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EVERYONE HAS BAD DAYS at the office... and some people accidentally come out in the process.

After accidentally coming out to a biphobic coworker, Kala ends up with a presumed girlfriend she can’t quite make herself admit doesn’t exist invited to the office’s Christmas dinner. 

When her best friend offers to come with, Kala can’t turn her down—even if the woman of her dreams is only pretending she’d like to kiss her.

A sweet best friends-to-lovers romance.
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Chapter 1: Kala
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“Says she’s never felt this way with someone.” Kala heard in the grating tones of her least favourite co-worker. “Well, let me tell you, she was nothing to write home about... in private, if you get me. And then she tells me she is bisexual.” He said the word like he couldn’t quite believe anyone had tried to get one over with him with such a ridiculous concept. “Like, sweetheart, if it’s taken you this long to figure out you’re a dyke...”

Hamid laughed, just like he always did when Bill the Pill set it up. Kala had a bet with Bill’s secretary as to whether Hamid actually liked the man or just thought playing minion was part of his job description. They were unlikely to ever settle it—either way, Kala had nothing but contempt for them both.

Off-handed comments from people too stupid to live were nothing new to Kala. It was just that Bill Hammersmith had reached his quota for the year back in February, and it was December.

She turned to him and his mate, taking a step forward with intent, but they were not smart enough to see the danger coming. It didn’t matter; the words were past her lips before she’d quite managed to think them through, “Maybe it was you who isn’t good enough, not your dick. Have you considered that?”

“What—?” Bill sputtered, moustache quivering. “This is a private conversation and—”

“You’re having it in full hearing of the whole office like you usually do?” Kala asked, sweet as stomach acid. “Well, since you wanna share so bad, let me give you some advice: If a woman tells you she’s bisexual, then you bloody take her word for it.”

Bill was silent, but Hamid chipped in, “Loads of bollocks; if she liked guys, why would she go to all the trouble of going after women?”

Kala clenched her fists, although it dug her long nails into her palms and left her even readier to punch their lights out. Instead, she exhaled, slowly if unevenly. This was not why she’d got self-defence training. Besides, she could hear Azumi’s lecture in her head already. Also, she’d just bought a new ergonomic mattress and she couldn’t afford to get fired. “Maybe because women don’t say shit like that,” she told him evenly. “Also, believe me, we can tell when other women are faking their orgasms.”

And that was how she’d come out at the office.
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BILL AND HAMID HAD gaped at her, satisfyingly poleaxed, and she’d turned on her heels and left them to go get a fresh cup of tea, feeling for all the world like she had punched them. Earl Grey had never tasted sweeter.

But before long, the comments had started. “Looking forward to meeting your girlfriend at the party, Kala,” Nina the receptionist told her two days later after passing on a message from her boss.

Kala looked up from the email she was reading on her phone. “What?”

“The Christmas party,” Nina reminded her gently. The woman had the patience of a saint, even if in this case she was applying it to the wrong person.

“Who told you I have a girlfriend?” Kala asked slowly.

“Oh, um...” Nina frowned, looking down her bifocals like she could see the answer on her desk somehow. “Not sure, darling. Someone must have, though. I mean, unless I’m...”

Kala had just frozen in place, torn between making Nina feel bad about her memory problems and explaining she suspected someone was bullying her at work by making up a significant other, when Bill’s voice came from behind her. “You gonna show us your girl?”

She turned around, blood already singing. “Why should I?”

“Well, since you’re such an expert on women...” Bill commented with a leer. “I assumed you’d have found yourself a cute little thing.”

Kala had been single for fifteen months since her last relationship had withered and died from the fatal distance of half a city between them. “It’s not that hard,” she told Bill. “You just have to treat women like human beings.” She shrugged, tossing her ponytail a little. “They tend to stick around.” 

“Sure,” Bill scoffed. “See you both at the party, then.”
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ON THE DRIVE HOME, she did consider coming clean or at least making up an excuse for why her imaginary significant other couldn’t attend the office party at the restaurant the bosses had booked this year—extreme allergies perhaps, or a sick relative.

But she couldn’t quite get Bill the Pill’s beady eyes out of her head, and she didn’t need to imagine what he’d do and say—he’d given her plenty of material in the last two years of working in the same floor.



	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 2: Azumi
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Azumi paused, nail polish brush poised over her thumb, and sought out the phone with her eyes. She had enough time to put the cap back on before it started ringing.

Back in her day, her grandmother had used her ability to hear the electricity running up the wire to sell her psychic act. Back in her day, of course, her grandmother had been forced to hide she could turn into a fox at will. A little cheating, she always told Azumi, was the least an unfair world demanded. Shifters had been living in the open for the last five decades, but Azumi’s grandma still wouldn’t tell humans what she was.

Azumi had her gift for subterfuge, but she hated lying.

“So... I kinda fucked up,” Kala said even before Azumi had had time to put the phone to her ear. Kala knew Azumi would be able to hear the moment the line connected, of course. Back in secondary school, she’d taken the news that Azumi was a shifter with a nod which had been followed only by a few questions to establish things such as her hearing range. It was hard to find fault with someone checking if you could hear them in the next room over, it was something Azumi and all shifters knew about humans, after all, and the ability gave them enough of an edge without adding secrecy to it.

“Hello to you too,” Azumi told her evenly, already smiling. Kala tended to get overinvested in things, it was one of Azumi’s favourite things about her. And there were many of those. “How may we help you this evening?”

Kala groaned, fumbling with something Azumi couldn’t be bothered to identify. “Yes, yes, hello, but, listen, I came out at work.”

“What?” she blurted out. It wasn’t often that Kala shocked her; they’d known each other for more than five years and Azumi paid attention. Maybe a little more than she should, considering.

Kala was all too glad to explain, “You know Bill? The guy from accounting that’s always shooting his mouth about his life and generally being a dick?”

“He rings a bell,” Azumi said sarcastically. Bill had irritated Kala from the first and somehow managed to regularly add to his crimes even when they only interacted by email and in the public spaces at the office.

If her friend noticed her tone, she ignored it, too intent on her rant. “Well, then you know he’s been driving me nuts for a year, and yesterday he started going on about how his girlfriend had turned out to be a lesbian and how he wasn’t surprised because she’d always been a cold fish in bed. Except she told him she was bisexual, but of course he decided that was bullshit because obviously the only reason a woman would walk out on a guy who wears the same shirt to work three days in a row is because she doesn’t do dick.” She took a breath, panting a little. “Sorry,” she added after a moment.

Azumi laughed, bending over a little over the phone table, careful to keep her left hand on the air so as not to ruin the ruby red paint. “Now you’re sorry?” she asked, incredulous. “I’ve been listening to you rant about him for a year!” And looking forward to it for a while now, even if she did feel a little guilty about how much she enjoyed Kala’s irritation. “So what did you say to him? You better have made it good.”

“Um, well,” Kala hedged. “That maybe it was him she had a problem with, not his dick.”

Kala was the queen of subtle digs, so Azumi hadn’t been expecting anything that direct, then again, the guy had probably missed that her friend hated his guts the same way he’d missed the fact that his girlfriend wasn’t happy.

“Decent,” she decided. “But not outing you.”

“Yeah, um, that...” Kala cleared her throat and Azumi pressed her lips together to keep from interrupting. “Well, they didn’t believe anyone would choose to date a woman if they liked guys, so... I did mention something about how we know if another woman’s faking it?”

That made Azumi burst out laughing again. After a moment, she remembered to move the phone away from her mouth. Not that Kala hadn’t heard how high her laughter got but even if human ears weren’t that sensitive, Azumi liked to be considerate. “You liar!” she told her friend as soon as she could manage speech again. “Grace had you wondering about that for ages!”

