
        
            
                
            
        

    
	The move to Summerdon, Montana, should have been the biggest change for Leonora, but instead of just a new job and a new home, Leo learns that shifters are real and the voices in her head are, too.

	 

	 

	Leonora Carmichael didn’t think anything of her move to Summerdon, Montana. It was simply a new place to live, another place to need therapy for the voices in her head. Until one day, when she doesn’t adhere to the threats to leave town, and she’s kidnapped, mistreated, and interrogated. Her rescuer? The same male whose voice she’s been hearing in her head her whole life. Instead of a psychotic break, Leo learns she’s part of the supernatural world. Now she has to figure out how to be a human in a shifter relationship, handle a human mother who knows nothing of paranormal creatures, ignore the jealous tantrums of an ex-lover, and how to be brave against the very real nightmares from her time in a cell.
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	I usually try not to think about my biological father, not because of anything negative but to prevent the curiosity from eating me alive from the inside out. Since I can remember, my mother has always been honest about the circumstances of my conception. It was summer break, specifically the summer before she started her senior year of high school. She met my father when he was in town visiting a family friend, and apparently, they couldn’t keep their hands off each other.

	Of course, that lasted until the day she planned to meet up at their regular spot, and he never showed. Not too long after, she found out she was pregnant.

	This means no pictures of my sperm donor, no personality quirks, nothing but his first name—Tharon—and his same light green eyes.

	I stare at the questions on my therapist’s New Patient sheet. Any regarding paternal diseases or illness is left to I don’t know, which feels like a major lie. I mean, I hear voices in my head, which I obviously didn’t get from my mother’s side.

	“Carmichael? Leonora Carmichael?”

	“That’s me.” I clip all my papers to the board, throwing my bag over my shoulder. “Hi, yes, I’m Leonora. Leo, actually. Preferably.”

	“Hello, Leo. I’m Dr. Cooper. Come on in and take a seat wherever you’re comfortable.” Dr. Cooper is a short female, heavy set, and beautiful. Her face has a natural smoothness, and her makeup is fun, even though I bet she downplays how she would like to wear it for work.

	Her office is smaller than the one I’m used to back home, but it’s much more decorative. Frames of diplomas and pictures of Dr. Cooper and her family and friends line most of the walls. To the right is a giant bookshelf with more decorations than books. A desk with a rolling chair and a yoga ball is tucked in the back corner, making the main attraction the two chairs and couch surrounding a little coffee table in the center of the room.

	I pick one of the single chairs, admiring the dark blue fabric. Dr. Cooper sets herself up across from me on the other single chair.

	“Are you finished with that paperwork?”

	I hand the clipboard over with a nod.

	Meeting a new therapist is how I imagine first dates feel like. I mean, I’ve never been on one, but this is about the awkward level that I would imagine. I specifically chose this outfit today, hoping it would give me a much-needed confidence boost. It’s a dark yellow sundress with little puff sleeves and white flowers decorating it. I paired it with white tennis shoes, leaving my hair in two top buns. I can’t stand the feeling of hair on my neck, but I’m not too fond of cutting it. The two buns are quick, easy, and my signature look now.

	“How are you feeling today, Leo?” Dr. Cooper asks.

	“Nervous.”

	Her eyes widen, her hands moving to open her notebook without breaking eye contact with me. “How come you’re feeling nervous?”

	“You’re a new therapist. I’m sort of used to my last one—Dr. James.” Dr. James was a very analytical doctor, always wanting me to write down the times and conversations I heard and constantly shocked when I admitted to not writing them all down—as if I wanted to spend my time writing down imaginary conversations. I did, but sometimes, the conversations were so short it seemed like a waste of time.

	“What’s your reason for leaving Dr. James?”

	“My mom got a new job. She’s a mathematics professor and was offered a pay raise to move here. I’m kind of just following her around.”

	“That’s exciting for your mom. Northern Montana, all the way from Arizona, it must be quite a change. Are you two close?”

	I nod. “Very.”

	“Okay, so you and your mom both moved. What are your plans now? Work? School?”

	“I’m hoping to get a job at a florist shop.” Dr. Cooper’s gaze shoots up to the little flowers decorating my hair and then down to my dress with white daisies on them.

