmate,’ Jeffers barked when Mr Peddle had left, and they made their way back to Gordon’s cell.

Dora looked down at him and felt a pang of unease. It occurred to her that Mr Kelsey might be cross if he knew she was being so overtly sympathetic to the plight of an accused UMC member. She’d been told to observe and nothing more.

‘Sorry,’ Dora said mechanically then added, ‘but, he was obviously thirsty and there were several plastic glasses available,’ she justified.

‘The water is not for the inmates, don’t do it again.’ Jeffers sniffed, then glanced at Gordon. ‘Your lawyer’s something else, eh? That was a hell of a first meeting.’

It had worried Dora to watch how Gordon’s demeanour had darkened over the remainder of the meeting. His eyes had taken on an angry glitter and the line of his generous mouth was thinned. Peddle had made it obvious that although he was paid to assist in Gordon’s defence, his personal beliefs would inhibit him from doing a good job. Throughout the meeting she was constantly reminded that her mother had died to help the plight of people just like Gordon. Yet here she was, years later, watching the unfair demise of a good man who’d clearly done nothing but follow his heart.

‘Yes,’ the inmate’s voice was hard. ‘I’m fucked.’ He threw his gaze over his shoulder, and Dora’s heart startled as she caught his eye. ‘Sorry.’ His expression softened slightly.

Dora offered a quick smile. ‘No need, I’ve heard a few swear words in my time,’ she replied, eager to reassure him. There was a loud cat-call and clamouring as they walked past a cell full of inmates squeezing against the bars to get a look at her.

She ignored them.

‘And thanks for the water,’ he added.

She’d wanted him to know she was on his side, that he wasn’t alone in this gloomy place. ‘No worries,’ she said. ‘It’s the least I could do.’

Jeffers threw her an angry glance and Dora regretted her answer and vowed to be more careful in future.

‘Can I go to the exercise yard?’ Gordon asked as they walked past a heavily barred door.

Dora saw Jeffers step falter, and she waited for him to answer. ‘You know I can’t. Not since …’ he faded off.

She saw Gordon’s broad shoulders stiffen, but he asked for nothing more.

They locked him in his small, boring cell. She stared at him through the small viewing window in the heavy metal door. The man was like a caged bear. He paced as much as he could in the tiny bare space between his bed and toilet, then would drop and furiously complete a round of push-ups.

‘Does he always do this?’ she asked after a moment.

Jeffers nodded. ‘Ever since his exercise allowance was cut.’

Dora frowned, her eyes voyeuristically drawn to the viewing window.

Gordon was certainly working up a sweat. He wrenched down his overalls then wrapped and tied the arms around his waist, offering a delicious view of his glistening back. She watched fascinated, as the muscles rippled across his broad back and those in his arms bunched and flexed. Suddenly aware she was staring, Dora looked away, up the empty corridor.

‘Can’t we give him some privacy?’ she asked pointing to the observation window latch in the door.

Jeffers snorted. ‘No, there was an incident recently, so we must have eyes on him twenty-four-seven.’

‘Even when he uses the toilet?’ she asked.

‘Yes, honey,’ Jeffers sneered. ‘Like I said, twenty-four-seven.’

Dora frowned at him. ‘I’m not your honey and isn’t this against his living rights or something?’

Jeffers looked up at her, colour stole through his cheeks. ‘He’s in prison for a federal offence, Ms Splat. He’s lost his rights, for now at least.’

Dora didn’t reply.

Later that evening as Dora curled in the tiny bed in her accommodation, her stomach full of dinner rolls and over boiled peas and corn, her mind was whirring. She and Jeffers had spent most of the rest of the day staring through the small observation window in Inmate Gordon’s door. She’d hated every minute.

Actually … she’d felt like a naughty peeping tom half the time.

Particularly when she’d had to accompany him to the showers.

Dora squeezed her eyes closed at the guilty memory.

She and Jeffers had stood at the door to the shower room and literally watched him wash. All solitary inmates were given a shower every second day, as there were rosters written up to ensure each solitary inmate could use the showers alone to minimise risk.

She’d tried not to watch the soap sluice down that muscled back and run over firm buttocks. She tried not to stare at his cock, large and slumberous against his thigh and she’d definitely tried to ignore the wicked glint in his eye when he caught her gazing at it.

Heat flushed through her body at the memory.

Of the many things she’d expected to experience during her visit to the prison, acute sexual arousal wasn’t one of them.

Dora was pulled from the memory by the insistent bell chime of her mobile telephone.

Tom.

Her heart sank.

Not Dad.

‘Hey,’ she said, answering it.

‘Hey, yourself,’ Tom replied. She could hear the smile in his voice and she felt absurdly guilty. ‘I was expecting a call,’ he chided.

‘Sorry,’ Dora mumbled glancing at the clock, it read 10.03 pm. ‘I was tired, and went to bed early.’

‘Big day?’ he asked.

‘Ah, yeah.’ A yawn interrupted her. ‘You?’

‘Oh same old, same old …’ he faded off. ‘So … what did you get up to?’

‘Besides watching criminals all day?’ she said. ‘Uh, nothing much.’

‘Cool …’

Silence fell.

Eventually, Tom chuckled. ‘So this is awkward.’

It was. ‘Yes, sorry, I’m just shattered.’

‘I’ll let you go to sleep then,’ Tom said, and Dora heard a note of annoyance in his voice.

‘OK, well, good night, I’ll text you tomorrow,’ Dora replied.

‘I miss you,’ Tom said after a second.

Guilt rose up again. ‘Yeah, me too,’ she lied. ‘Night.’

‘Night,’ he replied and rang off.

Dora stared at the ceiling, her eyes stinging with the resonant image from the bright light of her telephone. Why had she said she missed him when she didn’t?

I lied.

Why?

She rubbed her forehead and rolled over and cursed herself as the inmate’s body slick with perspiration flashed across her mind again.

***

Bear relieved himself under the watchful eye of Correctional Officer Downwood, who had the courtesy to glance momentarily away. He’d nearly burst waiting for Jeffers and Ms Splat to finish their shift. It was one thing pissing and shitting in front of a fat, arse-kissing correctional officer like Jeffers or Downwood, it was quite another to defecate in front of a lady.

‘I heard you made quite a scene in the shower today,’ Downwood called through the window some time later.

Bear snorted. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

‘Put on a show for that … uh, lady recruit.’

There was something about the way Downwood said ‘lady’ that made Bear frown. It was as if he didn’t mean it. Yet Ms Splat had shown more compassion to him in one day than he’d experienced in years, let alone the terrible six months in prison. He recalled her carefully pouring the water for him in that terrible interview with the lawyer.

He wondered once again if she was UMC and if she was not, then what on earth was a giantess doing working in the correctional system?

‘She’s something else, isn’t she?’ Downwood continued. ‘Not seen one of her kind around before.’

Bear said nothing to that, but it didn’t deter Downwood.

‘Guess she’d do well in this business. She’d be able to take down even the toughest inmate if she had to. Did you see the size of her hands?’

He had, he remembered them well. In fact, he’d committed everything about her to memory. Since he’d first caught her eye during the meeting with the awful Mr Peddle, he’d struggled to think of much else. The situation had been made worse by the fact she’d watched him all day long. He lay back on the bed and pulled the covers up. The last thing Downwood needed to see was his sudden raging hard-on. In truth, he hadn’t helped the situation when he’d soaped himself in the shower a little more than usual, admittedly for Ms Splat’s benefit. He snorted with amusement as he remembered how her pretty eyes had widened when he’d stripped off completely. He could feel it like a brand, where her gaze had lingered on his chest before slinking down lower to the damp curls and his cock. She’d looked away blushing, he recalled, only to be chided by Jeffers and told to keep her eyes on the inmate at all times. He chuckled out loud.

It was the first time he’d laughed in months.

‘What’s so funny?’ Downwood called, peering through the observation window. ‘I heard you saw your lawyer today.’

Bear’s humour dried up instantly. There was nothing funny about Peddle or his pending trial, not that he was going to admit that to Downwood.

‘Fuck off,’ he muttered and rolled over.

‘Suit yourself,’ Downwood yelled back and resumed reading the magazine he’d brought to keep himself awake during the long, boring night shift.

***

A few mornings later, Dora was sitting in the staffroom before the commencement of her shift with Jeffers, when the telephone on the wall rang.

No-one ever sat with her in the mornings, Sam Bridgeman was on nights, and the other recruits seemed to have mentors more conscientious about punctuality than Jeffers appeared to be. Jeffers hadn’t yet arrived for their shift.

The phone rang loudly again, and Dora looked around the staffroom to see if anyone was going to answer it. No-one moved.

It rang on, loudly and insistently.

‘Is anyone going to get that?’ she asked the table of grumpy looking correctional officers doing word puzzles.

‘You can get it, Splat,’ one she knew as Claver grunted.

Dora sighed. ‘Hello, Staffroom, Eudora Splat speaking.’

There was a pause on the end of the line.

‘Oh, hi, this is Linley from reception,’ a soft female voice answered. ‘I’m new and the other receptionist is in the bathroom, and I’ve got a call for one of the inmates.’

‘Oh?’ Dora replied, not really knowing what else to say. ‘Don’t you usually put it through to Prison Warden?’

‘I can’t get a hold of him, either,’ she said her voice slightly panicked. ‘Can you take the call? She sounds old, and is very persistent.’

Dora groaned, she didn’t know the protocol for phone calls, they hadn’t covered that in the induction, but was fairly sure she shouldn’t be taking them.

She should probably just hang up.

‘Please?’ Linley asked.

‘Look, have you asked her to call back later?’

‘Of course, but then she just calls back straightaway!’

‘Oh. Um, err, OK then. Just put it through and I’ll take a note.’ She looked around at the table where Claver and his mate sat studiously absorbed into their puzzles.

‘Thanks.’ There was the clicking of the phone and the call connected.

‘Is that you, my boy?’ a dry, husky voice asked.

‘This is Eudora Splat at Albany Regional. The Warden isn’t available at the moment, can I take a message?’ she said hoping to sound at least a little more competent than she felt.

‘I need to speak to Bear,’ she said.

Dora frowned. ‘Bear?’

‘Evander Gordon, I need to know that he is all right. No-one has told me anything. It’s been months.’

Dora’s belly did a flip-flop. ‘I’m sorry, he’s in solitary confinement and not receiving communications,’ she said quickly hoping no-one was paying too much attention to her conversation because she had no idea if she was saying the right thing or not.

‘Oh …’ the old woman’s voice broke. ‘Oh …’

‘He’s fine,’ Dora assured her quickly.

There was a soft, strangled sob on the end of the phone line. ‘Oh, thank you,’ she sobbed. ‘I’ve been so worried.’

Dora’s heart tightened and was about to say more when Jeffers barged into the staffroom and was glaring at her. ‘Recruits shouldn’t use the staffroom phone!’ he snapped and jerked the phone away.

‘Hello?’ he barked into the handset. ‘Hello?’ He stared at the phone, his scowl deepening. ‘They’ve hung up,’ he said disbelievingly, then looked towards Dora. ‘Who was it?’

Dora hesitated, then recalled the desperation in the old lady’s voice, and decided for her own peace of mind not to tell the whole truth lest she get in trouble for doing the wrong thing, or getting Gordon into strife either. Goodness knew that was the last thing he needed.

‘It was Linley, the new girl from reception. She was looking for the Warden, none of these charmers would pick up the phone.’ She gestured to the officers at the desk.

‘Hmph,’ Jeffers grumbled. ‘Come on, guys.’ He sighed at them, and one stuck up his rude finger at them. ‘Lazy fuckers, we’re late for handover.’

***

Downwood had left Bear in a foul mood. He’d been talking about the weather, something that Bear had not experienced in weeks. He was trying to quiet his annoyance with meditation when Jeffers and Ms Splat arrived for their shift. His heart lifted. It was ridiculous, but just the sight of her made his day bearable. He liked trying to make her laugh by teasing Jeffers, an easy thing to do given the man was a creature of habit and had no sense of humour at all.

He listened to the rumble of their one-sided conversation before they filled the observation window. He felt lighter immediately. She flashed a smile at him before Jeffers chided her for standing too close to the door.

The conversation was difficult to overhear and muffled, but the hours of quiet he endured in his cell made his hearing quite acute.

This morning, instead of being a bastion of calm for him, Ms Splat seemed distracted, her eyes flittered between him and Jeffers, and a deep line etched itself between her eyes.

‘Good morning, Gordon,’ she said.

‘Good morning, Ms Splat,’ he said and winked. How was it possible that this woman made him feel so normal in this place? ‘Sleep well?’

Her eyes flashed. ‘Yes, you?’

Bear felt her words were loaded, he swallowed. ‘Not bad,’ he replied. ‘Not as well as Downwood.’

Jeffers shook his head. ‘Downwood doesn’t sleep on the job, Gordon.’

‘Is he a religious man then?’ Bear pressed, enjoying Jeffers mock outrage.

Jeffers snickered. ‘Not likely.’

‘Hmm—’ Gordon leaned against the door, ‘—well then he’s pretending to pray. When I don’t wake the not sleeping Downwood, he slowly raises his head and says “in the name of Jesus Christ, Amen.”’

Splat laughed out loud and the sound was magical. He grinned.

‘That’s enough!’ Jeffers snapped.

Bear watched Ms Splat’s face return to its previous distracted state. He hated to see it. He was dreading the coming days when she’d return to Perth.

After a while, Splat turned to Jeffers, her manner was solemn.

‘Why can’t Gordon receive phone calls?’ she asked as Jeffers settled on the single stool opposite the observation window in the door.

Why indeed. Bear thought, his mind rushing to his poor, lonely grandmother.

Jeffers scowled at her. ‘Duh. He’s in solitary confinement, Splat. I’d have thought that was obvious. Do you need to read the manual again?’

Bear felt a spark of indignation on Splat’s behalf and moved closer to the door to watch more closely. Splat looked irritated but didn’t rise to Jeffers’s criticism.

‘What is the protocol about informing family of his status? Surely his family has a right to know about his wellbeing?’ she pressed, sounding quite determined.

Jeffers pulled a car magazine from his cargo pants pocket and flicked it open. ‘There is no-one to notify. He didn’t list any next of kin. He has no family that we know of.’

Splat looked directly through the observation window, and Bear felt her troubled gaze. He looked up and shrugged slowly. He had deliberately not listed his grandmother as next of kin, as he didn’t want anyone to find her. He’d thought he was being a little paranoid at the time, but now he was grateful for his foresight. After the latest attack, he had little doubt someone would try and hurt him through his grandmother. He sighed and looked away. He couldn’t tell Splat that, yes, there was someone out there desperate for news of him. He didn’t know if he could trust her. He hoped so but wasn’t ready to risk his grandmother’s safety on it.

‘Oh,’ he heard Splat reply. ‘I see.’

***

The week progressed with a steady monotony for Dora, breakfast provided in the staffrooms, lectures on the duties of a correctional officer, and handover meetings between shift changes. She discovered it wasn’t a particularly inspiring occupation, but nor had she thought it would be. She was haunted by the call she’d taken in the staffroom that morning, and felt a very real and urgent need to tell Gordon of it, but shackled to Jeffers as she was, no opportunity to do so had presented itself.

She’d tried to hint in the most roundabout way that he’d had a phone call, but she didn’t think he’d got the message, and Jeffers had grown somewhat suspicious, so she’d dropped it.

The correctional facility ran smoothly, like a well-oiled machine, and as she became a more frequent sight around the buildings, Dora was pleased to notice the cat-calls grow fewer and the winces of distaste from her musk grow less, or perhaps she imagined that part.

Despite this, she found keeping a close eye on Gordon difficult. Superficially, it was a pleasure to watch such a beautiful man but it was also deeply unsettling. It was a waste. A waste of his powers, which she knew must be substantial to justify the security measures on him. It was a waste of a life too. Gordon could make some lady very happy, she’d dreamt enough about him to know. He was also funny. Dora adored the humorous jibes he threw at Jeffers whenever he could. As a result, she found herself growing quite attached to him. The short, stolen conversations she shared with him made her day.

If they were in a different time and a different place, Dora could see herself falling deeply in love with a man like Evander “Bear” Gordon. Here was a man committed to the cause she herself was committing to, but not only that—he was funny, at least when he wasn’t so angry. When she arrived for her morning shifts, the angry, caged bear look melted from his features and he’d throw her a deep, warm smile. The change in his demeanour touched her more deeply than any words could.

For Jeffers’s sake Dora tried not to return the smiles, but it was impossible. She relished those smiles more than she’d like to admit.

The situation for magical beings within the facility, with the exception of Mr Gordon and an unfortunate Genie in cell 203, appeared to be tolerable. She’d been pleased to see no evidence of officer on inmate violence or indeed inmate on inmate violence. She had, however, seen dispassion and contempt for the magical society at large, and heard staffroom gossip about the attack on Gordon in his cell. It was very hushed up, and she’d never had an opportunity to ask Gordon about it. Twice Dora had tried to ask Jeffers about it, but had been twice told to “mind-your-own-business”. She wished she had a plan to help Gordon, or somehow alleviate at least some of the discomforts of his solitary existence, but she remembered Kelsey’s warnings and had comforted her conscience by making life as pleasant as possible for him.

‘Morning, Bear,’ Jeffers called through the inmate’s cell window. ‘Rise and shine. You want your breakfast?’

Dora was carefully carrying the tray of food. It was piping hot and smelt like porridge or maybe scrambled eggs. Either way, it wasn’t an appetising odour.

Bear gave a mildly grumpy reply.

‘Push it through there,’ Jeffers said and kicked the low hatch at the base of the door. Dora did a double take. Jeffers didn’t usually let her do anything.

‘Oh, OK,’ she said with a smile and knelt down on the hard concrete floor. She balanced the tray on one hand and with her other she slid the bolt. It screeched a little as she pushed it free and swung the hatch open.

Under Jeffer’s watchful eye, she pushed the tray all the way through the opening, making sure it had all gone in when her hands slipped and scalding porridge slopped over her fingers. She gasped and recoiled only to find Gordon’s hand clasp hers to stop the tray from falling entirely. The touch startled her more than the scald, and caused a sharp spasm of electricity to jolt through her entire body. She gasped and jerked her hand back out of the hatch. She stumbled back and landed on her backside, gripping her hand to her chest.

‘Did you just put your fucking hand in there?’ Jeffers cried, ‘Fuck! Are you all right?’ Jeffers grabbed Dora’s hand to check for injury. ‘You silly shit! Do you need first aid?’ He hissed with relief when he saw it was unhurt. ‘He could have had a shiv in there and stabbed you, he could have pulled your arm and broken it. Haven’t you been watching me all week do it properly? What were you thinking putting your whole hand through there?’

Dora struggled for words. ‘It was an accident, I just got a scald. Sorry, I’m fine. He just startled me, that’s all.’ Her skin tingled from his slight touch. She stood shakily and stared through the observation window and saw the inmate looking just as stunned as she.

Had he felt it too?

‘Don’t ever do that again, I’ll go and get an ice pack. Stay here,’ Jeffers growled, bustling off like a cranky mother hen.

Dora glanced down at her hand, the scald was nothing, but her flesh still tingled from Gordon’s touch.

He was standing behind the viewing pane. ‘Are you all right?’ he asked, pressing his palm to the window. ‘I didn’t mean to hurt you.’

Dora smiled at that. If only he knew how very little he’d hurt her.

‘No, I’m fine. It’s not like a broken toe in the jungle or anything.’ She coloured realising what she’d just said.

Gordon looked confused. ‘What?’

‘I mean, I’m sure it’s nothing like a broken toe, that you’d uh, have to fix …’

Oh dear, that sounded ridiculous, her heart hammered in her chest, afraid she’d offended him.

Dora watched understanding dawn across Gordon’s handsome face. ‘You’re referring to when Billie broke her toe in the jungle?’

‘Um, yes, I think I am, and that’s very inappropriate. Sorry,’ she said quickly.

Gordon laughed lightly. ‘It’s fine,’ he assured. ‘It wasn’t the most romantic date I’ve taken a girl on,’ he said after a moment.

‘No, no!’ Dora said, embarrassed that he’d mistaken her meaning. ‘It sounded amazing, I’d love a walk through the jungle, minus the broken toe though.’

A strange look crossed his face, and a muscle in his jaw ticked. ‘You would?’

Dora felt her breath hitch in her throat. ‘Absolutely.’

They fell into silence.

‘You’re sure your hand is OK?’ he asked again.

Colour threatened on her cheeks and blossomed lightly there. ‘I’m fine … really,’ she said and rubbed her hand and sank down onto the stool opposite Bear’s cell. Her heart thumped loudly in her chest. She looked at her hand where Gordon had touched it and shivered.

How could one man make her feel like this? His touch had been electric, and made her whole body burn with … with what?

Frustration? Passion? Lust? Affection?

What exactly was going on with her? She wondered and chastised herself. It was illegal for a correctional officer to fraternise with prisoners, in any form. She really should remember that. Besides, there was Tom.

When she looked back at the cell viewing window, Bear Gordon was still watching her intently. She could feel his gaze travel over her face. Was it possible he felt it too?

A blush threatened.

It was unlikely.

‘Aren’t I supposed to be watching you?’ she asked him trying for bravado, ‘not the other way round?’

Bear raised an eyebrow. ‘Isn’t it your last day?’ he asked after a moment.

‘Yep,’ she replied, surprised he’d been counting.

‘I’ll miss you, you’re a lot nicer to look at than Jeffers,’ he added with a wink.

Dora felt laughter threaten in her throat. ‘Oh, I don’t know,’ she said, ‘I heard one of the inmates say he has a cute smile.’

Bear laughed, and the sound sent a delicious shiver through her spine. ‘I guess he might, if you’re desperate enough,’ he added.

His eyes locked with hers, and Dora felt her throat constrict.

This is so inappropriate.

‘You’re a giant, aren’t you?’ Bear asked when she didn’t reply.

‘What gave me away?’ she asked archly.

‘There aren’t many in Australia, that’s all,’ he said after a minute.

‘No, there aren’t,’ she said and then remembered. ‘Someone called you the other day.’ The words tumbled out. She glanced up the corridor to check for Jeffers return, but it was empty.

Gordon froze, and the shift from cute and flirtatious to serious was abrupt.

‘Who was it?’ his voice was urgent.

‘She didn’t say, but she sounded elderly. She was asking if you were alright. I said you were fine, but then we got cut off. I wasn’t supposed to answer the phone you see …’

Gordon released a heavy breath and a smile. ‘Thank you,’ he breathed. ‘Thank you.’

‘And I totally have broken all the rules by telling you that,’ Dora added, ruefully.

‘Then why did you?’ he asked.

Dora hiccupped with surprise. She couldn’t tell him that she was an aspirant member of the UMC, or that she was fast becoming obsessed with him, or that she couldn’t get the old lady’s voice out of her head. She shrugged. ‘I just thought you should know,’ she said, but it seemed insufficient. ‘And … my dad, he’s old and widowed. I can only imagine how he’d feel if I were in your position. Don’t tell Jeffers I told you,’ she added.

His expression grew soft. ‘Never,’ he assured her and Dora’s heart gave a little flutter. ‘What happened to your mother?’ he asked after a second.

Dora knew she should put an end to the conversation. She knew she couldn’t say a thing, but there was something about him that made her want to divulge every secret.

‘She was killed,’ she said.

‘Why?’ His voice was thick with outrage.

‘She was …’

The door to the corridor opened and Jeffers reappeared. He bustled noisily down the corridor, holding an icepack and paper towels in his hand.

‘Splat?’ Jeffers boomed. ‘No talking to the inmate!’

Gordon recoiled back into his cell but his eyes remained locked with hers.

Dora didn’t reply.

‘What did he say to you?’ Jeffers barked. ‘He’s in solitary for a reason, recruit.’

Dora looked at Jeffers then back at Bear. ‘Nothing, he said nothing,’ she said.





Chapter 11

Bear watched Ms Splat place the icepack redundantly on her hand as Jeffers, ever a creature of habit, returned to his stool with a muesli bar and steaming cup of coffee. He felt shell-shocked. When his hand had touched hers to recover the breakfast tray, his heart had stuttered, and his body exploded with sensation. He’d never experienced anything like it.

Then she told him about the phone call. It had to have been his grandmother. It had to have been. He couldn’t have been more grateful to the lovely recruit, thankful that she’d told him, and told his grandmother he was OK. His gaze met hers through the observation window and he smiled. Jeffers was busily munching his muesli bar, so she offered him a quick smile in return. How did she manage to make him feel less angry with just a word, or a gesture?

He longed to finish the conversation with her, learn more about her. It was ridiculous given that she was returning to her training in Perth and he’d likely never see her again, but he couldn’t help the feeling.

One consolation was that within an hour Jeffers would be positively bursting for the toilet. He was like clockwork. The coffee and muesli bar would work their digestive magic and he’d claim he needed a shit. Usually, he’d get another guard to relieve him as he relieved himself. Bear hoped today he’d leave and allow Ms Splat to watch him. Then, and only then, he may get to finish the conversation they’d started, and he’d have something to hold onto on the long, lonely days ahead.

***

Unfortunately, Dora never got another opportunity to finish her conversation with Bear.

Not long after their conversation had been interrupted by Jeffers return with the icepack, Sam Bridgeman came to collect her for a debrief to prep for their departure.

Dora struggled to control her disappointment, but thanked Jeffers for his time and mentoring. She turned and looked at Bear, he had pressed himself against the observation window peering out, his frustration evident in his bunched, tense shoulders.

Was he disappointed too?

Dora bit her lip.

She hated leaving him there. She hated it far more than she should.

‘See you later, Gordon,’ she said, unable to think of anything more poignant.

‘See you later, Splat,’ he said.

Dora felt his eyes on her all the way up the corridor.

All throughout the debrief, her mind returned to him, his pleasure at hearing that she’d told the old woman on the phone he was OK, his disbelief about her mother. It made her feel as if in some way, she’d improved his situation, even if it was just a stolen conversation between a guard and prisoner.

On the way to Albany airport, she’d tried a few fruitless internet searches to find out more about him, his family, but all the internet came up with was his alleged crime, of which she already knew, and a few spoke of his looming court appearance and what it meant for the UMC and rights for magical beings.

It made for some depressing reading.

She snapped her phone closed when it chirped indicating a message.

Looking forward to seeing you.

It was Tom.

She winced and closed the phone again. His phone calls and messages throughout the week had been frequent and affectionate. Yet, she didn’t want to think about him right now. She wasn’t sure why, but she didn’t.

‘Everything OK?’ Sam, the orange haired recruit asked as they unloaded their bags from the shuttle bus.

‘Fine, how was your work experience?’ she asked.

‘Yeah, good, I heard you got stuck on observations in solitary,’ he said. ‘That must have sucked.’

Dora shrugged. ‘There are worse things, I guess.’

Her phone chirped again.

Can I see you 2nite?

Dora cringed.

The phone chirped again.

Dinner at mine?

‘Someone’s eager to have you home,’ Sam said after a pause.

‘Yes,’ she muttered and texted back that she was having dinner with her dad and suggested they catch a movie after.

Tom’s texts and phone calls had been so sweet, but when she closed her eyes on the flight home, her mind was corrupted with images of Bear Gordon.

Bear Gordon’s smile.

Bear Gordon in the shower.

Bear Gordon’s eyes, dark with desperation, boring into hers over the shoulder of his smelly little lawyer.

Her stomach clenched with worry.

She had Bear on her mind but rationally understood that after an entire week of watching him, it probably wasn’t surprising. She guessed Jeffers probably must dream about him as well. Except, she hoped Jeffers dreams weren’t as X-rated as hers had become.

Then there was Tom.

She knew Tom would want to pick up where they’d left off that night of the first date, but …

Bear.

Urgh! She was going to be the worst kind of prison guard if she fell for every big, brawny criminal who crossed her path.

Dora’s father picked her up from the airport, which was sweet. She hoped his mood may have mellowed in her absence.

‘Thanks for picking me up,’ she said above the roar of the rain. She didn’t like him driving, particularly during peak hour, and the return trip home was a little hairy as the octogenarian slowly manoeuvred his way through bad traffic and pouring rain.

‘Hmph,’ was his only reply.

It rankled, clearly he hadn’t mellowed.

‘Come on, Dad,’ she pleaded. ‘Don’t you want to know how it went?’

‘I read your messages,’ he grumbled. ‘They require no further elaboration.’

Dora shifted in the confines of the car. ‘Is this how it will be from now on then?’ she asked. ‘You angry at me forever?’

The elderly man didn’t look away from the road. ‘Until you see reason,’ he replied. ‘I have nothing more to say.’

They remained in silence the entire drive home, as well as during dinner.

Her father had made her a fine vegetarian meal of sautéed mixed mushrooms, tofu and greens with beetroot dressing. Her kind of comfort food. The guilt tugged hard.

‘Thanks for this, Dad, it was delicious.’

He looked at her through his thick lenses and grumbled under his breath, then turned and began to wash the dishes. As Dora when to help him, the doorbell rang.

Her heart somersaulted. ‘It’s Tom, we’re catching a movie.’

‘Good,’ he muttered. ‘Leave this to me.’

Dora turned and left the kitchen, she’d changed into jeans and a green floral shirt that dipped to her cleavage. She hoped he didn’t take it as a come-on.

She opened the door and waited for her heart to give its customary stutter. She studied him a moment, he looked lovely, utterly handsome, clean shaven with a form fitting jacket and jeans.

There was nothing.

She drew her gaze down the length of his legs, the bulge of his crotch.

Nothing.

‘Wow,’ Tom said unaware of her silent appraisal, ‘You look … and smell, great.’ Confused by her utter lack of reaction to him, Dora leaned forward and offered him her cheek.

A warm hand caught her jaw. ‘Uh-uh,’ he tsked and turned her lips to his. Dora tried to relax into the kiss, his lips were soft, his breath sweet and his ardour apparent.

She pulled away first and laughed nervously. ‘Shall we go?’

Tom’s blue eyes were dark with want, and the blatant hunger in them made her squirm, and surprisingly not in a good way.

‘Let’s,’ he agreed.

The movie was good, a high-octane sci-fi with aliens and interstellar warfare, that filled in the awkwardness Dora was feeling, despite her desperate attempts to relax.

Despite his chivalrous attention, she felt nothing towards Tom, nothing other than warm, boring, platonic friendship. Her crush on him had died, pummelled to death by the sight of a prisoner in orange overalls doing push-ups in a tiny cell.

It was as they were driving back home that Tom finally asked her what was going on.

‘Are you OK, Dor? You seem different,’ he asked when the silence between them had stretched too far again.

‘I don’t know,’ she admitted and shuffled in the tiny seat. ‘But I think we need to talk,’ she said softly.

Tom winked. ‘I think we’ve got better things to do than talk.’

He smoothly manoeuvred the car into a disturbingly convenient tree-covered car park. The engine fell silent and Tom’s hand moved to her thigh and squeezed.

She gasped in dismay.

‘Uh …’ she began, ‘I think you’ve mistaken …’

Tom laughed. ‘Oh, Dor,’ He leaned in and kissed her hard.

Dora recoiled, but he pressed on forward, his teeth gnashed against hers with the strength of his passion.

Dora tried to pull away, but he followed.

‘Tom.’ She pushed him away. ‘Stop. That’s not what I meant. I really want to talk to you.’

He grinned at her.

Was he being deliberately obtuse?

Tom laughed. ‘OK, OK.’

She really needed to tell him that she didn’t feel that way about him and was about to say as such when he interrupted her.

‘OK. So how was Albany then? Tell me more about it.’ He sounded bored.

An image of Bear burst into her mind, and her heart gave a little start.

If only she felt that way about Tom.

‘So, nothing new then?’ he prompted. His hand slipped up her thigh and insinuated itself between them high enough to stroke her private heat. Dora squeezed her legs tighter together and she pulled his hand away.

He frowned and there was something in his gaze that made her glad she’d done it, rather than regretful.

‘Tom …’ she began.

‘So which criminals did you see?’ he prompted, segueing her from what she really wanted to say.

She remembered Bear again and closed her eyes. ‘There was this inmate I was guarding … and …’

Tom sighed, and without being prompted pulled out from the car park and began the drive back to her house. ‘Did something bad happen down there? Is that why you’re being so distant?’ His voice was deliberately light.

Dora felt her cheeks burn and was grateful for the darkness of the car. ‘No, no. I just … I can’t stop thinking about him.’

Her shoulders slumped as relief flooded over her at the admission.

It was short lived when Tom glanced sharply at her. ‘What?’

Panic quickly replaced her relief. ‘Oh,’ she stammered. ‘I … I just feel bad for him, I guess. He was so big, and in this tiny cell, and I sat in on his meeting with his lawyer. It was just terrible, he’s totally fucked legally. The lawyer is crap, the claims against him serious … and I just thought it wasn’t fair.’ She snorted. ‘I just can’t get it out of my head.’

Tom was silent. ‘Oh, I guess that happens when you’re a prison guard.’

He pulled into her driveway and switched the car off.