“She was just really quiet!” Kala complained, a familiar rhythm to it. “And it’s not fair, you can tell.”

“So can any male shifters,” Azumi pointed out, firmly not thinking about that one time back at uni when they’d shared a hotel room and Kala had assumed the sound of the shower would be enough to drown out the sounds she was making inside it... Azumi dug her nails hard into her own palm, flinching a little at the stab of pain.

“Whatever.” Kala sighed. “Now I need a date for the Christmas party or I’ll look like an idiot.”

“What?” Azumi asked. “I don’t follow, just because you date women, it doesn’t mean you can’t be single right now.”

Kala didn’t answer for a long moment. “Well, he... he assumed,” she said bitterly. “Since I’m such an expert. And he told other people at the office.”

“And of course you couldn’t back down,” Azumi said. She almost never got angry herself, so Kala’s temper was both an inconvenience and fascinating to her. How did one live caring so much about everything? 

“Well, no, I couldn’t,” she told Azumi a little curtly. “He doesn’t deserve to win, and I have to see him every day; no way I’m putting up with his smug face on top of everything else.”

Of course the world wouldn’t have worked out that well if everyone had been a hothead like Kala either, sensible people like herself were necessary to balance them out, so... Well, so they didn’t set the whole thing on fire and then regret it, for one.

Kala definitely needed someone who could keep her cool to accompany her to that party. Just as a friend, of course, but it wasn’t like the jerk had to know.

“Okay,” Azumi soothed her. “I’ll come then.”

It was perfectly logical, naturally, she had to keep an eye on Kala and make sure this guy didn’t cross any other lines. Plus, just because she wasn’t the impulsive sort, it didn’t mean the bullshit didn’t get to her too. If she could help screw with a biphobic arsehole, she was more than willing.

“Bu—what?” Even through the phone, her heart skipping a beat came loud and clear. 

For a moment, Azumi considered taking it back. But that wasn’t really her style and if anything, Kala was a little too good at speaking her mind, she could say no. “You need a date,” she pointed out. “Well, a fake date,” she clarified, reminding herself Kala couldn’t hear her vitals spiking even in person, much less over the phone. “And it’s a week till Christmas, so the party must be quite soon, right?”

Kala still sounded shocked when she said, “Um, next Friday.”

Less than a week, then. What was Kala meant to do? Call Grace or another of her exes and ask them to cancel their Christmas plans? Then something else occurred to her. “Unless you’ve been hiding someone from me...?”

It wasn’t like Kala was normally shy about mentioning her romantic life; Azumi was used to it by now, even if her leopard insisted she shouldn’t let anyone else... That didn’t matter, of course. Leopards weren’t able to have any type of relationships with humans, so their opinion didn’t count. Azumi’s human side was very much in charge and she preferred to take the hint and keep her best friend, thank you very much.

She still couldn’t help the relief that coursed through her when Kala denied it. 

“No, just—” Kala paused, swallowing audibly. “Okay, yeah, if you’re free...”

“Just for you,” Azumi told her sweetly. She realised it was too much at once and added, “You’ll owe me a proper outing, but I’ll brave the mistletoe and cheesy music long enough to raise your standing among the alpha males.”

“That’s not why...”

“Joking,” Azumi sing-songed.

Kala sighed. “Not funny, but thank you.”

“Any time,” Azumi assured her. It was true, that was what a best friend was for; the person you could always count on.

The fact that she was a lot more interested in kissing Kala than Kala was in kissing her was an insignificant detail compared to that, wasn’t it?
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Chapter 3: Kala
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She was so busy actually getting all her reports done on time for the holiday that it was Azumi who had to remind her of their date.

“A dress?” Kala echoed.

“What? You wear dresses,” Azumi said a little defensively. 

It was true Kala indulged her feminine side on occasion—except those occasions were dates. She’d never worn one to the office, not even for her initial interview, she refused to let the turn of her ankle have any influence on whether she was qualified enough to be an auditor. 

“That blue-black one looked great on you,” Azumi added, and Kala’s heart skipped a beat.

She hoped Azumi couldn’t catch that kind of thing over the phone, but she’d never found a good reason to ask that didn’t seem like prying. Google was no help since hearing ability seemed to vary a lot between shifters. Even back in secondary school, the research had started to feel a lot like stalking her best friend long before she’d got all the answers she wanted.

“I think I still have it...” she told Azumi, knowing very well she did but not so sure of how it would fit two years after buying it.

“You better,” Azumi warned her. “I spent half a day helping you pick it out!”

Kala definitely remembered that half a day well—it wasn’t often that your practical best friend had a sudden impulse to look presentable for her sister’s wedding and dragged you along into the madness. Speaking of conforming to other people’s expectations... Although she did want to look nice. No, not nice, pretty. So fuck them; both people who thought she should try harder all the time and people who thought trying at all was a cop-out, as if freedom was another set of rules to follow.

“Okay,” she told Azumi. “I’ll try it on when I get home, but I’m not wearing those shoes,” she warned. In fact, she thought almost viciously as her toes curled in her sensible pumps at the memory, she should drop those off at some charity shop. As far as she was concerned, they were torture devices, but she was determined not to judge other women’s choices when it came to clothes—masochism was a valid life choice, after all. Plus, she could use any good karma she could get after accepting Azumi’s offer to be her fake date.

“You can get away with any dressy shoes, no one will be looking that far down anyway,” her friend told her teasingly. It was only a compliment between friends. The kind Azumi didn’t normally indulge in, thankfully, but it wasn’t like they normally talked about clothes, so...

So Kala needed to get over it. 

It was just a crush, even if it’d been just a crush for nearly five years now.

They’d met in the last year of secondary school in Maths class and formed a study group with two other people who’d mostly used the time to fool around on their phones while Azumi and Kala tried to figure out advanced algebra with very little input from their tutor. Kala had been a lot better at it than Azumi, who had only been struggling through Maths because she’d wanted to become an architect. She’d long since decided graphic design was more her speed but Kala was grateful to fate for the little push. Meeting Azumi had seemed uneventful back then and had turned out to be life-changing to the point that three years ago when she’d started looking for a new job after her internship was done, she’d considered Azumi’s flat in Camden as her point of reference instead of her parent’s house in the suburbs.

She knew her crush was a little out of control, but so what? She didn’t need to live in a world where relationships only counted if there was sex involved; she loved Azumi and knew the feeling was mutual. It was kind of a pity that she also wanted to pet her hair, run her fingertips over the curve of her waist and... She shoved the thoughts forcefully away; she was kind of an expert at it by now.

Which was why this fake date was a bloody stupid idea, but it wasn’t like she could back down now, was it? By now, she’d calmed down enough that facing Bill the Pill didn’t seem so impossible, but she was stuck anyway because she didn’t see a way to call it off without telling Azumi she couldn’t handle playing the role she was never going to get for real.

At least there was likely to be an open bar.
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AZUMI OPENED THE DOOR of her quirky flat in Camden dressed to kill. Kala quickly reconsidered her negative attitude. Azumi’s dress was as form fitting as her actual fur when she was a leopard, a rich burgundy that complimented her pale skin and brought out her shining mane of dark hair.

Just looking was plenty of a treat, really, and— And maybe that was enough reason to call it all off, but Kala wasn’t sure she had enough brainpower to tackle the question right then.

“You’re not dressed?” Azumi asked her, frowning a little. And top predator or not, it was cute as hell when she did. She was twenty-eight, actually a little older than Kala, but with her Japanese genetics she’d probably look eighteen until she was in her forties without even adding the rejuvenating abilities of shifters.