	“Ah, I do see a little theme going on.”

	My cheeks burn with a blush, and thankfully, Dr. Cooper doesn’t bring it up. There’s something cringy about my flower obsession being pointed out. It takes moments like this to remind me I’m not talking to a friend but someone older than me being paid to analyze me.

	Not that I have any friends. I could pretend it was because I had just moved to a new state, but the truth is people had always avoided me because of my mental illness. When I went to public school, I was forced to have an aide everywhere I went. I didn’t technically need one, but the school had wanted to use me as free publicity for helping children with disabilities. Making friends was impossible with an adult following me around. Sure, many of the girls were nice to me, but they didn’t understand that I didn’t need to be talked to like a child. I didn’t have a learning disability or a mental handicap. I just heard voices.

	But all they saw was the aide and my tendency to blank out. At least they were kinder than the males. I’ve heard enough jokes about how the devil is talking to me, how I’m going to drown puppies if I’m not locked up, and about how certain males were willing to visit me in the looney bin to fill a twenty-four-hour comedy special.

	“I have a basic understanding of your history from Dr. James, but I would really like to hear about it from you. Whenever you’re ready, just give me a breakdown.”

	“Of my diagnosis?”

	“Of you, Leo.”

	Basically, they’re one and the same. Not that I’d tell her that. “Well, it’s just me and my mom now. I’ve always heard the voices in my head, but I was officially diagnosed when I was ten. We’ve tried some medications I can’t pronounce, noise-canceling headphones, and high-pitched noises. A whole treasure chest of options, really.”

	“And none of them seemed to help?”

	I shake my head.

	“I can’t help noticing you said voices. That’s plural?”

	“Yes.”

	“Care to elaborate?”

	I sigh. “It’s the same three voices. They don’t talk to me or try to convince me to set fires or anything. It’s more like I’m listening in on the wrong radio channel as other people have a private conversation. Even though I understand all the words, most of the time, I get confused since I’m not cued in on the topic.”

	“And are these voices males, females, both?”

	“Males.”

	“Do these voices have names that you’ve given them?”

	I bite my lip. For some reason, I hate sharing my inner voices with anyone, even my mother. I always felt like these voices were mine, like they were important to me, which is crazy since they don’t even talk to me, just at me. Even after years of therapy and group sessions, it never gets easier.

	Of course, Dr. James had his own opinion on why I didn’t particularly appreciate sharing the information.

	“Yes,” I finally admit. When Dr. Cooper doesn’t speak, silently telling me to elaborate, I sigh again but start. “X is the main voice. I don’t hear his a lot, but his name is spoken the most. Like, X, stop or X, come see this—that kind of thing. Then there’s Shade and Valence. They’re the ones that are usually talking to X.”

	“Anyone else?”

	“X had parents.”

	“Had? As in past tense?”

	I nod. “They didn’t like that he was... weird. When they left him to be raised by Alpha, that’s when the other voices came and stayed.”

	“Alpha?”

	“Alpha.”

	Dr. Cooper stares at me, obviously trying to figure something out in her own thoughts. “You’ve come up with some interesting names.”

	“Alpha is more like a title. Like Mom or Dad.”

	I learned long ago to block out the noise of a writing pencil. I used to think I needed my own therapist to deal with the consequences of diagnosis-specific therapy. Dr. Cooper isn’t specialized in mental hallucinations. She was simply the closest therapist to our new home. I wanted to stop seeing someone altogether, but my mother convinced me that the voices would probably get worse with all the stress of moving. Going to Dr. Cooper was the compromise instead of using a laptop to video call Dr. James.

	I was surprised they had any healthcare professionals that didn’t work in the town’s hospital, but I accepted my mom’s compromise. If I were going to start working with other people instead of just creating content on social media, I would need all the help I could get. Summerdon is a small town.

	X, hurry up. We’re going to be fucking late.

	After years of listening to the voices in my head, I quickly identify the voice as Shade’s.

	Fuck, X growls. She’s annoying.

	Unfortunately, this isn’t new. I’m not sure who she is, but X seems to be spending a lot of time with her, despite his claims about her being annoying, too talkative, and clingy. I never hear her voice, but I hate her. Being jealous is complicated because the whole scenario isn’t real, but that doesn’t stop me from fisting my fingers around my dress, wishing I could do something.