Dora shivered.

‘Who was the inmate?’ he asked.

Dora hesitated. ‘His name is Bear Gordon.’

Tom said nothing for a long minute.

Eventually, he broke the silence. ‘You are so beautiful, did you know that, Dor?’

Dora frowned. Had he even listened to a word she’d said?

‘Have you been listening to me?’ she asked archly. ‘I think I have a problem, I can’t stop thinking about this inmate …’

His eyes flashed. ‘I can help you stop thinking about work,’ he growled.

Dora recoiled but found herself pressed to Tom’s lips again. He leaned forward, coaxing her with his tongue as his hand roved to her breast. She could feel the heat from his hand through the fabric of her blouse. It made her squirm.

‘I’ve got to get to bed,’ she said and pulled away, opening the door with her free hand.

‘Dor …’ Tom began.

She had to say it. She had to put an end to this.

Dora took a great breath. ‘Look, I think I just need some space. With Dad angry at me … I just …’

Tom smiled. ‘It’s OK, I’m a patient man …’ He sounded sincere, but it made her feel guilty.

She smiled weakly. ‘OK, well goodnight. Thanks for the movie.’

Tom watched her uncurl herself from the car, she could feel the weight of his gaze on her as she turned around and waved.

He waved back, and though his eyes were shadowed by the trees and broken lamplight, there was something in his expression that made her shiver.

She locked the door behind her.

As Dora prepared for bed, her mind returned to Bear Gordon and the confusing guilt she felt over turning Tom down disappeared.

It was clear Tom’s interest in her was only purely physical. Did he just want to get his kicks with a giant? Like Troy all those years ago?

The realisation came with strange relief.

When Monday came, Dora was refreshed to start her first official week of training at Ixion.

She met Sam outside the library that morning and was given all the texts she’d be required to learn. It was a seriously large pile of intimidating books but she flicked through them delightedly.

‘I’ve never known anyone so keen to be a prison guard,’ Sam said with a quirk of a rusty eyebrow. He opened a locker and gestured for her to place her books inside.

‘I’ve got a lot to learn, and I’m hoping these will help me,’ she said and remembered the awkward moment when she’d pushed the tray through Bear’s door and their hands had met. It could have been a disaster. She took a breath and didn’t allow the blush to rise.

His resulting laugh was genuine without even a hint of ridicule. ‘Don’t we all?’

It didn’t escape Dora’s notice that unlike her colleagues at the botanic gardens, Sam wasn’t standing at arms distance holding his nose, but rather, was holding the locker door open at close proximity. She’d noticed his impartiality to her scent on the trip to Albany and it still surprised her.

‘There is a lot to learn, especially the legal requirements, but you’ll be fine,’ Sam said and handed her the locker key. Her enormous hand swallowed it.

‘Come on, I’ll drop you off at law lessons, you’ll be a bit behind, but if you need to read over my notes, just let me know.’

His kind offer was unexpected, and Dora felt it as a gentle warmth spreading through her body. She smiled gratefully, wondering if he realised just how touched she was by the offer and followed him to the lecture room.

Over the next few days, facts and legislations relating to every facet of the correctional system absorbed themselves into Dora’s brain, as if it were a thirsty, dry sponge, and the lessons were liquid information. In fact, the progression of her training and her smooth integration into the company was liberating.

Tom had been right to suggest the job, she fitted there, in a way she hadn’t anywhere else, and she was so busy she scarcely had time to think about her confusing feelings about Bear Gordon or her lack of them for Tom.

The only clouds on her otherwise bright horizon were her father’s growing disapproval and her frustrating lack of knowledge about the UMC.

Her main reason for joining Ixion had been to be part of the UMC and help the plight of Magical Creatures—people like Bear Gordon, trapped in an unfair legal system simply because of who they were. Yet nothing was happening. She wasn’t helping anyone. In fact, with her increased work load and estrangement from her father, she was probably hurting more people than she was helping.

Mr Kelsey simply had not invited her into the fold. All he’d done was ensure her training as a prison guard and explain its importance. Her job, he had told her, would be to transport prisoners, including UMC prisoners, safely to their court dates. She was not to speak to them or to interact with them in any manner further than what was utterly necessary.

She couldn’t help but admit this was a little disappointing. Her discovery of her mother’s secret life had led her to believe that she too may play some important or exciting role. It was not to be, and she did not want to annoy Kelsey by asking any more questions. The UMC was a secretive organisation now, it had to be, and she knew trust had to be earned. She only wondered just how long it would take for that to happen.

On Thursday night, the Ixion Training School finished early and so Dora was home before six.

‘Oh,’ her father grumbled, wiping his hands on his ‘Kiss the Chef’ cooking apron. ‘I hadn’t expected you home this early.’

His face was drawn and sad, and she felt a physical ache of pain at the patent disapproval there.

‘Dad, when are you going to get over this?’ she pleaded. ‘You don’t have to worry, I’ve tried to join the UMC through Ixion, but, as far as I’m aware, all I’ll be doing is transferring prisoners. There is no espionage, no intrigue. There is nothing. They’ve just recruited a giant to make sure all prisoners, including UMC members, get to trial safely. That’s all I do. You really don’t have to worry.’

Professor Splat looked over the rim of his glasses. ‘That’s how it starts, Eudora, mark me. First, you watch, then they’ll ask you what you saw, what you heard, before you know it they’ll have eaten you and your family alive.’

Her father snorted and handed her a plate of food whilst helping himself to another.

‘You’re a fool if you think otherwise.’





Chapter 12

‘A job?’ Dora gasped.

Dora had been called into Mr Kelsey’s office during a dull occupational health and safety lecture.

Mr Kelsey smiled at her and leaned back in his squeaking leather chair.

‘Yes, a job.’ He ran his hand through his pepper grey hair. ‘There is an important prisoner transfer occurring, and we feel that your talents would best suit the transfer.’

A slow, warm bubble of excitement grew in her belly. ‘My talents?’ she asked. ‘But I’ve only done two weeks of the training program—we haven’t even gotten to self-defence yet.’

As exciting as the prospect was, she still had much to learn.

Mr Kelsey met her protestations with a calm shake of his head and a knowing smile.

‘Jeffers in Albany said you have great promise. He was very impressed with how you dealt with the inmates, and I have utter faith in you, Dora.’

‘Jeffers?’ she said disbelievingly. After the debacle of the breakfast tray, she’d doubted Jeffers would have anything at all nice to say about her—and rightly so, it had been a terrible rooky mistake.

‘Yes—’ Kelsey nodded, ‘—now the position doesn’t commence until next weekend so you’ll have a further week of training before placement.’

He didn’t allow time for her to argue. ‘This coming week will be intense and I apologise for that. We will focus your training on prisoner escort, tactical options and conflict management. As for self-defence—,’ his eyes narrowed, ‘—I suspect you could hold your own.’

She heard herself laugh, finding his flattery pleasing but misplaced. ‘Wow, uh, Mr Kelsey, I’m glad you have faith in me, but realistically, I’m a gardener, I have no idea how to defend myself. I can’t be responsible for protecting and transporting a prisoner so soon. I don’t even know if I can protect myself, let alone someone else.’

Mr Kelsey looked at her apologetically, and Dora found her pounding heart easing and the muscles in her shoulders relaxing.

‘The most common type of attack a UMC prison guard finds him or herself in is usually of a magical kind—and your giant heritage ensures your immunity to such an attack. As for a physical attack, your size and strength will allow you to overpower even a large male human.’

She paused. Did he just say UMC prison guard?

Her heart leapt, but she knew better than to ask for clarification.

‘I’ve not had much practice in using my size to my advantage ... I’ve never had to.’

Mr Kelsey looked at her steadily again. ‘You are in for a demanding week, Dora. Expediting your training to ensure you’re certified won’t come easily. However, if you would like some self-defence training, I can organise a personal trainer for you.’ He hesitated. ‘Are you prepared to train in the evenings or early mornings?’

A smile tugged at the corner of her lips. ‘Of course,’ she agreed quickly, she could do with the exercise. ‘That would be wonderful.’

‘Well, it will be arranged,’ he repeated. ‘I will brief you on the placement next Friday, your position will start in Albany on the Sunday.’

‘Albany again?’ Dora stuttered, heat creeping to her cheeks.

She might just get to see Bear again.

She cursed the thought. Nothing could ever happen between her and Bear. Ever. He was a prisoner, and she was a guard. It was unethical at best.

Mr Kelsey’s smile grew warm. ‘You are transporting the prisoner from Albany Regional to holding for trial in Perth, you’ll spend all of one night away. So you can’t use your father as an excuse. He will be fine, we’ll make sure of it.’

That evening, Dora came home to an empty house. She wasn’t looking forward to telling her father she was going down to Albany again, but discovering the house cold and silent was annoying.

‘Dad?’ she called as she cast aside her backpack and walked up the corridor. Her father had been a royal pain in the backside and her patience with him was wearing thin. Twinges of rebelliousness that were sparked by his initial lack of support had grown into a raging rebellion. They hadn’t spoken for several days.

Dora walked into the kitchen, inwardly fuming.

Where was he? There was no dinner on the stove, nor coffee in the percolator.

‘Dad?’ she called again and popped her head into his study. It was empty. She walked in and leaned against his desk, noticing a note.

Eudora, I’m having dinner with Robbins. There is miso soup and salad in the fridge.

Dad x

Her anger warred with guilt.

Was he going to chew Mr Robbins’s ear about suggesting she join Ixion?

Probably.

How embarrassing.

Irritated, she scrunched up the note in her hand and thumped to the kitchen.

She was hungry and angry, but when she wrenched open the refrigerator and saw the meal prepared there, her anger began to crumble.

The soup was still warm and had condensed in its container. The salad, filled with nasturtium flowers, beans, herbs and fried tofu, was artfully and lovingly made.

Her heart tightened.

She sank down onto the kitchen stool and cradled her head in her hands. She wanted to do something, she wanted to live for the cause her mother had died for, why couldn’t her father see that?

Late that night, after she’d eaten and showered, Dora reclined on the couch in the living room. Her dad wasn’t back yet, and although she was tired, she wouldn’t go to bed until he returned. It was the least she could do.

Dora munched on some salt roasted soy beans. Her eyes drifted from the television to fall on the pile of required reading given to her by Mr Kelsey. Just how she was going to read all that information over the weekend, let alone retain it, was a mystery to her. Mr Kelsey certainly was adamant she take her new position fully informed.

Idly she picked up the first book Human Purism in the Correctional System, by Joshua Mellow which sounded like a bundle of laughs.

Mr Kelsey and her personal lecturer—a guy called Rod—had flagged a number of chapters of required knowledge.

Ugh. She flicked to the first one. There was a handwritten note on the post-it flagging it. She recognised it as Rod’s handwriting. ‘Human Purism is a plague in the correctional system, learn to identify it and avoid inflaming it.’

She raised an eyebrow and began to read the text.

Human Purism is a concept that is derived from the belief that the human genome is sacred and under threat. Human purists believe that the inter-breeding between magical beings and pure humans is an abomination and a corruptive force on human genetics.

Concepts similar to human purism and indeed magical purism, have existed since time immemorial. However, with recent advances in genetics and cloning the interest in human purism is gathering momentum, particularly within the correctional services.

The correctional system may be viewed as a microcosm, a smaller, more contained model of what is occurring within the wider community.

Human society has long fought a battle of supremacy over the magical minorities—and continues to do so today. Traditionally, magical populations were kept largely separate from humanity, but in the last millennia a blending has begun to occur. With this increase, those opposing individuals following the human purism movement, have begun to take more desperate and violent measures to ensure that the blending of societies does not occur in either the biological, economic or social sense ...

Dora read on, and on, until her eyes burned with fatigue.

Just exactly how sheltered had she been in her life?

Of course, Dora had heard of human purists, sure, but she’d never encountered any—as far as she knew. She hesitated, wondering if her thought was exactly true. Maybe those stares, those narrowed eyes, the fact she was often ignored in shops, spoke of something more than just a revulsion of her musk?

Could she end up like Bear Gordon? Punished for her beliefs?

‘Eudora? Are you still awake?’

Dora jerked and twisted to see her father leaning against the door jamb.

She looked up at him. ‘Yeah, I have a bit of reading to do,’ she said gesturing to the books.

Her father squinted. ‘Remember you need your rest too,’ he grumbled. ‘I don’t want you wearing yourself out.’ There was that note of displeasure in his voice.

‘Dad ...’ she began, just as he was about to turn and go.

‘Yes?’ He turned, cascades of wrinkles deepening on his brow.

‘Did human purists ever cause any bother to you for marrying Mum?’ she asked.

For a moment, just a brief moment, a shadow flickered over his kind, old face.

‘No more so than they would give any other man for marrying a giantess, I suppose,’ he said. ‘I perhaps lost a few friends, the regard of some of my peers.’ He hesitated. ‘Once, when you were two, our letterbox was blown up, and they sprayed some rude words on the door.’ He laughed. ‘I got my old friend Fred Maxwell, to ward the house—and we’ve never had grief after that.’

‘Why haven’t you ever said this before?’ she asked. ‘I had no idea.’

She had no idea that their long-time family friend was a magician either. Her ignorance embarrassed her.

‘Darling, it wasn’t necessary for you to know. I wanted you to grow up as normally as possible.’ He sighed. ‘You didn’t need to know about human purist attacks on our family, what would that have done to you as a child? To know that some people hated your family so much?’

‘It would have made me angry,’ she said. ‘Like I’m angry now.’

Her dad extended his hands, ‘See, it’s best you don’t know about it, and stay away from the unpleasantness. Your mother died because of it.’

‘Dad, I’m a giant,’ she said. ‘Eventually something would have happened to ... to make me find out.’

‘Yes,’ he acknowledged, ‘but I had to try. Can’t you see why I don’t want you involved in this mess?’

Dora looked at him. ‘Yes, I do understand, and now I want you to understand something too. The fact that I’ve had my head in the sand about the welfare of people like me makes me angry and disappointed in myself. Dad, I didn’t even know Mr Maxwell was a magician!’

Her father coughed. ‘Why would you? Many MBs don’t make their skills so public these days. Freddie spent four months in prison for not paying magical gains tax. He rarely uses magic these days. Not with all the magical ion sensing devices and Magical Investigations Teams roaming about.’

Dora gave a frustrated snarl. ‘Agh! That’s exactly why I am getting involved now. This stuff shouldn’t be happening!’

‘But it is happening, Eudora, and people are getting hurt and killed over it. I don’t want you to become one of them.’

‘I won’t,’ she bit out, knowing she sounded ridiculously mulish. This conversation wasn’t going anywhere, and Dora had the unpleasant feeling it never would.

Finally, her father walked up to her and rested a hand on her shoulder. ‘Dora, darling. Please, I’m begging you. Don’t get involved.’

For a long moment, Dora just looked at him, a worn, sad old man.

‘I’ve made my decision, Dad. Good night.’ With a sigh, Dora shrugged off his hand, placed down the text book, and headed to bed.

At six thirty the next morning, Dora was woken by a hammering on the front door.

She lurched from her bed, staggering with vertigo. The door hammered again.

‘Who is it?’ she called, pulling on her tracksuit pants with a thunderous hop and jump.

‘Tom,’ the voice replied.

Dora’s heart sank as she sent an incredulous glance at her wall clock. ‘Have you any idea what time it is? And what time I got to bed last night?’ she grumbled as she stomped to the front door.

She hadn’t seen much of Tom since that night they’d gone to the movies, though he had called several times. He still wanted to date her, he’d said, but had said he was respecting her need for space.

This didn’t seem like respecting her need for space.

With an exaggerated sigh, Dora pulled the door open and ran a hand through her matted bed hair.

Tom stood with two takeaway coffees, dressed in what appeared to be gym clothes.

‘Uh, hi,’ he said, his eyes catching for a moment on the swell of her breasts, entirely unencumbered by a bra.

‘Hi,’ she replied and leaned down offering him a politely platonic kiss on the cheek. ‘What are you doing here?’ she asked, ‘at this time in the morning?’

Tom grinned. ‘Can I come in?’

‘Of course,’ Dora said, and moved aside to allow him entry.

The scent of freshly brewed coffee followed him, accompanying the perfume of his cologne and hair product. His appearance once would have excited her but now, it didn’t.

Dora cursed her fickle heart and glanced down to see her nipples making a fine show of themselves through the thin white of her pyjama tank top. She tightened her arms to cover them, but it was clear Tom had already noticed.

He quirked an eyebrow. ‘Is your dad still asleep?’ he asked looking about for signs of the elderly man.

A sweep of guilt made her cough. ‘Yes. Dad isn’t known for getting up at this hour ... it’s barely even light out there.’ She gestured to the window where the first rays of sun were peeking over the garden wall, casting glorious shadows over the paving.

They sat down at the table together. She studied him, it must have been cold in the house, because Tom shivered slightly.

‘Do you want the heater on?’ she asked, suddenly aware of the cool air caressing the exposed skin of her arms.

‘Er, yeah, please. Here,’ he said, pushing the coffee forward to her, ‘soy latte, for the vegetarian.’

‘I do eat dairy, you know,’ she said, ‘but, thank you.’ She accepted the coffee and stood to switch on the ducted heating system.

She sat down again and offered a smile as the gentle whir of the heating began to pump warm air through the house.

‘So, are you going to tell me why you’re here?’ she asked, sipping the strong, nutty coffee.

He grinned. ‘I wanted to see you. I know I said I’d give you space, but … Kelsey called me.’

Was it her imagination, or was there a flash of heat in his eyes?

‘Mr Kelsey called you?’ Dora asked awkwardly.

His expression softened. ‘I know, strange huh?’ Tom replied with a light laugh and sipped his own coffee. ‘I spoke to him yesterday. He’s asked me to train you in restraint techniques and self-defence. He said you were worried about it.’

Before she could respond, mental images of Tom manhandling her, throwing her onto the floor, held her momentarily speechless with alarm.

‘What? Really? You?’

For just a second, Tom’s brown eyes flickered over the tight peaks of her nipples again, before rushing back to her face.

‘I’ve been friends with Kelsey for ages, I owe him one,’ he replied easily.

‘And what do you know about self-defence?’

He bit his lower lip before answering. ‘Ah, don’t seem so surprised, Dor, I’ve been practising Jujitsu for twenty years.’

‘You have?’ she replied, clearing her throat. How much did she actually know about Tom? ‘Twenty years?’ That was a big part of his life that she had never asked about.

‘Yep, since I was ten, so I want you to eat your breakfast, drink your coffee, and I’m going to take you to my dojo, in about—’ He glanced at his watch, ‘—fifteen minutes, so hurry up, girl.’

Dora raised an eyebrow. ‘A dojo? Let me guess, you were a huge fan of the Karate Kid movies, weren’t you?’

A smile tugged Tom’s lips. ‘Just hurry up.’ He grinned and leaned back, sipping his coffee.

After Dora had eaten a breakfast of eight Weetbix and milk, two bananas and an apple, she quickly excused herself to get dressed.

‘I’ll just have a little shower,’ she said.

Although Tom claimed to like her musk, she didn’t think it fair to annihilate his olfactory nerves with both musk and sweat.

‘Ah, no you won’t, you can have one after we’ve done some training. I plan on making you sweat.’

An awkward hot blush roared up her throat, and she looked away. ‘Ok,’ she croaked and hurried to her room. She pulled off her pyjama pants, and pulled on a clean pair of undies and rummaged through her drawer to find her sports bra—a neglected orange contraption that she had worn once or twice when she’d thought jogging might be fun, and found herself mistaken.

As she squeezed her breasts into the bra and slipped on another fresh tank top, she took a glance in the mirror. Her cheeks were pink, and her hair a mess. Frantically, and perhaps redundantly, considering the activity she was about to partake in, she ran a brush through it and sprayed liberal deodorant under her armpits.

‘Are you making your clothes in there? Come on, I don’t have all day,’ Tom called.

Dora gave a squawk of alarm and pulled on some training pants. ‘Yes, I’m coming,’ she replied and scrawled a note on a piece of paper to leave for her dad when he woke up.





Chapter 13

Tom’s dojo happened to be in a granny flat at the back of his house. He owned a modest home in the suburb of Willagee, only ten minutes from Dora’s.

True to his horticultural background, the gardens surrounding the house were amazing, and Dora spent a good ten minutes cooing over some of the rarer specimens he’d managed to get growing.

‘Dor,’ he said impatiently. ‘We’re not here to talk botany.’

‘But look! Is that an Acacia auratiflora? How on earth did you get it growing here?

Does Mr Robbins know?’

With another impatient sigh, Tom grabbed her wrist and pulled her from the garden towards the front door.

Surprise shot through her, but she couldn’t tear her eyes from the magical garden. In a suburb where most gardens had browning front lawns and a sick looking palm tree or scraggly golden diosma bush, Tom’s garden was a veritable forest of planting areas organised by type of plant separated by winding thin paths.

‘I had no idea your garden was like this,’ she said softly, realising yet again, just how little she knew about the man she’d worked with for years.

‘Thanks.’ He smiled and unlocked the door, his left hand still tightly holding hers. ‘Come on through the back.’

Dora ducked her head and entered Tom’s house, it smelled masculine, but not quite like him. There wasn’t a great deal of furniture, or books, she noticed. In fact, in comparison to the riot of front garden it was rather Spartan and unappealing.

He opened a sliding door, and they walked through the back garden. This garden wasn’t as well tended as the front but had a small circle of lawn, surrounded by native grevillea bushes and wattle which were pretty enough. Through the bushes, she could see a smallish brick and tile building, just beyond the clothes line.

She walked quietly behind him and smoothed her hands down her top nervously.

‘Come on in,’ Tom called and unlocked another sliding door.

If his back garden wasn’t as impressive as his front garden, his dojo certainly was.

It was clear to even an untrained eye that Tom had made massive alterations to the room. He’d removed the ceiling, so the arched roof space provided ample room to swing staffs and weapons, and more importantly, Dora’s height. The floor was sprung bamboo, over which a blue wrestling mat lay. She turned around and inhaled. The dojo smelled earthy, perhaps even a little sweaty, but not too unpleasant. There were large unobscured windows showing the view of the back yard, and images of martial arts specialists and Tom’s awards hung on the walls.

‘Wow, I had no idea you liked Jujitsu this much,’ she said.

‘I love it,’ Tom replied simply.

There was an awkward silence for a moment, and Dora’s skin prickled.

‘I want you to do some stretches before we start. I’m not going to show you anything too taxing, but you’d better limber up.’

Dora coughed. ‘OK.’

Tom peeled off his hoodie so he stood in a tank top and tracksuit pants. Dora had never seen his biceps before, he’d always been clothed in work greens, and even though he wasn’t in the realms of Bear Gordon’s massive musculature, they were passable, for a human, she acknowledged grudgingly. Unlike Bear Gordon’s bulk, Tom’s muscles were lithe.

Her gaze panned across the stretch of his chest. She could clearly see the definition of firm pectoral muscles and toned abs. The sight of his body, instead of arousing her, reminded her forcefully of Gordon, semi-clad, doing push-ups. Her mouth dried, and she closed her eyes trying to drag herself back to reality.

‘Ah … Dor?’ he said. ‘Stretching.’

The blush returned. ‘Oops, sorry,’ she said, and then copied his stretches.

Arms first, legs, neck, feet and hands—the stretches alone wore her out. Her muscles screamed and protested with each one, reminding her how in the past few weeks, not gardening every day had already begun to stiffen her joints.

After stretching, Tom began so show her some of the restraint moves.

‘First, I’m going to teach you wrist control—how to capture wrists and move into other restraint positions.’

‘Ah, OK.’ Again, her cheeks fired up and she looked away.

Tom approached her, a step closer each time. Soon he was in front of her.

‘Your wrists,’ he said. ‘I’ll show you, then you do it to me.’

‘OK,’ she croaked, and she coughed to mask her increasing fluster.

With a surprisingly fast gesture, Dora found her wrist captured in Tom’s hot and alarmingly tight grasp.

She gasped. With another gesture, he twisted somehow, rotating her hand. Instinctively she tried to straighten her arm, but she couldn’t alleviate the pressure. Despite the height difference between them, Dora found herself being forced to the ground, where Tom held her, face down.

‘I yield,’ she gasped but was surprised to find that Tom didn’t immediately release her. Instead, he leant down, close to her ear.

‘It’s that easy,’ he whispered, and Dora felt a flare of fear, ‘to have total control over your victim.’

Goosebumps raced up her arm. ‘Ok, let me go now,’ she said.

Tom laughed abruptly and deposited a kiss on her ear.

In an instant, she found the pressure on her arm and wrist released, and she lurched onto her knees, only to find that Tom had captured her again, flipping her this time onto her back.

For a second she lay shaken, stunned and prone on the wrestling mat before Tom crawled over her.

He looked down at her, his lips curled, and his eyes dark with want.

Dora’s heart was now hammering in earnest. Confusion tore through her, sending her musk into overdrive.

Tom bent down low over her and kissed her. His mouth met hers hungrily. She could taste the remnant flavour of coffee in his mouth as his tongue invaded her.

Though Tom’s kissing skills were impressive, they could only summon a sluggish and reluctant response.

Dora tried to relax into the kiss, and Tom pressed himself down over her and pushed her legs apart.

Tom was here, wanting her, so why couldn’t she relax and enjoy him?

‘Dora,’ he moaned, and she could feel the hard ridge of an erection strain against the flimsy cloth of his tracksuit pants as he thrust experimentally between her legs. The friction between them burned. She felt a strangled sob rip up her throat.

This was what she had wanted for ages, wasn’t it?

‘No.’ The word escaped her lips unbidden.

She didn’t want this, with Tom. She wanted it with someone else, someone who was utterly unavailable.

Tom pulled away and lifted himself up over her to balance himself on his lovely sculpted arms. ‘Dora?’

There was no mistaking the ardour in his voice, or the excitement glittering in his eyes.

‘No,’ she said again, clamping down on the rebellious heat and lust that seemed to be warring with her brain. ‘We can’t do this.’

Something flashed over Tom’s face, confusion, embarrassment, annoyance, or perhaps all three. ‘Why?’ he asked. ‘We’ve been friends for years, and I really like you.’ He swallowed and Dora watched his Adam’s apple bob in his throat. ‘You want sex, I know you do. I can smell it.’

‘I do,’ she whispered, ashamed at the longing in her voice. ‘But I don’t want to do this—like this,’ she said, realising it was true. ‘I don’t want sex just to be a bizarre one off thing that ruins our friendship …’

It was the closest thing she could say to the truth without hurting his feelings. She couldn’t tell him she was falling in love with a condemned criminal. That every time she kissed Tom, she wished he was Bear Gordon—a man she felt a real connection with.

‘It won’t ruin our friendship,’ Tom argued, ‘I promise.’

Her body tingled as his erection nudged the juncture of her thighs. She wanted to believe it, she really wanted to believe that a crazy morning of sex would be the beginning of something wonderful with Tom—but somehow she knew it wouldn’t be.

For a long moment, Tom watched her as she battled with her conflicting desires and fears.

‘I’m sorry, Tom, I just can’t.’

Tom’s muscles bunched in his arms, and he smoothly stood. ‘OK,’ he said eventually offering her a hand to rise, and dropped the subject completely.

She was sorry for disappointing him, but not sorry she’d refused him.

After that Tom went through the motions of teaching her how to use arm bars, pressure points and wrist lock restraint techniques. An air of thinly veiled annoyance and frustration hovered over everything they did. Still, Dora proved to be a very quick learner. More than once, she found Tom at her mercy. Mr Kelsey had been right, her weight, height and strength were to her advantage, when she knew how to use them.

Once or twice during the lesson, Tom had let his guard slip and her true might came to light. Tom’s grip slipped from her sweaty wrist and Dora gripped him instead. Before she even knew what she was doing, she’d sent Tom flying into the mats with an almighty crash. For the first time, she began to see why in times past people had found giants a threat, a creature to fear, rather than the lumbering targets for humiliation they seemed to be today.

The revelation was thrilling.

‘Oh, Tom!’ she cried half laughing in delight, half genuinely shocked she’d thrown him so far. ‘Are you OK?’ She moved to his side as he stood up, dusting off his pants. His eyes narrowed at her.

‘Remind me never to let my guard down around you again,’ he wheezed.

They spent most of the weekend training and Dora genuinely appreciated Tom for spending his precious time teaching her, even when it clearly resulted in significant sexual frustration for him.

It was awkward when he swept her up into a hold, and brought her against him, she could feel his cock strain against her. Inevitably, Dora would pull away embarrassed. She was grateful to him, but not that grateful.

The following week days flew past in another blur of lectures and readings. Then, in the evenings she had no respite either, whisked to Tom’s dojo for more self-defence and restraint training.

On Friday evening it was the last training session before Dora left for Albany on her first job.

‘Dor,’ Tom gasped, as he flipped her onto her back. His face was close to hers, and she could smell the powerful tang of his sweat and deodorant as she lay prostrate beneath him. ‘You’re driving me crazy …’ He dipped his head and tried to kiss her.

Dora twisted her head away, embarrassed by his sudden lack of control. ‘Tom, no.’

He leaned down and pressed himself harder against her. ‘Please,’ he murmured, pressing his lips to hers again.

Damp perspiration stuck to her skin and Tom began to kiss down her jaw, following the line past her ear down her neck, to the low scoop of her décolletage.

‘You smell amazing,’ he groaned.

She struggled lamely beneath him. Her training throughout the week had told her she could shove him off her with little difficulty, but she waited, hoping he’d come to his senses.

‘Tom …’ she said, trying for reason. ‘I don’t think …’

He kissed her again, silencing her. This time it was sweeter, but still felt wrong.

Oh, how she wished it were Bear Gordon kissing her not Tom.

As this thought crashed through her brain, Dora found her tank top pulled down by Tom’s eager hand. Cool air met her bra-clad breast.

Dora’s eyes flew open and her musk flushed. ‘Oh.’ She startled as he captured her nipple through the stretched material of her sports bra.

The sensation ignited her and she arched up. ‘Oh,’ she groaned again, closing her eyes for a moment and pretending it was Bear suckling her not Tom. The thought made her squirm with need.

‘Please, Dor, I’m going crazy. I’ve been walking around with an erection and blue balls all week.’

The image of Bear kissing her breast shattered into the reality of Tom laving over her sodden sports bra. She shuddered. Opening her mouth to protest again, but found it smothered by his lips.

As he kissed her, Tom’s hand moved down over her belly and cupped her gently between the legs. Eudora gasped again as he fingered the hot damp cloth that covered her most intimate place. Reluctant need flared in her body and tied her tongue to silence. It had been so long since anyone had touched her there.

She whimpered, yet again fervently wishing it was Bear and not Tom doing the touching. He moved to her breast again, while his hand moved to the waist band of her tracksuit bottoms and slipped lazily inside. Dora’s body lurched as his fingers brushed the hair of her sex, and insinuated themselves towards her private heat. A soft, sad moan escaped her.

‘You want this …’ Tom growled as his lips moved to kiss her neck and his fingers began to move slickly, flittering around the sensitive flesh between her legs.

Lord, she did want this, just … not with Tom.

Panic broke over her.

‘No, I mean it, Tom,’ she cried, her words momentarily lost in his plundering mouth. ‘What?’ Tom pulled away, his eyes were glazed and his fingers still rested against her.

‘I … I … can’t. I … Just give me the time and space I need, Tom,’ she said feeling her cheeks burn. Maybe she’d get over this crush on Bear Gordon? Maybe with a bit of time, she could reignite the affection she’d once held for Tom.

It didn’t seem likely.

Before she’d had time to try and make amends, Tom’s hand left her pants abruptly, and he rolled away from her.

His face was difficult to read, his lips were tight but his eyes reflected confusion. ‘What the hell happened to you to make you such a prude?’ he snapped as he leaned back breathing heavily. ‘Shit, you have had sex before, haven’t you?’

Dora looked away. ‘Yes,’ she admitted, trying to hold his gaze.

‘Wasn’t he the lucky bastard then?’ Tom muttered and flicked a strand of hair from his face.

Dora felt her face fall. ‘No, you’re wrong about the lucky part, and right about the bastard.’

Tom’s face crumpled with a frown, and his eyes hardened. ‘I don’t think I want to know.’

‘No, I don’t suppose you do,’ Dora replied, disappointed by his lack of interest.

Tom sighed and sat up, the last rays of evening sunlight rained through the windows of his dojo. ‘How long am I going to be punished?’ he asked softly. ‘Because I like you, Dora. A lot. I don’t know what else I can say to convince you.’

For a long moment, Dora held his gaze. There was absolutely nothing Tom could say because it wasn’t Tom she wanted.

‘You can’t say anything,’ she admitted. ‘I just don’t want to lose what we have. Does that make sense?’

She was pathetic. She should just tell him the truth. She wanted Bear, not Tom.

Tom scoffed. ‘You’re not going to lose what we have, you’re just going to add some hot and thrilling sex to it.’