She looked absolutely devastating in red. The dress reached her shins but opened provocatively over her right thigh, revealing enticingly smooth skin Kala’s eyes sought out without her permission. “Um, no, took the tube.” 

She often walked to Azumi’s place from her own, but today she’d spent way too long trying to decide on accessories and she hadn’t wanted to be late. She walked further into the flat, dropping her bags on the sofa and heading for the kitchen.

It wasn’t that cold, fully dressed for winter as she was, but tea would be a welcome distraction nonetheless.

“But you brought the blue dress, right?” Azumi had followed her into the tiny kitchen—too small to have a door even.

She had, since it’d miraculously still fit and she did want to look good, even if it was mainly out of spite. “Yeah, and my nice work shoes.”

“Good,” Azumi said with enough relish to make Kala look at her. “I want to see this guy’s face when he sees you.”

“I thought we weren’t supposed to want to be pretty to impress men?” Kala teased, even though she loved they’d had the exact same thought.

Azumi shrugged, and Kala quickly looked away from her exposed collarbones. “Nobody said we can’t pretty up to show him what he’s missing by being an arsehole,” she said evenly, but her eyes were dancing. “It’s a public service, really.”

Kala dropped a tea bag into her cup, offering, “Earl grey?”

“Nah, green, please.”

Kala put the kettle to boil and turned to face her friend. “You seem really excited about this.”

Azumi glanced away, then offered a smile. “I’m fighting evil with make-up and high heels, what’s not to like?”
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Kala’s bosses had sprung for a restaurant, which was a step up from the downstairs conference room they’d converted into a party space the previous year. Azumi hadn’t seen it but she’d heard plenty about it. She hoped the food lived up to the decorations because she had been too nervous to eat much at home and she was starving.

Another scent, or several, really, distracted her from the enticing smells of food as soon as they crossed the doorway. Wolves, her brain helpfully supplied. Rabbit, dog, horse. Shifters. Enough of them that Azumi’s leopard couldn’t quite pinpoint their locations.

She turned to Kala, and said, unthinking, “You didn’t tell me there were these many shifters...”

Kala frowned at her. “What? Are there?” She looked around, then back at Azumi. Of course, she could no more tell if someone was a shifter than if they were diabetic. 

Azumi was the one who should have known to at least consider it, especially since being Kala’s pretend girlfriend had been her idea.

It was ridiculous that she’d forgotten. Humans had spent the first fifty years after finding out about shifters insisting that they identify themselves as such in some manner—they couldn’t stand the idea of someone knowing more than them. In the United Kingdom, the legislation had never passed, at least. Azumi tried not to dwell on historical wrongs, otherwise she’d have never left her flat.

Azumi’s nose twitched as she sniffed. “Yes, mostly wolves,” she whispered to Kala.

Most shifters were werewolves, the species that had decided to stick together in packs the earliest and had therefore survived both humanity and nature the best. Also the ones with the most fuck-ups before shifters had acquired civil rights, as fiction amply attested.

Azumi didn’t blame them, with greater numbers maintaining secrecy would have naturally got harder and, anyway, secrecy wasn’t anything she valued—no matter how much the elders of her own pack seemed to miss the times before humans had, as they put it, “decided to meddle in their affairs”. But due to the size of their communities and their ability to live without interacting much with humans, werewolf culture had developed much more independently than that of other shifters and she found they often had grown up isolated from human culture. Her culture. Her large family was all shifters, but she’d gone to a mostly human school since kindergarten, and other than the family getaways to the house a little further into the Surrey countryside to allow them all to run wild... Well, she was human. She felt part of the world, even if the world told her she had to hide parts of who she was so she wouldn’t scare others.

Werewolves called non-shifters “humans”, like they didn’t consider themselves part of humanity as a whole.

She was willing to give any of them a chance to realise what a terrible idea that kind of ‘us versus them’ thinking was, but she was wary with good reason.

And regardless of what kind of shifters were around, none of them would believe she and Kala were together. The first thing they’d notice was that they didn’t smell of each other.

She swallowed and reached for her friend, lacing their bare arms together in a perfectly innocent gesture that still made her leopard purr in pleasure. “You’ve hardly touched me today,” she explained, eyes fixed in the distance. It wasn’t Kala’s beauty that had captured her inner animal’s attention, of course, but Azumi was only a woman and vulnerable to the long brown hair and tight-fitting blue dress which, to make matters worse—or better—she’d chosen for Kala herself.

It was true they hadn’t touched much, but it was always true. Kala was a touchy person in general, but she and Azumi weren’t the kind of friends who overdid it with the hugs and cuddles. At first, she’d thought Kala was uncomfortable with Azumi’s sexuality, but it had not been long before Kala had admitted to a crush on an older girl. Not that it mattered why she didn’t want Azumi touching her, of course. In some ways, it made things easier for her, in others, it was torture.

But being Kala’s friend was enough.

“Who’s your archnemesis?” Azumi asked, trying to focus on the battle she had a chance of winning instead of the one she’d promised herself was over years ago. 

Kala’s pulse jumped and she glanced around with as much subtlety as a charging rhinoceros. Azumi loved her, but she could admit she would make a terrible spy. “Uh, light blue shirt, floppy hair.”

“Mmm.” Azumi gave the guy a once-over—white, well-dressed and sort of attractive in a bland way not helped by his boring clothes.

“Yeah, a bit behind the times,” Kala agreed.

The guy might have been enough of an arsehole to be waiting for them because Azumi caught him straightening and turning their way as if he’d heard Kala’s voice across the room. She didn’t have time to ask so she just leaned in and kissed Kala’s jaw, close enough to her neck to make it intimate. Her friend’s pulse jumped like she’d been electrocuted and Azumi quickly explained in a frantic whisper, “He is a shifter.”

Kala’s eyes widened in dismay, but she had enough sense to just mouth, “Oh, fuck me.”

“Yeah, basically,” Azumi said, neutral enough for any eavesdroppers, but when she risked a glance, the arsehole had got distracted talking to a guy in a soft-looking jumper with the tag still attached at the neck. She could keep track of his heartbeat even in a room this crowded, which meant she could turn her back to him.

Kala tugged Azumi towards the table set up with cocktails. “Will he—” She froze midsentence as Azumi started pulling her closer. This time she did it slowly enough Kala would have a chance of objecting; it was her decision how far she’d go for this pretence to work. Azumi couldn’t explain with words, just offer like this. As Kala remained in place, she pressed a kiss high on her cheek and then laughed, pearly and high and feminine—completely fake, but it wasn’t like anybody but Kala would know. For a moment, her fingers tightened around Kala’s waist, a small betrayal of her true desires. But even then, her friend stayed still, tense but not attempting to withdraw from the contact. 

Azumi glanced up to meet her eyes, hoping for a clue. It was only then that she realised; they were close enough to kiss. Too close, and not close enough. Kala’s pupils had taken over her brown eyes and they shone with an emotion Azumi couldn’t parse. If her own heart hadn’t been racing, she could have maybe figured out what her friend’s was doing, but she could still sense the heat coming off her body. She could still see her parted lips. Her face was suddenly too warm, she knew she had to let go, step back, explain, or apologise even, but...

“You... You got a new lipstick,” Kala said, which sounded like nonsense to Azumi’s scrambled brain.

She licked her lips and Kala made a sound, low and pained. Her hands twitched where they’d come to rest on Azumi’s biceps, and her heart jumped.

Oh, goddess, she was probably super uncomfortable, Azumi realised. She’d gone slow, sure, but even so, she was basically... She stepped back, forcing her hands to open, feeling like her face might be about to melt off. She wasn’t sure what was worse, the regret or the embarrassment.

