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        Tempting Titus

      

      

      

      Life seemed to be moving in the right direction at last. Then the fires started.

      

      As a wolf shifter with vampire gifted powers, Titus was better equipped to handle emergencies than others. But he wasn’t invincible.

      

      Imogen was a typical senior in high school—except she was a powerful mage hiding in plain sight. When Titus showed up after class to help a pack brother, Imogen’s world was rocked.

      

      Never had she met someone like him.

      

      With the paranormal community under threat, their homes and businesses going up in flames, Imogen wasn’t worried. Too bad her abilities didn’t equal safety.

      

      The magnetism between Titus and Imogen was potent from the start. Both tried to fight it. But fate had a different plan for them—a perilous one.

      

      The world was burning around them. Everyone Titus and Imogen loved was at risk.

      

      When the ashes cooled and the dust settled, they would find out if their love survived fate’s test.
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          TITUS

        

      

    

    
      When you’re in a crisis and your brain is ruled by fear, you will make a decision. It will either be to embrace the fear and run. To flee from the very thing that is breathing down your neck. Or you will fight. The situation will determine which path you take.

      It could be a lover who had assaulted you. Past trauma could still frighten you in the form of post-traumatic stress disorder, causing you to react a certain way, depending on your trigger. Maybe it’s an instance where someone is in need of rescue and you’re unsure what to do. Do you try to help them, even though you’re not qualified? Or do you stand by and call for emergency responders? In both situations, you’re helping, but in different ways.

      There’s no right or wrong way to approach fear. It can rule you to the point you’re unable to do anything but freeze. Sometimes, even when you know what you should do, you can’t. Fear can put you in a death grip where it’s like your feet are in cement and the air is being choked from your lungs.

      As I look at the scared female crouched down in the corner of the room, with her shirt covering her nose and mouth from the smoke of the fire, fear has her firmly in its grip.

      Rushing over, I drop down to get eye level with her. “Ma’am, we’ve got to go. Can you stand?” My voice is muffled by the apparatus I wear to keep breathable air going into my lungs and not the toxic cloud of smoke which has filled the room.

      A crash thunders above us. The house is fully engulfed. Flames lick the walls of the room we’re in. We have to get out of here before the whole thing collapses on top of us.

      “Ma’am!” I shout.

      Her startled eyes finally snap to mine. “Help me,” she cries as her bottom lip trembles.

      I don’t take time to ask if it’s okay if I lift her. I have to move us. Pulling her to her feet, I take in her slight frame and decide the best course of action is to scoop her into my arms. I’m not worried about me. It’s her I need to get out of here before the ceiling comes down.

      The wall with the lone window is completely covered in flames. The second I break the glass, oxygen will breathe new life into the blaze. Instead, I go out the door to the room and shield the female as much as I can while I run through the house.

      She coughs and gasps as she grips me tightly. My harsh pants echo around my mask. My feet pound hot flooring as I move as quickly and safely as I can. Luckily, this is a smaller house and it doesn’t take long before I’m pushing through the open front door to safety. I don’t stop running until I reach the waiting paramedics and deposit the female in front of them.

      The paramedics immediately go to work as a hand lands on my back, drawing my focus back to myself. I shed the mask and helmet to let the cool night air drift over my heated skin. Sweat pours down my face as I work to calm my racing heart.

      The female was in the last room Zane and I cleared. I told him I had her and he radioed out to let them know I was bringing a conscious female with me. He exited first. We cleared the rest of the home before finding her.

      Chatter goes on around me. Talks of where to position the hoses. Neighbors gathering. Police saying the female lived alone. This could have been much worse. We could have gotten to her too late. Her neighbor might not have spotted the flames on his way home from working the night shift. What if he had gotten hung up at work? There were so many variables at play tonight.

      The home was older. I’m not sure if there were smoke detectors installed or not. In a perfect world, every home would have them, as well as carbon monoxide detectors, but that’s not reality.

      Glancing at the female again, her eyes fixate on the house. Almost like she’s watching it burn without really seeing it. Then she gasps. “My cat. Someone!” Her voice is raspy from the smoke inhalation. “My cat is in there!” Ah, hell. Of course, there’s a pet.

      Dropping my mask back into place and putting my helmet on, I rush toward the house with the sound of my captain in my ear, calling me every name in the book, telling me to get my butt back outside as I cross the threshold into the inferno once more.

      “Quit your showboating!” he yells. “That cat may not even be in there, for all you know!” If there’s a chance it could be, I have to find it.