	Is that why you’re taking so long to finish? Valence teases.

	X chuckles, but he doesn’t say anything else.

	“Leonora, are you still with me?” Dr. Cooper asks.

	“Yep. Totally. With you.”

	 

	*

	 

	My throat is parched from all the talking by the time my appointment finishes. Usually, I bring a water bottle—I have a collection—but they’re still packed up. When I told Dr. Cooper we had just moved here to Montana, I meant that we literally got in yesterday.

	“My intern should already be here,” Dr. Cooper says, her tone polite but definitely attempting to end our session. “You can schedule with her for our next session, okay? And for now, I want you to stay on the meds you’ve been taking. Any treatment you do with me will be down the road once I better understand you and your hallucinations. Sound good?”

	“Sure. Thanks.”

	Dr. Cooper opens the door for me, gently ushering me back into the waiting room. There isn’t anyone else waiting, but I can hear a group of people making their way up the stairs. It sounds like a group of boys which immediately makes me nervous.

	Social interactions are not something I’m good at. Besides my mom and Dr. James, I barely spoke to anyone growing up. Not even my aide at school talked to me besides asking me how the voices were on a daily basis. Students either made fun of me or spoke to me like I was the finest porcelain about to fall off a ledge. I didn’t drive because my doctors worried about what would happen if the voices distracted me while I was behind the wheel, which meant I didn’t go to the grocery store or the mall without my mom or ordering a rideshare app.

	“That will be Mai. Her brothers always insist on dropping her off. Have a good rest of your day, Leo.”

	“You, too.”

	Since Dr. Cooper smiles and heads back into her office, I’m left standing awkwardly in the middle of the room. The door to the stairwell bangs open, the first male cringing at the loud bang before his gaze locks onto mine. He’s tall, just like the other men with him. They’re all obviously brothers with the same blond hair, although with varying lengths.

	The man closest to me lifts his top lip, and I swear he growls at me like a dog.

	And as if that isn’t enough to freak me out, he has my eyes. I mean, he has the same light green color I’ve seen daily in the mirror. Freaky.

	“What are you doing here?” the first male demands. I know he’s talking to me, but I can’t help turning around to see if I somehow missed someone more deserving of his ire.

	Nope. Just me.

	“Um, I had an appointment with Dr. Cooper.” I point at the door as if he doesn’t know who I’m talking about.

	Somehow, that seems to make him angrier.

	A feminine voice, presumably hidden behind the three male bodies, says, “Nix, just calm down before you create a scene.”

	“This is Hollowell pack territory. You’re trespassing,” a different voice says. This male’s hair is down to his shoulders, but what catches my attention is the lady on his shirt with her legs spread and a clear—and very explicit—closeup of her vagina while her fingers spread her labia.

	“I think you’re confusing me with someone else.” I’m unsure who to look at, so my gaze is going around and around, meeting the gazes of all three males. The last male that hasn’t spoken is silently guarding the woman behind him like he’s ready to bolt with her if I try to attack him.

	“Were you waiting for me?” the female voice asks.

	“Mai, shut up,” the one named Nix hisses.

	At the same time, I ask, “Are you Mai?”

	Saying her name apparently wasn’t the way to go. This time, the growls come from all three of them. My heart is frantically pounding. I want to go back into Dr. Cooper’s room and hide away, but I can’t get my feet to move. It’s like my body knows these men will lunge for me if I so much as twitch.

	“Dr. Cooper told me to wait for you so I could schedule another session, but I’ll just call another time.”

	“You’re not coming back,” long hair says.

	This is why I hate boys. I can’t fight the tears burning my eyes, threatening to fall from a mix of fear and frustration. The sight seems to shock the males, but they quickly wipe that expression from their faces.

	“Who sent you?” Nix asks. Or maybe demands. “Which pack are you from?”

	When he takes a step forward, I instinctively take a step backward. My body is running on autopilot, and I am thankful because if I could get my thoughts together, I’m pretty sure I’d have been a puddle on the floor.

