
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Gabriel doesn’t like his life. It’s better than the one he would have if the Gillham pack hadn’t rescued him from the streets, but he’s working himself to the bone to make sure Alice, the woman he considers his sister, gets better opportunities than him. He realized something was eventually going to break a while ago, but he never expected that the reason for it would be his mate.

	Cyn is leaving behind the life he’s known until now—including his parents’ money, the job they’d been planning for him, and the arranged marriage they want him to enter. He doesn’t know what he’ll encounter when he goes to Gillham to find his cousin Noah, but it’s not a cute shifter telling him they’re mates. He never expected to have one, since demons don’t have mates, but it’s a perfect way to turn his life around.

	If only his mate’s sister didn’t hate him.
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Gabriel couldn’t find his second shoe. He had no idea where the thing had disappeared to. He knew he’d taken them both off at the same time, yet there was only one waiting for him by the front door.

	“Alice?” he called out, hoping Alice wasn’t studying with her earbuds in.

	“Yeah?”

	“Have you seen my shoe?”

	There was a pause, then Alice appeared at the living room arch. “Your shoe? As in, one of them?”

	Gabriel held up the orphan shoe he was holding. “Yes. I only found one.”

	Alice rolled her eyes. “I swear, you’d lose your head if it wasn’t attached to your body.” She came closer and poked at the small mountain of shoes on the floor. “You could wear another pair.”

	Gabriel sighed. “I could, but these are the most comfortable ones, and I have a shift at the shelter.”

	He recognized the fleeting expression on Alice’s face, but he didn’t try to reassure her or to change the way she thought about him having two jobs. He’d already tried lots of times, but nothing he said made her feel better about it.

	“Gabriel,” she started.

	“Nope. I don’t want to fight tonight, not when I’m almost late. And I will be late if I don’t find my shoe.”

	Alice huffed. “You wouldn’t be late anywhere if you didn’t have to work two jobs.”

	Gabriel groaned. “There we go again.”

	“I’m just saying that I could ask Kam to lend me money for college. You don’t have to pay for it. You shouldn’t have to.” She leaned down, pushed aside a few shoes, and grabbed the one Gabriel had been looking for. She offered it to him, dangling from her finger.

	Gabriel snatched it and sat on the floor to put it on. “I don’t have to do anything. I’m happy to pay for your college.” As much as he could, anyway. Luckily for him, she had a scholarship, but he was still paying back the pack for lending him money so he could go. He wouldn’t let Alice indebt herself to anyone, not even to the pack that had taken them in and welcomed them when they’d been teenagers.

	Alice glared. “What I meant is that Kameron told you he didn’t expect you to pay anything back even if you took the money from him. The pack looks out for its members, and that includes us.”

	Gabriel knew that. Several of their friends had gone to college on the pack’s dime, and no one had found that strange. It wasn’t, not when they’d all lived with the pack most of their lives. Of course other street kids had ended up in Gillham, and they’d taken the money, too, but Gabriel had never felt comfortable doing it. He wasn’t sure why, but that didn’t matter. He was in debt, but Alice didn’t have to be.

	He got up. “I need to go. I don’t want to be late.”

	Alice glared. “This conversation isn’t over, Gabe.”

	“Is it ever?” She’d been trying to convince him to stop paying for her since her first year in college. She was almost done now—late, because she and Gabriel had needed to recuperate from the years they’d spent on the streets—but some day she’d be a doctor, and Gabriel couldn’t have been prouder.

	He kissed her cheek, grabbed his bag, and rushed toward the door before she could add anything. He didn’t want to fight with her, and that was always how this kind of conversation ended. He didn’t like fighting with her. She was his only family, even though they’d both lived with foster parents when they’d arrived in Gillham. Gabriel loved them, but he felt nowhere near as close to them as he felt to Alice, no doubt thanks to the year they’d spent together on the streets.

	He rushed to his car. He was almost late, and that meant he wouldn’t be able to stop by the coffee shop to get his fuel for the night. The coffee at the shelter wasn’t terrible, but it also wasn’t his beloved caramel macchiato. It would have to do, though, because Gabriel didn’t like being late, which was something that happened fairly often because of how forgetful he was.

	He parked in the parking lot, looked forlornly at Gillham Java for a second, then rushed through the back door.

	He was late.

	Oliver was grinning like an idiot when Gabriel barreled through the door. He checked his watch, and his smile widened. “You almost made it.”

	Gabriel flipped him the bird and headed toward the office. The room was tiny, but it was enough for a desk and a few chairs. Gabriel dumped his backpack into his chair and scowled at his friend. “What do you want?”

	Oliver was still smiling. “Only five minutes. What happened? Did a deer decide to commit suicide in front of your car again?”

	“That would have made me more than five minutes late.” In fact, the last time that had happened, Gabriel had been two hours late. He didn’t like to think about that day, though. “Why are you here and not out there working?”

	“I’m going. I’m going. I just wanted to make sure you were okay.”