      Thoughts of our pack cat, Thorn, come to the forefront of my mind as I search the home. None of us would leave him inside. I have to at least look for the female’s pet. We didn’t see a cat in here before when we went through. It could have escaped.

      This time, I search low. I use my shifter sight and a flashlight to look under tables, chairs, in corners, and under the bed as fast as I can. I search anywhere a cat could possibly be. Then, as I round the corner into the living room, I see a flash of white push under the sofa.

      I have to play it carefully. Cats can sense the natural predator in shifters. Well, except for Thorn. It’s like he’s impervious to us.

      Something cracks above my head—the sound a beam makes before it gives out. With one arm, I lift the couch then dart toward the ball of fluff under it.

      “I don’t have time to chase you, cat,” I growl as I pull it to my chest. I don’t want to see it hurt, but I can’t spend any more time in this house. I may be a shifter, but I’m not immortal.

      Cradling the cat close to my chest, I turn toward the door. I’m almost to the threshold when the beam I heard before finally gives way and lands hard on my back with enough force to knock the air from my lungs and push me to the floor. The cat is pinned somewhere beneath me, squirming against my weight. Hopefully, it’s okay.

      It’s minutes before the beam is lifted from me and I’m hauled to my feet by two of my fellow firefighters. They help me leave the house. Each step, each twist of my body, sends a sharp pain through my chest. Damn ribs. I’m sure they’re broken. My breath is hard to catch. One of my lungs must be compromised.

      The cat is taken from me as my captain rushes over. He pulls my mask off so I can gulp down the fresh air. “That was foolish, Raines,” he reprimands. “You could have been killed.”

      “Had to get the cat,” I pant out.

      His eyes hold mine as his jaw tenses. There’s nothing he can say or do that would have kept me from going back into the house. The same thing happens with almost every call. I ignore his commands. Get punished. Work off whatever he asks me to. Then do it all over again. Fact of the matter is, I’m the strongest they have and he knows it. He’s also the only one on the team who knows what I truly am.

      I’ve been doing this with them for ten years. Soon, they’ll start noticing I don’t age, then I’ll have to find another job. That thought causes my stomach to churn. I love what I do and don’t want to have to give it up. However, I can’t reveal what I am to everyone.

      My eyes water from a combination of my emotions and the pain as he takes my chin in his hand. “I called Desmond. Should be here in five. Until then, I want you to play nice with Gloria. She wants to look you over.” I start to protest, but he shushes me. “She’s doing her job. Knock it off and go get checked until Des gets here.” I nod.

      Together, with his arm slung around my waist, he helps me walk to the back of the ambulance where I sit. The other one that was on scene is gone, no doubt on its way to the hospital with the female I brought out.

      Gloria comes over to start her assessment. I always thought she was pretty with her long, jet-black hair, which is currently up in a bun to keep it out of her way. Her face is void of makeup, but I’ve seen her dolled up at the annual banquet our fire department holds. One year I took her up on her advances. That was the only time. We were good together, but she’s not my mate. We left it as is—friends only.

      “You could have been killed, Titus,” she chastises. “I’d ask what you were thinking, but this is a common occurrence with you. I should strap you down and make you go to the hospital. I know you won’t, though. I’m sure your brother is on his way to get you.” Gloria doesn’t know about me being a wolf shifter. However, everyone here knows Des is a doctor.

      She’s helping me out of my turnout gear when a black Chevrolet Suburban pulls up fast and to a hard stop beside the ambulance. Thank fate.

      Des is out the door and rounding the front to get to me within a few beats of my heart. His dark brown hair is unruly. I’m sure he was sleeping when he got the call. The full beard he’s sporting hides the irritation he’s no doubt showing. “We need to stop meeting like this,” he says to Gloria while offering her a small smile. It’s forced and that’s okay. She doesn’t realize it.

      “I’d like to say let’s make this the last time, but as long as they let Titus go into burning buildings, I have a feeling this will be a ritual of ours.”

      Des shifts his eyes to mine then sighs as he looks over the way I’m clutching around my abdomen. “Let’s go.” He helps me up as Gloria grabs the gear I shed.

      I climb into the back seat of the Suburban and lie down. Blinding pain shoots across my body with the movement. I try to suck in more air but can’t. The pain is too intense. We need to get away from here so I can shift.

      “Get him home,” I hear Aaron, my captain, say as the doors close and the SUV is shifted into gear. The sound the SUV makes when the accelerator is pushed is welcome. Every rotation of the tires takes us farther from the scene and closer to home.