“Sorry,” she told Kala, forcing a smile. Her stomach was twisting with guilt, but her lips were tingling, and she could barely hold her leopard from pouncing. 

It was then that she smelled the wolf, so close it made her tense up. She was already twisting, acting on pure instinct, and placing herself partially between them. 

“So this is your famous girlfriend,” the jerk said, eyeing her from head to toes like she was a piece of meat he planned on devouring.

Even with Kala’s warning, the disrespect was nearly enough to break her willpower. Rage was not normally Azumi’s problem, but she was suddenly wondering if she’d underestimated Kala’s own self-control if this was what she dealt with on the regular.

Kala turned to face him too, a lot calmer despite their history. She met Azumi’s eyes without seemingly a care in the world for what she’d just done. “Azumi, this is Bill.”

At least she didn’t seem angry, which was good because someone needed to be sensible and right now it couldn’t be her, not when this stranger was stepping up to her and disrespecting her best friend and herself both like he’d already decided they weren’t worthy of even the most basic civility.

“A little fox, I see,” Bill said, which made Kala tense up. But racism was, strangely, easier than the rest, strangers couldn’t tell she was a shifter or a lesbian, but it was hard to miss her ancestry—this was just another shade of the same bullshit. Besides, it only confirmed his lack of education, any shifter should have been able to tell she transformed into a feline, at the very least.

“No,” she told him with her chilliest smile. “Leopard, actually.” She stepped forward, fully between Kala and Bill and tilted her head to the side much as a curious cat would. “Don’t worry, we all know wolves have no manners and no head for subtlety,” she added with her sweetest smile, because if he decided to confirm the stereotype about his people with his ignorance, why should she deny herself the pleasure of voicing it?

The words seemed to take a moment to penetrate Bill’s thick head. “Excuse me?” He glanced at Kala, perhaps expecting her to intervene, but if her rants were anything to go by, Kala would have been happy enough to let Azumi tear him to shreds rather more literally.

“We need to use the ladies’,” Kala announced instead of offering any kind of apology, and pulled on Azumi’s arm to lead the way.

Bill muttered something under his breath as they walked away, which he had to know she’d be able to catch even in the crowded party. She snorted, shaking her head.

“What?” Kala was still stuck to her side so Azumi had to look up at her. Her brow was furrowed in a way that made Azumi want to kiss it away.

The longing was always there but it didn’t stop her from smiling at her friend as she shared what she’d overheard, “I’m afraid your plan didn’t work, he just called us dykes.”

“Ugh,” Kala groaned, sagging a little against her.

Azumi rubbed at her elbow, all the comfort she could think to offer considering the love of her life was half-draped all over her and there was no way for her to know if it was part of the pretence or... But it had to be. It could be nothing else, after all this time. If anything, the way Kala had agreed to the whole scheme only proved there was no way she could look at Azumi in a romantic light, didn’t it? It had been stupid enough of her to offer, half her stupid protective instincts, half... Half the fact that she couldn’t give up. “You realise it’s pointless, right?” she asked Kala, or maybe herself.

Kala was watching her with a soft, resigned look. There were specs of green in her brown eyes and a tendril of hair was curling a little against her forehead, making Azumi’s fingers itch to push it back. “Yeah,” she told Azumi, shoulders relaxing.

Azumi gave her a nod, then let go of her arm once they reached the other side of the room, feeling simultaneously relieved and deprived. Her heart was heavy, a lot heavier than she’d imagined. “Let’s get some salmon,” she suggested, already reaching for a canapé.

She wasn’t hungry any more, but it was a good reason to let go that did not involve the way she was stupidly stomping all over her own broken heart with every innocent brush of their skin.
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Chapter 5: Kala
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This had been a bad idea, and not just because Bill wouldn’t be convinced of the existence of bisexuality or that treating women decently would result in long-lasting relationships.

They were up on the roof because Kala was a little tipsy. Azumi had had to hold her up to make it up the stairs, but she had to admit the fresh air was helping, as was being away from everyone. 

It was mostly not her fault; with an open bar and a companion who could drink a gorilla under the table, one tended to overindulge a little. Well, maybe more than a little, she admitted as Azumi caught her by the arm once more as she took a stumbling step towards the railing.

She didn’t let go, Kala noticed, and she was warm in the chilly terrace of the restaurant, which felt like it meant more than the simple fact of shifters running hot. It felt like Kala should have leaned into the touch and— She didn’t, of course, she’d had practice being drunk around Azumi and she wasn’t going to make a fool of herself today.

The moon was out—not quite full enough for Azumi to care that much, she knew—but the view was absurdly beautiful for a second floor terrace in the middle of Oval. When Azumi let her head fall onto her shoulder with a little sigh, Kala felt it down to her toes. Her opposite hand was resting on Kala’s forearm like a brand. It’d get her scent all over Kala alright because it was as close to cuddling as she could get without Kala’s active participation. She didn’t know why that was suddenly too much, but she pulled away, feeling dizzy and cold and overwhelmed by the scent of Azumi’s favourite shampoo like she was the one with the supersenses.

Azumi blinked her pretty eyes at her, she couldn’t be drunk—shifters were basically immune to human-grade alcohol—but she looked sleepy and soft, just like she’d look in the mornings when... “What?” she asked Kala.

“Look, just—don’t. It’s hard enough as it is.” Maybe drunk was more accurate after all. She cringed, desperately trying to think of a way to explain away the comment. She risked a glance at her friend.

“Kala...” Azumi was already frowning a little and making the head tilt seem sweet instead of dangerous. But it was dangerous, she was about to stomp all over Kala’s heart with an easy let down, and afterwards...

“Don’t,” she interrupted, clinging to the railing in front of her like it could keep her from falling apart. “I— You got your senses, you know, I know you know. I thought— I thought we were doing fine,” she admitted, words squeezing through her throat like razors. “I... I’m sorry, I shouldn’t—“

“Kala!” Azumi waved a hand in front of her face. “What are you talking about?”

“I...” Kala looked away, towards the lights of the city, the million lives that weren’t hers, the million fish in the ocean that were meant to comfort her. She was bisexual, her sister always told her, double the chances! Like that could cover up this feeling, fix this obsession, change the fact that she couldn’t look at anyone else without comparing them to this woman who was her first thought in the morning and her last thought at night. 

She’d thought she was fine, that it was enough... But she’d been lying, the worst kind of lie: to herself. You could lie to other people and get away with it; it didn’t come up, and they went away, or it just stopped mattering. But the lies you told yourself were the type that you couldn’t forget, the type that were important enough, unbearable enough that you couldn’t live with the truth inside your own head.

She reached for the glass of water Azumi had brought up for her and took a long drink of it. When she tried to put it back down on the table, her friend had to use her lightning fast reflexes to keep her from placing it half an inch away from the actual surface. “Kala?” she asked softly. “What’s wrong? Your heart is beating like crazy and you...” She trailed off.

She had to tell her, Kala understood all of a sudden. It’d hurt and Azumi most certainly already knew—she probably had a plan about how to let her down. The plan probably included something sensible like not seeing each other for a week or two. It’d be awful and lonely and hurt like a bitch. But it’d work, and it’d mean... Well, it’d mean Azumi would be careful for a little bit, she wouldn’t touch Kala so casually, she wouldn’t tell her she looked beautiful or casually flirt with her for a laugh, and she would most definitely not ever suggest they pretend they were dating—dangling everything Kala wanted right in front of her nose when she was too weak to refuse it.

She’d miss the way Azumi could make her stomach flip and her skin break into goose bumps, but at least—

“You girls out here for a little privacy?”