	“Mai, what time is my next appointment? Oh, what’s going on out here?” Finally, Dr. Cooper leaves her room, noticing the weird tension, before coming up beside me. Like a wimp, I try to hide behind her, and she lets me. Screw being brave. These men are larger than me, and if I have to hide or run, I’ll do it.

	“Nix, Tracer, Art. Does one of you want to explain why you’re harassing one of my patients?” Dr. Cooper’s tone is strict, something I didn’t think her gentle voice was capable of. But it’s enough to draw the attention of the males away from me.

	When no one says anything, Dr. Cooper continues, “Mai, if your brothers cannot control themselves around my patients, I will expect them to drop you off outside from now on. Now move away from the door and let my patient through.”

	To my surprise, all three brothers move with Mai to the little reception desk, still guarding her like a security team.

	I don’t wait. I run from that office, down the stairs, and sprint toward home. Or to where my lungs give up since I plan to get a rideshare home. But there was no way I would wait on the sidewalk for a car when one of those men could have made their way downstairs.

	Breathing hard, I hunch over, holding my ribs together as they threaten to explode. Is that normal? Can a heart give out from a sprint like that? I’m pretty sure I just beat some sprint records.

	I look around, taking in my surroundings. I’m still in the shopping district of my therapist’s office. Damn, I’m out of shape. People are just starting to show up since my appointment was early morning, and the shops are just beginning to open. Pulling my phone out of my purse, I order a car to come and pick me up and text my mom, letting her know I’ll be home soon.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	I can’t fall asleep. Granted, I’m on a couch not long enough for a normal average-length person to lie on, but I need a little nap. Every night this week, I tossed and turned, unable to stop thinking about the males I met at Dr. Cooper’s office. They were so adamant that I didn’t belong here, and I had so many questions about who they thought I was. Not that I wouldn’t sprint in the other direction if I ever saw them again. Those males were large and aggressive—not a good combo to be on the opposite end of.

	While I try to shut my eyes for a little, my voices are active, and surprisingly, shoving a pillow over my face doesn’t drown them out.

	No, X states.

	Shade is trying to convince X that a female should move in with them. Apparently, Shade and Valence are friends with this female. My hallucinations have more friends than me.

	C’mon, X, Valence says, his voice bordering on anger. This will make five people happy.

	Clingy, X says, presumably about the potential sixth addition.

	Shouldn’t have fucked her then.

	Usually, the voices help me feel less alone, which is ironic because it was their existence in my mind that had people not wanting to be around me. But I can’t fight jealousy when the voices I consider mine—especially X—talk about being with some other imaginary being. I never spoke about these emotions with my old therapist because I didn’t feel them often, but more and more recently, X has been talking about other females.

	Maybe my mother is correct, and the stress of moving is making it worse.

	All I have are my voices and my mother. I am unhealthily addicted to the scenarios that I hear in my head.

	Whatever, X finally says.

	You’re cool then? Shade asks, sounding suspicious.

	X grunts. Your problem.

	Don’t be a dick, Valence says, but his voice is filled with humor.

	I wait for a response from X, but the voices finally stop. Sighing, I pull the pillow off my head, only to scream. I quickly cut the sound off, covering my face with my hands as my mom laughs.

	“I tried not to scare you,” she says through her giggles.

	I glare at her through my fingers. “It didn’t work.”

	Motioning with her fingers at my feet, I move, letting her sit beside me on the couch. My mom has a professor-chic style, totally pulling off the feminine suit she’s always wearing. We have different styles since I don’t think my mom owns a single floral print, but I don’t mind. I prefer it because it makes me feel special. Every time my mom or I get a new outfit, we show it off in a mini fashion show. It’s kind of our thing.

	“Have you heard from the shop yet?”

	Petite’s Flores was the first florist to call me in for an interview which I took as a good sign since it’s my number one pick. It might not pay as well as a name-brand store, but the little indie shop fits my style better.

	“Not yet.” I’ve never had a job before, unless you count the social media account I run, posting images of floral decorations and bouquets I create. Usually, I combine multiple prearranged bouquets into something new, filming the process or just taking pictures of the before and after. I have a pretty good following, which I showed the shop, hoping it would help me get this job.