	That mollified Gabriel. He and Alice were a unit, a family, but Gabriel also considered Oliver family, albeit in a different way. The three of them and a few others had stayed with the same foster parents at the same time, so they’d spent a few years in close quarters. Some would say that made them siblings, and it did, in a way, but Gabriel’s relationship with Alice was always going to be stronger, given the year they’d spent living on the streets together, protecting each other and being each other’s world. Nothing was ever going to come close to that kind of bond.

	“What was it, then? A duckling crossing?”

	That had happened, too, but it was normal. The town of Gillham was fairly large, but it was also located in a forested area. There were a lot of animals around. “Don’t you have something better to do than bugging me, Olivier?” Gabriel asked.

	Oliver’s eyes narrowed. “I told you not to call me that.”

	“You did, and I told you not to bring up all the reasons I’ve ever been late every time I’m late.” Oliver’s real name, the one his parents had given him, was Olivier, but he didn’t like it. He hated that a lot of people butchered it and thought he was a preppy French man because of it.

	Gabriel loved teasing him about it, just like Oliver loved teasing Gabriel about being late.

	Oliver rolled his eyes. “Are you going to help out there tonight?”

	“As soon as I’m done here.” Oliver was a volunteer at the shelter, but Gabriel was being paid to make sure the place ran smoothly. He was the one who accepted donations, who bought the food and the clothes that were needed, who kept an eye on the volunteers and made sure the rent was paid on time. It was a good job, and he liked feeling like he was helping, but he still wished he could be a volunteer and nothing more sometimes. On top of his job at the library, this was exhausting.

	Oliver grimaced. “Right. Better you than me.”

	“We all know how much you hate paperwork.”

	“I’m pretty sure everyone hates paperwork. Anyway, I’m going. Luke is manning the kitchen right now, but people are going to start arriving, so he’s going to need help.”

	“Go give it to him, then.”

	Gabriel waited until Oliver was gone to push his backpack onto the floor and flop into his chair. His eyes felt gritty, and he knew it was because he wasn’t getting enough sleep. He couldn’t wait for the weekend, even though he was so used to getting up at seven in the morning that he ended up doing so even on Saturday and Sunday. At least he could stay in bed those days, even if he was awake.

	He grunted and sat up. He needed to stop feeling sorry for himself and get to work. The town had hired him to do this job, and they’d been good enough to allow him to work during the evening when the shelter was open, because they knew about his job at the library.

	He wasn’t going to disappoint anyone, least of all himself, by being lazy.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	“I don’t want to go.” Cyn was aware of the fact that he sounded like a spoiled toddler, but that didn’t change the fact that he didn’t want to go to college, and that he wasn’t going to go, whatever his parents said.

	His mother glowered at him. “And what do you want to do, then?”

	“I don’t know.” Except he did, but he knew his parents would never let him. He didn’t see why he should waste years of his life studying things he didn’t care about when he could get the job he wanted without it.

	He’d always loved working on cars, even though his parents would have forbidden it if they’d known. He’d been lucky his parents’ driver was a kind man who’d taught him everything he knew about cars. Cyn had been helping him with the cars that belonged to his family since he was fourteen, and he wanted to make a living out of it.

	His parents would be scandalized if they knew.

	Cyn’s family was wealthy, disgustingly so. He was aware of the fact that he’d been lucky to be born there, but that didn’t mean he was free to do what he wanted with his life. No, the money and comfort came with chains, and he’d had enough of them, even though he was only nineteen. His parents expected him to go to college and study law like his father had done, then to work with him at his firm. They expected him to marry a suitable woman and have at least two children with her. They expected him to be respectful and bow to their will.

	There was no way in hell he was going to do that.

	He knew what was going to happen if he told them that, and he was ready to face the consequences, even though he’d thought he’d have more time. He hadn’t yet contacted his cousin, but he hoped Noah would still have a place for him, at least until he got his feet under him. He’d been squirreling money away for the past three years, and he probably had enough for an apartment, but he wasn’t sure. He had no idea how much an apartment would cost. He had a driver’s license, because he’d gotten it without his parents’ knowledge, but he didn’t have a car. He had no clue how to live without having someone buying his groceries, cooking for him, and doing his laundry.

	It looked like he was going to find out sooner rather than later.

	“You don’t know,” his father said. His voice was steady, but Cyn knew how angry his father was. Both his parents were, because he was deigning to defy them, and they hadn’t raised him that way.

	To be fair, he probably wouldn’t be doing this if Noah hadn’t walked that path first. The last time Cyn had seen him, he’d only been six, but his mother liked to remind him that he’d end up like his cousin if he didn’t listen to her. Cyn didn’t know much about Noah’s life away from the demon town where he lived and where Noah used to live, but he did know that Noah was mated to a shifter and that he was part of the Gillham pack.

	Hopefully, Noah would help him. If he didn’t, well, Cyn would find a way. He wasn’t going to live the life his parents had planned for him, not when he could live the life he wanted for himself.

	“Look, not everyone has to go to college,” Cyn tried even though he already knew the kind of answer he’d get.