Kala startled and even in her work shoes, she almost lost her balance. Azumi was immediately between her and the railing, not touching her but ready to catch her if she pitched forward. Once she’d met Kala’s eyes and confirmed she was stable, she turned to the intruder, shoulders back and head held high. “I see you still haven’t found anyone willing to put up with you,” she told Bill casually.

His expression soured. “Look, girly—”

Azumi laughed, sharp and loud enough to interrupt him. It was not a nice sound. 

“Girly?” she repeated, sounding genuinely amused. “Kala, you were right, I can’t understand how this guy even got a girlfriend in the first place.”

“Told you,” Kala offered, still a little off-balance. She didn’t want to sit or lean on anything. She knew Azumi could handle herself, but she was a head and a half shorter than Bill and even if Kala couldn’t do anything against a shifter of either sex, she still wanted to be ready, just in case.

To her surprise, Bill laughed too. “You cats always thinking you’re better than everyone else, and then you go dating a human?”

Azumi was apparently as shocked as Kala by this new low, because she didn’t respond. Even more surprising was that she turned away from Bill and towards Kala. It took Kala a moment to look away from the threat and back to her friend.

Azumi was trembling, face flushed and breathing with difficulty, fists clenched tight against her sides. And her brown eyes looked yellow in the moonlight.

Kala had seen her like this only once, but she’d never forget it. It’d been a normal day in school and Azumi had stepped between a group of bullies and their victim. That in itself wasn’t abnormal either, but most people knew Azumi competed in aikido and most guys were smart enough to take the out of not being able to hit a girl—even if they could excuse their loss with her supernatural agility and strength. That day, one of the guys had been new to the school and the others had decided to be stupid. Maybe it was the challenge that had set her off, but in any case, Azumi had transformed into her leopard form right there in the cafeteria. That had been plenty incentive to get the bullies running but had resulted in a suspension for intent to harm.

Shifters might have been accepted among humans, but only if they kept their claws to themselves in public. Dog and cat shifters were allowed to run in public parks, but larger animals like tigers and wolves were only permitted to shift in reserved areas and the countryside.

Kala stepped forward and placed her hand on her friend’s bulging forearm. “Azu,” she whispered, rubbing gently. She wasn’t afraid Azumi would hurt her, but for a wild animal being constrained could be unbearable. “I don’t care,” she promised. “It’s pointless, remember?”

Azumi looked up, dark eyes shining, pupils already split. It was always the eyes first, windows to the soul, that shifted when the leopard took over. “Come on,” Kala coaxed. “You don’t want to rip that dress, you look gorgeous in it.”

Azumi straightened a little, almost cautious about it, like she wasn’t quite sure.

And then Bill opened his big fucking mouth again. “And she’s your mate? Can you get any more pathetic?” 

Kala’s brain could barely process the words as Azumi turned around lightning fast and threw herself at him. She swiped a clawed hand straight at his throat, but Bill had been expecting it and he sidestepped, laughing as if this was all a game.

Kala cursed, kicking off her shoes before she actually did fall, and stepped towards the closest wall and out of the way as Bill aimed a punch at Azumi’s head. He’d been looking for a fight all along, of course; why else would he have followed them up here?

Azumi growled at him, something low and most definitely not human, for all that she’d kept her skin free of fur.

“Come on, girly,” he taunted her, shifting from foot to foot, fists raised like he thought he was a boxer when even Kala could tell his posture left his neck exposed.

She had Azumi’s name stuck in her throat, but she knew distracting a fighter was a terrible idea. As long as Azumi was focused on her attacker, she’d be in control of herself and the situation. After all, she hadn’t shifted. But if Kala tried to stop them... She flinched as Bill used his longer reach and his claws to go straight for her friend’s face. Azumi moved with the blow, letting her face turn instead of resisting it and used the momentum to turn and elbow Bill right on the solar plexus. He stumbled back, huffing, and Kala saw his sharp canines as he bared his teeth at Azumi in pure, undiluted rage.

Azumi took a step backwards, a calculated retreat. Kala could see it in her form that she’d fallen back into the old defensive position she’d spent so long perfecting.  There was blood on her face and neck, but she was fully in control of herself, just like she’d been in any aikido competition. But Bill wasn’t.

“You fucking bitch,” he spat, throwing himself at Azumi with seemingly no rhyme or reason. She evaded with ease, and he stumbled forward and crashed into one of the tables set up in the terrace, which only enraged him further. He took one of the chairs, lifting it with intent.

“Gonna cheat too?” Kala called out.

He spared her a glance, but dropped the chair. “Nah,” he said, simmering down a little but burning with hatred. “No worries, don’t need to cheat with a little bitch like your girl.”

Now that she could see Azumi’s face, Kala could hardly bear to look away: the cut on her cheek was bleeding sluggishly, already healing, but her blank expression did not bode well. Kala nearly said something then, but what could she say? The guy had insulted them downstairs and then followed them here, were they just supposed to run away scared? If Azumi thought she could fight, Kala had her back, no questions asked. 

“You can walk away now,” she told Bill calmly.

He laughed, ugly and grating. “Thinking better of it, are you?” he asked her with a grin that was a little bloody. Azumi must have landed a hit at some point.

Azumi didn’t respond, just stood her ground, eyes on the target, body relaxed and ready. 

She didn’t have to wait long; Bill took a step towards her, already aiming a punch. But he didn’t even get to fully extend his arm before she went low and hit him hard on both shins with her extended leg, left hand punching up right into his exposed abdomen. 

Bill fell to the side, hitting the ground hard and instinctively curling up to protect his middle. He let out a pained groan, moving a little as if testing his strength.  

“Please get up again,” Azumi told him politely. “So I can put you down for good.”

“Azumi?” Kala asked. Bloodlust was a very real danger for a shifter that had drawn blood, if their opponent didn’t submit... 

Shifter or not, Bill couldn’t get up right away after a punch like that. Azumi stepped back and towards her and the door and Kala saw the blood on her face had dripped all the way down to her dress. Her hand was on her friend’s chin before she knew it, but the light wasn’t good enough to make out how big the cut was, or whether—

“I’m fine,” Azumi told her softly. “Are you okay?”

“Me? I—” Kala tensed a little as Bill rolled away to his knees behind them. “Let’s get out of here.”

Azumi followed her gaze and nodded. “You first,” she said, pushing Kala towards the staircase door.

But Kala was having none of that, she reached out and took hold of her friend’s wrist to drag her along.

Then they were rushing downstairs, hearts racing with them.

Kala saw the toilet sign, lit in green, and tried the door without much hope.

But it seemed their luck was changing, it opened into a well-lit room with three empty stalls and matching sinks.

“Fuck, Azumi,” she whispered, leaning back against the door just to stay on her feet. She didn’t really believe Bill would follow them here, but she needed the barrier right then.

Azumi went to her at once, gently supporting her by the elbow. “Shh... It’s fine.”

Kala was shaking as if her body had suddenly remembered they’d been in danger. “I—I thought, I— You’re hurt.”

Azumi blinked at her, seemingly surprised by the information. “No, I’m fine.”

Kala huffed. “Sit down,” she told her, pointing at the counter. Her hands might have been shaking but she wasn’t playing fainting maid when Azumi was bleeding. “I hope the blood comes off the dress,” she said, which maybe meant she was in shock because who gave a fuck? Azumi was safe, they could buy another dress.

That got Azumi glancing down. “Crap, I—”

“Sit,” Kala insisted and her friend sighed and stepped backwards, lifting herself up with ease onto the counter between the sinks.

Kala got some tissues off her bag and wet the corner of one to clean the wound. It went from Azumi’s cheekbone down to the corner of her mouth, a clean cut from what she could tell.

