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Getting over terror and learning to live
again is rough, but Ruby never hides from a challenge. She leaves
her fiancé, meets her mates, fights for her own survival, and joins
an ice dance performance. The holidays are very busy when you go
from beta to elf in moments.

 


 


Compulsion forced Ruby to find a good
man, get engaged, and settle down. It was what everyone said she
should do. When she found her fiancé cheating with her best friend,
she took the out and got as far away from him as she could. Her
family isn’t exactly happy to see her, but they take care of her
while she gets over her shock, and after they see the video footage
from her security cameras, they call her a lawyer.

Marshall is the lawyer in
question. After he takes notes, interviews her, and gets a copy of
the video, she’s dismissed to head off to her job at the family
business, and after a few moments of talking to police, she is free
to go.

Work is mind-numbing, but when
she heads out for lunch, she is met by a friend of her lawyer.
Rayden is an alpha; he plays hockey and is currently involved in a
seasonal production of Patchwork Pixie. When he finds out
that she wrote the choreography, he insists that she come to see
practice the next day. She goes to the practice and seals her
fate.

With her mates around her, she
can finally be herself, and with Rayden’s help, she breaks the
mental compulsion that kept her locked in the horrible
relationship. She is finally able to be the Elite omega she was
meant to be, and her alphas are there for every inch of her, so she
returns the favour.
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Chapter One

 


 


Ruby smiled as she drove home. Weeks of
coming in near midnight were now over, and she could resume a
normal life. Normal life. Wedding at the end of the year. She was
ticking all the boxes even if she didn’t particularly want to.

She stopped to get takeout, and
there was an alert on her security software. In the parking lot,
she checked the new notice and opened the file. Her mouth went dry,
and she was nauseous. Her fiancé and her close friend Beth were
giggling and disrobing in her bedroom.

Ruby was five minutes from home,
and she made her plan of attack. Her family would be crushed. They
loved the idea of Tanner. She gave her phone directions and sent
messages to the vendors for the wedding. By the time she parked in
a visitor’s spot, her vendors had been notified, and hopefully,
refunds would be issued in the next few weeks.

She sent a message to her
manager and quit. By the time she left the car, she had cut every
tie she had with Hardwick Security. He had lost a fiancé and
employee, and she had lost her fiancé and best friend.

Ruby got out of her car, got her
digital key, and walked to her place with long strides. She
silenced all chirps and notices to her security system, opened her
door silently, and kept her bag with her as she moved to her
bedroom on quiet feet. Those she had trusted most were loudly
fucking, laughing, and groaning.

Oh, cute. They locked the
door. She used her master key and opened the room, turning to
walk to her closet as shouts of surprise hit her ears. She kept her
back toward them and got her suitcase out, getting some interview
suits, shoes, and one set of casuals, and then she walked to her
bureau and got panties, socks, and bras.

With her bag packed, she turned
to the frozen couple on her bed. “I guess your roommates are in,
and Tanner’s parents are still over. Well, don’t worry. I cancelled
my parts of the wedding, and I will send you a bill for my wedding
dress, Beth.”

The couple had been knotted, and
Tanner did his favourite thing: he pulled out before letting the
knot recede. Beth screamed, sobbed, and squealed.

“Aw, Beth. I told you he liked
doing that. Don’t worry. You can have him now.”

A naked and panicked Tanner
lunged for her, and she stopped him with a sharp chop to his neck.
He gasped and dropped to the floor. “It just happened.”

“Tanner. You are in my
apartment, where you don’t live, with my ex-friend, and you were
fucking her while she was wearing my wedding dress. That is rather
premeditated. Now, I am recording all of this, and if anyone asks
me why I left you, they are going to get the full fucking
video.”

The bright blue eyes and blond
hair were now completely repulsive and not at all endearing.

“You aren’t serious.”

She lifted her left hand, pulled
off her engagement ring, lifted his hand, and pressed the diamond
into it. “There we go. Nice and on camera. No claiming that I
didn’t give it back.”

“Ruby, baby. This isn’t what you
think.”

She looked at the injured Beth,
where she held sheets to her naked breasts, and the frothy silk of
the wedding dress covered the rest of her.