	“I’m sure they are just keeping a period of time open for applications before making a decision. You did such a good job in our mock interviews, and you said you felt confident leaving the meeting. That’s key.” Since I’d told my mom my plan, she’s been doing mock interviews with me. It was incredibly awkward at first, but I saw the benefits after I stopped blushing when she asked me my freaking name.

	“I just really hope I got the job. Petite’s is perfect for me.” I’m usually a patient person—a life of doctor visits and growing my own garden requires me to be. But I can’t control my excitement, making it challenging to remain serene and brutal to focus or do anything else.

	My mom looks me over, noticing the tired lines under my eyes—not quite dark circles but a bad night’s sleep away. “Why don’t we just do dinner, and you can go to bed early.”

	I worry that if I don’t just sleep now, the voices might become talkative again. But now that my mom has brought up my interview, my nerves push adrenaline into my system. Sleep is going to be impossible until I remember to forget. Somehow, I keep convincing myself that if I fall asleep, I’ll miss the call at two in the morning telling me I got the job.

	“Sure. Should we order a pizza?” I give my mom my best pleasing look, exaggeratingly blinking my eyelashes. She doesn’t like ordering food. I get it, it’s expensive having to pay for the food and delivery, and Mom always feels bad for the driver, so she tips huge. But I need comfort food, and I’m not above begging.

	“Fine, but I’m not getting plain cheese—you can pick my veggies off. And you’re going to help me unpack the last of these boxes before it arrives.” My mom orders the food on her phone while I get up from the couch.

	Our stuff arrived last week when I was at my therapy appointment. By the time I had made it home, the movers had just finished on all the heavy stuff and were finishing with all the boxes. With the beds and couches, the movers were kind enough to place them in the correct rooms. But they had set up all the other boxes in the living room.

	Most of our stuff was technically my grandparents’. Like the couch? It’s not a cute modern looking place to sit but a hulking thing in a yellow color that was once bright but is now more like mustard. The arms on the side of the couch are too tall for my mom or me to rest our arms on, so we tend to use the couch arms as a backrest. I think at one point, it had a floral design, but the fabric is so old and worn it’s just faded yellow.

	Unlike my grandparents’ house, which had three bedrooms, three baths, a backyard, and a long driveway, making you feel secluded from your neighbors, this house is in an actual neighborhood. The backyard is existent, if tiny, and there is a single bedroom with a guest room. It worked for us even though we had to get rid of a lot of stuff before we moved—which I knew was emotionally difficult for my mom.

	The single TV we have is hooked up but remains on the floor. Neither of us knows how to install it onto the wall, and we just haven’t gotten around to calling one of those tech stores to help us. Since I don’t really like watching TV—it’s a voices thing—one TV isn’t a hardship. The rest of the boxes contained mostly kitchenware—also my grandparents’—but there were some decorations and towels that my mom insisted we bring instead of getting new ones.

	I start on the last box for the kitchen, dragging the heavy box to the sink so I can clean them before putting them away. My mom puts on one of her shows on the TV and starts sorting laundry. She has been adamant about washing every article we had packed in the boxes before wearing it.

	It isn’t too much later when the doorbell rings.

	My mom and I both meet each other’s stares, but where I’m excited about the food, her face is frowning. She looks down at her phone, obviously checking the status of the pizza, before looking back at the door. When the doorbell rings again, it jump-starts both of us into action. Finishing rinsing the soapy pot in my hands, I hear my mom greet the delivery driver.

	“Hello, ma’am. We’re looking for Leonora.”

	It’s more than just the words that have me freezing. It’s the voice. Because even as the tone is trying to be polite, it obviously contains refined fury. What was his name? Nix?

	“Who are you?” my mom asks.

	I am rapidly trying to wash the soap off my hands and dry them so I can tell my mom to shut the fucking door in their faces, but I’m not fast enough.

	“We’re friends of Leonora. Met at Dr. Cooper’s office.”

	There is no way my mother is falling for this shit, but as I make my way to the front door, I see that the three familiar strangers aren’t giving her much of an option. They crowd her, forcing her to step back as they enter the house.

	I feel my body for my phone, coming up empty. It makes sense. I use it basically for filming and talking to my mom.