“At least this won’t scar,” Kala told her as she used a second tissue to clean most of the blood from her friend’s neck and collarbone. A little blood had seeped into the fabric of the dress, darker than the deep red of the fabric, but it could have been mistaken for wine and nobody would ask with no visible wound to make them wonder. 

Shifters healed much faster than humans; Kala had seen Azumi’s brother Ichiro heal a cut deep enough to expose muscle—skateboarding having lost its appeal unless it was done on rooftops—in half an hour. A couple weeks later, you couldn’t even see the mark any more.

Shifters were a wonder, but more amazing still was the fact that they had managed to remain undetected for so long.

She stopped, frowning. “Do you think there’s cameras on the roof?”

Azumi blinked down at her. “No idea, but no way is he going to ask anyone to check.”

“How can you be sure?”

Her friend was already shaking her head. “That’s not how we sort out our affairs. If he wanted to go to someone, it would be his pack alpha, who would go to mine. But no way is he going to want to tell his alpha I took him down like that. Also, he drew first blood, so everything I did was justified.”

Kala was watching her, mind rushing. “Oh, that’s... that’s really interesting, I didn’t know that.”

“You can ask,” Azumi offered. “I... there’s stuff I’m not supposed to tell, but you can always ask. I trust you.”

The words were like fresh air after a long dive. “I trust you, too,” she said. It was true, even if she hadn’t been acting like it. She smiled at Azumi, small and private. Her friend’s new lipstick was smeared, her hair windswept and her dress had split open further up the thigh when she’d kicked Bill—she was drop dead gorgeous.

And then, for no reason Kala could explain, Azumi said, “I’m sorry.” She exhaled slowly, her mood visibly declining.

Kala’s stomach fell with it. This was it, wasn’t it? This was when she got told Bill had been making shit up to get to them. She gulped down the pain, moving aside to wash the blood off her hands. “It’s not your fault, I brought you here, remember?” she said, deliberately misunderstanding. It was cowardly, but dammit, she needed a minute for her heart to slow down before it got broken. “I still owe you a proper outing and all.”

Not that Azumi was likely to want one, once the truth came out.
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Chapter 6: Azumi
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She swallowed, heart beating madly and nails digging into the marble counter where she was sitting. Now, she had no choice but to tell her; she couldn’t keep pretending it was nothing or that it didn’t affect Kala as long as she didn’t know.

Everyone else knew, after all, including Azumi herself and probably any other shifters who paid enough attention. Like Jamie, who’d once seemed like he meant to ask Kala to marry him and then had disappeared from her life from seemingly one day to the next.

Azumi had almost told her then. But how could she? She’d known Kala had been thinking of saying yes if Jamie asked. If Kala didn’t want her like that, if she wanted someone else, then what was the point of letting her know that for Azumi there could never be anyone else?

She’d convinced herself that it would be like pressuring Kala into a relationship, but that was crazy, of course. Being vulnerable in front of someone was an act of trust, not a manipulation.

She trusted Kala, and Kala trusted her, she’d just said so.

And now, at last, the truth had caught up with them.

Azumi wasn’t any less afraid than she’d been back then, but a part of her was also relieved.

“I mean, I shouldn’t have fought him,” she explained, focusing on keeping her voice even and her leopard calm. “I’m not like that, only—” She stopped, slumping a little further back onto the bathroom countertop. Only if the contemptuous way Bill had spoken of Kala wasn’t bad enough, the fact that he’d exposed how precious she was to Azumi like it was something to be ashamed of had been like salt on an open wound. And there was no way for her friend to understand without that key piece of information. “And I’m sorry for not telling you.”

Kala didn’t answer for a long moment, even as her pulse picked up and she stopped breathing for a few moments. “Telling me?” she echoed, eyes wide and stuck to Azumi’s face. She stood there, barefoot, so vulnerable all Azumi wanted was to wrap her up and shield her from any possible threat.

But all she could do was tell the truth, tell the truth and trust Kala. 

“Yes,” Azumi said heavily, forcing herself to meet her eyes. She was done running, she’d look her best friend in the face. Her best friend, who was also the other half of her soul, even if she didn’t love Azumi in the same way Azumi loved her. Her best friend, who might be about to break her heart, but who’d do anything in her power to help her put it back together. Azumi breathed out and showed herself at last, more naked than she’d ever been in fur. “It’s true, you are my mate.”

It was a rush to say it, like the words had been waiting inside her all this time, like the truth needed saying.

Kala’s silence was the worst kind of response, Azumi could hear her body going into panic mode—pulse accelerating even as all her movements ceased.

Azumi sighed, understanding at once. “That’s why I didn’t tell you; I didn’t want to make you feel uncomfortable. It doesn’t... Sometimes it’s like that, not... Someone can be your soulmate and not be in love with you.”

“I understand,” Kala choked out. “I hope I didn’t make you uncomfortable. I don’t expect—”

Azumi’s head snapped up. “What?”

Kala took a step back, crossing her arms over her middle. “I told you; I know you can tell what I... what I want. Like, that’s why you almost never touch me, right? I have seen you with Julie and Qwan, you’re not— No, I’m saying it all wrong; you don’t have to touch me, like, obviously. I just— I—” She stopped herself, swallowing, then spoke with obvious restraint, “That was kind,” she settled for. “And I get why you didn’t tell me about... about being your mate. Because it’d have made it harder, I think, to know when you didn’t want...”

“Kala,” Azumi said very slowly. “What are you talking about? I didn’t tell you because you... Well, you have... you have dated. Really dated, I mean, you talked about marrying Jamie!”

She met Azumi’s eyes at last and offered the truth, her beautiful mouth downturned. “I was trying to get over you.”

“Over...me?” Azumi echoed, tripping over the words like she was drunk.

“Yeah, I mean, you know I—” Kala cut herself off almost angrily and couldn’t quite keep the emotion from bleeding into the next words. “You have always known I want you, and you never did anything.”

Azumi stared at her, mind torn over her own recollection of the facts and Kala’s undeniable sincerity. It was true that shifters had an edge when it came to being able to tell if someone was attracted to them—accelerated heart rates, flushing and all other physiological symptoms of arousal were naturally more obvious with supersenses—but even so, those same symptoms could indicate a variety of things.

And they revealed nothing of a person’s feelings.

Kala’s attraction, which Azumi had assumed was real back in secondary school, had seemed too constant to be anything but a flight of fancy. After all, if Kala wanted her, then why would she not say something?

“I wasn’t sure,” she said, just to give her friend something. “I mean, I could... Back in school, I thought you had a crush on me,” she admitted. “And I liked you,” she quickly added, trying and failing to meet Kala’s eyes. “But then you asked Shelly out and I figured... Well, I didn’t want to mess with our friendship and I didn’t want to believe in soulmates.”

“Because the universe cannot tell you what to feel?” Kala asked in a resigned whisper.

Azumi hesitated, then jumped down off the counter. “It doesn’t need to,” she told her best friend. Her mate. Her soul. “I love everything about you: your eyes, and your hair, and your crazy rants, and how good you are at Maths.”

Kala glanced up, eyes wide. “Even Maths?” she asked, trying to joke but still obviously unsure.

“Yeah, even Maths,” Azumi assured her, taking a hesitant step closer. She licked her lips. “I’m going to tell you what I want. And if you want the same, or... Whatever it is you want, I will love you anyway. And I can give you space or... Or whatever you need. But it doesn’t matter what you feel for me, you will still be the love of my life.”

Kala stared at her, blinking fast. Her hair was a bit of a mess after their visit to the roof, she was shoeless and flushed, and more beautiful than she’d ever been.