Ruby laughed and laughed. She
laughed as she left her condo. She electronically rekeyed her house
on the way out. She got into her car and drove to a park on the
other side of the city, and then she cried.

 


Her phone was ringing, and she
picked up with the harsh croak of, “Hello?”

“Ruby? Honey. What happened?
Your mother is freaking out, so she called me.”

Ruby rubbed her head. “Uncle
Leon?”

“Aw, sweetie. Where are
you?”

“Safe. Mostly. Trying to figure
out what I am going to do next. I need to sell the condo. Burn the
contents. You know. The standard.”

“What happened?”

In another spate of squeaking
and sobs, she explained about the new sensors from Veron
Industries, the miniscule cameras, and using her condo as a testing
area.

“So, you have video
proof?”

“Oh, yeah.”

“Send it to your parents and
his. Maybe Beth’s. She seemed like such a nice girl.”

“She’s been complimenting him
since the day I introduced them. It was cute until it wasn’t.” She
wiped her tears and sniffed. “Now, I never want to see her
again.”

“Understandable. Honeybee.
Where are you?”

“Liathic Park. It felt like the
best place to be. What time is it?”

“Two in the morning. No one
could get a hold of you, so I used the override you gave me. Uncle
James has already messaged your mother and told her to wait for the
video.”

“Oh. Thanks. I will send those
files now.”

“Ruby, come home. Your room
is ready. Derrik is making hot cocoa and has those little
marshmallows you like. Come home, sweetie.”

“I don’t want to butt in. I
promised you guys that you wouldn’t have to put up with me again
after I left.”

“I know, but we miss you.
Even Grey misses you. Come home.”

She thought about it for fifteen
seconds. “I will be there as soon as I finish sending the files
out.”

“That’s my little
marshmallow. Want us to draw you a bath in the big tub?”

She laughed. “No, Uncle Leon. I
can take a shower like a big girl.”

She got her small laptop out and
sent out the file from their entry in the room to their responses
to her leaving. Unsurprisingly, Tanner wanted to work out his
frustrations on Beth, and she had scrambled to get away from him
but ended up sobbing in the wedding gown. Tanner was rough when he
was in a good mood; in a bad mood, he was brutal.

Ruby watched her files being
sent and received then she included a note to Beth’s family.
Charges can be laid. She clearly said no several times. Charges
should be laid.

She blocked their number because
she really needed a few days of silence. She doubted she would get
it, but she could hope. With that done, she put her kit away and
drove the two blocks to her uncle’s pack house. Technically, it was
Uncle Grey’s house, but Uncle Leon had lived there for decades, so
it was her uncle’s house.

She pulled up and parked, got
out, grabbed her two bags, and walked toward the front door. It
swung open, the gathering of men welcomed her, and she smiled and
cried again. She was home.

 


She sat with a towel wrapping
her hair and her fuzzy bathrobe on with her hands around the huge
mug full of marshmallow-studded cocoa. Four serious and concerned
faces looked at her. “I am sorry. I couldn’t stick it out. I let
you down.”

Leon looked at her and frowned.
“What?”

“When I started living here, I
was told that sometimes alphas did stuff that upset you, but you
had to get over it and be a grownup. The moment I saw that he had
invaded my territory, that was it. Everything else was just a
compounded sin.”

They looked at each other, and
Leon rubbed his silvering head. “Shit.”

“I was doing it right until
this.”

Leon took her hand. “Is that
when I was fighting with Derrik about the shop?”

“Yeah. You said sometimes you
had to take verbal abuse until the person saw sense on the other
side of things. You and Derrik worked it out, so I thought I was
fucking things up when it never got better.”

Leon stared, and Derrik sighed.
“We were having other issues at that time. Dane was having trouble
getting into university, Gerald wanted to move to the coast, and
the company was just getting off the ground. We were existing mates
having trouble. We weren’t in courtship. Problems rise in every
union, but if there is a solid foundation, you make it through the
other side.”

Grey murmured, “Your foundation
was polystyrene. It was never stable to begin with. Tanner is a
pretty moron who may have flattered his way into your pants, but he
was never going to be able to keep you.”

James said in his ridiculously
soft voice for a man so big, “He couldn’t keep you as a beta. He
would never be able to manage your other form.”