A smile tried to tug at Dora’s lip., ‘Look, let me do this job next week, then I’ll see. How does that sound?’

‘It sounds like another week of tight balls to me,’ Tom muttered.

The doubts hung unanswered in her mind. ‘Well, I’m sorry about that,’ she said.





Chapter 14

Bear sat in the interview room, awaiting his new transfer guard. Not his favourite way to spend a Sunday morning, but then again, in prison there was no favourite way anyway.

Anger bristled over him. He needed to move, he needed to speak, but none of those things had been allowed him.

The past weeks had been pure torture. It had been yet another with no communication and no exercise. He’d repeatedly asked for phone calls, but been denied on every occasion. In addition, he’d been marked as a greater flight risk coming up to his hearing, and so the suspension of his exercise had been continued indefinitely. As a result, his muscles were screaming with pent up energy. He needed air, not the recycled shit that fed the locked wards in maximum security.

Then there had been the dreams.

Sexy, beautiful, magical dreams.

The woman of his dreams now had a face, it seemed.

Ms Splat.

He didn’t even know her first name.

Pathetic.

Though he was embarrassed to admit it, Bear had found his every waking and sleeping moment tormented by his short acquaintance with Ms Splat. The enormous rooky prison guard had left him with quite an impression. The quiet, kind gestures she’d shown him during her week had touched him deeply. No-one in his time in prison had ever been so thoughtful, or concerned. He wanted to return the gesture. It was strange, but her mere presence had made him feel better. When she was around his heart felt lighter.

It was absurd. He reasoned, but her surprising appearance at Albany Regional had left him with an ache to get to know her more. It was more than sexual, though sexual attraction was definitely part of it. He wanted to know why a giant would become a prison guard and what had happened to her mother? Had she suffered similar inequalities because she was a giant, as he had for being a magician? Was she secretly a member of the UMC?

He had so many questions—and it was all but impossible to get them answered.

He may never see her again.

The thought was like a dagger twisting in his belly.

After this hearing, he may be imprisoned for life.

His grandmother would die alone in a nursing home, and he’d never get to explore what he felt for Ms Splat.

Unable to move, or do anything at all, Bear slumped at the stained melamine table in the interview room and ran his hands through his tangle of hair.

‘Bear?’ The door opened with a creak. It was Downwood.

Bear glanced up and saw Downwood sneering at him.

Downwood had been downright hostile the past week, for reasons Bear was yet to fathom.

‘What?’ he snarled, more than anything he wanted to pound that red, sneering face into the concrete and watch it bleed.

Downwood scowled in return. ‘Your new guard from Ixion is here to take you up to Casuarina Prison for the night. She’ll be handling your movements to and from your hearing as well.’

She?

Bear’s heart stuttered with surprise.

A shadow loomed behind the open door.

Bear ran his hands through his shoulder length hair again, suddenly feeling a little nervous.

It couldn’t be Ms Splat, could it?

How long did it take someone to become a prison transport guard?

Downwood moved aside, and the shadow moved forward and into the interview room.

Dressed in the blue uniform of Ixion Security, Bear’s guard stepped in.

Bear felt his heart hiccup in recognition. He stared, not quite able to believe what he saw.

Ms Splat’s shoulder length brown hair swayed with momentum as she turned to inspect him with her cheerful bright, wide set blue eyes. A smile quirked the corner of her lip. Bear’s gaze travelled down her neck to the swell of ample breasts beneath the fitted cloth of her shirt. Quite involuntarily a sharp spasm of desire roared straight to his groin.

Then he smelled it.

The scent that had haunted his dreams since her departure.

Rich, earthy, and slightly sweet, the most evocative scent in the world.

Bear’s nostrils flared, and he inhaled deeply the heady earthiness replacing the musty, stale air of the prison. His cock lurched underneath his prison orange.

Bear prided himself on his self-control, and to have a physical reaction like that to the smell and sight of someone was mortifying. He struggled for a moment to control himself. His hands clenched, and the magic suppression cuffs choked his wrists painfully.

For what seemed like an inordinate amount of time, Ms Splat observed him. Her intelligent blue eyes widened almost imperceptibly as if she had gauged his reaction.

‘Gordon,’ she said. ‘Nice to see you again.’

***

She meant it. She’d fantasised about this. Her heart spasmed wildly at the sight of the burly, angry prisoner. She hadn’t thought she’d get the chance to see him again, and yet here he was. In the same room as her once more.

She took a deep, steadying breath.

Bear Gordon was every bit as dangerously good looking as she remembered. Perhaps more so. It was as if he’d grown wilder, more rugged in her absence.

When she’d been told she and Sam were transporting Evander “Bear” Gordon, in a briefing that morning, her pulse had literally exploded and her body broke with a fresh wave of musk. She’d thought about him far more often than was appropriate for a prison guard. Actually, she was pretty sure that she could get arrested for thinking such things about a prisoner in her charge. It was all so wrong. She knew she shouldn’t fancy the big, dangerous magician the way she did. She should feel that way about Tom, not Bear. Yet, here she was completely unable to stem the excited tattoo of her heart at the mere sight of him. In addition, she sensed the air of menace in the room upon her entry dissipate. She watched the bunched muscles of his shoulders melt and relax and his hands fold on the table, his thick muscular wrists still captured by the cruel magic suppression cuffs.

A slight tremor of apprehensive excitement scooted up her spine as Bear returned her gaze, and held it steady with his dark hazel brown eyes. One of his high arched brows rose, and his full lips curled into a smile.

‘Ms Splat?’ he said and shook a tendril of wild, long brown hair from his face. ‘A pleasure to see you again.’

Her heart gave a pleased thump. ‘Correctional Officer Splat,’ she corrected and inclined her head to the badge resting above her breast.

His nostrils flared again and in the bright fluorescent light Dora saw his pupils dilate. ‘Officer? Well, congratulations,’ he replied. ‘That was quick.’

He sounded genuine, and Dora was about to offer a reciprocal smile when Downwood muttered something about needing fresh air.

She shot him an angry glare.

The old Dora would have been cowed by the veiled mockery.

Not now.

She’d left that weak and worried Eudora Splat weeks ago, there was no place for her in the correctional system. She was a prison officer and a secret member of the UMC. If Bear Gordon could survive his unfair treatment here, she certainly wouldn’t let someone like Downwood get under her skin.

‘Do you have a problem with something?’ she asked Downwood and leaned closer to him, crowding him with her size, and musk.

Downwood recoiled. ‘No, no.’

Dora turned back towards Bear, and his gaze met hers again. She could fall into that gaze and never come out. She took a strengthening breath and stepped towards him. At this proximity, she could smell his scent, male sweat and something else, perhaps his suppressed magic.

‘Gordon, you’re scheduled for lockdown in Casuarina at three this afternoon, we need to get moving. Let’s go,’ she said, finally remembering her purpose.

She turned and gestured to Downwood. ‘The paperwork is complete I gather?’ she asked remembering protocol.

‘Yes, Officer Splat,’ Downwood replied, looking away. ‘If you’d follow me to the loading dock, the Superintendent will oversee the loading of the prisoner into the van. You can’t trust Bear as far as you could throw him.’

Dora threw a glance to Gordon. ‘I think I could throw him,’ she replied coolly.

That slight smile tugged at Bear’s lips again. He stood, and Dora deliberately took her time to look him down from head to toe. His high-vis uniform stretched over his broad chest, the V-neck gaped a little and she saw a glimpse of the swarthy tanned skin of his chest, dusted with fine dark hair. He was perhaps about six feet eight inches, almost a whole foot shorter than she was—which still made him significantly larger than most men of her acquaintance. No wonder Mr Kelsey had wanted her on this job, a magician and nearly of giant proportions himself, if Evander “Bear” Gordon needed someone to protect him, it would have to be someone as big, and strong as her.

The thought made her stand a little taller.

When Mr Kelsey had briefed her on the transfer, he’d explained that this wasn’t an information gathering exercise. She had been told that Bear Gordon was one of the UMC big hitters, important and needed for his links to the Laotian Warlord Cain Dath. Kelsey had said that Bear had already been targeted by human purists, and it was her job to ensure that he arrived safely for his hearing.

That was all she needed to know.

‘Follow Officer Downwood, if you please, Mr Gordon,’ she said after a moment. Gordon’s eyes caught hers again, and something shifted beneath the deep hazel brown. She could see the magic suppression cuffs tighten around his wrists. The sight of the cruel things made her frown. Bear rose to his full height to tower over Downwood, and he took a few awkward short steps. He’d been given ankle cuffs as well.

Was that really necessary? She wondered, and her eyes landed on his derriere, firm and round beneath his pants. Her mind was torn from the lewd thoughts as Bear began to shuffle behind Downwood. Gordon wasn’t considered a violent inmate, though she knew from Jeffers he’d used illegal magic on several occasions.

‘The ankle cuffs, Downwood, are they necessary?’ she asked.

She saw Gordon stiffen at her question. ‘I asked the same question,’ he said.

‘Downwood?’ she asked again.

‘Yes, all inmates are shackled hand and foot for transport, I thought you’d know that, Officer,’ he retorted, then added, ‘He’s also used illegal magic in prison, which is why he has the suppression cuffs as well. Use of magic in a correctional facility is an offence.’

‘It was self-defence.’ Gordon’s voice was deep and angry. ‘If you lot had done your job, I wouldn’t have needed to if someone hadn’t let an attacker into my cell.’

‘Shut it, Gordon!’ Downwood barked, the sound so loud it hurt Dora’s sensitive ears.

So Gordon had previously been attacked and had used magic as self-defence. This was more information than Jeffers had given her.

Anger crept its way up Dora’s back, the thought of someone trying to harm Gordon while he was incarcerated and helpless made sweat prickle under her arms.

There was no way she was going to allow anything to happen to him on her watch. Though her affection and attraction were hopelessly misplaced, she liked him too much to let that happen.

Gordon’s slow shuffle made the walk towards the secure loading dock a slow one. The dock was essentially a cement, windowless building with heavily armoured roller doors, that they had to enter via a number of steep cement stairs.

Dora hated watching Gordon struggle with the ankle cuffs. As he attempted another step, he stumbled.

Dora caught him firmly by the arm before he fell. Electricity shot through her hand as her skin met the orange high-vis of his overalls and the warm hard muscle beneath. He gasped, whether at her touch or the near fall, she wasn’t sure.

He was heavy, but she was strong.

It took him just a second to regain his balance, he threw his head over his shoulder. ‘Thanks,’ he said.

‘My pleasure,’ she replied and really meant it. She felt unbelievably alive when she touched him.

She kept a hold on his arm as they completed the steps, more for her own sake than his, only releasing him when they reached the Ixion air-conditioned van to the left.

As her hand dropped from him, a peculiar sense of separation enveloped her.

What is the matter with me? She chided herself and looked towards the van.

There were two Ixion team members reclined against the van, and both instantly straightened as she approached.

Dora stared at them for a moment.

‘Where’s Sam gone?’ she asked and frowned. She’d travelled to Albany with Sam Bridgeman as he was supposed to be co-driving with her and Claver, one of the Albany staff.

‘Sam got sick, he’s with the nurse now. Mr Maher said he’ll get him the next flight to Perth,’ the taller of the two replied. ‘I’m Officer Rajid.’ He introduced himself. ‘Mr Maher said I have to take Sam’s place.’ He extended a dark hand towards her. ‘You already know Claver, don’t you?’

Dora’s eyes flittered between the two, she nodded. They’d met on her first trip, and he hadn’t left her with any notable impression.

Hmmm.

Slow suspicious unease coiled in her belly, and her hand moved to her pager.

Then she remembered.

Sam had mentioned he’d felt queasy on the flight down to Albany earlier that morning.

He’d said he’d got a little aeroplane sickness.

Shouldn’t he be recovered by now?

‘I’d better call Ixion HQ to check,’ she said after deliberating.

The Rajid frowned and glanced at his watch. ‘OK, but we’re going to be late,’ he said. ‘You do know we’ve got to get him to Lock Down at Casuarina Prison by three, don’t you?’ He sounded snotty and put-out, and looked over at Claver for support. Claver nodded.

Dora took a deep breath and studied Rajid’s ID-card. It was clipped to the breast pocket of his uniform and looked legitimate.

‘You’re sure Maher’s OK with this?’ she asked.

‘Yep, else I wouldn’t be here,’ Rajid said.

Dora paused. Sam had certainly looked peaky on their arrival. ‘OK, OK.’ She decided. ‘Let’s get going, I’ll call on the way up. I’m Officer Splat,’ she said and took his hand. ‘Nice to meet you.’

Then she saw it, the unmistakable look of revulsion. It crawled up Rajid’s face to his eyes. She knew her musk was bad, but Rajid’s prissy disgust at her proffered hand irritated rather than offended her.

Ignoring Rajid, she turned to the other Ixion guard. ‘Claver? You OK with the change in co-drivers?’

‘I am if you are.’ He seemed unconcerned.

It was Ixion standard procedure to have two drivers, and one officer in the hold with the prisoner. Kelsey had explained that because of her immunity to magic and her size, she would travel in the air-conditioned van with the prisoner, to ensure nothing untoward happened to him on the four-and-a-half hour drive north.

‘All right,’ she said and turned to Downwood. ‘Where is the Superintendent? We need to get on the road,’ she asked and glanced at her watch.

Rajid was right, if they were to get Gordon to Casuarina for three, they needed to leave immediately. Downwood looked around. ‘He’ll be here momentarily, so you can sign the transfer. We can get Bear locked in the van first,’ he said.

***

Bear awkwardly crawled into the rear of the van, which was difficult with ankle cuffs. Outside the van, he could overhear Officer Splat speaking to the Superintendent. The van was heavily armoured, and he could feel magical wards around it. He frowned, what magician worth his salt would help the government?

In his position with the UMC, Bear had worked with high profile members, but they’d not let him into much intel. Could Ixion be UMC run? He wasn’t sure. He knew the head of Ixion was Richard Kelsey, a known UMC heavy hitter, but hadn’t ever discovered whether his employees in the company shared his values. By the look of disgust Officer Rajid had given Officer Splat’s extended hand, he doubted it.

After a time, Officer Splat crawled into the van, and it was locked behind her. She settled herself on the bench seat opposite him. Her scent filling the space.

Bear inhaled deliberately, he could almost see the forest and wilderness her scent evoked.

Was she a UMC member? he wondered.

Officer Splat shuffled forward and clipped his leg cuffs to the railing beneath the bench. Chaining him in the vehicle.

‘Is that protocol?’ Bear asked, gesturing to the chains. His hopes of her being UMC related shrinking to nothing.

‘I certainly wouldn’t be doing it if it weren’t,’ she replied, her eyes catching his and holding them.

UMC or not, she was still a fine looking lady.

The familiar shot of attraction that always struck him when Splat was near, bolted through him again and Bear felt his chest tighten.

‘I suppose not,’ he said, twisting his hands in his lap. The magic suppression cuffs burnt his wrists. ‘Still, what would you do if this van fell off a bridge? Would you be able to unlock my legs from the vehicle in time for me to get out before drowning? Wouldn’t that negate your company’s insurance or something?’

He was being a pain in the arse, he knew. It was this kind of cheeky chatter that often got him into trouble. Perhaps it was the weeks in solitary confinement, but he needed to feel something other than frustration. If it took goading his rather lovely prison guard to get a laugh or two, then that was exactly what he’d do.

Officer Splat’s expression drew serious, though her eyes were sparkling. ‘I could break those chains using my pinkies, Mr Gordon. I wouldn’t need to find a key.’

Bear fell silent. Was she really that strong? The thought was exciting. It was rare he met anyone who could hold their own against him, yet here, he might have met his match.

‘Bear,’ he said after a moment, ‘Call me Bear.’

Her expression altered and softened, and she inclined her head just slightly, then spoke into the radio communicator that hung from her hip. ‘Prisoner secured, commence movement.’

‘Roger that,’ a voice crackled.

The van lurched into motion, and all Bear could do was lean back and enjoy the ride.





Chapter 15

Despite the wintry day, it was stifling in the van. Her size, combined with that of Bear Gordon, made the space between them shrink. Dora felt the first flickers of claustrophobia.

She shifted uncomfortably. Bear had leant his head back against the cool metal sides of the van, his eyes closed, as if in a moment of meditation.

She tried to take another deep breath but her body didn’t want to calm. She could feel his heat from across the small aisle that separated their seats. She felt drawn to him, and it was more than just physically. She wanted to break the silence between them, but it was wrong. All so wrong.

So why did it feel so right?

She focused on that thought, closed her own eyes for a moment to try and stem the flooding sense of claustrophobia and paranoia.

She felt the van come to a gentle halt. Traffic lights? Stop sign? T-intersection? Dora tried to distract herself with visualising their route from the prison. They’d probably skirt about the town of Albany, not wanting to risk delay. She glanced towards the Perspex window. The window allowed the drivers in the van’s front to view the prisoner.

The visor was down. Her brow furrowed, and Dora tried to remember what the protocol was for that. Wasn’t the visor meant to be up during transport, to ensure nothing untoward happened in the back of the van? She was almost certain it was.

Not wanting to seem paranoid, she refrained from picking up her radio and requesting it be opened.

There was a hum, and the air conditioning kicked in, sending a gust of chilly air from a vent somewhere behind her neck. Dora flinched.

‘So how did you get this gig? You must have been an impressive recruit to graduate to an officer so quickly.’ Bear’s voice drew her from her thoughts. Dora turned to find him studying her.

She was deeply flattered he even remembered her. Was it too much to hope that he felt the same way she did?

She cursed the silly thought. What did it matter if he did? They couldn’t possibly have a relationship anyway.

Bear leaned in and rested his elbows on his thighs and waited for her reply.

At this proximity Dora noticed a faint scar slicing through the lower left of his eyebrow. The fault, far from detracting from his attractiveness, seemed only to magnify it. He really was sexy as hell.

She licked her lips and wished she’d brought lip balm with her. She needed to be professional. Yet her heart was beating like a moth in a jar and her body was flushing with musk. She swallowed. ‘Uh, just lucky I guess.’

‘You’re modest too.’ He winked.

A soft laugh escaped her throat. ‘If you say so.’ She smiled.

He brought up his cuffed hands to push a strand of hair from his face. ‘We’ve got a long, quiet drive ahead, we might as well get to know each other.’ His words were suggestive.

Dora’s libido leapt into overdrive. She could see the definition of his muscular thighs through his overalls. Her heart leapt. Four hours of this and she’d be climbing the walls.

She bit her lip. ‘Any conversation we have will be overheard by my colleagues,’ she said and gestured to the CCTV and microphone on the ceiling of the van.

‘I’m used to my conversation’s being overheard,’ Bear replied, one side of his mouth curling with amusement.

Dora was pretty certain the things she’d like to say to Mr Gordon weren’t safe to be overheard.

The van turned a sharp corner.

Sweat trickled down her back, and Dora forced herself to look away from the beautiful man before her, but she could sense Bear’s gaze exploring her face. She could feel it like a feather touch, flittering across her cheek and past her ear and down her neck.

She shuddered despite herself.

‘I haven’t met many women like you before.’ Bear’s voice was smooth and deep, and goosebumps erupted down her arms.

Dora turned back, dissected beneath his gaze. Her heart thumped traitorously beneath her uniform and her cheeks prickled with heat.

‘I don’t suppose you would have,’ she said. ‘There aren’t many of us around.’

Bear stretched his fingers, and Dora noticed the saw-reddened skin around his wrists from the suppression cuffs.

‘Do they hurt?’ she asked.

‘Nah, I’m tough,’ he said and shrugged, but Dora couldn’t help the frown that drew deep lines on her brow. He was lying, she knew. She had an impulse to run her hand over the reddened skin to soothe it but stopped herself.

She twisted her hands in her lap.

‘So, how do you like your work?’ he asked. ‘You having fun doing … this?’

Dora felt a little laugh escape her again at his question. She could tell him that the only fun thing about the whole job was him, but she wouldn’t. She was a professional after all.

‘Uh, you’re asking very personal questions, Mr Gordon, and as you know, I am not at liberty to discuss personal matters with prisoners.’ The word felt dirty and wrong on her lips.

Bear gave a naughty smile. ‘I guess you won’t tell me if you’ve got a boyfriend then either?’

Dora felt herself flinch.

Oh dear.

She’d not allowed herself to think too much about Tom and their relationship on the trip down to Albany. He wasn’t her boyfriend. She knew that much. She just didn’t feel that spark.

But she had just then.

With Bear.

Last night before he said goodbye, Tom had kissed her and she’d felt nothing but empty.

Her knee brushed Bear’s and that electric spark jolted through her again.

That’s what she wanted. What she needed.

She cursed herself inwardly again.

Bear sighed. ‘Sorry, I guess I’ve just been starved of conversation … I’ve lost my manners. I am out of line again.’ He didn’t sound remotely apologetic.

The van stopped.

Dora’s eyes met Bear’s and his flashed with mischief.

Her hopes of him dropping conversation died.

The van lurched forward again and Dora attempted to plaster a look of disinterest on her face.

The silence and look didn’t seem to deter him. ‘Is he as tall as me, this boyfriend?’ Bear teased with a wink.

Dora’s lip twitched just slightly. ‘I thought you said you’re out of line asking these questions?’ she said, determined not to give in. ‘But you’re doing it again.’

Bear sighed dramatically. ‘I’m bad, aren’t I? For the record there aren’t many men as big and bad as me,’ he added with a smirk.

Dora fought a reluctant smile at that. There was a certain smugness about Bear that although slightly galling, was also terribly cute.

‘And you know what they say about big men,’ he added and winked.

Heat began to creep up her neck and her amusement turned to embarrassment.

The next thought was prompt and uncensored.

He has a very big dick.

Dora blushed immediately at the lewd memory.

Then they avalanched down, images of him showering, suds sluicing down the epic length of his cock.

Big dick. He’s got a big dick. It was as if her brain had decided to glitch on the words.

Did he know how she’d spent the better part of her evenings reading dull text books to exorcise the erotic images his naked body had brought forth? Did he know that late at night her hand found its way between her legs just thinking of him?

Now here he was, an arm’s length away, taunting her about his superb masculine form.

It was nearly too much to bear.

Perspiration began to bead on Dora’s lip as she fought the urge to look in the vicinity of his groin and reassess that magnificent part of the male anatomy.

With effort she made her gaze meet his. Bear was smiling broadly, clearly aware and amused by her struggle. She just hoped he didn’t have mind-reading capabilities as well as magic.

‘No,’ she croaked, trying to sound blasé. ‘What do they say about big men?’

Bear grinned at her, revealing sharp white teeth. ‘That we have, big ...’ he hesitated allowing the silence to stretch.

BIG DICKS! Some inner hysterical voice screamed in Dora’s head.

Bear licked his lips, suggestion ripe in the gesture. ‘Big hands, of course.’ He smiled and waggled his enormous hands in front of her.

For a second Dora was momentarily unable to say or do anything, only her eyebrows seemed to react and they lifted high on her forehead.

Bear laughed to himself, a dimple playing in his right cheek.

Let him laugh. Serves you right, get your mind out of the gutter.

She hesitated before speaking. ‘Well,’ she croaked eventually, ‘that’s fortunate for you … lovely.’

‘What did you think I was going to say?’ he asked, the smile so broad now, his dimple deepened.

There was nothing that Dora could say as an embarrassed blush roared up fresh on her cheeks. Instead, she looked away, preferring to say nothing instead. Her silence was met by another masculine throaty laugh.

You’re meant to guard him, not talk. Not fantasise about him either! She reminded herself.

What did Mr Kelsey say? Guard him well. We don’t need information from him. Keep conversation to a minimum. You never know where government spies have ears.

After a time, Bear’s expression grew serious again, and she missed the cheeky dimple when he laughed.

‘I saw how your colleague Rajid looked at you, does that happen often?’ he asked his voice softer this time.

Dora’s frown deepened. ‘I …’ she began not certain how to respond. Especially since her colleagues might be listening.

‘They look at me the same way, you know,’ he said. ‘They always have.’

Dora felt her breath catch in her throat.

‘We’re similar, you and I,’ he added and paused. ‘I’m locked away from society for just being a magician, and you are locked out just for being what you are … I just wish, really wish, we could have met somewhere else, anywhere but here.’ He gestured with his cuffed hands to the van around them.

Dora stared at him, unable to respond, but the sudden and sweet intense bolt of connection she felt towards him rocked her to her very core. Her throat instantly dried and she could see the deep, unwavering compassion in his eyes.

He felt it too.

The relief was exquisite.

She’d finally found a man who understood her.

A man she felt connected to.

A man she was deeply attracted to.

Here. In this prison van.

Heading towards a trial he could never win.

And she could never have him.

Dora’s relief seeped away and reality replaced it with its icy grip.

Bear coughed and grimaced. ‘I shouldn’t have said anything. I don’t know why I did … That was out of line … again’

Colour dusted the burnished tan of his cheek bones.

‘No, no, it’s fine,’ she stammered and bit her lip. ‘I know exactly what you mean.’

She could feel his heavy gaze linger on her mouth.

‘You do?’ he breathed.

The moment stretched long.

‘I do,’ she whispered, her body breaking with awareness at his proximity.

Oh Lord.

Stop it! She chided herself, this was not the place or time to be feeling a connection with anybody, let alone the prisoner whose care was in her hands.

The silence lengthened, and she was half grateful for it. Silence was her only defence against the heady maelstrom of emotions she was feeling over a man who she could never have.

The van turned again and lurched into motion once more.

Dora took a sharp glance at her watch. It read 11.22am, they’d been on the road well over an hour. They had a scheduled ablution break at the two and a half hour mark, and technically should be well onto South Western Highway by now. She wanted to look outside.

The van stopped again and Dora wished she’d paid more attention to the map Kelsey had shown her. She couldn’t remember seeing this many turns and stops on the route from Albany. Perhaps Rajid had plotted a different route to Casuarina Prison?

That was definitely against protocol.

A cold tentacle of anxiety began to curl its way around Dora’s belly, sending a cloak of gooseflesh prickling down her arms.

‘What is the matter?’ Bear asked, all teasing joviality gone from his deep rumbling voice.

‘Shh,’ Dora said. She could hear through the metal dividing the cabin from the prison holding area voices raised. A door slammed.

It wasn’t the two and a half hour designated stop.

Her hand flew to her hand radio. ‘Officer Claver, do you copy?’

There was some interference on the radio, but no response. Anxiety pinched her

belly. ‘Officer Claver, Rajid, do you copy?’

Another door slammed from the front cab of the vehicle.

‘Did you recognise the driver and supporting transport officer? Or was it the first time you’d met them?’ Bear’s voice was casual and broke through her thoughts.

She remembered her initial confusion at seeing the different driver in the loading bay earlier in the morning. She’d expected it to be Sam. Still, could she have done anything differently? Should she have telephoned Mr Kelsey to clarify the change?

‘Did you?’ Bear pressed.

‘No, not Rajid,’ she replied holding his gaze just a moment before speaking into the radio again. ‘Officer Claver, respond immediately. This stop is not authorised in the itinerary. Respond, over.’ She waited but heard only crackling static. ‘Claver, all changes in itinerary must be authorised by Mr Kelsey. Over.’

There was nothing but more static. Through the metal of the van Dora could plainly hear their voices. She could discern Rajid’s higher Indian accent, and Claver’s lower Australian drawl, and a strange hissing.

She heard keys in the lock of the van.

Dora abandoned the radio, and it clattered to the floor as she lurched for her smart phone in the lower pocket of her Ixion cargo pants. She pulled it out and began to scroll through the contacts for Mr Kelsey. Her concern was boiling over into panic now. Something was wrong. Very wrong. No Ixion team member would ignore radio contact from the officer chaperoning a prisoner.

Prisoner transport was Ixion’s legitimate business front. They had a reputation to uphold and maintain. This stuff-up would mean a great deal to the company.

Was it just a stuff-up? Or was it something else?

Was Bear in danger?

Her mind whirled as her big fingers fumbled on the small touch screen. Who was opening the door? Why?

‘Unchain my legs,’ Bear said his voice low and urgent.

Dora’s finger lingered over the call button. Bear’s face had lost its smugness and justly so.

He was a UMC member so she had nothing to fear from him. She was on his side after all, even if he didn’t know it … but ... what about protocol? Perhaps they’d stopped because her radio was broken? Perhaps this stop was simply to check on her because they couldn’t get through on the radio? What would they do if they found him unchained?

They could have opened the visor, she realised.

They weren’t checking on her, she knew it with sudden and chilling clarity.

‘My chains!’ Bear growled. The door was opening.

Knowing she could be risking everything, Dora dropped her phone onto her lap, and leant down, not bothering to take the keys from her pocket and broke the chains apart with a strong tug.

‘Get out of the van!’ a voice yelled. Dora jerked up her head twisting towards the door way. Rajid was there, and Claver, both with weapons directed straight at them.

‘What is going on?’ Dora cried, instinctively raising her hands in the air. Bear did the same. ‘What are you doing?’

‘Get out of the van now,’ Claver repeated, and as if to warn her, he shot a hole in the ceiling of the van, shattering the fluorescent globe.

The smell of neon filled the space, and Dora needed no further urging.

‘OK, OK,’ she said and crab crawled awkwardly out of the low space, her phone clattering to the floor.

As Dora stepped out of the van, she saw Bear lurch to grab the phone, but Claver knocked his hands away with a sweep of his gun. ‘Nuh-uh!’ he snarled. ‘Out, Gordon.’

Dora winced as blood flooded from a crack in Bear’s knuckles.

A fine prison officer I make, she thought bitterly.

She looked around, but they were in a forest, tall karri trees soared above them and the smell of wet undergrowth and foliage was heavy in the still, cold air. The road beneath her was orange gravel, how had she not heard the difference earlier? Where were they? She cursed herself.

‘Who are you people?’ Bear growled as he moved out into the open, he didn’t look at her once.

‘We’re here to dispose of you,’ Rajid sneered. ‘Your type have sullied our country long enough.’

‘Ah. Purists.’ Bear sighed shaking his head. He stole a glance at Dora who held his eyes as her stomach plummeted.

‘Purists, ridding the world of your filth ...’ Claver added.

Dora returned her gaze to her supposed colleagues and searched for the third hissing she’d heard, but saw nothing.

Was this some horrible practical joke?

She stared at the gun, it twinkled like an evil jewel in the dappled light of the Southern forest.

It was no joke.

‘You really don’t need to do this,’ Bear said, after a moment. His voice didn’t exactly exude calm but wasn’t menacing either. ‘The Corrections department will do it for you, I’m heading for a hearing and trial that I’ll never win. You don’t need to do this. I’m destined to rot in prison.’

Dora’s stomach contracted at his words. Is that what he really believed would happen? Would it happen like that? Would the human correctional system chew up this strong, vital man and let him rot for the rest of his life?

It seemed utterly wrong.

‘Shit you will,’ Rajid snapped. ‘The UMC is planning to get you out, we all know it. Look at the freak that’s guarding you! You can’t tell me she’s not part of some elaborate UMC escape plan? Well, it’s not going to happen. We want you to die. My human taxes aren’t going to pay for your prison upkeep or your expensive trial, it’s bad enough they pay your wages, bitch.’

Dora flinched, but outrage quickly took over. ‘The government don’t pay my wages.’ She heard herself say. ‘The company I work for pay my wage.’

The men both snorted.

‘You really are a giant idiot, aren’t you? The government pays your company.’ His mockery was mirthless. ‘Clearly, you know nothing about your company anyway …’ He grinned. ‘You couldn’t even tell the difference between your real colleagues and a fake. You deserve to die with the magician simply for your stupidity.’

At that moment she wanted to. It was true. She hadn’t known the difference between a real Ixion employee and a fake. Of course, she’d sensed something was wrong but hadn’t acted on it. She didn’t know. Part of her absurdly wanted to explain that she’d only just started working for Ixion. She didn’t though. She took his verbal blows with as much stoicism as she could.

‘Enough,’ Rajid barked. ‘Shoot them both, two less magical scum to worry about.’

Claver nodded.

***

Bear watched the proceedings with a sense of detachment. He wanted to do something, but he was shackled with magic suppression cuffs.

Frustration boiled up through his body. He couldn’t protect himself, and he couldn’t protect her.

Officer Splat looked defeated already. Her large shoulders were slumped, and her taser was completely ignored at her waist belt.

She was new to the job, and plainly at a loss.

We need to move! he inwardly called.

If she didn’t do something soon, he’d have to try, and his options were extremely limited and destined for failure.

As if she’d heard his mental cry Officer Splat moved. She spun around with her arm extended and knocked Officer Rajid flat on his back with a blow as brutal as it was fast.

Rajid’s hat fell from his dark hair, and his eyes widened in surprise as he landed hard against the orange bauxite gravel. With another swift and surprising gesture, Officer Splat gave a hefty kick to the hand that held the gun.

It must have been quite a kick because the gun was released instantly and it skittered underneath the van as Rajid screamed and gripped his wounded hand.

Officer Claver’s eyes widened in surprise and he turned his weapon on her.