      Thankfully, Gloria stopped asking questions about why Desmond was able to heal me so well. There were no burns this time, which will help me return to duty faster. It’s hard making up lies left and right. At one point, Des said he was working on a clinical trial and I was one of the guinea pigs.

      “You can shift now, Titus,” Desmond says from the front seat.

      Using my shifter magic, finally letting my wolf take over, I relent to him as the shift washes over me. Bones knit. My lung expands. Three shifts later and I’m good as new. Well, I’m exhausted, but not in horrible pain anymore, and I can breathe.

      Sitting up, I scrub a hand over my face, grateful this call was closer to the pack house, so it didn’t take Des long to get there. I’d be royally screwed if he weren’t able to come to me. Not like I can slink off into the woods in front of so many people so I can shift only to return healed.

      One time, Dante picked me up because Desmond was dealing with a pack emergency. That didn’t go too well. Dante is very intimidating on a good day. When he knows one of the pack is hurt? Look out. He was on a warpath until he could set his eyes on me. For all his gruff exterior, Dante would die for any one of us and we’d do the same for him.

      As far as the other firefighters are concerned, I have three brothers: Desmond, Dante, and Carter. The rest of the pack are my cousins.

      I rent a small, one-bedroom apartment about ten minutes from the pack house to give the illusion of not living in a mansion with a bunch of other people. Most humans wouldn’t understand, let alone accept it. They’d probably think we’re doing some kinky stuff in there. And while we are at times, we don’t do it as a pack.

      “You good?” Des asks.

      “Yeah, man. Thanks. I appreciate you coming to get me.”

      “Don’t thank me. You can make it up to Jo tomorrow. You know what she likes.” I don’t fight the smile which forms.

      That female of Desmond’s loves my chili recipe. I’ve perfected it after years of trial and error. Every time I get hurt, and Des has to come get me, the whole pack knows they’re in for a huge pot of my famous meal.

      “You got it,” I reply.

      Tipping my head back on the seat, I close my eyes and hope the female and feline I rescued tonight will be okay. All in a day’s work. And I wouldn’t trade it for anything.
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      Being an eighteen-year-old high school female who also happens to be a mage is not the best. I have to hide who I really am from everyone. Luckily, that’s easier for a mage than a member of the fae or a shifter.

      We don’t have pointed ears or ethereal skin like the fae. Our eyes don’t change color when we feel a strong emotion or are about to change into our animal like a shifter. We don’t have fangs to conceal like vampires do. We’re easily hidden. Even some paranormals can’t detect us. Flying under the radar is one of our skills.

      Oh, how I wish I could tell my friends what I can do. How my mom is actually a hundred and twenty years old. That we’re friends with an entire pack of wolves. Okay, that might be stretching it. I really only know a few of them well. The others, it’s a slow process. For me, at least.

      Mom loves getting to know paranormals. She likes to spend time at the Avynwood Pack House, making friends with those who are there. I give her credit. They can be very intimidating at times with their height and muscular bodies.

      My homeroom teacher scans over the class, making sure we’ve all shown up. I’ve never once missed a day of high school. Chalk it up to one of the fantastic things about being a paranormal: we never get sick.

      Mages can live a long time. We outlive shifters and have the same life spans as fae and vampires. It’s infinite. Here’s the difference, though.  We don’t automatically heal when we’re hurt. We need to use potions to heal us. If there’s no one around to help, and no way for us to do it on our own, we could die from a deep wound. Losing our head or having our heart stabbed or crushed is an end all. There’s no coming back from that.

      When I say “we,” I don’t mean my mom and me. After the pack war, the reality of what could happen to us settled in. A vampire my mom has known for years offered to gift us the ability of vampire healing. We took it and only that.

      Nikia pokes me with her pencil then leans in close. She sits directly behind me. “He’s looking at you again,” she whispers. I don’t need to ask who. Tate is one of the jocks who rules the school and he absolutely hates it when he’s shot down, which is exactly what I did to him last week.

      I glance over his way. As soon as my eyes meet his, he gives me a dazzling smile. He’s good-looking, don’t get me wrong. Blond hair that falls to his chin. A lithe body from years of playing soccer. And yet, when I see him, I’m indifferent.

      Focusing on my phone, I type out a quick text to my mom, asking her for the hundredth time this school year why I have to go. I’m not going to do anything with a high school diploma. I’m not going to college. Everything I’ve been training for my whole life will help me in the paranormal world, not the human one. And the former is where I live when not in school.