	Of course, you don’t grow up as two women living alone without a few safety precautions. Mom and I have taken self-defense and home-defense classes. It was something my grandmother insisted on before she died.

	“Hey, guys.” I cheerily greet the strangers as if my body isn’t sweating buckets. Maybe that means I can easily slip away if they try to grab me. “Mom, why don’t you go order the sushi? I’m just going to talk to the guys for a bit.”

	I watch my mom’s eyes—not green ones like mine, but her own unique shade of brown—widen in understanding. She looks back and forth before nodding, walking to the kitchen with her gaze still on us. It might look suspicious, but luckily, the males don’t seem to give my mom any more attention.

	If possible, the males look even angrier today.

	“Does she know what you are?” Nix demands.

	I have no idea what Nix is talking about, but I can tell the desired answer. “No.” I hate how weak my voice sounds, but realistically, I’m proud I said anything. My job is to delay and distract them so my mother can call the police. We’ve only ever talked through the scenarios before tonight.

	“We should take her in for questioning, just in case,” long hair says. He’s wearing another graphic shirt, but this one shows a woman being fucked from behind, over a desk, while her skirt is pulled up. I’m pretty sure she even has a handprint on her ass.

	The threat against my mom has my voice coming out stronger. “She doesn’t know anything. Don’t drag her into your shit.”

	I remember Dr. Cooper saying the other two names are Art and Tracer. I just don’t know which is which. Of course, I can make a guess.

	The brothers all look at each other, a long silence between us that I can’t help but break in hopes of distracting them. “How did you find me?”

	“You don’t ask the questions,” long hair sneers.

	“We told you to leave,” Nix says. “Now you’re going to see the consequences of disobeying before we leave you outside Hollowell territory. Hopefully, your pack has a healer—you’re going to need them.”

	Okay, I am going into a full-blown panic in my mind. These freaks are having some sort of psychotic break that I would totally sympathize with if they weren’t threatening me.

	“I don’t have a pack or a healer. Please, just leave.” Is backing up more into my house smart? I don’t want them to remember that my mom is here, but my body is trembling, and I’m becoming more concerned.

	The third brother, the one that hasn’t spoken yet, is my last chance, hoping he was remaining silent in some sort of refusal to participate. “I’m not trying to cause any trouble.”

	Silent brother narrows his eyes at me. Not like he’s angry—more like he’s confused. Is it because he thinks I’m crazy to try and appeal to him or because he might believe me?

	“Mai agrees,” the silent brother says. I recognize the name as their sister. Shit, is she here, too?

	Nix turns, growling at his brother, but the sound of police sirens cuts off anything he’s going to say. I can feel the tension in my shoulders begin to leak out until I see the smirk on Nix’s face. He doesn’t look scared of the idea that my mother called the police. Oh no, he looks excited, like a predator circling prey who doesn’t know it trapped itself.

	I want to watch the police officer as they park, but the long-haired brother moves further into my house. My thoughts go straight to my mother, probably still on the phone with the dispatcher, and there is no way I will let him near her. I have plenty of sympathy for mental illnesses, but these men are putting me and mine in danger.

	Stepping in front of long hair, I block his way with my body. He’s close enough that I have to crane my neck to look up at him. My body can’t decide if I’m scared or brave. My heart is beating loud enough to hear it like a pulse, but that doesn’t stop me from meeting his light green eyes.

	“Art. Do not challenge her here,” Nix says. So I was right. Art is the long-haired one. Easy to remember. “The female here may or may not know, but we are still in human territory.”

	What. The. Fuck.

	These men don’t think they’re human? Is it because they are freakishly tall and have solid walls of muscles? Sure, they’re good-looking with their blond hair and round faces, but they aren’t panty-melting good-looking.

	Art steps back, letting my neck finally rest.

	My mom comes running out of the kitchen at the same time a new person appears in the doorway. The brown clothing is obviously a police uniform, complete with a weapons belt that has a sense of foreboding enter my soul. I shamelessly cling to my mother, realizing my fingers have lost all their warmth when she hisses at my initial contact.

	“What seems to be the problem here?” the cop asks, looking directly at me even though it feels like he isn’t actually asking me. He’s an older gentleman, his brown hair tied back into a ponytail with spots of gray. Unlike small-town sheriffs in movies, and despite the man’s obvious older age, the cop is built. His uniform tugs at his body like it’s straining to hold onto him.