She nodded. “He never saw it. I
got good at that.”

Leon had tears in his eyes. “I
never intended my comments to be taken like that.”

“Uncle Leon, it’s okay. Weirdly,
I got all of my social cues from you guys, and then I ignored half
of them and just went after someone who was pretty and in the
industry I wanted to work in when he indicated interest. It was so
convenient.”

The men around her were stunned,
and then they started laughing gently. Leon patted her hand. “I am
sorry. We forget that you are female sometimes. Your brain was
wired differently. You were coming at this like an alpha.”

Grey rubbed the back of his
neck. “This may be my fault. I was the one to teach her dating
strategy.”

James groaned. “The fact that
you called it a strategy explains why Tanner was her first
boyfriend out of university.”

Derrik frowned. “And before it.
Sweetie, was he your only boyfriend?”

Under the focused scrutiny, she
blushed. “Yeah.”

Grey looked pained. “Was sex any
good?”

She recoiled. “No. From the
video, he liked sniffling and crying. I am guessing that he just
kept me around for my job skills. That would have been miserable,
so when I saw a sign, I took action. And here I am. Twenty-six and
back with my uncles because I picked an idiot and a thug... because
he was pretty. I am a moron.” Her towelled head thudded to the
table with the hot cocoa carefully set aside.

Leon rubbed her back, and to her
shock, Uncle Grey did as well. “It’s okay honey. New starts. New
alphas. Would you like a distraction?”

She sat up straight with her
namesake eyes, her skin dropped all pigment, and her hair slithered
out from under the towel until it pooled around her. “I apologize.
I just needed to stretch.”

Leon stared at her. “Oh, wow,
Honeybee. You are all grown up.”

The other alphas stared at her.
James smiled. “You are as tall as I am. Oh, go stand in the
doorway.”

The others grinned, and she got
to her feet, tightened her robe, and took off her hair towel. The
pantry doorway was cleared, and James got a marker. He measured and
marked and then dated the mark with her heights from age eleven
next to those of her cousins.

She smiled. “Don’t tell Dane and
Gerald.”

James grinned and hugged her.
“If you need a distraction, you can come to work at the shop
tomorrow.”

“That sound good. Can I just
wear all black, or do I have to get a uniform?”

James smiled. “All black for
now. Are you going to tuck yourself back to beta?”

“Of course. No one in the city
looks like this, so I am not an idiot when it comes to representing
myself.” She walked back to her cocoa, and Leon looked at her
ears.

“Are they really pointy?”

“Yeah. That happened at
university.”

“Ah.”

She focused and went back to her
normal beta appearance: brown hair just past her shoulders, hazel
eyes, and only slightly taller than average. She had made this form
to be in all beta standards. She was as average as she could make
herself.

Leon smiled. “Get some rest. I
get the feeling that you will be contacted frequently
tomorrow.”

She snorted. “The first one will
be police at seven in the morning. I will be up and dressed.”

Grey asked, “How do you know
that?”

She shrugged. “Same way I know
who was with Leon three days ago. Instinct.”

Derrik said, “We will be up with
you. You aren’t alone.”

“I know, Uncle Derrik, but I
know I was dumped on you because of... reasons. I tried to minimize
my impact on your lives, but now I am here again. I am embarrassed,
and as soon as I can regroup and find a new place, I will be out of
your hair.”

Her uncles suddenly surrounded
her. Grey rumbled out, “Ruby, this is as much your home as our
children’s. You can always come to us if you are in need, and we
will help as much as we can.”

The group hug that ensued was
enough to make her start sobbing again. She hadn’t told them
everything that she had let Tanner do. She had done what she
thought was right when you were handing yourself over to a mate.
Now, the monumental stupidity was crashing down on her. Giving him
full access to her body was an error, but she couldn’t take it
back. She could make sure it didn’t happen again. That was her new
task. She was going to keep herself so busy that she got her
spinning thoughts back under control.

Working her way out of her job
was easy. Out of habit, she left all the equipment and computers in
her locker.