‘You’re going to die for that, giant bitch,’ he snarled, his fleshy lips curling.

Bear’s teeth involuntarily gritted with concern. There was no way Officer Splat could take out this guy, this time his gun was aimed and loaded, and he was ready. Yet, seemingly as fearless as an enraged lion, Officer Splat roared into life, quite literally. Her bestial cry echoed in the forest, and Bear froze instantly. He had enough sense to turn in time to see Officer Splat—still screaming her warrior cry—swing at Claver. Her hair flew in her face, contorted as it was in a feral snarl. She’d seemingly grown larger, fiercer. Bear’s breath caught in his throat. With a forceful whirl and a swing, Claver’s weapon flew into the forest, sending Claver himself careering onto the bauxite gravel.

‘Get into the van!’ Officer Splat snarled, and Bear felt her large hands push his back urging him on.

He didn’t disobey her, hell, she looked like she’d probably eat him if he tried.

He staggered towards the van but as he approached the cab, he heard the strange sibilant sound, it rattled and shifted oddly in his hearing.

He paused.

‘Get in the van, damn you!’ Officer Splat snarled as she rushed up behind him.

‘Wait!’ Bear cried and peered through the open door into the empty cab.

It wasn’t empty. Not by a long shot.

‘Turn around and run.’ His voice ripped up his throat like an explosion.

Officer Splat’s face contorted with surprise.

He heard Claver snort, and Rajid begin to laugh.

‘Run, into the bush. Now!’ Bear cried.

For just a moment Officer Splat hesitated, clearly not certain whether to follow his order.

‘Come on!’ Bear growled and headed at a stagger towards the forest.

Without turning to look, Bear heard Splat’s heavy footfall join behind him, but more than that he could hear the human purists regain composure as they jumped, stumbled and otherwise made shambling progress way into a deeper part of the forest.

As they ran on, the purists curses grew quieter, although he could still hear the rough panting of their breath. They weren’t far away. Bear looked back, Officer Splat had extracted her taser, though it wouldn’t do any good at this distance, and she was following him doggedly, casting wild glances over her own shoulder.

‘What was in the van?’ she gasped, her eyes wild.

Before he could answer, Claver’s voice interrupted him.

‘Stop right there!’

Bear darted behind the trunk of a wide karri tree. He craned his head around the wet grey bark, and saw Officer Splat freeze then turn very slowly, her taser still in hand.

Claver looked maniacal. The zealot’s gleam in his eyes burned feverishly and snot sluiced down from his nostrils. He held his gun with his left hand, the right hanging limply and brokenly by his side. Bear darted back behind the tree, trying to think of something, anything, that might save the prison officer’s life.

The gun exploded, deafeningly loud.

Bang! Bang!

Again.

He heard a murmured curse, and then the great cracking of splintering wood, the rushing of air through leaves, an agonised scream, then a moment of silence.

Bear strained his ears to hear heavy breathing, and a bird whistled pleasantly in the distance.

What the hell? Was Officer Splat shot? What had just happened?

Bear looked down at the magic suppression cuffs and cursed.

The quiet made the temptation to look unbearable. Cautiously, he craned his neck once more around the trunk of his tree, and the scene that met his eyes belied belief. Officer Splat was not only unharmed but had torn a young tree from its roots and evidently clobbered Claver with it.

The man was sprawled on the wet leafy ground, the trunk of the tree flat across his chest, out for the count.

Officer Splat stared down at the man. Her shoulder’s heaving. As if she sensed his presence, she turned. Her electric blue eyes met his and held them for a long, dazzling second. Then, unexpectedly, her wide, generous mouth tilted at the corners, and a delighted, cheeky smile appeared.

Bear felt his heart stutter to a halt.

I really like this girl.





Chapter 16

Dora had never felt so exhilarated in her entire life. She found herself grinning stupidly at Bear Gordon. Claver’s shots had gone wide and missed her by miles. The tree had been a spur of the moment thing.

If she’d known it was that much fun to pull out a tree and hit someone with it, she’d have done it before.

‘Come on,’ she said with a cough, wiping her grin from her face, ‘we’ve got to get out of here. Rajid will no doubt be radioing for help.’

Bear stared at her a moment longer, his dark hazel eyes wide and curious.

He didn’t move.

‘Gordon, move,’ she repeated and stepped towards him.

‘Bear, call me Bear.’

‘Bear, move,’ she said and then paused. ‘Or do I need to hit you with a tree too?’

Bear’s scarred eyebrow rose, and his own lips curled with a smile. ‘Ah, no, that won’t be necessary,’ he replied and turned.

As he turned, Dora smiled again. ‘Then let’s go.’

‘Yes, ma’am,’ he said and obligingly made his way deeper into the forest.

She allowed Bear to set the pace as his mobility was limited and balance awry with the suppression cuffs on his wrists.

The forest grew thicker as they travelled.

Officer Splat 1, human purists 0!

She mentally high-fived herself.

Thank you, Tom Roswick, for self-defence training!

Dora was so deep in self-congratulations that she didn’t notice Bear stop until she walked straight into him. Involuntarily, her arms curled around a firm large masculine weight as she staggered to right herself.

The collision had her momentarily startled.

She reeled back, all too aware her hands had just been wrapped about the man.

‘Gosh, sorry.’ She gasped and her cheeks burned. She flinched and staggered awkwardly into a patch of bracken fern.

‘Don’t be,’ he whispered and turned, his lips curling with amusement at her clumsiness. Dora’s heart hammered, and she felt like she ought to say something.

Something clever maybe, or something that suggested she had an idea of what to do next.

Then his lips met hers in a crush.

Confusion followed by blinding desire exploded between them.

‘I’ve wanted to do that since I first set eyes on you,’ he groaned.

Her heart smashed against her chest and her belly ignited with heat.

‘Really?’ she gasped and kissed him back.

‘Really.’

His tongue forced its way into her mouth, plundering and tasting. She moaned into his mouth, kissing him back ferociously and wrapped her arms around him to press herself closer to his impossible warmth.

This was crazy. She should stop it. They were in danger.

Danger only made it all the more exciting.

His kissing was too good, the taste of him so sweet, she could no more stop kissing him than she could stop her heart from beating.

She felt his hands confined by the brutal suppression cuffs press against her lower body and she ground herself against him.

‘Oh, I hate these,’ she gasped, pulling away, suddenly desperate to feel those hands roam free.

‘I know,’ he grated and kissed her again.

Dora’s body screamed with want and frustration as she kissed him back—but kissing wasn’t enough. Her hands took on a life of their own and explored the heavily muscled contours of his back. They slid lower over the rough, orange fabric and gripped his buttocks, hard and firm.

‘Splat …’ he growled into her mouth. ‘This isn’t the place …’

‘Dora, call me Dora,’ she moaned back, ignoring his suggestion.

‘Dora, we …’ he started.

‘I want you,’ she finished for him. ‘So badly.’ The drama of the day had made her daring, and she didn’t care. Beyond the crush of his captured hands, Dora felt an impressive erection burgeon against her thigh.

It was too much. Carelessly, she shoved him and sent him careering back into the soft damp bracken.

‘Oomph,’ he gasped, winded, but Dora paid no attention.

She moved over him, her hands blindingly seeking the press studs of his overalls to pop each one. She’d wanted to do that ever since she’d met him.

Dora’s breath caught in her throat as she peeled back the fabric to reveal his taut, muscular chest and its fine dusting of hair. Unthinkingly, she leant and kissed it. Her tongue danced over the undulations of his musculature, tasting damp salt from their mad chase through the forest. She made her way lower past his belly button to the enticing trail of hair that lead into his unflattering beige prison jocks.

She gasped, and kissed the fabric of his underwear, she could feel the heat of his cock rage through the poly-cotton blend.

He moaned and his cock lurched towards her. Without waiting, she pulled them down to reveal what she’d so crudely fantasised about.

His cock was ruddy with need, and moisture glistened at its reddened bulbous head. She’d thought it impressive when slack, but hard and ready, it was something else altogether.

‘Get your pants off,’ Bear growled and Dora reluctantly drew her eyes from his maleness to his face. His eyes were wild and hungry. He’d been in prison a long time, and the blatant want in his eyes ignited another furious flare of passion between her legs.

Some wise and sensible part of her was telling her that they didn’t have time for this, but every other fibre of her being was telling her to pull down her pants and press herself down on that impressive length until she came.

She felt the icy breeze on her derriere before she realised her hands had already done their job, and pushed her cargo pants and underpants down to her knees.

Bear moaned at the sight of her. ‘Hurry.’

She didn’t need prompting, she stepped up over him, a foot on either side of hips and sank down into a squat above him. She could feel her sex swell with excitement as she reached down and angled the heavy weight of his cock towards her entrance. His hard flesh touched the sensitive softness of her opening, and the heat of it seared her delicate tissues. She bit back a sob of pure need and lowered herself slowly to her knees.

She’d never done anything like this before, and it was thrilling.

As the bunched fabric of her trousers and underwear pulled tight across him, the thick head of Bear’s manhood breached the swollen, wet lips of her most intimate part. She cried out at the large brutish intrusion, he was so big that every fibre in her body stretched to accommodate his girth.

She heard Bear swear under his breath, and her stomach clenched with desire again. She looked between her parted thighs at the thick ridge of his dick, and then looked towards his face. His eyes were locked on her and as she held his gaze she forced her bottom lower, taking more of him into her channel.

This was nothing like the pathetic tumble she’d shared with Troy, not by a long shot.

Her womanhood stretched, and the sensation was a torrid confusion of discomfort and pleasure.

‘Hurry,’ Bear grated again, ‘all of it.’ His cuffed hands gripped one of her thighs, trying to pull her down fully on his cock. ‘I need this,’ he cried softly.

His cry caused a jolt of pleasure deep in her core and she slammed herself down hard on his erection, taking him deep to the hilt.

Dora cried out in shock and excitement, and although she needed time to acclimatise to his massive intrusion, he began to buck beneath her, forcing himself deep up inside her.

The pleasure was lavish and potent, Dora found herself rocking and grinding as he thrust upward, as far as her body would allow.

The jolts of pleasure were coming more frequently now, her musk flushed, and she clenched the walls of her sex around him, squeezing and milking the magnificent girth of him.

Time became meaningless as Bear pumped into her. She had never known sex could be so blindingly amazing. The sensual bliss of being joined with the man beneath her morphed from erratic sparks of pleasure to waves of heady ecstasy. She ground down, trying to take more of him into her, it was impossible. Her soaked lips sucked and dragged against his hilt and she cried out as the pressure built deep in her womb. She pushed down hard against him, taking him finally so deep inside, she couldn’t hold it any longer. Her body broke with sweet agony and the shockwaves of her orgasm made her collapse, juddering on his chest.

Bear cursed and thrust up into her three more times. Each thrust sent a firework of dissipating pleasure through her lusciously tortured sex. Then he came.

Bear roared and bucked like a mad thing as his release erupted. Dora felt the hot stream of his semen pour into her, hurling her body into a second furious orgasm. ‘Oh, Bear,’ she cried. ‘Oh my God.’

‘Dora,’ he moaned.

Silence fell in the forest, interrupted only by the twin drumming of their hearts.

Dora wasn’t quite sure how long they remained like that when her knees finally gave a protesting ache of discomfort, reminding her of her awkward position on top.

She raised her head and stared at Bear who lay quietly beneath her, his chest rising and falling in rapid breaths.

‘Uh …’ she said, her cheeks beginning to flush.

‘That was incredible,’ he said. His eyes held hers. He shook his head. ‘Don’t go getting embarrassed, because, Dora, that was the best sex I’ve had in my life.’





Chapter 17

He meant it.

He’d never been taken so completely by a woman before. It had been almost spiritual. He felt his cock slip from her warm embrace as she moved to stand. She was blushing, though she really shouldn’t be. His come leaked from the dark tangle of hair between her legs and dribbled down her thigh.

Fuck. He’d never seen anything more erotic.

He watched her run her hand up her thigh and collect the pearly fluid in her hand. Her sparkling blue eyes studied it and the faintest of smiles curled the corner of her mouth.

‘I don’t know what has gotten into me, I’m not usually like this,’ she said and wiped her hand on some fern fronds before pulling up her pants and buttoning them.

‘Well don’t change, I like it,’ he said. ‘I like it a lot.’

‘Hmmm,’ she said and knelt down before him. He followed her gaze to his semi-hard cock, it glistened in the dappled forest light with a blend of their pleasure.

‘I liked it a lot too,’ she admitted, her voice soft.

She helped him dress then, methodically pressing the studs of his overalls closed before helping him stand.

I really, really, like this girl.

Her hands dusted his jaw bone in the slightest caress before she spoke again. ‘We need to get going though …’ she said. ‘I … don’t know how long we—’

‘Not long,’ he said ruefully. ‘Next time will be much longer, promise.’

Her eyes met his, and glinted with something he hoped was anticipation, but could equally have been amusement.

‘I’ll hold you to that,’ she said. ‘Come on, let’s go.’

***

Dora’s mind was a crazy whirr of thoughts as they tromped through the forest. She could feel where he’d been between her legs, it was wet, sticky and still tingled with the memory of his gorgeous dick.

Good Lord. Who was this woman? What on earth had possessed her to do that?

Yet she couldn’t regret it. Not one bit.

It was marvellous.

The only trouble was, it was hard to focus on what they should be doing now, rather than dissecting every lewd memory of their feverish sexual encounter.

Dora tried to focus again, pushing aside thoughts of his glorious body melding with hers and thinking about where they should be headed.

Civilisation, we should head to civilisation, she decided.

The forest was very quiet and their footfall was loud, yet she couldn’t hear anything that sounded like Rajid and Claver, which was a relief.

‘Do you know where we are going?’ Bear asked after a while.

Dora inhaled.

Frankly, she had no idea.

They’d been walking for at least forty minutes and had made good time downhill.

She looked around the greens, greys and browns of the forest nearly dazzling her with dripping droplets of fallen rain.

A small flowing creek burbled just beyond the bracken.

There was no point in lying. They could be anywhere.

‘No,’ she said. ‘We’d have had a better chance in the van.’ She stared at him pointedly. ‘What did you see in there? Why couldn’t we take it?’

Bear shook his head. ‘We couldn’t use the van, trust me,’ he said eventually. ‘It was something bad, I only got a glance but it was enough.’

Dora frowned. ‘OK well, I’m not familiar with this area at all. You?’

Bear gnawed on his lower lip and looked around rubbing his nose with his cuffed hands.

The forest, although rich with vegetation was surprisingly void of any visible fauna. A few birds chimed and whistled, and occasionally there was a rustle in the bushes—but otherwise, there was nothing.

Not a road, not a track, not a thing.

Dora watched him carefully.

‘Not really.’ He smiled at her, and her belly swooped.

What must he think of me?

‘I … I don’t usually behave like … that,’ she said quickly.

‘Really? That’s a shame because I’d like you to do that again,’ he replied and winked.

Heat burned up Dora’s throat, and her abdomen clenched with want again. She had to change the subject. ‘So, do you have any idea where we might be?’

Bear shrugged, the cute smile still resting at the edges of his mouth. ‘I suppose we must be in state forest somewhere between Albany and Manjimup.’

Right, she thought. ‘And where the hell is Manjimup?’

Bear laughed at her ignorance. ‘It’s a country town in the south west …’ He paused and looked around. ‘Let’s take a break. We can have a drink and a wash in the stream. We can regroup after. I’m hot and thirsty.’

Dora fought the blush. ‘OK,’ she said.

Nearby, a creek was flowing with clear water that burbled softly. She watched Bear shuffle through more bracken and reeds before he squatted down beside the creek edge and leaned down. Bear’s broad back bent low, and he cupped his hands together to drink.

Her mouth went dry and her heart beat a little faster.

Ignoring hungry pangs of attraction, she moved a little further down the creek for some privacy, drank and washed herself with the icy water.

Instead of having sticky wet pants, now she just had cold, wet pants.

She sighed and moved back towards him.

Bear was struggling to button his overalls again. She hated to see him struggle, so she deftly did them for him. Her hands fell away from him as he gently leaned forward and kissed her cheek.

Warmth blossomed between them, and she returned the gesture, gently kissing his. It was strangely surreal.

We’re lost. In the bush, without a car, Human Purists are chasing us … and I just fucked a wanted felon.

‘Thanks,’ he said.

Dora looked at him quizzically.

‘For what?’ she snorted. ‘I’ve made a complete mess of your transfer. I’ve also taken advantage of a prisoner in my care. Really, you should not be thanking me.’ A few water droplets fell from the canopy above and Dora wiped them away. ‘Aside from the illegal mind-blowing sex, this really is a total disaster.’

Bear’s eyes lingered on her lips before he spoke. ‘Not a total disaster, you saved me,’ he said simply, ‘You didn’t have to. Most prison guards would probably have let those purists get me. I’m a magician, a known member of the UMC. You’ve compromised your job helping me escape.’

Dora stared at him long and hard. ‘I haven’t let you escape,’ she said without thinking. ‘You’re still with me—’ She paused, ‘—and you should know you’re not alone, I am a friend of the UMC too, so there is no way I’d let anyone harm you.’

‘You’re with the UMC?’ The relief was visible on his face. ‘Well, huh, I guess it makes sense,’ he added. ‘Did they let you know what the plan was?’

Dora shook her head. ‘I just do as I’m told, and I was told to deliver you safely to Casuarina.’ She winced, the shame burning her cheeks. ‘Failed that, didn’t I?’

Bear snorted. ‘That’s not your fault.’

Dora shook her head. ‘It doesn’t matter now, but we do need to get you somewhere safe, and fast … If you think we’re closer to Manjimup than Albany, we should head in that direction. We’ll be able to call for help from there surely. Mr Kelsey will know what to do,’ Dora said, much more decisively than she felt.

She looked at Bear for agreement, water from the wet droplets that had fallen from the surrounding foliage sparkled like diamonds in his hair, and he carelessly flicked it from his view. His brow furrowed for a moment as he pondered her idea. Eventually, he shook his head.

‘No, I think that would be too obvious. The purists will have allies around, that’s one thing we can be certain of. I think we should head to Pemberton instead. I have a friend there who I’m sure will help us get back to the UMC in Perth.’

Now it was Dora’s turn to frown. ‘But how on earth do we get to Pemberton? It’s not even very likely that we would find our way to Manjimup, let alone Pemberton. We can’t even be certain we are where you think we are. We could be anywhere in the south west. We don’t even know if Rajid took us on the planned route,’ Dora added tightly. She knew they could be lost for days in the bush before they hit a farm or some other form of civilisation.

Her mind flew to her dad and guilt swept through her.

He would be so worried.

‘You’re totally right,’ Bear agreed quickly. ‘You’ve got to take these suppression cuffs off. Without these, I could use a spell ...’

Dora felt her eyes drawn down to the bands tightly clipped around his wrists. The skin beneath them was red and raw from rubbing.

In the cool light of the forest they seemed even more barbarous than before, but …

Impossible.

She shook her head. ‘I don’t have a key, and I know that it’s a bad idea to break them.’

Bear frowned yet again, deep ridges forming on his brow. ‘Of course you can break them.’ He stepped closer to her, thrusting his wrists before her. ‘It will be piss easy, you’re strong enough.’

Dora felt her head shake. ‘No, I mean, yes, I am strong enough … but couldn’t it kill you?’

Bear’s hazel eyes caught her own, and again, Dora felt a pull.

‘We’re dead anyway,’ he said softly. ‘We’re still being followed. Can’t you feel it?’

Gooseflesh erupted over Dora’s arms, and a shiver slipped down her back at his chilling words.

It was then Dora remembered it, the third hissing sound, Bear’s adamant refusal to go back to the van.

There had been a third voice, hadn’t there? Yes, she was certain of it. A sibilant hissing sound. Is that why Bear had said run?

She froze, the hair on the back of her neck prickled and curled.

‘Bear?’ she whispered. ‘What was in that van?’





Chapter 18

‘Fuck!’ The word was as abrupt as it was vulgar and Dora felt her entire body spasm with shock. ‘Break the fucking cuffs. Now,’ Bear barked.

From somewhere behind came a rushing, hissing sound and Dora was momentarily immobilised with alarm.

Though she desperately wanted to turn around and look, Bear’s furious face and her own growing terror froze her.

He thrust his wrists in her face again.

Despite the immobilising fear, she could smell the scent of raw skin and feel the heat of his hands as he jerked them towards her silently begging her.

Her hands trembled as she forced herself to wrap them around the cool iron and plastic cuffs. She felt his skin hot and firm against her own.

‘What’s behind me?’ She bit her lip.

Bear shook his head minutely. ‘Do it,’ he urged his voice husky and low.

Dora felt a rivulet of water dribble down her chin. The world swept into clear, high definition. She’d been told that breaking the wire that connected the cuffs and suppressed Bear’s magic could put him into immediate shock, cause an instant heart attack or embolism. She knew the breaking of magic suppression cuffs was reckless, endangerment of life. They’d told her so at training.

‘Do it!’ he hissed again, panic making his voice gravelly and low.

Dora’s grip tightened as she readied herself to wrench the cuffs apart. If she knew what was behind her, maybe she could fight it? She felt something tickle the back of her neck, a gentle creepy-crawly sensation that told her some small spider was slowly traversing her body.

‘Break the cuffs,’ Bear whispered, his eyes locked on that tickly section of her skin.

The tone of his voice made her think that whatever was on her neck must be worse than a spider.

Dora fought a panicked urge to brush away the offending insect.

What was worse than a spider?

‘Don’t,’ he snapped, ‘just, please, break the cuffs. We don’t have time.’

The instinct to brush the itchy crawly away was nearly maddening. Every part of her body yearned and screamed at her to brush and scratch the creature away.

Yet, some other, darker primordial part of her body screamed equally loudly, and it screamed at her to trust him.

She broke the cuffs with an almighty wrench.

The suppression cuffs snapped easily enough but the sound released was a deafening crack, as Bear’s magic began to flow through his body again.

He reeled back, dark hazel eyes wide. The scent of hay, oats and something earthy, exploded around them. The perfume of his magic.

Bear uttered a strangled cry, and his free hands clutched at his chest and he thundered to the ground.

Oh God! Don’t die!

Dora screamed and lurched towards him. Yet as she did, her skin began to burn horribly on her neck, her cheek and hands.

She stared down at her hands.

‘Agh!’ she screamed. Covering her skin were nearly a hundred small ant sized … things.

Yet they weren’t ants and they certainly weren’t fleas.

Shaped like tiny peas they glistened an artificial black grey as they scurried on eight tiny, shiny legs across her flesh. They seemed to hiss as they moved as one.

These were the third voice?

Hysterically, Dora tried to brush and rub the insects off, yet it didn’t seem to work. With every attempt, the beastly things seemed to bury themselves deeper into her skin.

Eudora’s hands flew to her face and she tried to brush those away from her cheeks. Some fortunately brushed away scattering in the breeze like glitter—but the others, most of the others, dug like hot needles into the exposed flesh of her face.

‘Argh. Get off!’ Dora wailed with increasing hysteria.

She spun frantically around, her eyes falling to Bear who was groggily rolling about on the forest floor, mercifully still alive and apparently free of the small, tick-like insects.

‘Help me,’ she cried, uncertain how she’d even managed to speak. The burning, stinging pain of the insects burrowing into her skin was intolerable.

Dora raked her blunt nails down her face, digging into the soft flesh of her cheeks to try and get rid of the creatures.

At her cry, Bear seemed to rouse, and he looked up at her dazed and horrified.

‘Run,’ he grunted and swayed as he tried to reach his feet. ‘For God’s sake, run.’

His voice was soft and tortured.

‘Get them off me,’ she cried taking a lunge towards him.

‘Run! Water!’ he growled again. ‘More coming …’

That stopped her.

What? How could there possibly be more? There were already hundreds of the things.

Dora turned. It was a scene that not even a horror-movie could do justice to. The foliage writhed and hissed with millions of shiny, tiny bodies. All were moving towards her in a sparkling, horrifying swarm of nastiness.

Dora screamed and turned again, Bear was on his feet, but shaky.

‘Through the water,’ he gasped.

Dora wasn’t about to argue with him. She moved quickly, ignoring the burning of the tiny beasts that continued to bury themselves in her hands and face.

As she lurched into a run she grabbed Bear’s elbow and dragged him with her. Together they burst through the bracken that surrounded the stream and splashed into the icy water. The relief on the burning of her hands was instant.

The creatures stopped burrowing, and she saw some of the miniature beasts release her and float away.

‘Put your face in the water too,’ Bear rasped. ‘Quick, so we can get out of here.’

Again she did as he said. The creek wasn’t deep, not even for the depths of winter. She dropped down and plunged her head into the cold, fresh water. It was freezing and sent an instant headache to her temples, yet the cessation of the burning was immediate, and she rubbed her face and a few more washed away.

She was about to go for another face wash when she felt Bear’s hand curl around her bicep and give her a tug.

She looked up wiping water from her eyes.

‘I don’t know if they can fly …’ he muttered and tugged her again. Dora felt herself lurch and she slipped on a submerged slimy branch and fell to her knees.

Bear turned and wrapped his other hand around her arm and hauled her to her feet. ‘Let’s go.’

***

They hurried through the forest in what Bear knew to be a north westerly direction. Dora looked worse than he felt.

The breaking of the magic suppression cuffs had given him a cruel headache, but at least he didn’t have about a hundred microbots buried in his skin.

Her face was flushed and pitted with half buried critters.

Bear had heard of them, but never actually seen them before. The human purist movement was against anything of magical capability, and so put inordinate time and resources into the development of micro-robots, nano-bots and the like, to improve and assist their cause. Artificially Intelligent Swarm Microbots had been in their experimental phase, or so Bear had thought until he saw the writhing box of them in the front of the van. Clearly their technologies were more advanced than his people had ever imagined, and they were programmed to attack.

This is what Gory had meant about lying down with dogs and fleas. Somehow Gory, the hideous necromancer, had known about the Purist’s microbot swarm. But why would they affect a dog? An officer rather than him?

To take down the ones defending me.

Bear pulled to a stop and Dora gratefully leaned against a tree.

Instant guilt rushed over him. If she hadn’t been trying to defend him, perhaps those microbots would have left her alone.

Bear looked around the forest. They’d travelled a good distance hopefully leaving the swarm of microbots on the other side of the stream.

‘I don’t feel so good,’ she murmured and ran her black pitted hand across her equally pitted face.

Bear winced. It was hard to believe she was the sex goddess who’d taken him like a raging Amazon only an hour earlier.

She looked as though she had the world’s worst case of blackhead pimples ever.

‘I’m sorry I couldn’t get them off you sooner,’ he said. ‘Sit down. I think we’re far enough away from the swarm now to have a look at you.’

Clearly relieved, Dora curled her long legs beneath her and leaned against the buttress of an impressive eucalypt.

‘You called them a swarm? A swarm of what? I’m a gardener, and they don’t look like any bug I’ve ever seen.’

‘They aren’t biological bugs, they’re a swarm of micro-robots, one of the purists must have released them …’ Bear explained, throwing a glance back into the forest. ‘They don’t do so well in water apparently. I think we were lucky enough to drown most of them, but we’ve got to get those that are still operational out of your skin, and soon.’

Dora’s eyes widened. ‘Micro-robots? Are you for real?’

He smiled at her sweet incredulity.

‘Yes, microbots. Small engineered robots. Purists use technology to combat magic.’

‘That’s just nasty,’ she muttered. ‘And how can they be operational if they’ve been in water?’

‘Like any robot, I don’t think being submerged in water is good for their circuitry so most of them will have short-circuited, but … those already buried ...’ He paused and brought her hand up to his eye level to examine them.

It was the first time he’d meaningfully touched her hands. They’d had sex, but never held hands. He studied them carefully, they were big, but not mannish, and had blunt nails with long, slim fingers. At this proximity, he could smell her musk, like a delicate perfume, earthy and delightful. The sense of longing that had dogged him in prison rose up through him, and his hand tightened about hers as he struggled to focus on the small black pit created by a semi-burrowing microbot.

‘They behave like sarcoptic mange mites.’

Dora lifted an eyebrow. ‘And they are?’ she pressed, staring at him.

‘A tiny mite that burrows into the skin or hair follicle of its host. They feed and live and breed there …’

Dora blanched. ‘Nice,’ she said and studied the back of her hand with an expression of disgust and horror.

Bear saw a pink flush rise up her cheeks as she looked up at him again, then glanced away.

‘Uh, can you get them out?’

Bear stared at the microbot pits on Dora’s hands again. Another tantalising waft of her scent danced across her skin. ‘Probably not. They’re the creation of the human purists so like most purist inventions they’ll have iron in some part of them.’

‘And that matters because …’

Bear smiled at her, slightly charmed by her ignorance on magical matters. ‘It matters because my magic, like many other magic, doesn’t react well to iron. It becomes … unpredictable.’

Dora’s face fell, and he hated the disappointment he saw there. ‘Oh.’

She peered at her hand again. ‘What’s it doing in there? Why create a tiny insect just to bore into someone’s skin?’

Bear inhaled sharply. ‘It won’t just bury into your skin.’

Clear blue eyes widened then instantly narrowed with suspicion. ‘It will reproduce?

Oh God, no.’ She sounded horrified.

If it had been another circumstance it might have been funny, but it wasn’t funny.

‘No, I believe they’ll keep burrowing until they—’ he coughed, ‘—hit a vein or something …’

Her face contorted. ‘Then …’ she prompted.

As Bear stared into her unusually pretty face, marred by the many pits of the microbots, he felt his own cheeks burn. ‘I guess … they’ll cause a blood clot or embolism, so you die.’

It seemed the forest grew silent at that moment.

‘Oh dear.’

***

Dora stared at her hand and then back at Bear’s red, frustrated face.

I’m going to die from a teeny, tiny, man-made mite after finally having a sexual awakening.

That sucked.

Big time.

‘Can you feel them burrowing now?’ Bear asked after a minute.

Dora frowned and took her awareness to her hands and face. A few small places burned and stung, but only mildly. Was that the microbots burrowing into her veins?

Dora bit her lip and nodded trying to quell her rising panic. ‘I think so. You’ve got to kill them, quickly!’

Bear ran a hand through his dishevelled hair. ‘Yes,’ he agreed and looked around searching for something to help that wouldn’t require magic.

‘Maybe you could magic us to your friend’s house in Pemberton—maybe they could get them out!’ Her voice was taking on a definitely higher pitch as her anxiety rose.

‘We can’t risk it. The magic of the motus spell may interfere with the operational microbots and you could have an even worse reaction.’

‘A worse reaction than having a massive blood clot and dying?’ she retorted, much more harshly than she meant.

Bear shrugged again, his eyes hooded with reluctance.

Dora found herself suddenly filled with mad inspiration. ‘You could shave off the top layer of skin.’ Dora’s words were a rush. ‘You could sharpen a stick or rock into a razor and …’

Bear’s lip curled. ‘Are you asking me to go medieval and flay your skin? I’m open to a lot of things, but seriously not that.’

‘Just do it,’ she said and worried at her lip. ‘It’s better than dying, isn’t it?’

A mad sense of urgency gripped her and dementedly Dora scrabbled about the ground around her searching for a sharp flake of stone or something. Her hands upturned the leaf litter and sticks sending small wolf spiders and millipedes pelting for cover.

Her fingertips met something hard and Dora’s eyes lit on a shiny rock. It wasn’t like the usual pitted and oxidised lumps of bauxite common to the area, but steely dark grey and jagged enough to scrape skin.

She thrust it in Bear’s direction. ‘There, that will do. Do it.’

The big man looked down at the fist-sized rock in her hand. His eyes narrowed again.

‘Amazing,’ he snorted and took the rock from her. ‘You are absolutely amazing.’

Dora looked at him sharply.

Was he being patronising?

Yet his expression didn’t seem so, he actually seemed rather awed.

‘Are you taking the piss?’ she asked, her voice gruff. ‘Because you know what, I’m feeling pretty goddamn freaked out right now and I really, really need to get these things out of my skin.’

Bear’s face creased into a genuine and shockingly attractive smile. Dora felt her heart race again.

‘No, I’m not taking the piss,’ he clarified, his smile broadening. ‘You have just handed me a piece of magnetite.’

‘Uh-huh, well, I’m not quite a geologist, so forgive me if I don’t get the importance of your scientific discovery.’

‘Magnetite,’ he repeated.

‘Still. Not. Getting. It,’ Dora replied as a piercing burn shot across her cheekbone as one of the functional microbots resumed its burrowing. Her hand flew to her cheek and she gingerly itched the pit there.

‘It’s a magnet,’ he said. ‘If I rub it against your skin, it technically should scramble the iron particles in the microbots—it will effectively kill them before they can hit your bloodstream.’

Dora stared at the rock. Hope burgeoned in her chest. That sounded a lot more pleasant than peeling off the top layer of her skin.

Then the doubts crept back. ‘But how do you know it is magnetite?’

‘Well, it’s not that stuff—’ He pointed to the bauxite lumps, ‘—and I did physio on a bloke who was in an accident at a magnetite mine down here once.’