      Mom: Imogen, you know better than to message and ask me that.

      Me: Oh, I’m sorry. I’ll go off to advanced math now, where I’ll learn things I did when I was twelve.

      Mom has taught me how to do things my whole life. Math plays a huge role in a mage’s studies. We have to measure, calculate, know the precise amount of ingredients for the potions we create. And when it comes to spells, they have to be exact.

      Mom: School is about socialization. Making friends. Having fun. Once you graduate, the real work begins.

      Me: Friends I won’t be able to see much, thanks to our secret lifestyle.

      Mom: Did you message me to pick a fight?

      Me: Tate’s staring at me again and I want to throat punch him.

      When your mom is besties with a wolf, you’re taught how to fight.

      Mom: It wouldn’t be so bad to go on a date, Im.

      Me: It’s like you don’t even know me. No way am I going out with Tate.

      Mom: There are some males in the pack who I’m sure would love to take you out.

      Me: Pass.

      Tossing my phone into my bag, I turn my back to good ole’ Tate so I can talk to Niki. “Why don’t you go out with him?” I whisper.

      Niki presses her hand to her chest. Her eyelashes flutter over the flawless skin of her cheeks. Her dark hair lies straight over her shoulders. She’s the total package. “Me? You know I don’t swing that way, my friend.”

      I do but shrug anyway. “Tate might like to try and bring you to his side.”

      She scrunches up her nose. “I’m not a fan of anything that boy has going on.” I chuckle.

      Niki brushes her hair aside then settles her dark amber eyes on me. “I think you should date him.”

      “You sound like my mom.”

      “Yvonne’s smart as hell. You should listen to her.”

      “She also hates that I don’t have a social life. Why do I need to date? I have you as a best friend. I’m good.”

      Niki leans forward and waggles her eyebrows. “You could have me as more.”

      Gently, I shove her shoulder and laugh. “You know we don’t click.” We kissed once. I wanted to know if there was something between us. There wasn’t and neither of us seemed to care, but she likes to joke with me about it.

      “You’re right. Too bad, though. Can you imagine the look on Tate’s face if he saw us kissing?”

      “Hmmm… might be worth it for him to leave me alone.”

      “Don’t even think about it. These lips are off the market.” She smacks her lips together to punctuate her words.

      Nikia doesn’t care who knows she only likes females. She’s been picked on, in fights, you name it. But she always comes out with her head held high. She’s my role model. Someone I want to be like. I would love to be able to tell everyone to screw off, but I can’t. Part of being a mage is to help. Not that I don’t want to do that. It’s just sometimes I’d like something for me—someone to call my own. This school is full of nope in that department.

      Niki has decided she’s working on herself in our final year of high school. No flings. No dating. No relationships. Not that there are a lot of girls in our school who are openly out. I couldn’t believe the number of them who wanted Niki to be their dirty little secret. They want to be with her but only behind closed doors. That’s nothing Niki will ever be. When she finally settles down, it will be with someone who is proud to stand by her side and tell the world she’s hers. Until then, she has me. And while I might only be five foot six and slender, I have the brains and abilities to back up my lack of brawn.

      The bell rings, alerting us to get out of our seats and trudge our way through another Monday. At least it’s May and the sun is out. A little over a month left in this place. I won’t be sad to walk out the doors at the end of the school year.

      “Imogen, wait up,” Tate calls as I walk down the hall. Why can’t he leave me alone?

      “See ya,” Niki says then darts off down a different corridor. Traitor. She could have gone the long way to class and stuck by my side.

      “Im, hey,” Tate says as he catches up to me. Internally, I groan and imagine how it would feel to smack him upside the head with my bag.

      “Hi, Tate. I have to get to class.”

      “Yeah, me, too. But I wanted to ask if you have plans tomorrow night.”

      “Tate, we’ve been through this.” For the love of fate, will he never stop?

      “I know but my parents are out of town and I’m throwing a party. Well, not a big party. Just a few friends.” Oh, sure. A few friends turns into half the school, a keg shows up, and the next thing I know, I’m the star in a Lifetime movie.

      “Pass.”

      His steps falter. I instinctively stop to put a hand on him so he doesn’t fall. Wrong move. Now he’s smiling again because I’m touching him. Quickly, I pull my hand away like his skin is burning me and keep walking. I shouldn’t have done that. Bad move.

      I notice his hand on the small of my back. I sidestep him to let it fall away. No way is he going to walk me down the hall like that. Everyone in the school will think we’re dating. Plus, it’s far too intimate of a move. That’s something boyfriends and girlfriends do. Lovers. Mates.

