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​“One of those things is coming here?” I hissed through my teeth as the mayor droned on in her aged tone. 

Mayor Sandra Grueman continued her list of announcements without pause, although I knew she had heard me, as she was standing at her podium no more than four inches from my seat. The council meeting had been dull and uneventful, as usual, until her final announcement washed over the room with the slow destruction of an avalanche. I tore my gaze away from the blissfully ignorant woman beside me and surveyed the room. A sick feeling settled in my gut as I noted more excitement and intrigue on the faces of the council than disgust or worry. Did these people not understand what a danger these, these creatures were? I squirmed in my seat, suddenly hot in my pantsuit, and stretched my hand across the table to fiddle with my nametag. 

‘Alice Barnes, Head Councilwoman,’ the letters proclaimed in professional black type. I ran a finger over the cool metal and tried to focus again on what Mayor Sandra was saying. 

“...welcome our new resident into the community with open arms.” Mayor Sandra shifted her feet, an indication that she was nearly finished, and continued, “Mr. Mikkelsen has been invited to our little community in the hope of increasing goodwill between shifters and us normal folk. I want you all to extend him every courtesy. This man could finally bring us the foot traffic this town needs. That concludes the announcements for today, I hope you all have a beautiful, can-do day.”

Her usual ending statement fell on ringing ears as I fought to keep my breath steady. Without meaning to, I shot my hand out and caught Mayor Sandra around the wrist as she moved to pass me. 

“Yes, Alice?” she asked. I stared into her wrinkled face, unsure as to what I intended to say. 

“I...when will he be here?” I managed to ask, suppressing a flinch when my voice cracked. 

Mayor Sandra smiled sadly, as if she were about to comfort a small child who was afraid of the dark, and squeezed my hand as she answered, “He should have arrived during the meeting, hun. Actually, I’m a bit surprised no one mentioned this to you sooner.”

My stomach plummeted to my feet, and I released my grip on the mayor’s wrist. She gave my hand another squeeze before also letting go and shuffling her way to the front of the town hall. I watched her short figure move through the ebbing crowd, barely registering her purple pantsuit and oversized hat with its three long peacock feathers. The woman enjoyed a particularly old-fashioned sense of style, but at the ripe age of 53, Mayor Sandra had earned the right to a bit of oddity. I shook my head hard in an attempt to regain my usually cool demeanor, and stood. 

As I made my way to the double doors that led outside, my initial shock and fear quickly gave way to determined anger. This man, this shifter, would not destroy the peace I had found in Belleview, and he certainly would not put my community at risk. I would call an emergency meeting of The Citizens Against Shifters and put together a petition to have Mr. Mikkelsen removed from the neighborhood. Sure, Mayor Sandra would disapprove of such a thing, but she would not be able to ignore a petition if it got enough signatures, especially with the head councilor backing it.

I was grinning with anticipation by the time I pulled my polished blue Malibu into my lot. The plans coming together in my head were so dominant I did not notice the enormous moving truck parked across my street until I was shutting the driver’s side door. The sight froze me in place, every thought process shattered in an instant, and I stared in mute horror as a giant man jumped down from the back of the truck with a box on either shoulder. He was enormous, with bulging muscles and raven black hair buzzed short and neat. His arms firmly held his burdens as if they were filled with cotton candy, their thick lengths covered in a layer of smooth black hair. He noticed me a moment later, and before I could take control of my limbs again, he sat his boxes down and strode across the street. My body shook as he moved closer, each of his long, long legs taking him at least three feet per stride. 

“Hello,” he drawled in a voice too deep to be real, “I’m Max.”

“I-hello,” I managed to answer, before clamping my jaw shut. This thing was not going to get cordiality out of me just because he was well over six-feet-tall and had chocolate brown eyes as deep as an ocean. I blinked, unsure where that last observation came from.

“And you are...?” he asked, breaking the lengthy silence. One thick, well-shaped eyebrow lifted as he gazed down at me, the small movement enough to make me feel mocked. 

“Not your friend,” I snapped, finally in control of the fear that consumed me upon his immediate arrival. 

He laughed. A thrill ran up my back at the raw power behind the sound, but I squashed it down firmly with indignation. How dare this man laugh at me as if I were some tiny lap dog nipping at his heels? I crossed my arms in a move of defiance and dared him with a fierce glare to try something, anything. One wrong move and I had the right to file a complaint against him. He fell silent after a moment, but his full lips did not lose their smirk as he took a half step forward into my personal space. He stayed there, close enough to touch, and peered down at me as if to call my bluff. Inside, I quaked at his proximity, but I forced myself to take the opportunity to memorize his face for future C.A.S. posters. 