And Azumi knew one thing she could say that would always be true. “I’m in love with you,” she said simply, standing in front of Kala, everything she was—her bloodied dress and her own face red, her hidden claws and her exposed fears—and asking to be accepted. “I have been for as long as I can remember. And I want you, I— I want to kiss you,” she clarified. “And more.” Kala’s heart jumped at that, racing Azumi’s own to serious tachycardia. “In that order, so if you don’t—”

Thankfully Azumi was stronger than her size suggested so she didn’t fall when Kala threw herself into her arms, clumsily trying to cup her face. Their mouths met for the first time, a long-awaited welcome that felt more like a reunion—a little clumsy and desperate, and probably smearing both their lipsticks, and they still couldn’t stop. 

This once, the universe might have been right.

“I love you,” Kala whispered, biting Azumi’s lip before diving right back in and licking into her mouth. Azumi’s hands were on her waist, holding her as close as verticality and their kissing allowed. “I love you, more than anything,” she insisted, and Azumi groaned, sucking at her tongue like she could drink her words straight from the source. “I’m sorry I didn’t—” Azumi kissed the apology off her mouth, and pushed a knee between Kala’s legs, making her shudder.

She groaned, shifting her hips forward, and then fell against Azumi when the door to the toilet opened with a burst of laughter. Azumi managed to use the counter behind her to keep them upright, but there was nowhere enough time to move apart before two older women walked in.

“Well, that’s quite an unfair advantage you young ladies got there, isn’t it?” The one with the tidy afro asked.

“Hey, Nina, we just...” Kala was blushing like a schoolgirl and it suddenly occurred to Azumi these women probably worked with her.

The other lady laughed, raising her eyebrows at them. “We can hardly bring a gentleman in here, can we?” she asked with a mischievous glint in her eye.

Kala gaped at her, but Azumi laughed—after Bill, it was a relief to discover some of Kala’s co-workers were decent human beings. “To be fair,” she pointed out. “Neither can we.” She gently straightened them both and Kala took a step away, smoothing down her dress and avoiding everyone’s eyes.

“Well, I suppose we all have the same options,” the first woman said with a considering look at her companion. Azumi was not completely sure that she was joking, and some other day she might have been curious to find out what their little demonstration had inspired among the older generation, but today...

“Got a little carried away,” Azumi told them with a grin. “We’ll get back to the party now, leave the toilet to you,” she told them, eager to get Kala somewhere where they would not be interrupted.

Kala followed her out in silence, covering her face and groaning once the door closed. “I’m never going to live this down.”

Azumi laughed at her. “Didn’t you want a queer revolution?” she teased.

“Sure,” Kala answered. “What I didn’t want was to get caught making out in a toilet at a work party!”

Azumi shrugged. “Price you pay,” she declared philosophically. “Want to come to another party?” she offered, eyes lingering on Kala’s reddened lips. 

“Oh, god, not the flirting,” Kala begged, but Azumi caught her grin before she covered her face again.

She stepped closer, caging her against the corridor wall. “Or we can give someone else a show...”

Kala vacillated long enough that Azumi could tell she was tempted, but she did have her sensible side—especially when Azumi decided to let herself run a little wild. She put her fingers against Azumi’s pulse—fast but steady, her heart struggling to keep up with the swell of emotion filling her up—and leaned in to whisper right in her ear, “No way, I’m waiting for a private performance.”

Azumi laughed, loud and wild. “You got it, love.”

Fuck it, the universe deserved a prize.

The end

If you enjoyed this story, you will love “A Bond Unbroken”, about two werewolf best friends. If it needs saying, I love werewolves and the confirmation of stereotypes in this story is just an unfortunate coincidence! :p
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A Bond Unbroken
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When Lia presents as an omega, she knows her destiny is sealed. But if there is one person she can count on, it’s her best friend... who happens to be an alpha.

Amira would do anything to protect her best friend, but Lia’s been in love with Amira for years and whatever her wolf wants, her heart cannot take what’s not freely given. 

Can Amira really give her what she needs, and if she does, will it mean giving up on her own dreams?

A friends-to-lovers romance.
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LIA 
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She wasn’t bitter. It was not that unexpected, was it? Women presented omega every day.

But she wasn’t going to take the first alpha her family shoved at her. Especially not with her mother reminding her that she was bisexual and so shouldn’t she be open to anyone who wanted her? Like she was that desperate, or like she truly shouldn’t have cared about anything else about her partner since she wasn’t discriminating regarding their gender.

She was regretting coming out to her mum now—salt on a wound that wouldn’t heal for a long time.

Lia didn’t care about gender, but she did care about the little forever factor of mating with someone. She cared about trusting this person with her bloody life and wellbeing. And even her dad was acting like she was a kid who needed a little coddling while she came to accept her situation.

“Hey.” Amira’s voice, even over the phone, was better than a litre of vodka down her throat.

Lia splayed on her bed, closing her eyes and exhaling, feeling like she could breathe for the first time since she’d woken up the previous morning and realised her world was ending. “Hey.”

“Oh,” her best friend said softly. “So it’s true.”

Lia flinched, gritting her teeth, not so relaxed anymore. Of course Amira knew, it was impossible to keep a secret in their stupidly tiny pack. “Yes!” she spat.

Amira tsked her tongue reprovingly. “Don’t freak out on me,” she demanded, bossy and determined, just like she’d been at three and five and fifteen. Presenting alpha had made very little difference.

Presenting alpha as a woman was unusual, but it didn’t force you to do anything. For an alpha, all it took was staying away from an omega in heat and they could do as they pleased. And Amira was going off to university in a couple of months.

Not that Lia was bitter about that, either. “Really?” Lia asked. “I don’t get to freak out? My parents want me to choose someone before the next full moon!”

“Oh, wow, but—”

“It’s crazy!” Lia exploded, rolling onto her side and curling up around her mobile. “I can’t...”

“You won’t,” Amira told her firmly. “We won’t let that happen,” she added and Lia didn’t need to ask to know the plural referred to the two of them. Partners in crime, people had always called them.

She wondered if they could manage to be partners in justice, too.

Only...

“Amira...” she started to say, beg really. Because she wanted a solution, but she didn’t want empty promises.

“Lia, it will be fine,” her friend cut in. “I will mate you myself before I let anyone force you to choose a mate!”

The words echoed oddly in her brain for a few beats. “What?”

She heard Amira swallow and for the first time detected some hesitation. “Not mate, like... I’ll help you through your heat.”

The image was both intensely arousing and completely depressing. Lia had kept her crush under control all these years, but that didn’t mean it hurt any less to have the person she... someone she liked offering her a pity fuck.

“But it won’t come to that,” Amira was already saying with her usual confidence. “Don’t worry, I got you.”



	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

AMIRA
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Amira was an alpha, and a top student with a bright future who could have chosen from a number of top universities—even if she’d decided to stick close enough to come home on weekends.

She was also a complete idiot.

Keep reading...
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The Stars of the Pack:


1)  Omega for the Pack – When Ray presents as an omega instead of an alpha, his life changes forever. As a male omega, he's expected to mate with a select group of alphas and start a pack of his own. A/B/O, M/M/M/M/M/M, M/M, mpreg, dubcon. Also in German, French, Italian & Portuguese.

1.1)  Simpler than Most (an interlude) – Sergi has stopped lying to himself: he’s had a crush on a guy for a while. But it turns out telling yourself the truth is just the first step of a long journey. Also in Spanish, German, Italian & French bilingual editions.

2)  Alpha for the Pack – Ray wasn’t ready to become an omega, but he’s come to accept his fate... until it seems the pack might need even more of him than he can give.

3)  Protectors of the Pack – Alec and Gabriel are Ray’s alphas first and foremost and nothing to each other. But three years ago... things were very different. Get the free short prequel here!