Dora blinked. ‘Physio?’

Bear looked at her. ‘I am a physiotherapist by training,’ he said. ‘Like I told you before. Big man, big hands.’

Dora felt her cheeks burn, and her sex gave a twinge at the memory. ‘Yes, big … hands,’ was all she said.

Bear offered her a sweet smile. ‘Now, this might sting, or it might not feel like anything at all …’

Dora nodded and offered him her hand.

Without the hesitation Dora usually found in men, Bear took her hand with his left, and drew it forward. The gesture was almost more intimate than having sex. With his right hand, Bear began to run the magnetite stone gently over her skin.

Dora gasped as one of the microbots struggled and then went still.

‘It’s working,’ she breathed, relief sweeping through her.

Bear’s cheek twitched. ‘We make a good team,’ he said softly.

They did.

Her breath shuddered.

Why did this have to happen now? Why couldn’t she have met a man like Bear, who wasn’t a wanted criminal? When they weren’t running from Human Purists and a swarm of evil microbots?

Oblivious to her thoughts, Bear’s attention was still tightly focused on her hand as he ran the rock over the affected patches of her hand over and over again. Like a gentle lover’s caress.

‘Any of them still moving?’ he asked after a while.

Dora looked up and caught his eye, and she struggled with the desire to kiss him. ‘No,’ she said. ‘It’s good.’

‘Good,’ Bear replied and placed her hand down on the wet leaf litter. ‘Other hand.’

Dora offered him her other hand, and he took it with just as much gentility as the first. Then he proceeded with the same rhythmic stroking over the skin with the magnetite.

Millimetre by millimetre the microbots slowed and eventually stopped moving in the flesh of her hands.

‘Thank you so much,’ Dora breathed as he finished with her hand and lay it down on her lap.

‘Now your face,’ he said with a smile and captured it with his hands. He drew her face to his and kissed her lightly, before pulling back and beginning the stroking with the magnetite once again.

Bear stroking her hand was intimate and touching enough, but when he leaned forward and with the same reverence began stroking the now warm rock against her face—she found her eyes closing with the sheer pleasure of it.

In the silence of the forest, Dora could hear Bear’s breath duet with the gentle inhalation of her own. Down the bridge of her nose, over her cheeks and lips, over and over again until there was no discomfort anymore.

Not a microbot twitched within her skin.

‘You can open your eyes,’ Bear said, his voice hoarse.

Dora’s eyes flew open, ‘That was … ah … actually very relaxing considering all that’s been going on,’ she mumbled.

Bear’s eyes crinkled with a smile. ‘Good. Now all the microbots are inoperative, I can try and get us to Pemberton with a spell. At least from there we can get in contact with some UMC members and find out what the hell is going on from a safe distance.’

Dora frowned, the moment of relaxation had past. ‘Are you sure your magic will work on me?’

‘I can only try.’ He shrugged with a smile.

Dora felt a blush ride up her throat as he watched her. ‘You know, once our van doesn’t arrive at Casuarina Prison within the next few hours, the whole Western Australian Police Force is going to come searching for you … us …’ She looked down.

It would look like I was guilty. Like I broke him out.

She could see the headline now. Desperate Giant takes off with Bad Boy Magician.

Dora had little or no doubt that was exactly the spin the purists would put on Bear’s sudden escape before trial.

Her heart grew heavy. Her poor, poor dad. He’d be so embarrassed.

Hadn’t he pleaded with her to do something different, to stay away from UMC activities?

‘Don’t look so worried, Officer Splat.’

Her head jerked at the formal address. She hadn’t realised she’d fallen so sullenly silent. ‘You can keep calling me Dora or Eudora. The time for being Officer Splat went the moment I pulled open your overalls and … Oh God, I’m a terrible prison guard!’

She brought her hands to her mouth in exaggerated, but nonetheless honest shame.

Bear laughed, shook his head. ‘Don’t be so hard on yourself, Dora, I’m very desirable.’





Chapter 19

Dora had never been transported by magic before, she’d never thought it even possible. Now, having experienced the process, she never wished to again. As Bear uttered a spell underneath his breath, he touched her lightly on the arm. The gesture was deferential and distant—almost a far cry from the intimate touching earlier.

As the magic had taken them, Dora felt a flutter and peculiar sensation in her throat. Then a spinning dizziness.

When she opened her eyes she found herself on the verandah of an old wooden cottage style house, buried deep in the forest.

‘Wow,’ was all she could say until her stomach stopped churning. ‘That was terrible.’

She glanced at Bear, who was leaning heavily on the verandah post. ‘You’re telling me, I had no idea using the motus spell would be so damn difficult with a giant.’

Dora looked at him sharply, but he grinned back at her.

‘Kidding. I knew what I was in for, but maybe it would have been better if we walked.’ He took a deep sucking breath, and Dora realised he was trembling.

Was using a spell on me that hard?

‘Lucky for you I’m only part-giant, eh?’

He smiled again. ‘Lucky me,’ he said and Dora ducked her head to hide another blush.

Lord. She was mooning over him, a bad-arse magician and wanted man.

‘Who’s there?’ a broad Scottish voice bellowed from within the house. ‘I can hear ye. Name yourselves or I’ll be out there and beat yer botties raw.’

Dora stared dumbfounded at the closed door, but Bear didn’t flinch.

‘Moira, it’s me. Bear. I need some help.’

There was just a slight pause before Dora heard footfall on floorboards.

‘Bear, ye say? Well, fuck a duck. Fuck. A. Duck, it’s been years.’

The door burst open.

Dora wasn’t entirely sure what to expect when Moira appeared, from her booming tones and coarse language she expected something large and frightening.

What she saw, however, was someone entirely different. A middle-aged woman dressed in a bright yellow flowing top and pants. Sparkling blue eyes looked up, then narrowed instantly.

‘Bear?’ Her eyes locked on Dora. ‘Who’s this large lump? Ooch and if that isn’t the worst case of acne I’ve seen in all my years, I don’t know what is.’

Dora’s cheeks heated instantly and her pitted hand flew to her face, where she felt the partially buried microbots.

Bear frowned, but his mouth twisted as if he were trying to suppress a laugh or smile.

‘Moira, it’s nice to see you too. This is Correctional Officer Eudora Splat, she’s a friend of mine.’

Moira gave Dora a brief once over and lifted her chin.

‘Why aren’t you in jail?’ Moira asked dismissing Dora instantly. ‘Ye should be in jail. Court trial is pending, isn’t it?’

‘It’s a long story, can we come in?’ Bear sighed.

‘O’ course you can come in, you should have just said. Mind the cat!’ she screeched as a white and fluffy furball hurtled towards the open door.

Dora stopped the would-be escapee with a quick scoop of her hand.

The kitten yowled in protest, and Dora closed the door behind her. Moira turned and looked at her again, shaking her grey curled head.

‘Ye ever hear of zit-cream? Lordy me.’ She shook her head. ‘Put that cat down, she scratches.’

Flinching, Dora put the cat down and followed Bear and Moira into a small but cosy living room.

‘Sit down,’ Moira barked. ‘I won’t have visitor’s standing about like lost souls in my house.’

Bear immediately sank down and with a gentle hand on her back, guided Dora towards a blanket clad lounge suite.

For just a second she resisted. Once she’d made the mistake of sitting on the edge of a poorly balanced lounge suite and it had tipped. She didn’t want that incident repeated. Thankfully, Bear sank down on one side, leaving the other, mercifully tilt free.

Moira huffed and sank down on to a plush recliner chair and stared at Bear and then Dora, then once again back to Bear.

‘Well? Are ye going to tell me what ye want? Or am I going to have to get some blackhead pimple remover cream and get to work on ye sweetheart’s face while you decide?’

Bear choked back a laugh, which Dora didn’t reciprocate.

‘Actually, that’s one of the reasons we’re here.’

***

Bear could see that Moira’s brusque and amusingly tactless manner wasn’t having its usual comedic effect on Dora. Instead, it seemed to be flustering her no end. Her cheeks, so pock marked by buried microbots were flushing vermillion.

‘Moira, would you by any chance have something that we could use to remove the microbots from Dora’s face?’

‘Microbots? Is that some fancy arse word for blackhead’s now, is it? Well, I have a wee microbot on my bum, would ye like to remove that one too?’ Moira exploded with cackling laughter.

Bear thought he heard Dora laugh at that one, and something glowed warmly in his chest at the sound.

‘No, I’m serious, Moira,’ Bear said after a moment. ‘We were attacked by a Swarm of Purist Microbots …’

‘You know how that sounds, don’t ye?’ Moira interrupted. ‘Stupid. Just stupid.’

Bear rolled his eyes. ‘I know how it sounds. The microbots are what look like pimples. We need to get them out. They’ve been deactivated, but I don’t like the idea of them remaining in her skin.’

‘Oh hush up with ye ramblings.’ Moira tutted and pushed herself to standing. ‘I think I’ve got something.’

As Moira shuffled from the room, Bear turned to look at Dora.

She looked uncomfortable in the small cottage, her long legs curled up and her arms wrapped about her belly. Her large, soft hands curled around her waist. He remembered the feel of those hot hands on his chest and of the erotic figure she’d cut as she sank down on him as they’d fucked like wild things in the forest.

His cock jolted at the memory.

‘Don’t stare at me, I know how I look,’ Dora whispered. He could feel the embarrassment in the timbre of her tone.

Bear felt unaccustomed heat flood his face. ‘Sorry,’ he muttered. ‘I wasn’t staring at your … spots.’

She’d probably be even more embarrassed if she really knew what he was thinking about.

Dora looked away and scanned the room before her gaze returned to him. ‘What exactly is Moira?’ she asked, as Moira bustled and slammed drawers from somewhere else in the house.

‘She’s a witch,’ he replied, his hand absently rubbing the fluffy white kitten that had taken residence beside him on the couch. ‘And a good one at that.’

‘Aren’t witches supposed to have black cats?’ Dora asked, watching Bear’s dirty but strong fingers run through the silken white fur.

Before Bear could reply with a witty comeback about clichés, Moira returned. She beamed at them and displayed a pin and a small metal tool, like a tiny spoon with a small—microbot sized—hole in the centre. ‘Yer lucky, so you are, not found much use for pins.’

She handed them to Bear.

‘The little spoon’s a blackhead remover. Right fun little tool that one … And while you’re doing that, ye can tell me what the fuck is going on here. Why you’ve appeared at my house without an invitation.’

Bear took the cool metal blackhead remover and pin and stared at them.

‘Thanks, Moira,’ he said and moved forward to Dora. ‘Could you get me a tissue and a plate to put the, uh, microbots on once they’re out?’

‘You can use this, no point dirtying a clean plate.’ She tutted and handed over a crumb-littered saucer and a pack of wet-wipes.

‘I can do it myself,’ Dora said after a second. ‘In the bathroom.’

Her cheeks were flaming and frankly Bear couldn’t really blame her, having your brand new lover pick out microbots from your face like blackheads wasn’t exactly first or second date material.

Where did that thought come from? As much as he’d like, he didn’t think he’d have much of a future with the passionate half giant.

‘Dora,’ he said softly, ‘You’re not going to be able to do it on your own.’ He tried to sound sympathetic, caring, but her face flamed even more. ‘There are too many and your hands …’

He looked at those large warm hands, and his body grew tight with need.

Dora caught his gaze and she bit her lush lower lip.

‘Ooch, get a room, will ye,’ Moira snapped. ‘Let the man fix ye face, fool girl,’ she added.

Dora released her lip and looked away as she released a heartfelt sigh. ‘Go on then,’ she grumbled just under her breath.

Bear didn’t wait for another invitation, he scooted over the space on the couch that separated them and gently took her hand again. ‘I’ll start here,’ he said.

***

Dora watched the large, powerful man bend over her hand and press the blackhead remover to her skin. She could smell him, it was strangely comforting. She inhaled, using the scent to calm her embarrassment. His hands were slightly rough, but they were warm and very gentle. He didn’t speak as he positioned the hole of the tool directly over the pit made by one burrowing microbot and pressed down firmly. Dora gasped at the unexpected sting and then sighed as she felt a tiny pop, and the tiny short-circuited microbot erupted from her skin, leaving a small red hole.

‘That’s disgusting,’ Moira commented, peering over Bear’s shoulder to examine the tiny robot insect. ‘What exactly are they and why have they attacked your sweetheart here?’ she asked.

Dora felt Bear stiffen as she did. ‘Ah, I’m actually Bear’s prison guard, not his sweetheart,’ Dora corrected weakly.

Moira scoffed, ‘Oh, ye are, are ye?’ Her lively eyes danced.

Dora fell silent, but Bear spoke. ‘We’re not likely to get a chance of being anything else, I’m afraid.’

For some reason his admission made tears prick in her eyes. She blinked them away.

This is ridiculous.

She rarely ever cried.

It’s the stress, she reasoned.

She knew logically, once this was all said and done and they were back in Perth, Bear would go to his unfair trial, and she would be back home, probably fired from Ixion for gross misconduct and failure in duty of care.

They’d probably never see one another again.

She closed her eyes and exhaled deeply to distract herself from pending tears.

When she opened them, through lowered lids, Dora stole a glance at Bear. His full lips were drawn tight in concentration and his brow was low.

He glanced up for just a second, and his eyes flashed with confusion. Quickly he looked away, and the moment passed.

Dora swallowed and continued to watch him. He was dishevelled in a torn and stained orange jumpsuit, but still gorgeous. From this proximity, she could see the scar bisecting his eyebrow had tiny stitch scars indicating it hadn’t been healed by magic.

Eventually, he spoke. ‘Dora’s an Ixion prison guard, and one of us.’ Bear explained to Moira and placed another dead microbot on the crumby saucer provided.

‘One of us? Ye mean UMC? Or something else?’ Moira raised her brow.

‘UMC,’ he said softly. Moira nodded seriously as Bear continued. ‘I was on my way up to Casuarina. I’m supposed to be in court tomorrow.’

‘Aye, I know,’ Moira said sinking back into her recliner. ‘Darryl Puntigan’s been working on your case.’

‘Darryl?’ Bear said sharply. ‘But I’ve got a court appointed Senior Counsel,’ he said. ‘A total moron, but a Senior Counsel all the same.’

‘Darryl’s not been working as ye lawyer,’ Moira scoffed. ‘The UMC’s getting you out of Perth. Ye’ve been languishing in prison long enough, they’ve got plans fer you elsewhere.’

Bear stilled. ‘Where?’

Dora’s heart sank lower. Definitely no future.

‘I’m not in that circle, ye ninny. How would I know?’

For not being in the ‘circle’, Moira certainly knew a lot.

‘So what happened to ye? How come ye end up here?’

‘My transport to Perth was commandeered by purists.’ He sighed.

Moira turned to stare at Dora, and Dora saw her bright blue eyes glitter with irritation. ‘Let me guess.’ Her eyes flickered towards the badge on Dora’s shirt. ‘Ixion fucked up? Bloody fools. ‘

‘In my defence,’ Dora interrupted, ‘it was my first job.’

Moira’s eyes narrowed. ‘Something smells a wee bit fishy,’ Moira growled, ‘and I’m no’ talkin about yer unwashed bodies! What special breed of idiot is Kelsey fer putting a novice on a job like this?’ She cursed under her breath.

Dora felt her head fall and embarrassment rise in its stead. She fought to calm the rising tide of humiliation, and instead refocused on Bear pushing out yet another microbot.

‘I don’t know …’ Moira continued leaning back, ‘what is the world comin’ to?’

Bear sighed. ‘I didn’t know anything about it—but I do need you to contact Kelsey and let him know that Dora and I are alive. As soon as I’ve dealt with these microbots in Dora, we’ll return to Perth HQ.’

Dora felt the sad tug in her breast again.

So the adventure is over. Was it wrong to be sad, when really, hadn’t everything worked out OK? They were still alive after all.

‘What’s this we’ll?’ Moira asked, her shrewd eyes narrowing. Dora stopped her musing and turned towards Bear, deeply interested in his answer.

‘I’m not leaving Dora behind,’ he said and Dora felt her throat swell. ‘She’s not safe, chances are they know who she is, and they’ll be coming after her. She needs our protection.’

Moira fell silent and pursed her lips. ‘Hmmm, well ye well enough protected here.’

For a while there was silence, as Dora considered his words. ‘Is that true? Do you think they’ll really come after me?’ she said. ‘It doesn’t sound likely—I’m nobody.’

‘You’re UMC, that’s reason enough. You’ve rescued me. You attacked the purists and they’re not the type to let a slight like that go unpunished. Plus, you’re a giant. They hate giants, just as much as they hate anything that doesn’t have the full human genome,’ Bear added.

‘Ye’ve got all the tact of a sledge hammer there, Bear,’ Moira chortled.

Dora’s thoughts whirled to her father.

‘I’ve got to speak to my dad,’ Dora exclaimed. ‘What if they go after him as well?’

‘Human or giant?’ Moira asked sharply.

‘Human,’ Dora said.

‘He’ll be all right,’ Moira replied immediately unconcerned. ‘Now, do ye want some tea with ye blackhead removal?’ she asked as an afterthought and a chuckle.

‘And something to eat? I’m starving,’ Bear asked. ‘And I bet you are too,’ he said to Dora.

Startled, it took a moment for Dora to reply. ‘Yes.’

‘Right then, I’ll cook ye something, whilst ye two love birds continue ye disgusting business. I might make a few wee phone calls too.’

Bear released Dora’s hand. ‘Other one,’ he said.

Dora glanced down at her microbot-free hand. It looked red and sore but much better without the small black pits. ‘Thanks for this,’ she said. ‘Do you really think the purists will come after me?’ She bit her lip. ‘Does this mean I can’t go home?’

Bear shrugged and pushed out another microbot. ‘I don’t know, but your safest bet is to not contact your father—leave that to the UMC. No doubt his phones will be bugged, or if they aren’t, they shortly will be … and there’ll be purists watching your house in case you return.’

Frustration made Dora hot, and she shook her head. ‘You don’t understand, I have to tell my dad. He’ll never believe it from anyone else … I’m all he has left.’

Bear sighed, he knew what that was like. ‘I’m sorry, Dora, but I can’t let you take that risk. I feel responsible.’

‘Responsible?’ She laughed bitterly. ‘I’m the one responsible, if I’d just queried who the driver was …’

‘You’re new to your job, how could you have known?’

Dora shook her head again, her hair falling across her eyes. She blew it to get it away. ‘You’re wrong. It is my fault …’

Bear sighed. ‘No, you’re not responsible for this shit, none of us are.’

‘I should have known better,’ Dora cried. ‘My dad told me not to take this job. I should have listened … I’m just so bloody useless.’

Bear’s hand dropped the blackhead remover and moved with surprising speed and gripped her chin gently, drawing her gaze directly to his. The unexpected gesture made Dora’s breath catch and she gasped softly under her breath. His skin was hot and the pressure of his hand gripping her chin was so soft she could have moved away without fuss.

She didn’t want to.

He leaned in close to her, and she felt his breath lick across her cheekbone. His voice dropped to a husky whisper. ‘Listen to me, if the blame for this mess is to fall at anyone’s feet, it’s Richard Kelsey. Not you. Not me. Since we were attacked, you have done all the right things. Fuck, you even knocked a guy out with a tree. That—’ he spoke even softer now, ‘—was amazing.’

Dora sniffed softly at the pleasing memory.

Bear leaned in closer and her heart trebled its beating. Her breath hitched, and suddenly all she could see was Bear’s face before she felt the gentlest brush of his lips against her own.

Fire ignited in her body, her musk flushed, and Dora closed her eyes as a moan of low pleasure crawled up her throat.

‘Ooch!’ Moira chortled. ‘Ye randy little minxes!’

Bear jerked back and Dora found her jaw cool from missing his touch.

She looked away, only to find Moira standing in the doorway with plates of food held in her hands and an amused scowl drawn across her ruddy face.

‘God, I’m sorry about Moira,’ Bear said under his breath.

Dora inhaled deeply to still the crazy hammering of her heart. She licked her lips. ‘Don’t be. She’s fine …’

Bear’s eyes followed her tongue’s progress with a look of dark hunger. Her eyes caught his and colour rose on his angular cheekbones before he looked away and picked up the blackhead remover once more.

Before Bear could resume removing microbots, Moira bustled forth and thumped their meals on the coffee table. The heady aroma of steaming coffee and warm toasted cheese sandwiches made Dora’s stomach roar with hunger.

‘Ye can quit gazing into one another’s eyes and get some of that into ye …’ she barked, the twinkle in her eye flashing. ‘I’ll make those phone calls …’

She turned, her billowing blouse fluttering in her wake and stalked back out of the lounge room.

‘Go on, let’s eat,’ Bear said and placed the remover down again.

Dora didn’t argue or hesitate. Instead, she reached down to the generous pile of toasted cheese sandwiches and picked one up. The toast was hot and cheese still stringy and melted. It was heaven. As she bit into her third sandwich Dora closed her eyes and submitted to the sublime deliciousness of simple food.

Moira barked out information on the phone in the kitchen when Dora opened her eyes to find Bear chewing thoughtfully on his own sandwich.

‘Are you done with my hands?’ she asked and examined them carefully.

Bear smiled and nodded. ‘Onto your face next … so finish up.’ He gestured to the dwindling pile of sandwiches.

She took a grateful bite, she hadn’t realised just quite how hungry she’d been earlier. Bear’s hand brushed hers as they reached for the same last sandwich. The amazing shock of electricity she got every time they touched rushed through her body with cyclonic force making her skin erupt with goosebumps.

How was such a reaction to a person even possible?

Did he feel it too?

Dora swallowed a lump of chewed sandwich. ‘Take it,’ she said, ‘I’ve had enough anyway.’

He watched her mouth as she spoke and the heat in his gaze made her want to melt.

‘No, I insist,’ he said and picked up the last sandwich and handed it to her.

Dora looked at it, and then at his expectant expression.

‘Thanks,’ she whispered and took it and ate it. Thankfully, he didn’t watch her eat but turned his attention to the plate of disabled microbots.

When she’d finished, he smiled. ‘You ready?’

Bear gestured to her to move forward.

Dora leaned in close again, her skin prickling with awareness at his proximity.

Her body knew his intimately, and it wanted to again.

It was crazy.

Her hand moved to his knee and she rested it there, hoping she wasn’t being too forward, but unable to ask, or stop the gesture anyway.

Bear’s gaze caught hers and he smiled, and the sense of intense connection exploded to life between them.

‘Here we go again,’ he murmured, his breath brushing across her face. His breath smelled good, as he himself smelled good. Even the tang of his sweat was appealing. Dora felt her cheeks grow rosy. She was so close to him she could see every tiny facet of him. The dark stubble erupting from his tanned skin and the gold flecks in his hazel eyes.

Dora bit back a sigh as he pressed the blackhead remover down on her cheek. With a tiny pop of relief, the microbot erupted from her face.

‘I still can’t believe you’re happy doing this …’ Dora mumbled, her lips touched his hand as he worked. Sparks flew. She paused. ‘You know, this is pretty gross.’

He laughed. ‘But strangely addictive.’ He winked.

‘Is it?’ Dora melted with his smile.

For just a second, Bear watched her before speaking again. ‘Despite the circumstances, I haven’t been close to a woman, physically or emotionally for … a long time,’ he said. ‘And you, microbots and all, have exceeded all my expectations.’ He looked her straight in the eye.

Dora’s heart fluttered and she laughed, or maybe it was a giggle. ‘You too.’

Her laughter fell silent as Bear cocked his head. ‘Are you sure you don’t have a boyfriend?’

He was so intimately close to her face, Dora felt her heat and musk rise yet again.

‘You’re asking me that after we had sex?’ she breathed.

Bear licked his lip, his pupils dilated. ‘Well?’ he pressed.

Tom? Who was Tom?

‘No,’ she heard herself reply.

***

Bear inhaled her earthy musk, she was aroused. There was a subtle difference in her scent, he’d noticed, and the difference made his body taut beneath his overalls.

‘No boyfriend? I find that very hard to believe,’ he croaked. He couldn’t believe it possible that no man had snapped her up yet.

‘No,’ she repeated.

Relief along with a deep, desperate frustration roared through him. Sexually charged images instantly careered through his head. It didn’t matter that he was pushing robotic bugs out of her skin, the fact was, this woman was brave, strong, gorgeous, smelled like heaven and was, thankfully, still temptingly available.

He felt like a school boy discovering girls for the first time.

Bear shuddered, and reeled back unable to think of anything more to say. ‘I’m glad,’ he whispered after a moment. ‘So there is no reason we can’t repeat what happened in the forest, except maybe this time without the suppression cuffs, the wet ferns, and human purists chasing us.’

Her mouth curled into a smile, she was about to reply, but instead, he kissed her again.

This time, he kissed her hard, unable to temper the need and passion that boiled through his body like molten steel. Her mouth yielded instantly beneath his and he swept his tongue into her mouth tasting the sweet goodness that was purely Dora.

Nothing had felt more right to him.

His arms moved around her in a way he’d been unable to in the forest. He drew her to him, pressing her ripe, strong and feminine body into his own hard, taut chest.

Their kiss deepened to raw, primal passion.

From somewhere in the kitchen, the tinny sound of Moira yelling into the telephone drew him to his senses.

He pulled away groggily, but she was like the most exotic drug he’d ever tasted. He moved forward to kiss her again, touch her again, but Moira’s approaching footfall stopped him.

Dora’s breath was ragged, as he watched her sag back into the couch, cheeks flushed, and lips swollen. He’d never seen anything more beautiful or desirable in his life.

‘We need to finish this,’ Bear croaked pointing to the plate of removed microbots and hoping that she could not see the tent-pole effect in his pants. ‘There’s only one more … down there.’

Dora’s eyes were passion glazed. ‘Where?’ she asked and ran her hands over her face feeling for the submerged microbot.

‘There,’ Bear replied and pointed to the low v-formation of her Ixion shirt. The critter had buried itself, almost out of sight, a few inches below the open neck of her collar.

‘Oh.’ Dora looked down at her chest ‘Well spotted.’ She raised an eyebrow. Bear felt his cheeks heat, and he coughed as her breasts strained beneath her shirt. He tried and failed to suppress a groan of want. ‘If you’d just unbutton your shirt a little, I’ll be able to get it easily,’ Bear said trying to regain composure.

Something reckless flashed across Dora’s spritely eyes, and without hesitation, she unbuttoned one of the buttons in her work shirt, then another.

His eyes would not be dragged from the sight.

‘That’s enough,’ Bear rasped. ‘I can get it now.’

If she unbuttoned anymore, he didn’t think he’d be able to hold himself back, and the last thing he wanted Moira to see was him making-out like a horny teenager on her couch.

It was so hard trying to act unaffected.

Dora smiled slowly, and he could just glimpse the scalloped edge of a black bra a few inches below the buried microbot.

He wanted to know what she looked like with all the buttons undone. He bit his lip.

Dora continued to smile remained as she looked down to examine the black hole left by the robot. ‘Oh, I see it,’ she said, peering down at her breasts.

She had no idea what she did to him.

Bear inhaled deeply. ‘Would you be more comfortable doing this one yourself? Or perhaps Moira could do it?’ Bear asked, his throat dry. ‘Because …’

Dora’s eyes travelled down to his crotch where his cock was making a fine show of itself through the material of his overalls.

‘Because?’ she teased.

‘I’m having a hard time …’

Her eyes flashed with reciprocal desire.

‘Hard … I can see that.’ She grinned. ‘Just do it.’

Bear closed his eyes and took a deep breath, perhaps she knew exactly what she did to him. ‘Truly, Moira really should do it,’ he said, ‘I’m …’

Nearly out of control.

Dora’s smile was indulgent and sexy. ‘Sorry, no. You’ll just have to do it, after that incident in the forest, I don’t want anyone else to touch me … ever.’

Bear tried to find something to say as an appropriate response, but the only thing he wanted to do was tear the entire damn shirt from her body. Another waft of her enchanting musk assailed him, and he failed to suppress a low moan of need.

Dora’s pupils dilated and her lips curled triumphantly as she turned her head to the side, showing Bear the perfect angle of her neck and jawline.

Her profile was sculpted more finely than marble.

Brave, strong and perfect, a far cry from any woman he’d ever met.

Bear uttered a strengthening spell beneath his breath, and leaned forward and braced his hands on her décolletage.

***

Dora smelled the scent of his magic and she held herself still under Bear’s gentle hands. She couldn’t believe what was happening to her, to him.

At least here in the safety of Moira’s house she could examine her feelings.

All the feelings.

What she couldn’t do, was stop her nipples from hardening or the short, suggestive pants of breath his mere proximity provoked.

What she could do was run her hand down the length of his cock through his overalls. She could pop open a button or two so she could feel that velvet skin once again.

Dora worried at her lip, and as she dipped her head a centimetre or so, moving involuntarily to touch him, Bear pushed down the blackhead remover and popped out the microbot.

Reality screamed back into focus.

This microbot wasn’t quite short-circuited. It wasn’t well, but it still had a little bit of power left.

Dora watched as it ran up the handle of the blackhead remover and over Bear’s hand. Instantly, she caught his hand with hers and with her thumb and forefinger pinched the robotic bug hard.

There was a soft crunch, and the tiny broken shards of metal crumbled between her fingers. She looked up and found Bear watching her.

His face was in front of hers and their lips perfectly aligned for another kiss.

She understood the expression in his eyes like she understood her own. So she moved, their mutual connection acting like a winch drawing them together.

Before her lips could meet Bear’s and they could enjoy the heady meeting of their mouths once more, a booming voice interrupted them and they lurched apart.

Moira stomped in, her long flowing shirt billowing around her and her eyes mischievous.

‘Ooch ye’ll be havin’ sex next! Ye dirty dogs! In my lounge room! I’ll be having none of that!’





Chapter 20

Bear saw raw panic flash through Dora’s eyes as she jerked away and her face flamed red.

Bear was not so embarrassed and turned and faced Moira.

‘How did your telephone calls go?’ he asked, changing the subject.

Moira’s eyes glittered. ‘Well—’ She turned to face Dora, ‘—was yer mother Tania Splat?’

Bear turned to study her as well, and was surprised by the dark shadow that fell across Dora’s face.

‘Titania Splat,’ Dora whispered. ‘Yes.’

How did Moira know Dora’s mother? he wondered, his eyes travelling down the length of her body. He tried to think of UMC member’s and couldn’t think of a single giant among them. Titania Splat? Did he know that name? It didn’t ring a bell.

‘Ye’ve got my condolences then,’ Moira said. ‘She was a great woman, verra brave, and one I admired. But make no mistake, she’d no be very happy to see ye follow her footsteps, girl.’

Bear watched the confusion and hurt rush over Dora’s face.

‘What exactly happened to your mother?’ he heard himself ask.

Dora shook her head, unable to speak.

Moira’s brows furrowed deeply but she answered for her. ‘Titania Splat was killed, though no-one likes to talk about it.’

Dora’s face contorted with grief. ‘I didn’t know about my mother being part of the UMC until … recently. So you can see, I really need to get back to Perth and see my dad. He’s all alone up there.’

Moira frowned, and a peculiar look flickered over her face. ‘Aye, but sorry, ye can’t go back to Perth,’ she said.

Dora’s grief stricken expression shifted abruptly, as her brows furrowed and her eyes flashed. Bear could smell her anger in the subtle shift of her musk.

The air became electrified.

‘I have to go back,’ Dora insisted.

Moira shook her mop of grey hair. ‘Oh no, ye don’t. The UMC has other plans. They’re sending an extraction team to get ye out of Australia tomorrow first light.’

Dora’s eyebrows rose and nearly hit her hairline. ‘What? Do you know how crazy that sounds? I’m a nobody. I don’t need to be extracted from anywhere. I haven’t properly even joined the bloody UMC! I was only doing my job and trying to protect my charge when we were attacked. This is stupid.’

Bear watched Moira’s face turn hard and winced. ‘Dora, if they’re sending out an extraction team, it means we really are in some deep shit. It means it’s bigger than just my abduction …’ he tried to explain.

Dora scowled at him. ‘I don’t care, I need to see my dad.’

He understood her anger, he understood her frustration, he’d felt the same for six long months in prison.

Bear caught her hand and drew her close to him. ‘Dora, listen. If you could go home, the UMC would be sending you there now. They’re not, so it means that you are in danger.’

Moira sniffed, her expression softening minutely. ‘Aye, yer dad will be fine,’ she assured quietly. ‘They’ll take care o’ him.’

‘But I want to see him.’

Bear watched Dora’s face contort mulishly and saw Moira’s eyebrows collapse angrily.

‘Ye cannot do that, not now anyway. Maybe later, another time,’ she said firmly.

The air in the cosy lounge room grew heavy and tense.

Dora jerked her hands from Bear’s grip. ‘You’re not listening. You said they’re sending an extraction team to get us out of Australia,’ Dora snapped, ‘I need to see my dad before that happens. I can’t just leave him.’