      “What can I do to change your mind?” he asks.

      “Nothing. I have to study. Every day. Until the end of time. My mom’s really strict.”

      “Im, I’ve met your mom, remember?” Fate, he has. Once when she and I were out shopping, we bumped into him and one of his buddies. I tried to run away, but Mom recognized him. She’s active in the PTA. Said he looked just like his dad or something. We kept it brief, but it must have been enough for Tate to get a good idea about her.

      “Okay, so my mom is literally the best, but I’m not interested in dating, Tate. I’m not just saying that so you’ll leave me alone. In the four years I’ve been in this cesspool of hormones, have you ever once seen me with a boyfriend?”

      He cocks his head to the side as we slowdown in the throng of teenagers trying to get to their classes. “I don’t think I have.”

      “There you go.” Good. Maybe he’ll leave me alone now.

      “Let me be the first.” And I’m irritated again. “Im, you’re beautiful and funny. You have this radiance about you.”

      I chuckle. “Did you pick that up in a romance novel?”

      “What? No.”

      Before he can say anything else, we stop in front of my classroom. “Listen, I appreciate the interest,” I tell him. “I really do. But it’s never going to happen.” I can’t say that not only do I know I’m some kind of conquest for him, but I have zero interest in having a relationship with a human—fling or not. This isn’t my path. There’s a part of me deep inside that immediately recognizes neither Tate, nor any of the males in this school, are the one for me.

      He smiles. “I’ll sway you to a yes soon enough.”

      “Uh huh. Keep thinking that.” Turning, I go into my first period class and drop down into my seat in the back. Freedom at last. Or so I think until I see who the teacher is today. What. The. Fate.

      “Imogen!” Carter Raines says loudly from the front of the room. He walks back to me like he belongs here. He doesn’t. He’s a shifter posing as a teacher and I have no clue why.

      He stops a foot from my desk. Make no mistake, Carter is one fine male specimen. I don’t care that he is mated, and happily, for that matter. A female can appreciate what he has. Blond hair. Light hazel eyes. Jeans that look like they were specifically made for him. And let’s not forget the short-sleeved shirt that’s pulled taut over his lean yet muscular frame.

      “What are you doing here?” I hiss. I may not know every wolf in the pack, but Carter and Cash are like the freaking welcoming committee for the Avynwood wolves. The few times I’ve been in the house, they were there fighting, working, or just being sexy.

      “I’m your substitute for the day. Your teacher has bronchitis. Poor thing.”

      “I don’t even want to know how you got this job.”

      “Oh, that’s easy. I’ve been bored at the…” He pauses to look around and make sure there is no one near us. “At the pack house, so Lealla thought it may be good for me to teach a few classes on the side. With the security side of things quiet, I can finally put my degree to good use.”

      “Your degree in what?” He can’t be serious.

      “Before I met my mate, when I was still new with the family,” he whispers. “I decided to go to college. I have a PhD in mathematics.”

      “Yet you work in security.”

      “Math is boring. Gotta live a little.” The class starts taking their seats, all eyes on Carter and me. Lovely. “See you later, Im.” He smiles his perfect, beaming smile and walks away.

      All the girls in the class stare at me with their mouths agape. I guess I’ll be the talk of the school for the rest of the day.

      Thanks, Carter.
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      Three hours ago, I dropped into bed and became dead to the world. As I do almost every time I come off a shift at the firehouse.

      Fifty minutes ago, I got a call from Carter asking if I can come fix his car because it’s broken down again. This time at Ari’s old high school. I didn’t ask him why he was there. A part of me doesn’t want to know. The amount of mischief that wolf can get into is astounding.

      Ever since Hayden, the pack’s mechanic, was killed during the pack war, I’ve become the new fixer of all things automobile and motorcycle. I don’t know a ton, but Hay and I used to be close. Best friends. I was with him a lot as he worked on things over the years. We reached a point where I would go with him to help fix one of the pack’s vehicles. Now I have the responsibility and I wish every day I didn’t. Not that I mind helping out the pack, but I want my best friend back.

      Ariane’s old high school is an hour from the pack house. I spend the drive there going over the call I went on last night.

      We arrived on scene of a fully engulfed residence. Two stories. End of a cul-de-sac. The difference with this one was that it was owned by an older vampire. One who keeps a solitary life. Not bothering anyone. More of a recluse. The pack is aware of him and even invited him to fight along with us in the pack war, but the male wanted no part of it. Which was fine. It was well within his rights to decline. We barely speak to him now. Not for lack of trying. He just prefers to be alone.