4)  Beloved of the Pack – An omega is essential to his pack. But an omega is just a man. And a man needs to be loved. Can you share your body and not share your heart? 

5)  Betas Aside – Marisa never hesitated to go to her brother’s aid—even when he has what she wants most in the world and can never have. But maybe where there’s love, there is a way.



OR GET the complete series with all extras here.

**
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1)  Runt of the Litter – An older omega who is ready to change the world, a young alpha who doesn’t believe in his own potential; a love that’s stronger than distance, age or inclination. A/B/O. M/M. Age gap. Long-distance.

2)  Paper Kisses – Abel’s not the kind of alpha to make a fuss when his omega ex gets together with someone else, but he’s still lonely enough to seek out their kid’s teacher to complain about wasting time to celebrate Valentine’s day. He doesn’t expect to find a lot more than paper hearts. M/M. Age gap. Human/werewolf. Sweet.


Rules to Break:

	Not Destiny – Thomas and Uriel were never meant to be together. If they choose each other anyway, can they beat the odds? An Alpha/Beta romance.

	Cracking Ice – Hockey means everything to them both... Until they meet each other. An Alpha/Omega hockey romance.

	A Unique Perspective – Yadriel doesn’t look like an omega, but to the eyes of a very interested beta photographer, maybe there is a lot more to him than his size. A beta/omega BDSM romance.


Deep in the Dark – (Erotica by N.Y. Lysk): 

	The Weight of Duty – Now that the twins are of age, their uncle takes them in hand to teach them their marital duties. But the experience will be very different for each of them. Dub-con, feminization, medical body modification, abuse, group sex, arranged marriage, betrayal, incest.

	Soldier On – When a humble young man is captured by the enemy lord during battle, he is expected to offer defeat to his captor by allowing him to bed him. But he is young enough that the act might unintentionally activate a hormonal process that will irreversibly feminise him. Dub-con, Non-con, mpreg, feminization, debasement.

	The Will of Heaven – Prince Hiram of Pradeira is deemed unfit to be king after his father dies. But as a direct descendant of the gods, only those of his bloodline can reign and so to avoid civil war, he agrees to have a child with each of the princes of the other noble houses of the kingdom so that his first born and heir can inherit the throne from whoever fathered him. Dub-con, mpreg, feminization, medical kink, debasement. Also in German & Italian. 

	His Brother’s Dowry – Tony agrees to accompany his brother to a new pack, knowing he will have to submit to alphas in the absence of omegas but willing to sacrifice his comfort to give Peter a chance to find love. But his brother is already in love with an omega girl and he will give anything to get her. Even Tony. Dub-con, non-con, mpreg, feminization, debasement, body modification.

	The Alpha Solution – Junen will be the next alpha of his pack... until one day he’s taken by a stranger—an alpha his father rejected and who’s determined to use Junen to get to him. By making him his omega. Non-con, mpreg, kidnapping, feminization, fisting, debasement, body modification, group sex, abuse.


Standalones:

	A Light in Winter – Alone and trapped by a dangerous arctic storm, two young men have no choice but to confront their feelings for each other. A/B/O. Cousins. Werewolves. Isolation.

	The Omega Sacrifice - Fate deals the cards, but you can still play your hand. When a young omega is sent away to marry a strange alpha, he has no choice but to face who he is. An arranged marriage omegaverse romance.

	A Bond Unbroken – When Lia presents as an omega, her best friend offers her anything she needs. But Lia’s been in love with Amira for years and whatever her wolf wants, her heart cannot take what’s not freely given. Best friends to lovers. F/F. A/B/O. Also in Spanish, German, Italian & French.

	Truth Unveiled: When Kala comes out at work to spite her biphobic coworker, she ends up in need of a fake date for the Christmas party. Her best friend immediately offers to help, but for how long can they handle the pretence? F/F. Shifters, not A/B/O. A best friends fake dating novella. 

	Omega Under The Moon – School is over and Cole is ready to take a break before adult life starts, but when a camping trip with his two best mates turns into something much wilder, it’ll change his life forever. A/B/O. M/M/M. Also in French, German & Italian.

	Omega On A Mission - omegas are carers, not fighters, and Gabi is happy looking after his alpha. But when he comes across an animal in danger, his protective instincts flare up, and nobody wants to get in the way of an omega on a mission. A/B/O.







Intertwined Fates:

	Not to be Borne – When his twin brother presents as an omega, Michuá feels like the world is ending. In a way, becoming an omega himself seems like the only way to stay together... But Zybyn’s new alpha wants a lot more than they have bargained for and in a journey towards a strange land, there is nothing to stop him from taking it. Non-con, abuse, twincest, HEA.

	His, Truly – When Shane unexpectedly presents as an omega during the full moon, his twin brother steps in to protect him from the alphas who’d claim him... But Tim is also an alpha. A/B/O. M/M. Twincest. Also in French & German. 

	The Realm of the Impossible – The Queen is dead and Lorax is ready to take his rightful place when an intimate betrayal leaves him with no choice but to surrender his throne or lose his only remaining family. At this unbearable crossroad, Lorax can watch the new Queen lead his country to a war that will destroy it, or indulge his enemy's sole weakness: himself. A Taboo M/M Royal Romance.


Werewolves of Windermere:


1)  The Mating Habits of Werewolves - Devlin is an omega with ambitions that have nothing to do with alphas, but when destiny comes calling, he may not have that much of a choice. A/B/O, M/M/M, mpreg.

2)  Alphas Alone - An alpha werewolf has some responsibilities he can’t ignore: finding an omega, protecting his pack, not falling for another alpha.

3)  The Parenting Habits of Werewolves - With children in common, Devlin, Naveen and Rami know their fates are bound together, but can they find a balance beyond domesticity? And can they build a love that can last? The conclusion to the M/M/M Mpreg Romance.




Anthologies: 

	Unchained Desires: A BDSM Anthology.

	Unspeakable Desires: A Dark Taboo Anthology.

	Fighting Chances: An enemies-to-lovers charity anthology.

	Her Wild Soulmate: A F/F Shifter Romance charity anthology.

	His Animal Instinct: A M/M Shifter romance charity anthology.


Bilingual Editions:

Side by side editions of my books (ebook & paperback) can be found in

English combined with German/French/Portuguese/Spanish/Italian.

As well as those languages combined with each other.

Check out the collection here where you can also find books by other authors.
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About the author
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N.J. Lysk (pronouns: whatever) is a queer one—in almost every sense of the word—for whom stories have always been their one true home. She studied linguistics and literature (which is to say, someone offered him a genuine excuse to read professionally) and ended up teaching, but writing is their one true love.

Addicted to angst, enamoured of mpreg and always ready to try a new kink (in a book, that’s it!) she became hooked into the omegaverse through fanfic (but he doesn’t have the patience to write other people’s characters) and has recently expanded from werewolves to hockey players.

If your heart veers towards the dark, look for the N.Y. Lysk instead & subscribe to the Dark & Taboo list (these books all come with serious warnings!).

Join their mailing list for book updates and free books, updates and more cool things. 

Or follow on twitter, facebook group or my website to find out about new releases and participate in the Advanced Reader Copies program. Books can be acquired directly from the website at a reduced rate—new releases also become available there earlier. 

Mailing List (Be the first to find out when there's a new book or short out!)

Twitter (Get notified when I have a free download!)

Website (Check out the free reads section :)

Bookbub (Follow to get my reviews and notified of new releases!)

Facebook Group (Join up & request a birthday short story!)

Instagram (extra giveaways and pretty pictures)

Pinterest (Come look at the pretty people that inspire my characters!)

Goodreads
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