Moira scowled. ‘Yer the one no’ listening!’ she boomed. ‘Ye can leave, and ye will!’

Dora stood up to her full height and glowered down at Moira.

The diminutive Scot didn’t look impressed and glowered just as furiously back.

Bear rubbed his temples hating the pain and rage he saw in the fierce set of Dora’s face.

‘Give me your phone then,’ Dora demanded. ‘At least let me call him.’

Moira huffed and placed her balled fists on her hips. ‘Not on yer life! Not on my phone, ye won’t. I’ll not be having it traced. Just sit down and calm ye self.’

Bear could see pink colour begin to burn itself up Moira’s cheeks, the scent of orange and cinnamon filled the room. The scent of a witch’s angry magic.

Dora didn’t want to piss Moira off.

Really, she didn’t.

‘Eudora,’ Bear said gently and reached out to grasp her hand to coax her back down to the couch. ‘Listen. I know how you must feel, but, we have to get out of here.’

She looked down momentarily shocked by his unexpected touch before she wrenched her hand free. ‘You have no idea what I feel. You don’t even know me.’

Bear recoiled at the venom in her tone and let his hand fall away.

Dora bristled. ‘I’m going to see my dad, and if you don’t want to help me, that’s fine. I’m leaving. I’ll bloody walk there if I have to.’

Bear winced as the pink colour in Moira’s cheeks turned red. ‘I’ll have none of that!’ she bellowed, ‘Ye’ll do as ye are told, lass, so help me God.’

Bear saw the witch raise her hand, and the scent of burning orange and cinnamon filled the room. He meant to call out a warning to Dora, but something, perhaps his own good sense, made him hold his tongue.

Like him, Eudora Splat was a marked woman now.

A clap of bright white magic illuminated the room.

Dora thundered to the floor.

Bear flinched as the floorboards creaked with Dora’s sudden weight. He had forgotten just how powerful a witch Moira was—to fell a giant in one clap of magic without even a hair out of place.

He looked at the angry Scots woman. ‘You shouldn’t have done that, Moira. I could have talked her around.’

‘The hell ye could, all the kisses and canoodling in the world won’t change a giant’s mind. Ye should know that …’ Moira replied.

Bear felt his cheeks heat.

Moira’s shrewd eyes narrowed at him. ‘Ooch, I’ve seen the way ye look at her. Ye’d follow her t’ hell I think. Mark my words, Evander Gordon. I’m old, no’ blind. This is for the best. For both of ye.’

Bear’s stomach gave an involuntary pang and he looked down at Dora’s blank, unconscious face. Wafts of her musk still stirred in the air. He swallowed.

‘Well, we should put her in a bed or something,’ he said at last.

‘Aye,’ Moira agreed and eyed him again, ‘Yer a big enough lad, you can carry her. That was harder than it looked.’ She sniffed.

Bear knew how hard magic on a giant was, he’d nearly collapsed after using the motus spell on her to get her here.

Carrying Dora physically was no less difficult. She certainly was no light weight, but after a few false attempts, Bear lifted her into his arms. Moira showed him to the spare room.

Carefully, he laid her down and removed her muddy boots.

‘Ye can take them outside. I’ll not have them dirtying my floor again,’ Moira said sternly. Bear straightened, still holding the boots.

‘I really don’t like doing this to her,’ he said, unable to ignore the churning feeling that he’d committed a grievous injustice against a woman he was very quickly growing to like.

‘Ooch, hush ye wist. She’ll sleep soundly until the morning when the team can come and get her. Ye can thank me then.’

Somehow, Bear didn’t think he would be.

***

It was dark and freezing when Dora woke up. Her head throbbed, and gingerly she felt for injury.

Nothing.

She was lying down on something soft, most likely a bed. In the dark, silent night, she could see nothing at all.

What the hell just happened?

Did Moira zap me?

She fumbled around trying to get her eyes to accustom to the dark before her fingers found what she hoped was a lamp beside the bed on which she lay. She ran her fingers down the base searching for a switch.

No switch.

She continued running her fingers around it until she found the cord and thankfully a switch half way down its length.

The sudden light burned her eyes, and she stared blurrily around. She was evidently in a spare bedroom. Or perhaps it was Moira’s own room? There was an old fireplace in the corner with porcelain figures of Scottish men in full Highland garb.

Her anger began to simmer.

Moira knocked me out! The very notion was outrageous. Tom would be so disappointed his martial arts training hadn’t prepped her for a sudden attack with magic. Then again, the magic shouldn’t have had that much effect on her. She’d expected a strike of magic to maybe push her backwards, cause her to fall over, not completely black out for hours.

Was it because she was only half giant? she wondered, or was it because Moira, and Bear for that matter, were so powerful?

The thought was discomforting, especially now when she had to get to her father.

She couldn’t let them stop her.

Dora bit her lip and swung her legs around to the floor. Someone had removed her boots, but her uniform, tattered and filthy as it was, remained the same. She couldn’t believe Bear had let this happen. She’d started to trust him. She’d started to think that despite the crazy circumstances around them meeting, perhaps there was a future for them after all. Now, the sense of betrayal stung.

And I slept with him, she remembered ruefully.

Pushing the thought unhappily aside, she scoured the room for her boots but didn’t see them.

She rose to the floor and winced as the floorboards creaked unhelpfully beneath her heavy footfall. As quietly as she could, she tiptoed to the door and pressed her ear against the cold wood.

The house was utterly quiet except for the occasional creak and moan of the iron and timber frame combined with the loud rasp of her own breathing. She glanced at her watch, she must have been out for some time—it was nearing two o’clock in the morning.

She had to get out of here or at the very least, find Moira’s phone and call her dad.

She could almost visualise him sitting in his study, surrounded by books, the mantle clock ticking restlessly as he waited for her return. A return that wasn’t coming.

Her stomach lurched with nausea.

Holding her breath, Dora opened the door a crack and peered out into the gloomy short corridor of Moira’s cottage. She could see that the lamp from the lounge room was still glowing and the red light of perhaps a dishwasher coming from the kitchen. She tiptoed out.

The floorboards creaked again with every single step, it simply wasn’t possible for someone of her height and weight to walk quietly on antique jarrah floorboards.

From the closed door to the left, she could hear soft snoring. Moira maybe? Somehow, Bear didn’t look like a snorer.

She looked around, wondering if there was a third bedroom in which Bear might be sleeping, or had he flaked out on the couch?

Dora headed towards the lounge room and peered around the corner. Sure enough, Bear’s unconscious form was sprawled over the couch. He’d cast away pillows, and a nice patchwork quilt had slipped from his body and piled itself on the floor beside him.

With his eyes closed, Dora could study the robust angles of his face. His heavy-lidded eyes rested under a solid brow and his high cheekbones softly shadowed his cheeks in the soft lamplight. It was a face even a giant could be proud of.

Dora lingered a moment, almost reluctant to leave him.

That’s stupid. He didn’t even try to stop Moira from zapping me, she reminded herself, and turned to creep towards the kitchen in search for the telephone.

‘What are you doing?’ His voice was like velvet and tickled down her back causing her arms to erupt in goosebumps.

Dora turned slowly. ‘I’m getting a phone, I’m going to call my dad,’ she said.

‘You can’t,’ Bear said, sitting up and rubbing his eyes slowly. His hair was dishevelled and mussed with sleep.

‘Are you going to try and stop me?’ Dora said.

‘If I have to,’ he replied slowly.

Dora felt herself take an almost involuntary step forward towards him, her arms wide. ‘Well, you don’t have to, you can just let me make the phone call, and no-one will be the wiser.’

Bear shook his head. ‘Dora, please listen. If you make that phone call you’re putting not only yourself and your father at risk, but Moira too. It’s just not safe. Besides, making any contact with him will just show the purists how important he is to you.’

‘They’ll know that anyway, he’s my only living relative.’

Bear grimaced. ‘I know it’s hard, but the UMC will look after him and in time you will see him again …’

In her heart, Dora knew what he was saying was correct. Still … she couldn’t leave without a word. ‘Just give me a phone, let me phone him.’

‘I can’t do that even if I wanted to.’ Bear spoke softly.

‘Tell me where a phone is,’ Dora demanded.

‘Moira has it,’ he said, ‘and I don’t advise waking her up.’

Dora hesitated and Bear waited.

She’d made up her mind.

‘I’m leaving then. You can either come with me, or stay. I don’t care.’

Bear’s shoulders slumped a little. ‘How can you leave? Are you going to walk to Perth?’

Dora shook her head. ‘There are cars, I’ll steal one if I have to.’

‘Do you know just how crazy that sounds? You can’t steal a car. Do you want to be the one who ends up in jail instead of me? Have you any idea how many purists there are in that place, and what they’d do to you?’

Dora scowled.

‘I’d like to see them try,’ she snapped.

‘Dora, don’t do this, let’s go wherever they send us, then we can make a plan, maybe they’ll take your father with us? Just wait until the morning, we’ll find out more then,’ he reasoned.

His words didn’t placate her. ‘What is this “us” business?’ she snapped and saw him flinch. ‘There is no us. As much as I’d like it to be different, you’re still a prisoner and I’m a guard, I’ve done my job, now my next job is to look after my dad.’

Bear’s expression hardened, but he recovered quickly. ‘I like you, Dora, I don’t want to see you get hurt. The UMC will help you and your dad, you just have to wait.’

‘I’m not waiting for other people to make decisions about my life,’ she snapped. ‘I’ve done that for long enough. So, the question is, are you going to help me? Because whether you like it or not, I’m going and I’m going now.’

Dora turned, not entirely certain what Bear would do. A part of her hoped he’d choose to come with her, but the other was still angry about him letting Moira zap her. Bear’s lips were set in a firm line, but his expression grew torn.

She walked through the kitchen. The white fluff ball kitten mewed softly beside its empty food dish.

Dora ignored it. There were washed plates drying on the draining board, and to the left, beside the refrigerator was the back door. The key still in the keyhole.

She tentatively placed her hand over it.

Suddenly she felt Bear’s large hand cover her own.

She jumped. How had he moved that quietly, when she’d nearly sounded like an elephant tap dancing?

‘I’m coming with you,’ Bear said gruffly. His warm hand tightened and together they twisted the key until the door knob turned and opened.

‘Why?’ Dora turned and asked as a freezing blast of winter air whooshed into the room from the open door.

Bear shrugged. ‘Because I know I can’t talk you out of it. Because I know you’ll get caught if I don’t help you. Because I like you.’

Dora felt the warmth of his words radiate through her. ‘You keep saying that,’ she breathed then smiled.

‘Because maybe if I say it enough, you’ll say it back.’

Dora stared, her heart thumping. She did like him, a whole lot, but really, what was the point in confessing? ‘I won’t get caught,’ she said instead.

Bear hmphed at that. ‘You don’t know what you’re up against. I do.’

Dora moved forward out into the cold. Her sock-clad feet felt the cold wood of a staircase. She stepped down carefully, and as silently as possible. The forest around them rustled, and fallen leaves scuttled like cockroaches down a bauxite gravel driveway—straight towards an old, rickety looking shed.

‘Is her car in there?’ Dora asked after a moment.

Bear obviously hesitated.

‘You said you’d help me,’ she reminded him. Her hand still tingled from where his touch lingered.

‘I know what I said,’ he replied. ‘Yes, I believe her car is in there.’

They stepped away from the house silently edging closer towards the old shed. ‘Do you think you could magic us there? Instead of stealing her car?’ Dora asked after a moment.

Bear stiffened, and he spoke as if the words cost him a lot. ‘I … don’t think I’d be able to transport you that far …’ he admitted, and in the dark Dora could see his face contort with what she could only presume to be embarrassment.

‘Huh. Really?’ she said.

Bear scowled. ‘Yes, really,’ he repeated irritably. ‘I can get her car started without a key, though.’

Dora couldn’t fight the broad grin that threatened to overtake her lips. ‘That would be helpful.’

She heard him sigh resignedly as they walked towards the shed.

‘What do you think Moira will do when she wakes up and finds out we’ve stolen her car?’ Dora asked as they pushed open the two wide doors to reveal a rather nice and tidy black 1958 Austin Cambridge Saloon. Her father had a taste for old cars and she knew the Austin’s well.

‘She’ll kill us,’ Bear said without a trace of irony, but laughed. With a smooth gesture he reached down and opened the door for Dora to get in.

Dora’s heart stuttered at the unexpectedly chivalrous gesture, she couldn’t remember any man opening a door for her, ever. She caught the flash of his eyes and stared, trying to read his expression.

She couldn’t. The dark, early morning cast shadows giving nothing away.

For a fleeting second, she let herself remember the passion from their encounter in the forest. The spark of lust he’d ignited burned warm at the memory. Yet, it was more than that. What she was feeling was more than lust, she knew it deep down in some visceral part of her being. He liked her, and he was helping her. He didn’t have to, he didn’t want to, but he was.

She swallowed nervously at the realisation, tore her gaze from him, and clambered into the car.

There was no denying it, it was a terrible squash. She felt like one of those stupid YouTube clips, where twenty people squeezed themselves into a Mini Cooper car, except she was just one person.

For a moment or two, Dora cursed quietly under her breath, folding her legs, arms and trying to push the seat back further to give herself just a little more leg space. When she finally settled, her knees were up near her breasts and her head was pressing against the roof of the car.

She twisted her head uncomfortably and noticed that Bear wasn’t faring all that much better. His bulk made the tiny cab of the car seem impossibly small.

‘This is a ridiculously small car,’ she snapped once the door was closed.

Bear grinned at her.

The car smelled like an old car, but a lovingly kept one. Old leather and the faint whiff of what must have been Moira’s magic made her feel calmer and quieter.

Bear caught her eye. ‘Do you know how long the drive is going to be? How fucking uncomfortable it’s going to be?’ he asked laughing slightly.

‘How long?’ she asked, her left leg was already going to sleep.

‘Three hours,’ he said. ‘You sure you want to do this? That extraction team will get us comfortably out of Australia … We could probably talk to them about taking your dad. For all we know, they already have …’

Dora closed her eyes for a second and rested her chin on her knees. ‘I need to see him, Bear,’ she said. ‘I have to see my dad.’

Bear sighed, the resignation heavy, but she’d won. His gaze dropped towards the ignition and he uttered a spell under his breath. As he did, the car was filled with the delectable perfume of his magic and the little engine roared to life with a healthy hum.

‘Where to?’

Dora gave him her father’s address.

Bear swore under his breath and pulled the car from the little shed. ‘I don’t know why I’m doing this …’





Chapter 21

As some point during the long drive from Pemberton to Fremantle, Dora fell asleep beside him.

The long dark roads wove through forest and farmland. At this hour of the morning the traffic was minimal, and the long roads left ample room for self-reflection, and the inevitable self-reproach.

I shouldn’t have had sex with her.

I shouldn’t have kissed her.

I shouldn’t be doing this.

It didn’t matter, he’d already done it all, and couldn’t regret any of it.

Occasionally, his eyes would drift from the dark roads to the beautiful giant who slumbered beside him. A smile tugged his lips as he observed her, folded like some enormous octopus, limbs twisted and head lolling.

She must be so tired, he thought, all too aware of the warm swoop of affection the thought provoked.

Bear looked away, trying to understand the feelings and the confusing thoughts that flew in its wake. The earthy scent of her musk swirled around the warm air of the tiny car cabin. It did nothing to help his bewildered senses.

Strong, proud and determined. He winced. She’s everything I’ve ever wanted.

Was this why he was defying the UMC to let her see her father?

Through some warped sense of justice?

Or simply because I fancy her like crazy?

Since he’d joined the UMC he’d never gone against their word.

He knew what the UMC did to traitors.

He’d helped them do it.

Still, he imagined Dora attempting to get back to Perth on her own, so obvious, so blunderingly huge and oblivious to the incredible danger she was in.

He wouldn’t let her do it alone.

I’m just not that kind of guy.

He smiled to himself again.

Dora stirred in her sleep, and gave an uncomfortable moan, they were nearing Fremantle now.

His hand moved towards her and landed on her knee. Her skin was warm through the fabric of her trousers and he gave her a gentle pat.

‘Dora,’ he whispered, ‘wake up, we’re nearly there.’

***

Bear’s voice floated through the confusing dreams in her head and Dora woke with a start as her head banged hard against the roof of the car.

‘What?’ she gasped and scrabbled about. Panic flooding her consciousness.

‘Hey!’ Bear called. ‘It’s okay!’

Dora calmed, not quite certain why she was flailing around, but the speedy hammering of her heart reminded her of all that had transpired in the last twenty-four hours.

She was shattered.

‘Sorry, did I hurt you?’ she croaked as she ran her hand over her face.

‘No, I’m fine,’ Bear assured her.

She could feel a few pitted lumps from the microbots, but she hoped they were less red now. ‘Are we there?’ she asked.

‘Is it a left or a right off Hampton?’ he asked as a police car cruised past.

Dora looked around at the familiar streets. ‘Right.’

Quietly, the little Austin pulled into a neat parallel park outside Dora’s house. The verge tree swayed in the breeze and Dora felt her chest tighten.

It felt as if she’d been away for years, not just a day.

The street was lined with cars, but all the houses lights were off, except for Mrs Grobler, whose bathroom light still shone brightly as it did every night.

Her father’s verandah light was off. The usual honey warm glow that had always welcomed her home was horribly, conspicuously absent.

Her chest tightened even more.

She was opening the door before she’d even decided to do it.

‘Dora, wait.’ Bear’s voice was whispered but harsh.

She ignored it, just as she ignored the protesting scream of her muscles as she unpeeled herself from the tiny vehicle cab.

Her feet were moving without her bidding.

Where were her shoes? She couldn’t remember, so on sock-clad feet, she stumbled up the steps towards the verandah. Instinctively her hand went to her pocket to retrieve her keys.

They were in the locker at Ixion, waiting for her return from Albany.

She bit her lip and fumbled, her hand gripped the knocker and she hammered once, twice, three times.

The sound was absolutely deafening in the silence of the street.

Dad should have left the light on for me. The thought repeated over and over in her head.

Perhaps she was being silly or paranoid, but she couldn’t stop the rolling sense of unease. She took a deep breath, willing herself to stay calm and jostled the handle of the front door. There was a click, and the door latch lifted.

Unlocked?

An eighty-year-old man home alone without the door locked? It just didn’t happen.

Whatever sense of calm she’d managed to accumulate was drenched with new panic.

‘Dad?’ Dora called and pushed the door open.

A rush of warm metallic scented air met her face. She knew that smell as instinctually as she knew the scent of her own musk.

‘Oh God,’ she moaned and drew into the dark corridor. A warm light glowed from the kitchen, but the heavy smell was only getting thicker.

‘Dad?’ she called again, only dimly sensing Bear moving behind her.

A shadow loomed from the corridor, and she found herself caught in arms, strong arms.

She gave a muffled cry of alarm but stopped when the man spoke. ‘Dora. It’s me. Stop. Don’t go in there.’

The voice was familiar. ‘Tom?’ she gasped, the arms loosened and she turned towards him. The urge to move forward to the kitchen was great, and her heart hammered so loudly it seemed to drown out the ragged heaving of her breath. Even in the dim light of the corridor, Tom looked dishevelled and dark spatters of something covered the white of his T-shirt and his hands.

Her stomach dropped.

What the hell was he doing here? Dressed like that?

‘What are you doing here? Where’s Dad?’ Dora asked, her voice seemed incredibly loud in the silence. She pointed to his bloodied shirt. ‘Where is my dad?’

Tom’s wild looking eyes flickered between her and Bear whose presence Dora could still feel looming behind her. He licked his lips, his gaze darting to the warmly lit kitchen. Dora moved forward, only to find his blood slicked hand pressed to her belly refusing her entrance.

‘No, no you can’t go in there,’ he growled, his voice was alien and pained. ‘Please, you don’t need to see this.’

Dora swallowed an aching lump that had swelled in her throat. ‘See what? What’s happened? Where’s Dad? Has he had an accident?’

She could never forgive herself if he’d hurt himself in her absence. He was so old, so fragile.

She glanced behind her at Bear, whose face was conspicuously blank. Her body drew tight like a taut wire, about to snap with panic. Her dad was in that kitchen, she knew it with every fibre in her soul, but why hadn’t he called out to her?

And the blood …

‘Dad!’ she yelled.

‘Shhh.’ Tom tried to capture her gaze but she looked away again towards the kitchen. Not a shadow crossed the floor.

Dread spread ice through her chest.

‘Dad!’ Dora yelled louder, and using every muscle she owned she lurched forward.

‘No, don’t look!’ Tom growled and grabbed her again. This time he didn’t let go. A spasm of hot pain seared through Dora’s back as his weight met hers and she was sent sprawling to the floor with him atop her.

‘Fuck off!’ she snarled and began to shove him off her.

She was wild with panic and her body reacted instinctively.

After all she’d been through, she wasn’t going to let Tom stop her from seeing her dad.

Through the blur of fear and rage, she could hear Bear snarl and Tom’s weight was instantly lifted. She didn’t look back to see what he’d done, but she was grateful. She scooted on all fours away from the men, skidding on her knees to the kitchen.

She could half hear Bear’s voice, a mere guttural rumble in the background, but she paid no further attention.

Dora made it to the kitchen a mere few seconds before someone made a grab for her arm once again.

It was too late.

She saw what Tom had been trying to hide.

In the warm, soft light of their homely kitchen, Dora’s father was slumped beside the kitchen table. He cut a small, tragically withered figure still clad in his chequered nightgown.

For an instant she’d thought he’d fallen.

He’d done that before and fractured his hip.

Then she noticed it. The sinister glint of blood beneath him.

Dora felt strangled and moved towards him, her hands meeting the cold, slick fluid on the floorboards. She stared at the icy wetness on her hands, it was almost incomprehensible.

‘Dad? Oh God, Dad.’ A low moan echoed in her throat as she leaned down close to him and strained to hear the familiar rattle of his breath in his thin, bony chest.

Nothing.

He didn’t move at all.

She stared at the blood and wrapped her large hands around her father’s shoulder’s drawing him up. He lolled like a puppet. His balding head swung forward, and his chin met with a moist thud on his blood-soaked nightgown. He seemed as light as a child in her arms.

‘Dad? What’s happened?’ she whispered.

More blood.

Where was it coming from?

The wetness began to soak into the material of her pants, she shivered.

‘Daddy?’ She shook him gently, this time his head lolled backwards. She gasped as it hung unnaturally behind him to expose the raw flesh and sinew of his sliced throat.

Oh God.

His throat.

Cut.

No.

The thoughts were distant, almost as if someone else were pointing out the gory facts, as though she couldn’t think it herself.

She stared down again, willing herself to register beyond the horror.

His throat is cut.

She stared at the arteries, flesh and tissue of her father’s throat, and the blood that soaked into everything around her.

Someone has killed my dad.

Her lovely, wonderful dad. The man who had given everything for her. The man who never hesitated in his love.

She lurched back, dropping him like a rag doll as the realisation finally hit home. Then, she screamed, screamed, and screamed.

***

Bear stared at the slaughter before him as Dora began to scream.

She didn’t even sound human, her cry was raw, primal and unearthly and he felt it down to the marrow of his bones.

The elderly man, her father, had been killed and killed gruesomely. It took a particular brand of nasty to slit a throat. Let alone the throat of one so old, wizened and loved.

He looked at the man Dora had called ‘Tom’. His angular face was pale and blood covered his arms. Who was he and what was he doing here? Why hadn’t he protected the old man? Had he also arrived too late?

Dora’s screams softened to gut-wrenching sobs and Bear knelt down beside her, drawing her to his side. There were no words of comfort he could possibly offer, so he offered his shoulder instead.

The metallic tang of blood lingered like a bad taste on the back of Bear’s tongue as Dora sobbed and let her face fall to his chest.

She buried herself there, as if trying to hide from the horrendous scene of slaughter.

‘Who would do this to my dad?’ she cried her voice muffled by his chest. ‘He was a good man!’ The raw, emotional agony was so deep, Bear felt his heart pinch.

He wrapped his arms around her, trying to cocoon her large body in his embrace. She felt feverishly hot, and her musk momentarily covered the scent of blood.

Had this happened because she disappeared with him?

Were the purists punishing her because she’d helped him escape?

The thoughts were nauseatingly horrible.

God, how he wanted to take her from this place, somewhere safe, but where would that be?

Bear bit his lip. ‘Dora, we’ve got to get away. The purist’s have found your dad, they’ll be back to get you too.’

He hadn’t wanted to say it, but they needed to get out of here.

‘Dad … Oh God,’ she gulped. ‘My poor, poor dad.’

Bear’s eyes drifted to Tom, something slid across the man’s expression but before he could speak, Bear met his gaze. ‘Who are you?’ he asked.

Tom flinched. ‘Tom Roswick, I work with the UMC. I’m a good friend of Dora’s.’

The word “friend” sounded off-key and hesitant, but Bear ignored it. ‘Then you know how important it is to get her away from this place. The police will be here soon.’

‘You’re Evander Gordon, aren’t you?’ Tom replied and something flashed in his eyes that Bear didn’t like.

‘Yes.’ Bear nodded.

‘Then I need to get you both away from this place,’ Tom said. ‘News of your escape has been flashed all over the world. Whoever did this to Mr Splat won’t hesitate to do it to you, and Dora too.’

‘They work quickly,’ Bear agreed and stroked Dora’s head gently. ‘Dora, we’ve got to leave.’

She sniffed wetly and buried her head further into his chest.

It was wrong, but Bear liked it. Despite the horrific circumstance, he was pleased that she touched him and sought comfort in his arms. It had been a very long time since anyone had needed or wanted him like that.

He glanced up, and Tom’s face was hard. ‘Let me take her,’ Tom said, his voice sour as he reached down to draw Dora away from Bear and into his own arms.

‘Dor, it’s me, Tom,’ he cooed and Bear decided that he sounded ridiculous.

‘Tom?’ Dora sniffed again and peered from Bear’s chest to look up. ‘Oh, Tom,’ she cried as if realising for the first time he was there.

Then to Bear’s increasing irritation, she allowed the other man to pull her to her feet and wrap his arms around her. Bear caught Tom’s eye and didn’t miss the unmistakable glint of possession in his face as he did so.

‘Did you see who did this?’ Dora asked through her tears.

‘No,’ Tom choked. ‘He was dead when I got here …’

Tom’s words set Bear’s teeth on edge, it wasn’t that he didn’t believe him, but something in the other man’s manner irked him. Not to mention he was significantly shorter than Dora, and frankly looked stupid beside her.

Bear chided himself instantly for the cruel and uncharitable thought.

However, when Tom reached up, turned Dora’s face towards his own and kissed her on the lips, Bear stopped his self-chiding and had to choke back the urge to tear the bastard from her and punch his pretty face.

Dora turned her glazed expression to the crumpled figure of her father. ‘Tom, my dad …’ More crystal tears tumbled from her eyes.

‘I know, Dor, I know. I didn’t get here in time … I was trying to keep an eye on him … He was so worried about you … but …’

Bear winced at the man’s poor choice of words and his opinion on the man was cemented. The last thing Dora needed was someone making her feel even guiltier.

Bear gritted his teeth as Tom stroked the tears from Dora’s face in an intimate gesture that made his blood boil.

‘We’ve got to go. I know somewhere safe.’ Tom’s voice was sensible, calming and irritatingly placating.

‘We can’t just leave him!’ Dora wailed suddenly turning towards her father’s body.

Bear watched Tom’s grip tighten on her arms, as he pulled her back once again. ‘The police will deal with it, we can’t help him anymore.’ Tom’s voice took on a firm note. ‘I’ve got to get you both away from here.’

Bear waited and Dora nodded dumbly.

‘I’ll go and get you some clothes,’ Tom said quickly, ‘I’ve got a van out the front, it’s open, get in the back—’ he looked at Bear, ‘—both of you.’

Again, there was something in Tom’s expression that caused Bear to pause, he couldn’t place it though. ‘How do I know you’re not one of them?’ Bear growled. ‘This is all very fucking convenient if you ask me.’

Tom’s face reddened. ‘I’m with the UMC,’ he snapped.

‘You’re human,’ Bear retorted. ‘How exactly are you involved in the Union for Magical Creatures?’

Tom’s face took on a sheen. ‘If you’d been paying attention, you’d have noticed there are lots of human’s who help with UMC. You can’t run an organisation these days without human intervention.’

‘I think you’re lying …’ Bear breathed, suddenly certain of it.

‘Bear!’ Dora cried out, ‘this is Tom, he’s my … my … friend, I can’t let you speak to him like that. He is with UMC, I can vouch for him.’

Bear noticed Tom wince at her words.

He scowled. ‘Fine, where will you take us?’ he asked. There was no way he was trusting this guy and frankly, he’d be better off by himself. He knew a few people in Perth with whom he could take shelter before those he knew were in the UMC could get him out of the country.

Still, he didn’t want to leave Dora.

He cursed his weakness.

‘We’ve got a bolt-hole nearby,’ Tom said, ‘I’ll take you there, and then alert the rest of the UMC guys of your arrival.’

Bear didn’t know of any bolt-holes in Fremantle. The notion that this strange man did was irksome in the extreme. His eyes drifted to Dora who was shaking a little and his heart gave a stutter. He rested his hand gently at her elbow. She needed to get away from the gore, the horror of what she’d seen.

Bear nodded reluctantly. ‘All right.’

Tom nodded and offered Dora another kiss on the cheek. This time she flinched and her eyes darted towards Bear helplessly.

‘I’ll get you some clothes, I’ll meet you in the truck,’ Tom said and turned and headed back down the corridor and into one of the rooms.

Bear stood there for a moment, Dora’s shaking had subsided as she took two huge gulps of air, but her big, sad eyes constantly returned to the macabre spectacle in the kitchen.

‘Come on, Dora,’ Bear said gently, and gripped her hand to draw her from the house.

Dora hesitated. ‘This is my fault, you know,’ she croaked as she took step after painful step down the corridor.

‘You can’t think like that, it’ll drive you mad,’ he said. ‘It’s not your fault—at all.’

A cool breeze swept down the corridor bringing the faint sounds of police sirens with it.

It’s mine. He didn’t say it.





Chapter 22

The world felt terribly unreal as they walked towards Tom’s van, easily recognisable with the King’s Park Botanical Garden’s logo emblazoned on its side. She ran her hand over her face and blinked but every time she closed her eyes she could see her father’s neck, raw and hideous.

Bear opened the back of the vehicle, it was full of empty plant pots, sacks of potting mix and smelled like a wet earth, it was strangely reassuring.

‘What am I going to do without him?’ she asked. She knew the question was redundant, that Bear Gordon, a wanted man himself, could offer her no answers.

Bear closed the door behind them, as they hunched on the floor in the darkness of the van she felt, rather than saw his gaze on her.

‘Leave here, come with me,’ he whispered.

Dora froze. His words weren’t entirely expected, not after all that had happened between them, but combined with the strange note of longing in his voice she felt herself grow confused.

‘Where will you go?’ she asked eventually.

Bear shrugged. ‘I don’t know, anywhere, but wherever I go, I want you to come with me.’

‘Me?’ she croaked. It was too much. She’d fantasised about leaving Australia, of course, but that was before.

They heard Tom clamber into the van, and throw a bag of clothing over his shoulder. ‘Let’s get out of here, I can hear cop cars.’ His voice held a note of panic. The sound of police sirens grew precariously close. Dora stared out of the back window of the van at her home.

Will I ever go back there? She wondered, thinking about her possessions, her bathroom, their kitchen and her poor, poor father. Another tear began to run down her face but she wiped it angrily away.

‘I’ll kill whoever did this to my dad, I fucking will.’ The poison in her voice made her words guttural.

Bear didn’t answer for a long moment.

‘And I’ll help you,’ he finally said.

Dora’s lip quirked with a faint smile and she watched Bear look away, his face a beautiful silhouette in the gloomy van. She rebuked herself instantly. She shouldn’t even think of beauty, Bear’s or otherwise, not now, not when her dad …

The thought made her heart ache again, and the tears suffused her vision. Through the tinted back window she could see her home disappear down the street.

How would she ever get over it? It was all her fault.

‘It’s not your fault,’ Bear rumbled again as if he’d read her thoughts. Dora looked up, hating the tears that burned her eyeballs again.

His lips met hers, gently and with reverence. She leaned into his kiss, grateful for the compassion and warmth.

The vehicle took a sharp left and they were jerked apart.

‘It is my fault,’ Dora said and twisted her hands in her lap. ‘It is entirely my fault. Dad begged me not to join the UMC … He didn’t want me to take the prison job either …’ she choked. ‘I didn’t listen and look what’s happened to him.’

Bear was silent and looked down at the floor of the van, it was sprinkled with black dirt and potting mix. ‘Don’t beat yourself up about it,’ he murmured, and then she could smell something, the scent of his magic. He was trying to calm her down, he was trying to make her feel better with not just his words, but his magic.

‘It won’t work,’ she whispered, just because his transport spell had worked, didn’t mean other softer spells would. ‘I don’t want it to.’