The uncles tucked her in, which
made her smile. Derrik got her favourite stuffed unicorn with red
eyes, and she cuddled with it. They left to let her sleep after
kisses on her forehead, and she sent one more email and squeezed
Mr. Pointy as she let herself rest.

 


She was up and dressed, her hair
was in a braided bun, and when the police knocked at the door, she
opened it with a mug of coffee in her hand.

“Hello?”

“Miss Lest?”

“Yes, officers. Would you care
to come in?”

“Um. Yes, thank you.”

“This is the home of the
Garettel pack.” She stepped aside and waved them in. “My Uncle Leon
is their omega, and he offered me a place to stay last night. His
pack agreed.”

The sitting room was set up with
a coffee service, cream, and sugar.

She sat and offered them
coffee.

“How did you know we would be
here today?”

“It is Tanner’s move. He likes
to cry when women are being mean to him. He has a history of it and
two children out of any kind of contract. Three if Beth has
believed him that she is the one.”

The officers were about to ask
her another question when there was another doorbell. Grey walked
to the door and spoke with the newcomer.

An alpha in a seriously
expensive suit walked into the room. “Officers. I am Marshal
Kensington, and I am Miss Lest’s legal counsel.”

Ruby blinked. “You are?”

“I am.” He had rough features
and dark, serious eyes. “Now shut up.”

She blinked and folded her lips
against her teeth.

She sipped her coffee, and the
man took his coat off before he sat down. He looked at her.

“Uh, coffee?”

He nodded.

She poured it and put in two
sugars and cream. She offered it to Mr. Kensington, and he smiled
and sipped. “How did you know how I took my coffee?”

She swallowed. “Not a clue. So,
Grey called you?”

He nodded. “Officers, what
brings you here today?”

One officer was an alpha, and
the other was a beta. Both were male.

“We are here to do a wellness
check on Miss Lest. Her fiancé indicated that she was irrational
and in a rage upon finding him with another woman.”

Mr. Kensington made notes on his
phone. “What time was the call put in?”

The officers cleared their
throats, and the alpha said, “Twenty minutes ago.”

“Miss Lest, is there security on
this building?”

She nodded.

“Can you bring up the outside
cameras?”

She brought out her phone and
brought up the camera. She pointed at Tanner’s car.

“Officers, you have brought an
abuser to the safe haven of a victim. He had no idea she was here
until you went through her last known residences.”

She sat there quietly until the
alpha officer asked, “He said you were a victim?”

She silently pulled up footage
that her uncles didn’t know about. She started it, and Mr.
Kensington said, “Place it on the coffee table, please.”

She set it down, and all three
men watched her shoved into her bedroom, protesting and fighting,
then held down while Tanner got his frustration out of his system.
He left her gasping, blood everywhere, and said, “Now that I have
ruined you, who else will want you?”

He left. She staggered to her
feet and left the room, then came back in a towel, tore the bedding
up, and wadded it into a garbage bag.

“That’s enough.” Mr. Kensington
nodded.

She reached out and turned the
recording off.

“Miss Lest, why didn’t you make
a report?”

She glanced at Mr. Kensington,
and he nodded.

“He was my boss. I was under
contract with heavy penalties for quitting without notice, and it
was my first time. I didn’t know it wasn’t supposed to be like that
between men and women. My upbringing didn’t offer a lot of
comparisons. It became less violent, was never frequent, and then
he proposed, so I couldn’t say no after that. Isn’t that how it
works?”

The alphas looked appalled. “No,
that isn’t how it works. Why don’t you know that?”

“Because I depended on the
public school system, and they didn’t cover rape classifications. I
don’t want to see him ever again. The company has all of my
equipment and files. I don’t have any company property, and I can’t
work in their industry for six months. I get it.”

“There is just the matter of you
setting the cameras in your fiancé’s home.”

She looked at the officer who
spoke. “That is my home. My condo. My name only. Free and clear.”
She grimaced. “I am allowed security in my own home. I also rekeyed
it as I left so they could leave but not return as I have the
master key.”

The officer blinked and checked
his notes. “He said it was his home.”

She flicked through her phone
and found the deed to the condo. It simply had her name on it. She
turned and showed them. “I also have all financial records.”

“That is a different matter. So,
they were not invited guests.”

“They entered on a day I was
supposed to be working until midnight. I finished early.”