      This fire, though, it wasn’t due to faulty wiring or a lightning strike. No fault of the owner either. That home was the one place he felt safe and at ease. You don’t burn your sanctuary to the ground.

      The first thing I smelled when we arrived, before I put my mask on, was accelerant. More specifically, the scent of kerosene. The distinctive, oily smell was something I remembered when learning all I could about fires and the accelerants used to start them. A wolf’s nose never forgets.

      After the fire was out, the vampire was interviewed. I pulled him aside to get his point of view—the one he wouldn’t tell the officials. He told me he woke to the smell, but before he could snap to teleport out, the fire was ignited. Then he used whatever means he could to keep it under control until we got there. Only he couldn’t. There was no way to control the fire once it started, thanks to how rapidly it spread. He was okay. That was what mattered. A house can be rebuilt. A life cannot be replaced.

      What’s really bothering me is that this wasn’t the first fire where I’ve encountered this scent recently. The last month has brought in three other fires, all started with the same accelerant and all were buildings owned by paranormals. I think someone out there is targeting us and I’m determined to find out who.

      Thanks to Carter and Cash, we gained access to the files of the fire marshal. I’ve read them all. Studied them. We’ve put all the paranormals within a fifty-mile radius on alert. However, there are some out there we don’t know about. We can’t get to them all if we aren’t aware of who and where they are.

      Pulling into the parking lot, I realize I’m showing up at the same time the school is dismissing. Carter must have gotten done a little earlier than the others. I find his car in the lot and park next to it. Once I shut my truck off, I hop out and stare at the car in need of repair.

      “Don’t look at it like that,” Carter says. “I can see the malice in your eyes.” He pats the car’s roof. “It’s okay, baby. Mean ol’ Titus won’t hurt you.”

      “I’d like to have it towed to a junkyard.”

      “You will do no such thing. She’s a classic.”

      “A classic piece of—“

      Carter gasps. “Don’t say it! She’s sensitive. Maybe if you talked nicer to her, she wouldn’t break down so much.”

      “Maybe if you put her out of her misery, we wouldn’t have to keep meeting like this.”

      Leaning against the car, Carter crosses his arms, his legs at his ankles, and smiles. “Oh, come on, big guy. You love rescuing me like a damsel in distress.”

      “No, I love rescuing people who actually need saving. You and your 1996 Mustang can save yourselves.”

      “Yet here you are.”

      “Mmm hmmm.” I should have stayed in bed. Sent Cash out here to pick his brother up and had the car towed. I’m a glutton for punishment. “Pop the hood.”

      Turning, I reach into the toolbox located in the bed of the truck near the cab. It spans the width of it and holds everything I need to fix something when not at the pack house.

      “You’re not any better, you know,” Carter says behind me. “That truck of yours has seen better days.”

      “It’s also driven me to call after call in the middle of the night. I’ve driven down roads where the brush was on fire mere inches away. I’ve climbed steep mountains where there was nothing but dirt and rock. This truck has earned every one of the miles on it.”

      “Don’t pick on my car.”

      I roll my eyes. “I’m so glad you could think of a witty comeback.”

      I’m pulling out a few tools when a voice floats to me. One I’ve never heard before. “Do you need a ride, Mr. Raines?” A shiver works its way up my spine. Who just said that?

      When I turn around, I find a female who literally knocks the air from my lungs. Shoulder-length, wavy copper hair that shines in the sun. Eyes so green, if I didn’t know better, I’d say she’s a shifter. And that body. Shorter than me. Slender. Her shorts hit mid-thigh and her tank top shows off her ample breasts.

      “Mr. Raines, huh?” Carter asks. “I don’t know, Im. You keep saying that and I might start liking it. Might have everyone call me that. I can see Fairyn now.” Carter’s voice snaps me out of my haze.

      “She’d smack you across the face if you asked her to call you that,” I state.

      “You’re right. She absolutely would.”

      The female with the copper hair stares at me as my eyes drift over her again before working back up to her face. Neither of us speaks. Only watch the other.

      “Titus, this is Imogen, Yvonne’s daughter.” He drags out the last part. “Im, this is Titus. One of my… brothers.”

      My brain finally gets back online as fragments of the past few minutes come back to me. High school. Broken down car. Female. My body tenses as I realize I’ve been staring at a high schooler. She could be sixteen, for all
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