The van took another sharp turn, and Dora slipped on the floor of the van and skittered into a pile of plastic pots.

He caught her, steadying her with his big arms. She wanted nothing more than to sink into that embrace but she pulled away and stiffened. She couldn’t, wouldn’t think about her feelings. Nor would she consider how attractive the idea of sinking into Bear’s arms was. Her mind flashed with her father’s corpse yet again and physically shook her head to rid it of the image.

‘You okay?’ Tom called casting a glance over his shoulder.

She was glad Tom was taking them somewhere safe.

How would she ever repay him for hiding Bear, and helping her?

She closed her eyes, a headache threatening behind her eyes. They’d driven far enough now that the streets looked unfamiliar. Tom threw another glance over his shoulder as they paused at a traffic light.

This time he didn’t say anything.

***

Bear unwrapped his arms from around Dora’s warm body and gave Tom a curt nod when the vehicle finally stopped and the engine fell silent. She’d stopped crying, and she raised her head from his chest and looked around.

Following her gaze, Bear glanced out the window to see a commercial looking warehouse, brightly lit with orange fluorescent lights on tall poles.

He didn’t recognise it.

He didn’t even recognise the suburb. Scraggly, abused remnant bushland seemed to struggle in the spaces between other, similar, warehouses.

Hair prickled on the back of his neck.

The warehouse was large, a dull sand colour and surrounded by cracked and weed strewn concrete. Bear scanned the vicinity for a sign or anything familiar that he could possibly link to his own work with the UMC.

Nothing.

Admittedly, his involvement had largely been with the upper echelons of the organisation, guarding, watching, or accompanying high profile figures, it made sense he didn’t know about this particular facility, didn’t it?

The back doors of the van swung open, and Tom’s face appeared, haloed by the orange lighting of the car park.

‘Come on, quickly.’ He gestured to Bear and Dora, who appeared numb and lost in her own dark thoughts.

Bear felt his gaze travel to Tom again, and as he looked into the taut lines of Tom’s face, a prickle of suspicion flared again.

Perhaps I’ve been in prison for too long.

Maybe it had made him paranoid.

Still, he stepped out of the van into the frigid morning air. Clouds had covered the sky, giving the morning a dull, reluctant feel. Bear shoved his hands into his pockets.

‘I’ll need to make a few phone calls,’ he said. ‘Do you have a phone?’

Tom hesitated and grasped Dora’s arm. He turned and stared at Bear.

‘You still don’t trust me, do you?’ he said, then laughed. ‘When we get inside, safe, I’ll give you a phone, and you can try and call whoever the fuck you want.’

Bear frowned and watched Dora clamber down from the van with Tom’s assistance. His teeth gritted, her large shoulders were hunched, but she cut an imposing figure in the still quiet of the weedy car park.

‘Let’s get inside,’ Tom said again, and he gently coaxed Dora into a slow walk towards the warehouse.

Bear hesitated.

He couldn’t do it.

He didn’t trust Tom. Not in the slightest.

He didn’t want to.

Bear watched as Tom’s arm curled possessively around Dora’s waist drawing her large body close to his side. He heard Dora’s soft sob.

Bear’s feet stilled on the rough concrete.

Did she like Tom’s touch? he wondered.

Fuck this.

Maybe he was jealous and just being stupid, but a simple spell would get him out of here and back to the UMC headquarters with which he was familiar. The skin that had suffered beneath the suppression cuffs itched and burned, urging him to do it.

Dora turned her head, her hair flapped around her large, wounded eyes. ‘Are you coming?’ she called, her voice a mere whisper, carried as if by magic across the old car park between them.

Bear felt that same convulsion of emotion constrict the muscles of his chest.

If he left, would he ever see her again?

Maybe not.

The idea was unacceptable.

His jaw tightened, and he remembered her sensuality and bravery back in the South Western forests, her patience as he extracted the hideous microbots from her flesh, her gutsy fighting, and her rare, but stunning smile.

Fuck.

Dora and Tom were close to the warehouse door now, and it opened by some unseen mechanism.

‘Coming?’ she called again, and even in the eerie orange light he could see her heavy brow crumple with concern.

His feet seemed to lift of their own volition, and he moved forward. He’d come with her, he decided. Maybe it was time he finally learned to trust again.





Chapter 23

Dora slipped into the shed behind Tom and she felt his hand trail across her lower back as he released her. Goosebumps erupted across her arms and she shrugged him away.

The inside of the warehouse was gritty beneath her sock-clad feet, the smell of diesel and dust thick in the air. She looked around, and could hear Bear enter the building behind her. He felt like an almost solid weight at her back, reassuring and large. She was glad he’d stayed, still her throat felt thick, the brutal, terrible way her father had died seemed to eat at her brain making other thoughts difficult to hold. She heard a strangled choking sound, and realised it had come from her own throat.

She looked down and saw Tom staring at her.

‘Are you all right?’ he asked urgently, and he took her hand in his. Tom’s eyes were glittering and wide, and she remembered fleetingly how she’d once dreamed that he may look at her with such desire, with such intensity.

It seemed like a lifetime ago, before she’d joined Ixion, before she’d been attacked by microbots, before she’d met Bear, before her dad had died.

The look on Tom’s face now made her skin crawl.

She couldn’t reply, her throat was so constricted words were once again impossible.

‘Of course, she’s not OK,’ she heard Bear snarl from behind her. ‘Stop asking her inane and stupid questions. Where is the telephone?’

Tom’s attention shifted away from her and the prickling sense of unease grew.

‘I’m asking her because I care …’ Tom retorted. ‘Unlike you, who is more concerned with finding a telephone.’

She saw Bear’s face contort with a scowl, his muscles bunched and she knew he was very nearly ready to hit Tom.

‘I need the bathroom,’ she whispered quickly. Her words broke the testosterone-laden air between them better than any knife.

‘Of course—’ Tom’s furious gaze returned to her, ‘—it’s over there to the left …’ He gestured to a mean looking area cordoned off by thin corrugated iron walls.

***

Bear watched as Dora moved into the bathroom, his chest was tight and all his senses seemed on high alert, made even worse by the sense his bickering with Tom was making Dora feel uncomfortable. He shifted his gaze back to Tom, the man was dressed in casual pants, and a warm looking sweater, splattered with Professor Splat’s blood.

It seemed an awful lot of blood.

Although significantly smaller than he was, Tom looked muscular, strong and his stance exuded confident aggression, albeit slightly underpinned by a peculiar sense of urgency. Then Bear saw something that set his teeth on edge even more. The other man’s gaze was locked hungrily on Dora’s receding form. He shifted where he stood, his boots grazing over the dirty cement flooring. Then Bear saw it, the tent-poling effect of an erection in the other man’s pants.

Anger sparked through him.

The dirty fucker.

‘Take your filthy eyes off her,’ Bear heard himself snarl.

The door closed as Dora disappeared into the bathroom before Tom smiled.

There was nothing kind or warm about this particular smile. Tom’s lips curled at one end, displaying the white sheen of his teeth.

‘I’ve got to get that bitch out of my system,’ Tom said and cupped the obvious bulge in his crotch.

‘What?’ Cold trickled down Bear’s back.

Tom laughed, throwing his head back in throaty mirth. He then whistled long and low.

‘What are you talking about?’ Bear snarled again.

‘My brothers have told me that my desire for that bitch is unnatural.’

Bear tried not to show his alarm, but involuntarily stepped backwards. ‘Your brothers?’

Tom laughed cruelly again, but this time his eyes crinkled. ‘My brothers.’

Then Bear felt it, cold constrictive irons clamp down on each wrist. He spun around, only to find himself captured by multiple strong arms and biting iron hooks.

The iron hooks bit into his biceps, he twisted his head, four, five, six men restrained him. Iron chains binding him to non-magical compliance.

Where had they come from? How hadn’t he heard them?

He’d been distracted.

‘Who are you?’ Bear snapped and struggled, but the attempt only caused the iron hooks to bite into his flesh all the harder.

He cursed himself and swore under his breath. No magic would work with this level of iron around him. He’d been so distracted by Dora and her suffering that he hadn’t noticed anything.

‘Struggling will only make things worse for you,’ Tom said. The sinister smile had dropped from his face now.

‘Why? I thought you were with the UMC? What are you doing?’ Bear asked, hoping against hope that Dora had heard the trouble and escaped while she still could.

Tom scoffed softly. ‘Oh, but I am with the UMC,’ he assured. ‘But I’m also a human purist.’

‘But …’

‘A little slow on the uptake, aren’t you?’ Tom said pityingly. ‘No matter, you won’t be around for much longer. I’m sorry, Mr Gordon.’

Bear’s heart sank, after all the running, all the hiding, he and Dora had literally given themselves to the purists.

That meant he was a dead man, and she was most certainly going to be a dead woman.

‘What about Dora? What will you do to her?’ Bear asked, and stilled beneath the hooks and hands.

A muscle constricted in Tom’s jaw before his lips curled into that horrible sneer again. ‘You care for her, don’t you?’ Tom asked.

For a moment, Bear felt his heart skittle around in his chest.

He did care for Dora.

Very much.

‘Don’t hurt her,’ Bear said. ‘She’s been through enough, hasn’t she? She’s done nothing wrong.’

The muscle constricted in Tom’s jaw again.

‘Her mere existence is wrong,’ he barked. ‘She will be used for my aversion therapy.’

A hand tightened on Bear’s wrist and he felt himself being dragged away. He struggled forward.

‘What do you mean your aversion therapy?’ he cried, his feet slipping on the cement floor.

Tom’s face grew pale. ‘The first step was disassociating her from humanity. Killing her father did that.’ A shadow chased over his face. ‘The second part will be disassociating myself from her.’

‘You killed her old man?’ Bear heard himself gasp, disgust was sour in the back of his mouth.

‘I did what I must …’ Tom sniffed, though he looked a little uncertain. ‘My obsession with her is a sickness. Now, my brothers will assist me in desensitising myself from her … charms.’

Bear swallowed. He knew what they’d do, they’d torture her, they would strip her, harm her and do terrible things to her until there was nothing left for Tom to desire.

‘No,’ Bear gasped. ‘You can’t …’

Tom’s face twisted and his lips drew tight. ‘We can … we must.’ The fanatical gleam in Tom’s eyes flashed again.

‘Shut up,’ one of the men dragging Bear hissed. ‘He doesn’t need to know this.’

One set of hands released him but the iron hooks still caged his arms and behind him, Bear could hear a roller door rising.

Then he was dragged unceremoniously into a cage. A heavy iron cage. The hooks fell from his arms and the cage door locked shut with a heavy, final clatter.

‘She doesn’t deserve this, you know she doesn’t deserve this,’ Bear yelled, throwing his weight to test the strength of the bars. A loud sizzle followed by a stinging jolt of electricity singed through his skin. Bear’s muscles spasmed and tensed uncontrollably, and he flew back from the cage bars and landed in a crumpled heap.

Tom stared at him for a long moment. ‘I think you should be more concerned with what is going to happen to you,’ he said. ‘Rest assured though, I will do everything in my power to get this over quickly.’

His words echoed with promise as the roller door closed.

Bear stared around the dark room and calmed his breathing.

The air was thick in there, and toxic. He also noticed the darkness wasn’t silent. He squinted and looked around. The soft purr of a car engine hummed from nearby. The smell of its exhaust growing stronger in the small closed-in section of the warehouse.

Fuck.

Bear turned around to see a large utility thrumming merrily in the corner of the room. The smell of exhaust grew stronger still.

He sank low in the cage and scanned the area for windows.

There were no windows, in fact, not even a glimmer of light shone beneath the roller door or cracks beneath the corrugated tin walls. The room was sealed.

Totally sealed.

Soon, the air would grow thick and impossible to breathe with carbon monoxide from the vehicle’s exhaust.

Bear bit his lip. Tom and the human purists were going to gas him to death.





Chapter 24

Through a gap in the door, Dora listened to Tom and Bear argue. Her belly twisted.

Tom killed my dad.

She struggled to catch her breath and calm herself.

Through the thin gap in the door she saw Bear being bound with new iron cuffs and metal hooks. She heard his alarmed exclamations and Tom’s cruel replies.

Her heart ached and tears of fury, as well as sorrow, burned her eyes.

Tom had killed her dad, as some kind of “dehumanising process”, through which he could disassociate himself from her and eventually kill her.

How could she have been so mistaken about him?

She’d heard of the human purists “Aversion Therapies”. They were therapies designed to “cure” a human of love and attraction to magical beings. Similar techniques had been used throughout history to “cure” homosexuals too.

She pushed the door closed as Bear was dragged into another room containing a large cage. Her large hands trembled as she fumbled with the bolt lock. It wouldn’t keep out a hungry puppy let alone four, or was it seven, human purists baying for her blood.

She sank back and scanned the toilets. They were foul, brown skid marks marred the grimy white porcelain of the pan, and drifts of toilet paper had collected in one dusty corner. Certainly not the place she wanted to spend her last moments on earth.

She jumped as she heard a knock on the tin door. ‘Dora? Are you OK?’

It was Tom, his voice was normal.

She swallowed, recalling the sinister twist of his smile and the flash in his eye as Bear had been dragged away.

What were they going to do to him? Would they kill him?

She shivered again and rubbed her arms. She couldn’t let it happen, he was only in this warehouse because she had trusted Tom.

‘Dor? You OK?’ Tom repeated, a note of alarm now audible in his voice.

She chewed her lip hard trying to quell her panic, until she tasted the salt of her own blood.

She brought her hand to her mouth, a hand that was already stained by her father’s blood.

How could she answer him? How on earth could she get Bear out of here?

‘I’m fine …’ she called back after a long minute. ‘I’ll be out in a second.’ She looked around frantically for inspiration.

There were no windows and she had no idea if the walls to the warehouse were single or double thickness. Not that it would matter, if she tried to kick her way out, she’d give herself away. She couldn’t outrun that many people, or fight them.

She heard Tom’s footsteps shuffle outside the toilets and the hair on her neck prickled.

She might just have to try.

‘Did you get Bear that telephone so he could ring his people?’ Dora asked, trying to buy time, giving the toilet an experimental flush. Discoloured brown water flooded the grimy toilet pan.

There was a pause and she could hear his feet shuffle again, or was that more than just Tom’s feet shuffling? She tried to picture the other men she’d seen.

‘Ah, yeah, he just stepped outside to get some fresh air,’ Tom replied after a moment. ‘Are you coming out now?’ His voice grew impatient.

Dora shuddered and recalled the look of frustration and anger on Bear’s face as they hauled him impotently into the cage.

‘In a minute,’ she repeated. Turning on the tap, more brown water flowed into an equally dirty old porcelain sink. ‘I just have to wash my face.’

‘I’ve missed you, Dor.’ Tom spoke softly through the toilet door, the impatience in his tone gone.

Dora’s stomach curdled. What had he said to Bear as she’d walked to the toilets, when he thought she couldn’t hear? I’ve got to get that bitch out of my system.

Stupid Tom for forgetting how acute a giant’s hearing was.

She smothered a bitter snort of laughter. ‘Yeah, I’ve missed you too,’ she lied.

After a minute of running her hands in the water to wash the blood away, Dora turned off the taps, dried her hands on the filthy cargo material of her worn and torn Ixion uniform. She had to leave the toilets soon, but she still needed a plan.

Perhaps she could use Tom’s attraction to her scent to her advantage. She didn’t know. Over the past forty-eight hours she’d had to live on quick wits that she wasn’t entirely sure she possessed.

Now, she was tired, but not too tired to know that if she didn’t get Bear the hell out of that cage, he was a dead man.

Gingerly, Dora unbolted the door and stepped out into the sickly fluorescent lighting of the warehouse. Tom moved back allowing her room to exit.

She noticed his nostrils flare as she stepped closer towards him, his physical reaction to her presence and scent obvious in the dilation of his pupils.

‘I’m very tired,’ she said softly. ‘Is there anywhere I can sleep for a bit before the UMC comes to get us?’

Tom’s brow furrowed, his gaze momentarily confused as he clearly warred with the desire her raw scent seemed to evoke.

‘They’ll be here soon,’ he said, his voice rough.

Dora began to walk towards the roller door beyond which she knew Bear resided in the iron cage. ‘I can hear a car,’ she murmured as she walked towards it. She laid an experimental hand on the cold corrugated metal of the roller door. ‘Are they already here?’

She turned to face Tom, and noticed his eyes linger on the open V of her shirt, and he shook his head minutely.

Dora frowned. ‘But I thought I heard voices.’ She looked around the wide open space, hoping to find something that could help her, and help Bear too.

‘Voices?’ Tom’s eyes narrowed and she could read the suspicion in his gaze.

She nodded and glanced along the back wall where a grimy work bench and a few rusted tools lay unused. ‘When I was in the bathroom, I’m sure I heard voices.’

‘I was talking to Bear,’ Tom said, the slight frown still folding the skin of his brow, ‘or it could have been Bear on the phone.’

Anger sparked through Dora’s body.

How can he blatantly lie to my face? The sound of his deceit had a taste and it was vile.

Hot and potent anger seemed to rip from the very fibres of Dora’s being. The rage was so visceral and painful, all Dora could do was clamp her jaw shut tight and try not to tear Tom’s throat out. Through the glistening, burning curtain of fury, she swallowed the painful lump in her throat and instead allowed her gaze to travel along the wall to an old punch card system. It took a bare minute before she could see through her emotions to the sorry remnants of a glorious bygone era of manufacturing in Western Australia. To her left, the bench was thick with cobwebs and clearly hadn’t been used in years. Old tools, welding masks and metal files littered its surface, covered in dust and long neglected.

Frustration boiled in the pit of her stomach. She needed to know where the other men who’d grabbed Bear were. She glanced at the grimy glass paned door of a fibro office, and quickly tried to assess it for movement and shadows.

Perhaps in there?

‘Why is Bear taking so long?’ she asked and moved closer towards the punch card rack, and gingerly ran her finger over the oily dust covering the surface of the bench. There was a small metal pole there, forged in some distant time. Her fingers slid over it slowly.

Could she hit him with this? she wondered.

Tom shrugged, his eyes watching the movement of her hand.

‘Dora …’ he began, and the sincerity in his voice sounded real. ‘I’m sorry …’

She turned her head to assess him, and as she did, noticed beside the punch card rack on the wall, a black switch. For just a second she allowed her gaze to travel up the wire from the switch. Above it was a large dusty, yellowed loud speaker. A siren.

Bingo.

She stepped closer to it, hoping that the siren worked and someone would come and investigate.

‘You’re sorry?’ she asked her feet scuffing the gritty floor as she took yet another step towards the siren switch. ‘For what?’

She was in arms reach of the siren switch now, and her heart started to race. She didn’t look at him but kept her gaze lowered slightly to the right, always keeping the siren switch in her peripheral vision.

‘For having to do this …’ he began.

He was going to kill her now, Dora was certain of it.

She lurched to the left, her fingers hitting the black switch of the siren.

For a second there was nothing, nothing but a scratchy electrical sound.

‘What have you done?’ Tom cried moving to pull her arm from the switch. The long lonely wail of the siren split through the air.

Dora didn’t turn but ran her hand over the small metal pole, and gripped it tightly.

‘Trust me, Dor, you don’t want to do this!’

She spun around, her hair obscuring her vision for a moment and swung the metal pole. ‘You killed my father, and you’re trying to kill Bear! I’m not going to let that happen,’ she snarled and struck him allowing the anger and hurt to break from her heart and fill her muscles with a strength she’d not known was possible.

Taken aback, Tom sailed backwards through the air landing on his arse on the dusty floor.

Men erupted from the fibro office to the left.

‘Stop!’ Tom yelled, his eyes were wild, and scrabbled to his feet. A massive blond Nordic looking man dressed in green combat uniform clipped Tom around the head with the back of his hand. ‘You’re a fool, brother,’ he snarled. ‘She’ll ruin everything, stop that siren!’

The siren continued to wail its long, languishing cry.

There were five other men, besides Tom and the blond in combat uniform. Dora knew there wasn’t much she could do against them other than stand her ground. Large, feral and mean and filled with hatred for magical beings, she felt like a baited bear.

Bear. Her eyes flew to the roller door beyond which she knew he was confined. She wished she could do more for him, for herself.

She just had to keep the siren wailing long enough for someone to hear it.

Steadying herself into a defensive stance, Dora stood in front of the siren switch, her hand tightly gripping the metal pole as if it were the only thing left in the world.

Two of the human purists approached her, hunched and predatory. The combat man hung back with the other three and spoke to Tom in sharp tones that she didn’t bother listening to. Her eyes were locked on the two making their steady, cautious way towards her.

‘Come at me, bro,’ she snarled.





Chapter 25

Bear knew it was only a matter of time before he suffocated in the garage. He was filled with impotent anger and a dreadful sense of loss. He’d come so close to finding someone he could relate to, and now he was going to die. He remembered all the facts he could about carbon monoxide, and it didn’t comfort him. Carbon monoxide was about the same weight as air, so it neither sank nor rose in the atmosphere. That meant he couldn’t escape it by lying low.

No. He knew the only way he would survive this was if he could calm down and use less oxygen. Yet for months, he’d been in a perpetual state of rage. He’d been so angry at his imprisonment and the subsequent neglect of his elderly grandmother, that being calm seemed almost like an anathema. He’d needed that anger to survive. It had been his only companion for weeks in solitary. The burn of injustice had kept his sanity from leaving him altogether. Hell, he couldn’t really remember how to calm down, how to take a moment and breathe. It seemed like an impossible task.

How could he stop this burning anger and meditate?

Fuck.

His mind filled with images of his frail grandmother, and his heart began to race. His lungs cried for more oxygen.

No, thinking about his grandmother wouldn’t help. He had to think of something that would calm him. He saw a quick flash of a smile in his mind’s eye, and then he remembered the wondrous, short and poignant moments of peace he’d found with her. Those crazy, stolen, amazing moments in an existence of pure drudgery.

Yes.

So, using every ounce of self-control he possessed, Bear organised himself into a cross legged position in the centre of the cage as far from the cruel bars as he could get. He rested his upturned palms on his knees and listened to the steady thrum of his heart beat. It was important to lower his heart rate, slow his breathing to minimise his need for oxygen. His mind roamed from images of Dora leaning over him, her cheeks flushed with passion. How could anyone want to hurt her?

He wanted to understand how the purists thought what they were doing was morally right. When had Dora done anything to deserve this? he wondered.

Such thoughts inevitably made his heart begin to thump harder again and his chest ache for want of breath.

Calm down, he tried to tell himself.

He closed his eyes and tried to think tranquil thoughts. He squeezed his eyes closed and tried to imagine himself in a wooden hut on a tropical island.

A warm breeze blew through the sheer net curtains, Dora stirred in her sleep beside him. In the distance, he could hear tropical waters lapping at the shore and the rustle of the wind through palm fronds …

‘Stop!’ Bear’s eyes flew open and he stared through the darkness at the sound of the voice. The dark was as suffocating as the thick carbon monoxide laden air. Yet, through the garage door more angry voices joined the cacophony accompanied by a multitude of scuffling feet. He gritted his teeth, he could feel the iron bars pulse with electricity and toxicity keeping him utterly trapped. He clenched his fists together and squeezed his eyes closed again. His heart rate was rising, and he coughed, increasingly desperate for more air.

I can’t help her dead.

He fought to drag his ears from the ruckus outside, and refocus his attention inward on his slowing breath and a tentative state of calm.

A siren’s wail made him jump and his breathing sharpen.

He opened his eyes to the dark room and swore under his breath. This was impossible. It was no good, he couldn’t meditate, not here, not now when Dora was at risk. He needed to find out what was going on. For the one-hundredth time he tried to summon some magic, but it fizzled and died with the iron bars surrounding him.

The siren wailing continued, and Bear gritted his teeth in frustration. The smell of the exhaust fumes was thick and he could taste it on the back of his tongue, which meant the carbon monoxide percentage in his blood would be rising to dangerous levels.

He yawned and his eyes closed again.

***

Five of the men were now advancing towards Dora. Three held wicked looking batons and two held tasers. She’d done well enough keeping them from the siren switch, but her muscles were screaming and her body aching with the tension and fear. Her brain was cloudy with lack of sleep and exhaustion.

The group of men had hesitated.

They were waiting, for what she wasn’t certain.

She took a quick glance at Tom’s agonised expression.

‘Get her! Or do you need a fucking invitation?’ the man in combat fatigues growled and pushed forward. ‘She’s just a woman! A big one, but still just a woman.’

Dora snarled, feeling more animal than woman.

Then they moved.

She watched them as if in slow motion. Faces contorted with grimaces, shoulders bunched and knees bent. The speed at which they were coming was explosive.

This was going to hurt.

It was the combat man who reached her first. She had a split second to notice he was unarmed as he rushed to approach her, his arms hugged defensively close to his body to prevent her getting a grip on him. Dora froze and felt his punch hit her lower jaw before she’d seen it. Her head snapped back and she stumbled, her back hit the dusty bench.

Pain exploded in her face and lower back and she heard a low, pained grunt escape from her without realising.

She brought up her own arms defensively and peered around them, waiting to see what he did next. A blindingly sharp pain made her gag, as his next strike hit low in the abdomen. Badly winded, Dora hunched, trying in vain to remember some of Tom’s self-defence techniques. Nothing came to mind through the blur of pain, so she swung an arm, trying to hit the combat man in an effort to gain more space for herself. It didn’t work.

There were two more sharp jab punches to her side, and she cried out. Bile filled her throat. She swallowed it and staggered back to her full height then pulled her arms and fists in.

‘Stop!’ She could hear Tom yell.

More pain, and Dora felt her face explode and hot blood erupt from her nose.

Then they were on her, the combat man and all his cronies. Baton’s struck her, and the electrical zap of a taser stung her cheek. She went down hard on the concrete floor her knees cracking under her weight. Kicks rained down on her, and through it all she heard the siren she’d fought so hard to keep screaming silenced.

Dora curled into a ball, covering her head with her hands until the weight lifted, the kicks stopped and the prongs from the taser pulled from her face. She felt cruel fingers in her hair yanking her head back up.

Through teary, blurred eyes, she did the only thing she could think of, she wriggled an arm free and thrust her hand into the man’s crotch, twisted and squeezed.

There was an enormous bellow and the combat man lurched away as Dora felt her fingers slip free of his tortured balls.

She staggered to her feet and made a run for it, behind her, she could hear the other men moving and the combat man yell, ‘Get her!’

Dora ran. Her legs felt like jelly for a few heart beats before a new flood of adrenaline coursed through her body.

She had to get Bear out of there.

Dora ran to the roller door behind which she knew Bear was in the cage, she heard the men approaching her fast. She gave a small wail, knowing they’d be on her soon. One more kick to the head and she’d be about of it, she couldn’t keep it up much longer.

Then she heard Tom.

‘I said stop!’ he snarled and Dora instinctively winced, expecting him to jump her.

Then she heard the surprising sounds of fists meeting flesh behind her.

‘Get him, brothers!’ one of the purists yelled. ‘The aversion isn’t working!’

Dora collided into the roller door and turned around. Tom was fighting the purists, his expression was crazed, yet he moved smoothly like liquid silver, his kicks and punches taking them down one by one.

‘Brother Tom!’ the combat man growled. ‘Your unnatural obsession has made you crazy! Stop it, man! She’s not a woman! She’s a monster!’

Frankly, Dora had no idea what was going on, but for now the purists seemed more concerned in subduing Tom than with her. So she had to use the time to her advantage.

With numb and bruised fingers Dora scrambled to pull the roller door up, it was locked, but was nothing she couldn’t handle.

After a final sharp wrench, she pulled up the roller door, and was met by hot, fetid, exhaust fumes.

Her eyes watered in the toxic atmosphere. The garage area was dim, there were no lights, but she could see from the light in the rest of the warehouse that Bear was slumped in the iron cage.

Dead?

‘Bear!’ she cried and scarpered towards the cage.

He stirred slightly at her call and she wrest her hands on the cold bars of the cage in an effort to open the lock. A furious zap sent her reeling back.

‘The switch,’ she heard Bear mutter, ‘electric.’

She shook her head sending bloody droplets cascading from her broken nose, and saw the electric wires pouring from a power switch. She turned to check where her attackers were.

Tom was literally foaming at the mouth, tackling the combat guy now as the other men were scattered and unconscious around him.

She rushed to the wall, only to find her legs scarcely worked, and slammed a bloody palm against the switch to turn the electricity off.

She heard raised voices behind her.

She looked around, but Tom was still fighting in the other part of the warehouse. He was putting up a hell of a fight.

‘Get in the car and go,’ Bear growled. He sounded groggy. ‘Ram the wall and get out of here!’

She stared at him and rushed back to the cage again, pulling at the lock once again. It was firmly locked and she had no idea where the key was.

‘No, I’m not leaving you,’ she whispered and tried yet again.

‘Dora, go.’

‘I’m not leaving you here, with … them …’ she snarled.

‘You have to,’ Bear said, moving closer to the edge of the cage. His face was pressed against the bars. ‘Please, just go.’

He reached a large hand through the bars and stroked a bloody hank of hair from her eyes. ‘Please.’

Dora shook her head, she was feeling woozy and was certain it was from the fumes still thick in the air.

‘You can’t save me, Dora. But you can save yourself. Get in that car and leave.’

Dora staggered to her feet. ‘There has to be a way.’

Through the dim light she saw some chains, and old welding gas bottles hanging from a wall nearby.

Without saying a word she ran and pulled the chains from the wall.

‘Dora, what are you doing? You’re wasting time,’ Bear called. Dora ignored the panicked note in his hoarse voice and looped the chains through the bars of the cage before rushing back to the running utility vehicle and looping the shackles around the tow-bar.

His protests fell abruptly silent as Dora turned and shared a look with him.

‘Hold on, feet off the ground!’ she roared.

Either she’d pull a side off the cage or she’d drag the cage out of the warehouse with Bear in it. She didn’t care which. Either way, they’d be out.

She offered him what she knew was a very crooked and bruised smile and moved towards the car. The engine was hot and ready to run as she squeezed into the seat, sitting on an abandoned box of matches and cigarettes as she did.

She paused for a second, and her gaze flew to the welding gas bottles again.

Could she?

Making up her mind quickly, Dora rushed back to the wall and with clumsy fingers loosened the gas valves on two of them.

‘What are you doing? Just go!’ Bear cried as he hung on the side of the cage.

Dora grinned and ran back to the car.

As she squished into the cab, she saw in the rear view mirror that Tom and most of the purists were down for the count but the combat man was staggering to his feet. She knew she didn’t have much time before he came for her.

Her swollen lips set in a grim line, she pulled the automatic gear stick into drive and planted her foot down on the accelerator hard. The tyres screeched on the concrete floor and Dora felt her entire weight thrown back against the velour of the seat. She saw the corrugated metal of the wall loom before her and she gave a little prayer to whatever gods may be listening to not let the whole building collapse on her. The utility burst through, punching a hole through the thin metal sheeting of the wall.

Not insulated then. She had the sense to think before she swung around to peer through the back window of the car. Bear’s cage had burst through the wall with her, sparks flying from the iron bars grating against the concrete. Then the car gave a jerk and the brittle iron snapped under the weight of the cage and the force of the car pulling it. The front side of the cage flew high and wide before colliding with the tray of the ute.

Dora heard herself scream in alarm and her foot hammered down on the brake.

She prayed she hadn’t killed him.

The ute skidded and twisted, throwing Dora around the tiny cab. For just a second she thought the entire thing might roll, but she corrected the steering wheel in time and plunged her foot harder on the brake.

The vehicle stopped with a painful lurch, its engine still thrumming loudly. She could see Bear staggering out of the cage. He seemed disorientated and confused, but largely unharmed. She pushed the car into reverse, and with yet another squeal of tyres it lurched backwards to get him.

***

Bear saw the ute’s reversing lights flash to life and heard the scream of the engine and tyres as Dora kicked it backwards.

There was a wild rush of wind as the vehicle screamed towards him.

The girl is crazy. He wanted to laugh.

I think I’m in love.

‘Get in!’ she bellowed through the thick rubber smoke. She’d reached over and pushed the door open.

Bear didn’t hesitate and jumped in awkwardly, his wrists still encased in the magic suppression cuffs. He felt breathless and strangely exhilarated as he plunged into the smoke filled cab of the ute.

‘Go,’ he cried half laughing half choking.

‘Not just yet, I’ve got something to do first,’ she yelled.

Bear’s eyes flew wide as she launched out of the ute, grabbing something from the seat beneath her as she did. The man in the combat fatigues was still in the warehouse, he seemed to have fallen and was yet again struggling to his feet.

They were home free.

‘Are you crazy?’ he yelled.

‘A little!’ she screamed back. ‘Can you drive?’ She threw a glance at the cuffs on his wrists.

‘I’ll manage.’ He nodded.

‘I’ll be back,’ she yelled over her shoulder and ran, a painful limping lope, back to the hole in the warehouse wall.