	“And what do you think you can obtain without college? You just said you don’t know what you want to do. Can’t you figure it out while you’re studying?”

	Cyn gritted his teeth. Maybe he should tell them about his dream of being a mechanic after all. “I don’t want to spend years on books only to find out that I could have done my dream job even without them.”

	“Your dream job.” Cyn’s father looked like his head was about to explode. “Do you think that being a lawyer was my dream job?”

	“I don’t know.” Did his father even have dreams?

	“It wasn’t, but my father would have kicked me out if I hadn’t done it. I wouldn’t have been able to marry your mother, because who would want someone working a job that doesn’t require extensive knowledge? Do you realize the kind of doors you are closing by saying no to college?”

	“I’ve thought about it, Dad. Besides, I can go to college if I realize I want that.” But Cyn was a hundred percent sure he wasn’t going to.

	“You don’t want to go to college?” Cyn’s mother intervened.

	“I told you. I don’t.”

	“All right. That means there’s no reason to delay your wedding.”

	Shit. Cyn hadn’t thought about that. His parents wanted him to get married and have children, but they hadn’t pushed because he was young and needed to go to college and start working for his father first. But if he didn’t go to college, there wasn’t a reason not to get married now, or at least, there wasn’t a reason as far as his parents were concerned. Cyn had plenty of motives not to want to get married—he didn’t want a marriage arranged by his parents, he didn’t want to marry a woman because he was really fucking gay, he had no intention of sticking around town, and he didn’t want anything keeping him there. He wished his parents were more open-minded, but he hadn’t actually expected them to be. He was ready to go, and that was what he would do.

	He straightened his back. “I’m not going to get married.”

	“You’re going to do what you’re told, Cynara.”

	“I’m gay. I don’t want to marry a woman. I don’t want to marry someone you will choose. I want to live my life the way I want it, not the way you decide is the right one.”

	“And how are you going to do that without the family money?” Cyn’s father asked. “You’re so used to all this that you have no idea how to live without it.”

	Cyn couldn’t deny things were going to be rough in the beginning. He knew they would be, and he’d tried to prepare as much as he could. He hadn’t been able to contact Noah, but he knew where Noah lived, and that was where he was going to go as soon as he left here. “I’ll learn.”

	His father scoffed. “You won’t be able to. You have money in your veins, Cynara. You were born into it. You’ll come back with your tail between your legs in a week.”

	Cyn rose from the couch. “I won’t, but you’re free to believe it anyway. I don’t want to leave you, because I love you, but I also don’t want to let the two of you make a puppet out of me.” Sometimes, Cyn wasn’t even sure why he loved them.

	They were his parents, but birthing a child didn’t make them a father and a mother. They’d given Cyn money and a house, but it had never been a home. They’d never been loving. Cyn couldn’t remember the last time anyone had hugged him, or the last time his mother had kissed him. Sometimes he doubted that had ever happened. Instead, his parents had forced his hand his entire life, pushing him to do things he didn’t want, insulting him and berating him when what he did wasn’t up to their standards—which was all the time. They’d wanted a perfect puppet child, but instead, they’d gotten Cyn, and they hadn’t been happy with that. They’d tried to mold him, but they’d failed, and it was time for Cyn to be free.

	“You aren’t a puppet. You are our son, and you should behave like it,” his mother snapped. “Where is your respect for us?”

	“Respect is one thing. Compliance is another.” And Cyn wasn’t sure he respected them to begin with. “I’m sorry I can’t be what you need. I’ll leave.”

	Cyn’s father got up. “You won’t get another penny from me if you set foot outside this house,” he threatened.

	Cyn had expected that, and he’d made sure his father couldn’t touch the money he’d been putting aside. “I’m sorry,” he repeated.

	He had to ignore his parents’ yells as he headed upstairs to grab the bags he’d packed earlier. He wasn’t ever coming back. His parents wouldn’t allow it, and he wouldn’t have wanted to even if they had.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Gabriel’s eyes felt so dry that he was seriously thinking about gouging them. Maybe he could throw them in the sink and hydrate them or something. Anything would feel better than the way he was feeling now.

	“Did you get the license plate of the truck that hit you?” Oliver asked from the open door.

	Gabriel blinked. “What?”

	“You look like shit, and you didn’t come to help with dinner.”

	“Shit.” Gabriel checked the time, and sure enough, it was almost eleven PM. “I’m sorry. I was checking the budget, and—”

	Oliver raised a hand. “It’s fine. We made do without you, don’t worry.”

	“You should have come to get me.”

	“Luke and I both knew you were working, and that you’re probably exhausted. What time did you leave the library today?”

	“Uh, six, I think? It was story time this afternoon, and the kids always leave a bit of a mess.”

	“So you went home, freshened up, and came here. Did you even eat dinner?”

	“I had a sandwich. You don’t have to worry about me, Ollie. I’m an adult.” Hell, Gabriel would hit thirty this year. He mostly still felt like the terrified kid who’d arrived in Gillham almost thirteen years ago, even though he wasn’t
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