His face sported a carefully trimmed layer of stubble, the lines cut precisely against his angular jaw. My gaze traced up the side of his face, past his high cheekbones, and settled on his hair. Everything about his appearance said order, civility, and calm. Yet, something in his eyes screamed the opposite. It was as if something untamed sat just beyond the brown irises, itching to get out. It’s the part of him that isn’t human, my thoughts chided me. I had stared too long. Max’s expression remained unchanged when I focused on his entire face again, with one small exception. He looked hungry. For me. I stepped away, too quickly, and almost lost my balance. A thick arm flicked out to steady me, but I slapped it away as if his touch would burn. 

“Don’t you ever touch me,” I sneered. Fear, embarrassment, and white-hot fury sent the stinging words outwards from my diaphragm with the force of an explosion. 

“Not until you ask me to,” he answered softly, his smirk becoming a full-blown grin as he backed up and raised his hands in surrender. Something in the deep, guttural growl of his voice sent goose bumps crawling up my arms, but I turned on my heels and marched inside my house without looking back. 

Not until you ask me to.
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​The vague reply echoed in my head a thousand times as I moved through my evening routine. His voice chased me through the completion of my chores and all through the creation of dinner. Each time his heavy drawl (was he southern?) crept back into my head my feelings of terror and anger grew. My husband, Charles, ate dinner without comment, well aware that I would be no good for civil conversation in such a mood. I took his plate when it was empty and gathered the dishes to be washed. 

The marriage between Charles and myself had cooled with time; however, neither of us bothered to bring up divorce. Sex dragged to a halt just four years after our vows were made, and Sunday was to mark our tenth anniversary. Charles and I had an understanding. We would remain together in order to maintain the pleasant suburban image we had so carefully crafted, tolerate each other’s presence as members of the same household, and never, ever talk about our problems. On the whole, the arrangement had been beneficial for us both. Charles held a lucrative job as the town’s local luxury car salesperson that paid the bills, and I kept myself busy with the committee and C.A.S.

Not until you ask me to.

“Dammit!” I gasped and dropped the knife I had carelessly picked up by the blade. 

“Are you alright, Alice?” Charles called from the living room.

“I’m fine,” I huffed as I pressed a kitchen towel against the fresh, inch-long cut across my palm. It was shallow but bleeding heavily, and I prayed it would not need stitches.  

With a frustrated sigh, I marched to the bathroom and yanked open the medicine cabinet above my sink. When I had cleansed the wound with alcohol and wrapped it firmly with gauze and medical tape, I closed the cabinet and paused to look at my own reflection. 

I looked tired. My green eyes appeared slightly bloodshot, and below their almond shape, shadows of exhaustion had begun to show. At their corners, the beginnings of crow’s feet could be seen when I squinted. I wrinkled my thin nose and my pouty lips creased into a frown. Max Mikkelsen is no man to be afraid of, I silently told my reflection as I began brushing out my auburn hair. Nothing he said or did would change the fact he was one of those inhuman freaks, and he simply had to go if this community was to be safe. My shoulder length hair tried to curl as I brushed its thick layer of hairspray loose, but years of ironing had long taken the fight out of it. 

“He’s just another weed to pull from the garden,” I said aloud. My voice echoed through the spacious bathroom of our three-bedroom home and repeated the statement a few times before dying away. 

“Who’s a weed?” Charles asked as he stepped through the open doorway and moved to stand at the second sink on my right. 

“A shifter has moved in across the street. I’m going to have him removed. Soon,” I promised, as much for him to hear as for me. 

Charles mumbled something noncommittal as he opened his own medicine cabinet and pulled out his toothbrush. I cut my eyes at him and noted he appeared tired, too. His gray hair, what was left of it, sat limply on the top of his bald spot in a terrible comb over. His eyes, ringed with wrinkles but still bright, blinked sluggishly as he brushed his teeth, oblivious to my scrutiny. There was once a time I had considered his older appearance charming, even handsome, but now it just reminded me of a life unfulfilled. At 40, Charles looked closer to 60, and his stressful career as a salesperson only exacerbated his early aging. I sniffed and removed my gaze, wondering not for the first time why I married a man eight years my senior. I knew the answer. It was the stability, the promise of the perfect family, and the chance to be a model housewife. Family never came, but I achieved the latter with grace and a beautiful grin plastered on my insincere face. 

“I’m calling C.A.S over this evening, so don’t bother going into the study until I go to bed,” I said over my shoulder as I left the bathroom behind. Charles let out another grumble, this one almost too
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