What the fuck is she doing? Bear thought. His heart pounded as he jumped over into the driver’s seat and turned the car around heading towards Dora, the chain dragging behind leaving a trail of sparks.

Dora stopped before the torn hole in the warehouse wall, through the gloom Bear could see a few men moving, starting to make their way out.

He watched as Dora struck several matches in one go and threw them towards the leaking welding gas bottles.

Before she could even turn there was a horrendous boom, and the grey morning lit like daylight. Dora was thrown back instantly in the blast, her hair sizzling.

‘Fuck me!’ Bear exclaimed, his ears splitting from the noise. ‘Dora!’

Cold terror leaked through his veins, as her form flew through the air and crashed into the concrete.

Was she still alive?

She has to be.

He couldn’t lose her now.

The noise of fire whooshing along oil-soaked concrete, and other gas bottles exploding was deafening. The warehouse began to burn.

Panicked, Bear pulled open his car door, just in time to see Dora groggily stand.

She was like a Terminator, and his heart swelled with affection and admiration.

Her clothes were singed and she didn’t seem to have a single eyebrow hair left.

‘Get in the fucking car!’ Bear growled in pure relief.

Thankfully she didn’t need asking twice.

As she crawled into the car, Bear looked back at the burning warehouse.

‘I told you I’d kill the bastard who killed my dad …’ she muttered as Bear hammered down on the accelerator.





Chapter 26

Dora’s head ached, and her nostrils were filled with the scent of her own singed hair.

Her victory of the purists was bitter.

Bear’s large hot palm rested close to her thigh on the bench seat of the ute. They didn’t speak for a while.

It was Bear who eventually broke the silence. ‘I’m am seriously impressed,’ he said his voice gruff.

Dora snorted, tasting her blood. ‘Thanks,’ she murmured, gingerly feeling her broken nose.

‘I mean it, Dora. That was crazy, and amazing.’

She laughed a little and took a long sidelong glance at him. ‘It was a bit crazy,’ she agreed.

‘You’re amazing.’

Dora looked at him startled. ‘Oh … thanks,’ she repeated. She didn’t feel amazing.

Instead, she leaned back in the cramped cab of the car and closed her eyes as they fell into silence again.

It took at least ten minutes to find a road that Bear recognised, and at length they pulled into a rather innocuous looking brick building, lights blazed from behind the blinds that blocked the view. Cars were parked, seemingly at random around the place, as if parked in a great rush.

As soon as they pulled up into the car park, the heavy metal doors swung open and Mr Richard Kelsey himself burst forth. His hair was dishevelled and his tie loosened.

‘Bear?’ he called, raising his hand to shield his eyes from the glare of the headlights.

Dora felt weak with sudden uncertainty. Moments ago, the adrenaline was a tangible, boiling stream through her body, but now she was getting a peculiar sense of disembodiment. She felt distanced from herself, as if she wasn’t really present, but watching the strange scene through the veil of a television screen.

Bear wound down the window, and Mr Kelsey leaned in and stared at them.

‘Dora, Bear,’ he growled, his hands were gripping the edge of the car window frame hard. His knuckles almost fluorescent white in the early morning gloom. ‘Where the fuck is Tom?’

Dora was ricocheted into her body once more at his words.

‘Tom?’ she heard herself ask.

‘Tom fucking Roswick,’ Kelsey growled.

‘Back at the warehouse,’ Bear replied, his voice sounding peculiar. ‘Dead.’

‘Fuck,’ Kelsey swore. ‘You know where this warehouse is?’

Bear rattled off an approximate location.

Kelsey turned and leapt into a car followed by some heavily armed guards.

Numbly, Dora watched the vehicle screech from its parking bay and disappear into the swiftly encroaching morning.

‘What’s going on?’ Dora turned in time to see Bear’s face grow ashen.

‘They don’t know …’ he said, ‘and I don’t care.’

A gust of icy morning wind whooshed around the body of the car and rattled some fallen leaves in the car park, as Dora tried to form coherent thoughts.

The entire event at the warehouse had morphed into a nightmarish memory.

There was a tap on her window which squelched it down.

‘Dora?’ It was one of the Ixion guards with whom she’d spent some time training over the past week. ‘Bear? Come inside.’

Dora watched Bear mechanically push the door open, and she did the same. She swung her legs from the ute, and unfolded her large body from the confines of the cab. As her feet touched the ground, she stumbled, her legs like jelly. Her body swayed and she teetered, trying to regain a steady stance. She gripped the roof of the ute. The cold metal slipped slightly beneath her sweaty, bloody hands.

Dora sagged as she gained purchase. She couldn’t deal with this anymore. It was too much. Her brain felt full with contrary and distressing information. Her head pounded with a brutal headache, while her heart ached so badly she thought her chest may split apart with the pain of it.

She wanted nothing more than to find a physical and metaphysical hole in which to hide away from the world and nurse her confusion and heartbreak.

There was no hole to hide in.

There was no home to recover in.

She had nothing.

The realisation was utterly horrifying.

As this thought crashed through her throbbing head, strong warm hands curled around her waist, drawing her up. She shuddered, blinked back tears and looked down and saw Bear’s dark eyes, brimming with sympathy.

‘It’s OK,’ he whispered.

But it wasn’t OK. It was so far from OK that she’d have felt better if she were lost in the wilds of Siberia than standing there, on a cold Perth morning, an orphan, homeless and a target of the human purist organisation.

She didn’t say anything because she couldn’t and for a time, Bear continued to hold her.

His large hands were tight about her waist offering her warmth and consolation.

With a deep shuddering breath, Dora allowed herself to sag against him and rest her head against his shoulder.

He smelled of perspiration, man, car fumes and blood.

‘Let’s go inside,’ he urged.

Dora couldn’t remember how she’d gotten into this warm, soft bed, nor how long she’d been there, but it must have been several hours.

She awoke with a sharp jolt of confusion. Her whole body ached, especially her nose. Daylight blazed from behind the thin vertical blinds that covered the windows. The smell of fresh sheets and brewing coffee hung around her. She twisted her head to the side.

Bear was asleep on a lounge chair, he must have showered and changed as he slouched in slumber wearing clean jeans and a green knit sweater that hugged every muscle on his body.

Terrible situation aside, she could still admit it was a nice view to wake up to.

She sent a cursory glance down at herself, and discovered to her dismay she was still dressed in her filthy Ixion uniform. Her skin crawled as she saw the dried brown stains of her father’s blood mingling with the fresher, still red, of her own. So much for having been miraculously undressed and washed like in the movies.

She closed her eyes and tried to relax. Yet the rising sense of anxiety rose like a tide from her belly, making sweat prickle on her face, and nausea writhe in her stomach.

‘Bear,’ she whispered when she couldn’t stand the feeling any longer.

She sat up.

Bear’s body flinched at the sound of his name and his eyes flashed open in alarm.

‘You’re awake,’ he said groggily.

‘How did I get here?’ she asked, finding that her voice broke and cracked.

He stared at her. ‘I carried you,’ he replied after a moment’s hesitation.

A little tickle of pleasure at his words skittled through her, but it was swiftly overtaken by the now familiar sense of disquiet that dogged her.

Bear glanced down at a cheap watch that was now affixed to his thick wrist.

‘We have a meeting with Kelsey,’ he said and moved to stand, rubbing his eyes wearily.

‘He’s back?’ she asked.

Bear’s eyes were hard and unreadable, there was an angry edge to his expression that she’d first seen back in Albany.

‘Yes, he’s back. The police are investigating the fire at the warehouse, they found the bodies.’

A small stab of satisfaction made her mouth quirk.

‘I’m not sorry I did it,’ she said defiantly.

‘I wouldn’t expect you to be. Whatever plans they had for you in there weren’t going to be good.’

Dora remembered the zealots gleam in Tom’s expression as he’d spoken of his aversion therapy. He was one messed up guy. Still, she couldn’t help but wonder how he had managed to hide the human purist side of his nature so well.

‘There is a bathroom through that door, and Kelsey has provided you with some clean clothes.’ Bear interrupted her thoughts.

She stared down at the blood spattered uniform, remembering the horrific scene in her home of her dead father. She swallowed. ‘OK.’

***

As Dora showered, Bear took the opportunity to finally phone his grandmother, who he knew would be watching the television like a hawk, trying to find out what had happened to her grandson. He felt guilty as he dialled the old age home, under the guise of her doctor.

‘Hey, Nan,’ Bear said, as he was put through to her.

‘Evander,’ she exhaled. ‘I’ve been so worried.’

Her voice trembled with age.

The guilt pinched him yet again.

‘I know, sorry. Things have gotten out of control … but I have to know, are you safe there? Has anyone suspicious tried to see you?’

He didn’t know what he’d do if he discovered his grandmother had been slaughtered as ruthlessly as poor Dora’s father had been.

There was a long breathy pause on the other end of the telephone line. ‘No-one sees me,’ she said after a while. ‘Although Pranitha the nurse keeps me in good company.’

Guilt knifed through him yet again.

‘Once this gets sorted, Nan, I promise I’ll get you out. I’ll find a place we can all go. I’ll look after you, there won’t be any need for you to stay in the “home”. Now I am out, the UMC can transfer me overseas. We can go there. Away from this trouble.’

His grandmother snorted, and the sound startled him from the quick fantasy of moving far away.

‘Darling,’ she said, ‘My dear, my darling boy. I can’t leave here, and you certainly can’t look after me. Not anymore.’

Bear felt his brow furrow. ‘Of course I can,’ he retorted, ‘I’ve done it before.’

There was a lengthy pause, and in the background Bear could hear the sounds of her nursing home, the rattle of a trolley on the linoleum floor, the soft laughter of a foreign sounding nurse.

‘I’ve not been well these past months, boy,’ his grandmother said.

Bear closed his eyes and sighed, his heart falling, knowing that the next words she spoke would bring no joy.

‘It’s back. The cancer, it is back.’ She spoke so softly, he almost couldn’t hear. Bear felt his teeth grit in sudden frustration. ‘Why didn’t you say something?’ Bear snapped. ‘Jesus, Nan!’

‘Don’t be taking the good Lord’s name in vain, boy,’ she chided. ‘I didn’t want to burden you. You were in enough strife, I didn’t want to trouble you with the ailments of an old, old woman.’

Bear swallowed hard and ran his free hand through his hair. ‘Nan …’

‘Stop or you’ll make me cry, boy,’ she said. ‘Don’t say another word. I’m in the best place for me.’

‘When do you start chemo again?’ Bear asked. ‘Or are they trying the doctor magician this time?’

Again his grandmother was momentarily silent and the sense of foreboding grew.

‘I’m not having the treatment,’ she said with finality. ‘I’ve refused it.’

Bear squeezed his eyes shut.

No.

‘Why?’ he croaked.

‘I’m old, I’m dying anyway, best they use those treatments on someone who really needs them. Not an old biddy who’ll die soon regardless.’

Bear felt angry. ‘You’re not just an old biddy,’ he snapped. ‘You’re my grandmother, my only family.’

‘All the more reason for you to go and make one of your own when I’m gone,’ she retorted.

‘Nan …’ he began and rubbed his eyes, ‘don’t do this. Please, don’t do this.’

‘It’s too late, my boy, I made the choice months ago.’

Bear’s throat felt thick. ‘Well … how long do you have left?’

She coughed. ‘Weeks.’

It was at that point Dora came through the bathroom door. She was towelling her hair dry but was dressed in black tracksuit pants. The pants appeared too short, and she’d obviously folded up the cuffs to make them look like three-quarter lengths. She also wore a light grey T-shirt that still had the fold marks from the packaging.

For a moment, Bear couldn’t speak, he stared at Dora through the pain of his grandmother’s words.

‘Are you OK?’ Dora asked, her face softening with instant concern.

‘Who’s that?’ Bear’s grandmother asked sharply. ‘Who’s there? Is it a woman?’

Bear swallowed and nodded at Dora, who then busied herself with some kindly supplied cosmetics she found on the bench.

‘Never mind about that,’ Bear said to his grandmother, ‘I’m coming to see you, as soon as I get out of here, I’m coming.’

His Nan coughed. ‘Alright,’ she agreed. ‘Remember visiting hours are only between ten and twelve, and three and five. I love you.’

‘Yes, I remember,’ he said softly. ‘I love you too,’ he whispered and ended the call.

***

Dora felt something like jealousy twist unexpectedly through her body at his gently spoken words. The deep, abiding affection she heard in his tone made her soul ache with emptiness. She caught him watching her, and hoped her emotions hadn’t been reflected on her face.

So, he had a girlfriend?

Through all their adventures, she’d never thought to ask.

I even slept with him!

She’d assumed he must have been single.

Assuming makes an ass out of you and me … She remembered her father once joking.

‘Dora?’ Bear said, his soulful eyes narrowed.

‘You going to visit someone?’ she asked, hoping the quaver in her voice sounded less like a quaver and more like a calm question.

Bear nodded slowly, his mind clearly miles away. ‘And you’ll be coming with me,’ he added as an afterthought.

Dora frowned at that.

Not a girlfriend then?

Then who?

She was about to ask the question aloud when there was a knock at the door.

It was one of the Ixion guards. ‘Mr Kelsey will see you now.’





Chapter 27

Dora felt large and conspicuous as she walked into a beige and tan conference room, dominated by a large circular table.

She recognised Kelsey immediately, and his presence offered her some small amount of comfort, so she offered him an awkward smile. There were several other men in the room, and fierce looking women too.

‘Dora, Bear, please sit down,’ Kelsey said and gestured to the two empty chairs.

Bear sat down first and Dora felt him tug her hand to follow him.

The seat was too small, and she felt wedged in the confines of the chair’s arms.

‘We feel …’ Kelsey began, ‘that although we must congratulate you on disabling the head of one of the most vicious human purist groups in Australia, we must also offer you our sincere apologies.’

Dora stared at Kelsey, but he studiously avoided her gaze so she allowed her attention to travel to the other people in the room, all of whom were looking suddenly suspicious.

‘Don’t you mean condolences? She’s just lost her father,’ Bear growled and stood up sharply. He bristled with anger and the vehemence in his tone made her startle as she felt him move to stand by the swish of his clothing behind her.

His hands landed comfortingly on her shoulders and the muscles beneath his hands softened and relaxed just slightly at the gesture.

‘Bear …’ Kelsey sighed and rubbed at his temples looking uncharacteristically sheepish. Then, he looked up again and she could see dark rings, vivid and bruised looking against the pallor to his cheeks. ‘Dora, really, we are very sorry about your father. Rest assured we will do everything in our power to compensate for his loss.’

At Kelsey’s frank apology, Dora turned her head, suddenly aware that Bear’s hands had tightened slightly on her shoulders.

She didn’t say anything. It was his fault after all, he should never have sent her on such a high-risk mission, and left her father unprotected.

‘Would you care for a coffee? You take it with soy, don’t you?’ Kelsey interrupted her thoughts.

Tom must have told them how he thought she liked her coffee. It made her feel sick.

How mistaken she’d been about him.

How mistaken the UMC had been about him.

‘I’m not vegan,’ she said coldly. ‘I’m vegetarian, Tom was as mistaken about that, as we all were about him.’

Kelsey’s expression stiffened, and the fierce looking woman sniffed to her left.

Dora breathed deeply allowing the artificially heated air of the conference room to reach the bottom of her lungs before she turned her chair to face Mr Kelsey fully.

Kelsey coughed. ‘Forgive me, Eudora, we did not know the extent of Tom’s connection with the purists …’

‘He killed my father …’ Her voice trembled.

‘I know, and if I’d ever thought he was capable of it, I’d never have sent him to your father’s house,’ Kelsey explained.

Red hurt obliterated whatever words she wanted to respond with. Bear’s fingers, however, turned vice like and he had no such incapacity.

‘You sent him there?’ he asked. ‘When you suspected his connection with human purists?’

Kelsey’s cheeks reddened. ‘As I said, we did not know the extent of his connection with the purists.’

‘But you suspected it?’ Bear persisted.

‘It wasn’t meant to happen this way, of course, and you will be fully compensated for your loss,’ Kelsey repeated, dancing around the truth with the dexterity of a prima ballerina.

His words were a mere distant buzzing in her ears against the tide of unholy anger that was surging through her once again.

She wasn’t the only one so affected, merely the one less articulate.

‘What the fuck? Was this all some setup?’ Bear snarled.

Dora took a deep breath.

The woman to Dora’s left flinched and sent an alarmed look towards Kelsey.

‘We knew what we were doing …’ Kelsey assured firmly, looking around at the other gathered strangers to garner support. Several of them nodded with great seriousness. Kelsey continued. ‘We were monitoring Tom. I’ll not deny that. We suspected he may be relaying important details to the purists.’

Dora heard Bear grit his teeth, but Kelsey didn’t take a breath. ‘By watching Tom, rather than confronting him about our suspicions, we had hoped to learn more about our enemy. This was a mistake. I had no notion the situation was quite so … tangled.’

‘Tangled? Are you serious? Dora’s father is dead, and we both nearly died because of your incompetence,’ Bear snarled, and Dora was glad he was speaking for her because frankly, she didn’t know if her jaw would even work from the shock.

Kelsey frowned. ‘Yes, yes, it is all terribly unfortunate. I don’t know what else to say.’

Bear shook his head. ‘Unfortunate? You’re a fucking idiot.’

Kelsey looked down. ‘Perhaps I deserve that,’ he murmured. ‘If it is any consolation, it was our intention to extract you all safely once we located you at Moira’s. She wants her car back, by the way.’

Dora swallowed, tempted to moisten her mouth with the soy coffee. She needed something, anything to distract her from Kelsey’s trite rambling.

‘You must understand,’ Kelsey continued, ‘once you left Moira’s we had no notion of what was going on. Tom disappeared from radio contact after we sent him to check on Professor Splat, and we knew nothing until you turned up here.’ He took a deep breath. ‘If one good thing has come from these terrible events it’s that you’ve disabled a major cell in the human purist movement. Several purists along with Tom were killed in the blast at the warehouse, including a major purist leader, known only as GI Jones …’

Bear swore under his breath. ‘The freak in the combat fatigues?’

‘We suspect so, we’ve been trying to ascertain his whereabouts for months, you have really done us a great favour, Ms Splat,’ Mr Kelsey agreed solemnly.

Bear moved in a slick blur, and after a quick blink, Dora found her eyes opening in time to see Bear throw a hard punch at Kelsey’s jaw.

‘You thoughtless bastard.’

The older man’s head flicked back and returned. Several of the men moved to protect their boss, but Bear had already backed away and was wiping his hands down the legs of his jeans as if some of Kelsey’s slime remained on them from even such a brief touch.

‘Have you no fucking compassion?’ he snarled.

Dora couldn’t stand it a moment longer. ‘I’ve got to get out of here,’ she gasped and stood. ‘I don’t ever want to see you or the UMC again.’ The words sounded choked even to her own ears.

‘Well, you’re not going alone,’ Bear growled, and he captured her hand with his. Dora felt him squeeze it tight. ‘I’m coming with you.’

‘I understand, of course, you will find yourselves generously compensated for your difficulties, and I really am terribly sorry for the … inconvenience,’ Kelsey said rubbing his chin as he made to stand.

He offered his hand to Dora.

Tears blurred her vision as she stared at the ridiculously proffered hand. ‘Get away from me,’ she gasped recoiling. ‘Just get away from me.’

She wanted to go home.

Images of the blood covered kitchen floor flashed behind her eyelids.

No, not home. Not yet.

‘Come on,’ Bear whispered and took her hand, ‘we’re leaving.’





Chapter 28

Still holding her hand, Bear lead Dora back to the battered ute.

‘Where are we going?’ she asked, then caught herself. ‘I mean, where are you going to go?’

‘I’m taking you to meet someone.’

‘Oh?’ she asked.

‘Yes, then I’ll take you wherever you want to go,’ Bear said after a moment and slid into the driver’s side of the car. The keys were still in the ignition and he turned it on, allowing the engine to burble to life.

‘What do you mean?’ she asked feeling something warm spread through her cold limbs.

Colour clouded the smooth planes of Bear’s cheeks as he pulled into the traffic.

‘I don’t know if you noticed, but—’ he coughed, and kept his eyes on the road, ‘—I’ve grown rather fond of you.’

Dora felt Bear’s blush grow on her own cheeks.

‘Oh,’ she mumbled and ran her fingers tentatively over the microbot pocked skin of her cheeks and the broken swollen bulb of her nose. She opened her mouth to say something, but Bear silenced her with a gentle kiss on the cheek.

‘Don’t say anything …’ he said softly.

For a dazzling moment, Dora couldn’t form a cogent response.

Then he leaned closer and kissed her gently on the lips. At his touch, Dora’s body surged and she crushed herself to him, desperate to feel the intimate touch of someone who cared. Her tongue met his and swept inside his mouth tasting and exploring.

She pulled back abruptly and looked breathlessly away.

‘Uh, unless you have other plans?’ he asked, looking sheepish and perplexed by her sudden withdrawal from their kiss.

‘No, of course not.’ Dora’s voice was husky. ‘But … who are we seeing?’

Bear smiled. ‘You’ll see.’

They drove in silence then, both too tired to make further conversation. They drove through the morning traffic. She watched as once familiar suburbs flashed past, feeling as alien as a foreign city now her father was dead, until they pulled up at a worn, 1960s style sprawling building.

An Old People’s Home.

She read the faded grey lettering on the sign by the car park.

Birchwood Convalescent Home, providing quality care since 1963.

Quality care? Evidently, they hadn’t been putting that much care into the buildings that they alleged to have done to the patients.

There was graffiti on the sign too, the inane scribble of some long forgotten tagger.

‘Who’s here?’ Dora asked.

Bear swallowed, and she could see his Adam’s apple bob uncertainly in his throat. ‘You’ll see,’ he said again and began walking towards the reception.

Dora wondered if it was such a good idea. Although she was cleanly dressed, her face was bruised and sore.

She caught his hand and pulled him back. ‘Bear, do you think you’re safe to go in there? You’re a man on the run, or have you forgotten?’

He shrugged and considered her words briefly. ‘It’ll be OK. Besides, I have to go in there, I can’t leave until I do. No-one knows about this.’

Dora felt herself frown at his words, not entirely certain they were true, but released his hand.

She watched his hand fall to his side and they made their way through the old veneer doors into the reception.

If the convalescent home was run down on the outside, it was nothing to the shabby, smelly interior.

A worn looking, middle-aged Indian lady sat behind a yellowed melamine reception desk. She looked up as they entered, her forehead crinkled just beside the red bindi dot between her eyes.

‘Good morning, can I help you?’ she asked in a heavy accent. Her light brown eyes flittered to Dora, taking in the broken nose and red bumpy skin, but her expression didn’t shift.

‘We are here to see Florence Gordon.’ The lady at the reception took a glance at the clock hanging on a corpse green wall. ‘OK, if you would wait here, I will get one of the nurses to take you.’

She turned to the side and spoke in a quick, clipped language on the phone.

‘Pranitha will be here shortly to take you.’

They didn’t wait more than a minute before a small, efficient looking nurse in a dark green skirt and shirt pushed open two glass doors. ‘You are here to see Mrs Gordon, yes?’ she asked looking up at them both and smiling kindly. ‘You must be Flo’s family, I see the resemblance. She told me to expect you soon. She’s been waiting.’

Dora felt herself frown, but followed Bear through the glass doors, carefully ducking her head so as to avoid a low fluorescent tube.

In the corridor, Dora could smell a mix of things, coffee, tea, breakfast foods and more unsavoury, urine, faeces and disinfectant. She stepped over a freshly mopped patch of worn linoleum as they turned left down another corridor and then stopped outside room number fifty-six.

‘Flo has refused her breakfast, she is not so well today, but looking forward to seeing you.’ The nurse looked at her watch hanging from her breast pocket. ‘Doctor Ngwenya will be coming in half an hour to see her. She may have to return to the hospital if her blood pressure drops any lower. I must tell you, she is not a well lady and do not be shocked by her appearance.’

Dora watched Bear’s face contort with suppressed emotion.

The nurse laid a comforting hand on Bear’s wrist. ‘But it is so good you have come, Flo has told me it is very difficult for you to get away from your work to see her.’ She smiled gently again. ‘I will leave you now, please don’t hesitate to ring the bell if you need something.’

The nurse returned briskly the way they’d come.

‘Is Flo your mother?’ Dora asked softly.

Bear shook his head as his hand hesitated over the doorknob. ‘My grandmother,’ he replied.

Dora watched his big solid hand wrap around the metal of the knob and curl tightly enough to show the whites of his knuckles.

‘She’ll cover for you?’

He exhaled. ‘There isn’t much my nan wouldn’t do for me, she won’t give us up if that’s what you’re worried about,’ he mused and opened the door.

The scent of what Dora could now recognise as death hung in the still, stale air of Bear’s grandmother’s room.

The curtains were open, and bright daylight shone through onto a large gurney style hospital bed.

Dora felt her mouth drop slightly as she took in the figure. She’d expected a small, withered old lady, but what she saw was a very large, withered old lady.

She stared again, unable to say anything or do anything as Bear greeted his grandmother.

Flo Gordon was unmistakably a giant.

***

Bear found it nearly impossible to strangle a sob.

Although his grandmother’s face lit up with pure joy at his entrance, the haggard lines on her face and the thin arms that were neatly folded over the bedspread made him want to crumble.

‘My boy,’ Flo breathed. Her exhalation was a wet, unhealthy rattle. ‘Oh, my boy.’

Bear bit his lip hard. ‘Nan.’

Bear moved to the bedside and wrapped himself around her large, but incongruously frail form. She smelled of earth and musk, but also a sickness hung around her, sweet and cloying.

He held her there for a long few minutes, probably longer than he should, before he moved away and stepped back.

Flo’s eyes lit on Dora, and some of the old spark returned to them, before a large smile curled her thin, pale lips.

‘Who is this lovely young lady?’ she wheezed.

Bear moved back, pleased now he’d made the decision to bring Dora.

‘This is Eudora Splat,’ he said and gestured for her to move forward towards his grandmother.

Dora was huge in the small room but her largeness was comforting and solid when everything else seemed to be falling apart.

‘Hello.’ Nan’s voice was soft and warm with welcome. ‘I’ve been waiting a very long time for my boy to find someone like you …’ She smiled, her face folding into its wrinkles.

‘Nan …’ Bear groaned, ‘really?’

The old lady chuckled wetly, and wheezed. ‘Shh … let me speak,’ she chided, and Bear threw an apologetic glance at Dora, who contrary to his expectation seemed delighted by his grandmother’s claim.

Dora moved forward, and knelt by the bedside beside him. She took one of Flo’s hands in her own large one. ‘I spoke to you on the telephone, a few weeks ago at the prison,’ Dora said softly. ‘It’s nice to meet you.’ Dora’s voice was so quiet Bear wasn’t convinced Flo would hear.

His grandmother smiled and squeezed Dora’s hand with her long thin fingers. ‘Then you have my greatest thanks. I had worried so much about my boy and you put my mind at rest. Still, I must ask something else of you, Eudora,’ she wheezed.

‘Of course, anything,’ Dora replied and the sincerity made Bear’s heart tighten. He knew instantly that whatever his grandmother asked of Dora she would do.

Giant for giant.

‘Will you look after him?’ Nan asked. ‘When I’m gone? Will you look after him?’

The clock ticked on the wall in the ensuing silence.

Dora turned and looked at him, her expression gentle.

Bear looked back to his grandmother. All too aware of the hot embarrassment that prickled the back of his neck. ‘Nan,’ he heard himself say … ‘It’s not like that, we’re just—’

‘You love her, don’t you?’ Flo Gordon barked, her eyes sliding slyly from him to her.

Bear felt his stomach swoop.

Did he love Dora?

If love meant wanting to wake up next to her every day, then yes he did love her.

If love meant being constantly amazed by her, then yes he must love her.

If love meant being near to her kept him a better man, then absolutely yes, he was utterly and madly in love with her.

There was silence in the room, and a trolley rattled past the closed door.

‘Well?’ Flo demanded. Bear could feel the heat of Dora’s gaze on the back of his head. He turned to face her.

‘Yes, I do love her,’ Bear admitted softly.

A look of amazement flooded the angular features of Dora’s face.

‘Well, Eudora?’ Flo continued obliviously, and coughed wetly. ‘Will you love and care for my boy?’

Bear cringed at his grandmother. It was one thing for him to admit he’d fallen for Dora, but he had no notion if she felt the same. There was that attraction between them certainly, but was there more on her side? He didn’t know. He hoped so.

Slowly and almost shyly, Bear looked towards Dora, who was gazing fixedly at his grandmother. Her wide, generous mouth curled at the sides.

‘Yes,’ she said solemnly and turned to face him. ‘I will look after your boy. You have my word … I love him too.’

Their eyes met and Bear’s skin prickled with awareness as his throat became thick.

‘Good,’ the old lady breathed, a smile playing on her thin dry lips.

Flo squeezed Dora’s hand and released it, waving Bear down lower to her side.

Bear felt himself kneel down close beside the bed, and take his grandmother’s hand. She gripped it tight.

‘I’m so glad you finally found her.’ She sighed and closed her eyes.

She never opened them again.





Chapter 29

The last few weeks had been both amazing and terrible all at once.

Two funerals.

Flo Gordon and her dad.

Yet, now it was over, like daylight after a long and hideous nightmare.

A light wind, promising the sweet warmth of spring licked Dora’s skin as the setting sun stretched the shadows of the trees around them.

She leaned in and kissed Bear. He smiled and returned it by pressing his lips hard to hers and making certain that she’d melt if she didn’t have more of him.

They’d been inseparable ever since that fateful day, and now Dora couldn’t, and wouldn’t, imagine her life without him.

As part of their ‘compensation’, the UMC had filled Dora’s bank account, and placed them both in a safe house deep in the tree-lined streets of Applecross, until they decided what they wanted to do.

Personally she and Bear didn’t want to see Kelsey and his crew ever again, but the money and free tickets anywhere in the world was too good for even Bear’s pride to refuse.

They sat on the balcony of their Applecross apartment with their hands entwined, before Bear asked, ‘Have you decided where you want to go?’

He was watching her in that way she loved, hungry eyes devouring her just as surely as his mouth had countless times before.

She smiled slowly, thinking how happy her father would be that she had finally found someone to love, and be loved by. She reached up, tucked a strand of hair behind Bear’s ear, caressing the line of his cheek as she did, then ran a fingertip of the soft curl of his lip.

‘I don’t know,’ she paused, ‘but the bedroom seems like a good start.’
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An imperious princess, an arrogant mercenary, a marriage of convenience, and one hell of a roller derby bout.

Princess Valeda fled Hell to hide from her mad brother, but a war on her realm sees her dragged straight back to seal a military alliance through marriage. Her betrothed? The Captain of Bloodshed and Slaughter, a royal bastard with blood black as night whose passion for her might prove as dangerous as the war with her brother. Valeda is going to need all of her wits, treachery and cunning—and some lessons learned through demon roller derby—to overcome her past, defeat the enemy, and survive her marriage.





The Modern’s Woman’s Guide to Finding a Knight
Anna Klein
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All’s Faire in love and war...

Connie leads a double life. During the week, she is an up-and-coming designer and dressmaker, creating sleek, elegant gowns for the wealthy elite. But come the weekend, Connie becomes Lady Constance, a member of the House Felicitous at the local Renaissance Faire, creating beautiful historical garments for herself and her friends and teaching dancing to fair attendees. Fearing loss of business should her stylish clientèle discover her extracurricular activities, Connie keeps her professional life and her faire life carefully separate. However, everything changes when she’s saved from certain death by Sir Justin: a rising star in the joust and an actual knight in shining armour.

Behind his mask as Sir Justin, Dominic is confident and charismatic, but out of his armour, his courage fails him, and to his own horror he finds himself accidentally pretending to be his own best friend. Suddenly, he is in Connie’s life as two different men: the elusive Sir Justin who courts her over the internet and from behind a suit of armour and Justin’s ‘best friend’ Dominic who hangs out at her apartment and helps her move. The lie only grows bigger and Sir Justin finds himself faced with the most frightening challenge he can imagine: extricating himself from his lie and winning Connie’s heart as his true self.

But there’s something rotten afoot at the Faire, something that threatens its future, the community that has grown there, and even Sir Justin’s life. Will Lady Constance find the courage to step up and risk everything to defend her friends, save the Faire, and rescue her knight?





Bite Deep
Rebekah Turner
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From Rebekah Turner, author of the Applecross Chronicles series, comes a paranormal romance set among the biker werewolves of rural Tasmania.

Ben ‘Bulldog’ Jericho, president of the Diablo Dogs motorcycle club and werewolf alpha, bears the grim burden of leadership, punishing any who stray from pack rules. When one of his own is murdered, he knows justice must be served.

Constable Lydia Gault has fled a traumatic past on the mainland for her Tasmanian hometown of Camden — and she has blood ties to hunters of Jericho’s kind.

Now, Lydia and Jericho must join forces to hunt a killer, even as pack politics and werewolf hunters intrude on the small town, threatening to reignite an ancient war.
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