Mr. Kensington tapped the back
of her hand. “So, my client is not a danger to herself, and you may
want to look into the activities of her ex-fiancé.”

She stifled the shift that made
her flicker at that light tap.

The officer asked, “When was the
assault on you, and can we have a copy of it?”

Mr. Kensington said, “Have a
request sent to my office. I will forward it to you.”

The officers nodded and got to
their feet. There was an exchange of business cards, and the
officers were walked to the door.

Ruby went to the window and
watched the officers walk to Tanner’s car and speak to him. She
felt someone next to her, and she turned toward Mr. Kensington.
“Uh, thank you.”

“Thank Grey. We were on the same
committee last year. So, miss, what the hell was that flash of
white on your skin?”

She wrinkled her nose. “Just a
thing that I do when I am nervous.”

“Hm. We need to speak with your
uncles.”

“Why?”

He looked at her. “When someone
experiences what you did, it changes the way you start to relate to
the world. Since I am sure you didn’t mention this to them, I
believe you should.”

Ruby frowned. “I don’t want them
to feel bad. I knew it was wrong when it was happening.”

“Why did you keep going back?”
He walked her toward the kitchen.

“Everyone was so happy when I
got a boyfriend that I didn’t know how to tell them he was a
monster.”

He closed his eyes and nodded.
“Right. Expectations.”

She nodded, saw four worried
faces, and had to stop another round of tears. Time to explain.
This wasn’t going to be a fun conversation.


Chapter Two

 


 


The silence made her nervous, but she
remained quiet as the video finished. Grey and Derrik were furious.
They had dated women before the pack was created around Leon, but
James and Leon had to explain the structure of relationships to
her, and after that night, she had done her own research. It wasn’t
normal, but avoiding official attention was everything to her.

She sat with her hands on her
lap, and when four shocked faces looked at her. She wrinkled her
nose. “It was his action, but my processing made it an issue when I
didn’t report it. And it repeated, but it wasn’t as bad as the
first time.”

James whispered, “When was the
last time?”

“Three months ago. I took on
projects and contracts with a lot of overtime and very late nights.
His dad told him to lay off me until the contracts were completed.”
She shuddered. “That was last night. This mess has saved me more
pain and humiliation.”

Grey looked at her. “I thought
you could...”

“I can, but I have been staying
out of the light for so long that it is second nature to just
huddle in the shadows. The next time he comes for me, he loses his
ability to get a hardon.”

Derrik sighed. “Fine, you get
the first crack at him. Anything left over goes to me.”

She nodded. “Yes, Uncle.”

Leon looked at her. “Did you get
a pregnancy test?”

“Uncle, unless I have been
grossly misinformed, you can’t get pregnant rectally.” She smiled.
“Well, you can. But I can’t.”

Leon didn’t smile. He and the
others were outraged all over.

Mr. Kensington rapped on the
table. “You are angry, you are outraged, and your niece has a
literal turn of mind. Why is that?”

Leon froze.

Ruby asked, “Why do you need to
know, Mr. Kensington?”

Mr. Kensington cocked his head.
“Because I need to know who I am working for. If there is something
in your past that affects the way you think, the way you react, and
the fact that you have unusual reactions to stimuli.”

Ruby looked at her uncles, and
Leon said, “It’s your story.”

Ruby sighed and looked at what
seemed to be a criminal lawyer. “When I turned eleven, not only did
puberty start, but my hair and eyes bleached out. The Elite team
that showed up at my school was polite, but when I told them to
fuck themselves, one of them placed his hand on my head and told me
that I would be obedient to authority. Like that movie but not
quite the same. When I am given an order, I literally stop
thinking. It is fucking annoying.”

She drew in a deep breath.
“Anyway. They had to get my parents’ permission, so I told my mom
what was going on, and she shoved me in the car, made a call to
Leon, and hit the gas. We only stopped for gas, and I even drove
for a few hours while my mom slept. Then we made it to the city,
and the feeling of being chased continued. So, I had Mom drive to
the park, and Uncle Leon was there waiting for us. I took all the
nervous energy and put it in the ground with the online image of
the city map in my head. I put that energy into the ground, and
then, suddenly, I could relax.”

She slowly morphed into her
actual shape. “So, I learned how to look normal, but this is what I
look like when I sleep. No, Tanner never saw me like this. I never
relaxed around him.”

Mr. Kensington stared at her,
and there was a slow smile on his lips. “That explains quite a
bit.”

James nodded. “She’s an
omega.”

Mr. Kensington shook his head.
“No, she’s an Elite omega.”

She frowned. “A what?”

“You are an example of what
those women could become if they were allowed to mature without
interference.”

She got suspicious. “How do you
know all that?”

He sat still but grew several
inches, skin that was black with silver highlights, dark pewter
eyes, and white hair that was bound in a tight braid. “Hello,
Ruby.”

“Hello, Mr. Kensington.”

He smiled. “I know someone who
can remove that block if you would like to curse me out for
surprising you.”

She glanced at her uncles, and
they were sitting there with mouths agape. “I am not as surprised
as I should be. When you tapped my hand, I felt something
strange.”

“Yes, I did, too.”

Ruby nodded. “I am going back to
my day look.”

He inclined his head. “Of
course.”

She resumed her normal
appearance and checked her hair. “Uncle Grey, am I still cleared to
go to work?”

He nodded. “Yes. They are
expecting you.”

She looked at Mr. Kensington and
said, “Anything else?”

He smiled and shook his head. “I
will be in contact with you. If you give me your phone, I can give
you one with a copy of your number. You just won’t see the messages
from the other parties.”

She frowned, and he held up his
hand with a slim phone in long fingers. She handed him her phone
and gave him the code to it. He grinned. “F-U-C-K, got it.”

She opened the other phone and
found all her chats to friends and the large selection of uncle
correspondence that hadn’t been refreshed in months. They had told
her she could call if she needed help, and she hadn’t made that
call. She frowned, and then a happy face appeared in the chat from
a surprising source. Uncle Grey.

She smiled. “I will get to work.
The holidays are just around the corner.”

“Thanks. The manager just came
to me yesterday asking if we could get extra hands, but I didn’t
tell him that the hands were yours.”

She laughed. “We will be back on
track in no time. Just like every other year.”

Grey sent her a thumbs-up and
then a green light. She double-checked her clothes. “Right. You
know where to find me. Can I still get lunch at the bistro next
door?”

“If Mark lets you.”

“Right, I am off to make a
mess.” She nodded. “Nice to meet you, Mr. Kensington.”

He got to his feet and took her
hand, which caused her to flicker. “It has been an illuminating
morning. We will make sure that this man doesn’t come near you. My
number is in the phone if you need anything.”

She nodded. “Okay. Thank
you.”

Ruby left the building with her
skin tingling and only hesitated enough to see that Tanner’s car
was gone.

She got into her sub-compact in
her favourite colour, pewter. Driving to the shop was ingrained in
her reflexes. She had worked there every day in summer and every
evening during the holiday season. No matter which deity or
tradition was in vogue, the humans that followed all like
chocolate, and Grey’s family recipes were always in demand.

In the parking lot, she was
surprised that work hadn’t called yet. Or Beth. She did hope that
Beth was all right.

She snugged her car into the
back and opened the rear door. She heard, “Excuse me, miss. This is
the employees’ entrance.”

The heady scent of warm
chocolate struck her nose, and it smelled like home. A moment
later, Mark’s arms wrapped around her, and he spun her around.
“You’re back!”

“I am. Do you have something
boring and labour-intensive for me?”

“Right. Can you work on the
chili chocolate?”

“Sure. Let me gear up and get an
apron, and I will be ready to work.”

The joyful alpha wrapped an arm
around her and bustled her to the changing area, where she put on a
hair net, booties, and a hat. She scrubbed her hands and then put
the apron in place.

Mark smiled and said, “Still a
medium?”

“Yup.”

She took the box of gloves that
he handed her and then was led to the station where the audience
watched as flashy chocolates were created.

She looked at the order sheet
and looked at Mark. “You butthead.”

He grinned. “Glad you are back.
Remember how to do it?”

“I wrote this recipe.” She
started to grab the enormous stack of molds she would need. She
used soft compressed air to blow them out, and then she laid them
out before getting the chocolate, cacao butter, chilis, and edible
gold pulver. She focused, gloved up, and got to work.

A bit of gold into the melted
cocao butter, mix in the chilies to half the tempered chocolate,
and get a piping bag to get the chocolate where she wanted it. Time
spun away, and she continued to work down the order sheet until
Mark tapped her shoulder. “Grey said you might have forgotten
lunch. I will take over. What are we making?”

She grinned, took off her
gloves, and patted his shoulder. “Figure it out.”

His appalled look made her
smile. She whispered, “Buttered caramel.”

She hung up her apron and
removed her booties but kept the little hat and the hairnet. It was
always fun to go next door and get a sandwich.

The crowd was trailing out, so
she got in line with a smile. Ruby put a polite smile on her lips
and ordered her roast beef sandwich and a soda.

She got her plate and looked
around for a place to sit. She found a small bistro set in a corner
and settled in to eat. An alpha walked past the other clients and
nodded to her. The other folks in the room turned and started to
whisper.

“You are Ruby, right?”

“Yes. Who are you?

“My name’s Rayden. Marshall sent
me. I am not sure this is going to work. Too many eyes.”

She kept eating her lunch. “What
are you planning on doing?”

“Removing that pesky compulsion
that they tagged you with. You must have been standing quite
still.”

She mumbled around some potato
chips, “I was eleven. I had two adult men holding me while another
poked his finger between my eyes. I was outnumbered by over six
hundred pounds.”

He nodded. “Apologies. Right. I
don’t know how to touch your face without causing a fuss.”

“You seem to have a lot of
fans.”

He blinked. “You didn’t
recognize me?”

“No. But you flickered a bit
when you saw me, so I am guessing you are like Mr. Kensington.”

He grinned. “Oh, he must love
being called mister.”

She blinked at him. “I can’t
think of a scenario where folks don’t notice.”

“Hm. I will think of something.”
He smiled, and his deep blue eyes were sparkling. “Can I have a
chip?”

She shoved her plate to be equal
distance between them. She sipped at her soda before offering him
what was left.

“So, you do sports?”

He spluttered and set her drink
down. “Uh, yeah. I do sports. Hockey.”

She smiled in memory. “Oh,
right. Skating.”

“Do you skate?”

“I used to. I had to stop when I
was fifteen. I couldn’t travel out of the city and leave the safety
of it. I was off the team. I would have loved to continue with it,
but I went to school, and the past is history.”

He smiled. “So, you do
skate?”

“Yeah. I even designed
choreography for it.” She smiled softly. “My first creation is
actually a winter classic now.”

His eyes widened. “You are...
wow. R. Lest. Huh.”

“Yeah. My uncles took me every
year to watch it, and the money made from the annual performances
paid for college.” She cocked her head. “How long do you have to
touch me?”

“A few seconds.”

“I can make them disinterested
for a few seconds if you just want to get this over with.”

Rayden smiled. “I am suddenly in
less of a hurry. The choreography is fun but intense.”

“I designed something that I
could skate to. I practiced all the parts, and my Uncle Leon
recorded them. We wrote it up and presented it to the city arts
council for deliberation, and the videos were played in different
costumes, and they accepted the Patchwork Pixie as a
volunteer holiday performance. So, then, me, Leon, and Uncle Derrik
went from skate school to skate school to get volunteers. The
students watched the videos of the different characters, and folks
started to get excited, but we needed more trolls.”

He grinned. “So, you went to the
hockey teams.”

“And they wore their sport
skates so they could go very fast without stopping.”

“So, the kids volunteered for
that, too.”

“Yeah. After two years, they
went on to adults so they could expand the number of performances.
That is when my college fund started.”

“Why do I smell chocolate and
raspberries?”

“I work in the chocolate shop
next door.”

He flared his nostrils. “But you
smell like berries.”

“It is warm in the shop. I
sweat.” She didn’t explain. He was smirking.

He reached out and flicked her
hair from her cheek, trailing a finger across her forehead, and she
felt a cracker-like snap. She jumped. He smiled and tapped her
nose.

She felt interest solidify
around them. “Why did you do that? It is going to have an effect on
your
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