	I don’t mean to, but I whimper, forcing several sets of eyes on me. A frown replaces the sneer on Nix’s face. I’m not sure why he’s suddenly against gloating about this situation, but I feel like it has to do with the fear coming off me because this scene turned from being scared to literally fearing for my life.

	“These boys are unwelcome in my house,” my mother states. Her voice is stronger than expected, and I’m incredibly grateful she can form complete sentences, even if I wish she would stop antagonizing them by calling them boys. They might be males and younger than her, but there is nothing childish about them. “My daughter has a mental illness, and it’s obvious that the presence of these boys is making her worse.”

	It takes me a moment to realize what my mother is talking about, but then it clicks. That panting sound is coming from me. I’m not breathing correctly. Something about this cop has me on the verge of passing out.

	“Rosetti, head home. I’ve got it from here,” the cop says.

	The three boys grunt but leave. For whatever fucked-up reason, my heart hurts that they simply left me with this cop. With a clear view of the officer, I can see his name is Husk, and he has a little gold pin of a howling wolf next to the tag.

	“Thank you,” my mom says.

	The cop nods but moves his attention to me, glaring at where I cling to my mother. “You said this is your daughter?”

	His question is more than weird. Besides my eye color, I look like an exact image of my mother. We have the same black hair, even if mine is in my two high buns and hers is in a low bun by her neck. Our faces have the same small appearance with thin lips, oval-like eyes, and ears that stick out more than I like. I’m a little copy of my mother.

	“Yes. This is Leonora. Thank you for your help.”

	“Unfortunately, I’ll need you to come down to the station with me, Leonora.” I flinch when the cop says my name.

	“Why?” my mom demands.

	“I’ll need to get her whole story there.”

	“I can tell you the whole story here. Or you can talk to the dispatcher I called.”

	“Ma’am, I need you to calm down.” I see a nasty glint in Husk’s eyes. He obviously doesn’t like my mom challenging him.

	“It’s all good, Mom. I can go and then just come back.” I try to separate from my mom, but she clings to me.

	“This doesn’t feel right,” she mumbles.

	I nod. She’s right, but what am I supposed to do? Fight him? He has literal weapons on his person, and while I know my mother has self-defense weapons, they’re in her bedroom. And even if she had one in reach, I don’t think shooting first at a cop that came because we called him is a good idea.

	“Let me get my car keys, and I’ll follow.”

	“Leonora will not be returning tonight. It’s best if you stay here, ma’am.”

	“I’ll be getting in touch with a lawyer for Leonora.” My mom twists me around so she can look down at me. Instead of being scared, she looks pissed. I’ve never seen my mother look so mad. Not even when my grandmother told me I wasn’t allowed to wear a dress when I went gardening, so I took the dress off and went out front in my underwear. I hadn’t been old enough to need a bra, and my mother was unhappy about the compromise I had created. “Only tell them what happened tonight. Say nothing else. Answer no questions.” She looks back at Husk before whispering, “Remember your training.”

	The training in question is one of the many classes that taught me how to get away from someone—defusing attackers, specifically males, when alone with them. And it wasn’t a good sign that my mother was hinting at needing those skills.

	I try for a shaky smile, but a grip above my elbow pulls me out of my house. I stumble as Husk pulls, his feet moving too fast, and him being too tall has me running on my tiptoes. Thankfully, the skirt I’m wearing today has built-in shorts, so I’m not flashing any nosy people watching, which is definitely happening because the sun is only just starting to go down, which means people are pulling their kids in from playing on the sidewalks.

	Shoving me into the back seat, I watch the door slam shut. Just for kicks, I try opening it. Locked. Everything about this feels wrong.

	The look the cop gives me through the rearview mirror confirms that I just made the worst decision of my life.

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	 

	Bad decisions can get worse. I figured that out when the officer drove past the station and didn’t stop. That’s when I start freaking out, banging on the door, slamming my hands on the window, and pulling at the handle, hoping it will magically open.

	Summerdon, the town, is a small portion of the actual town limits. The town itself is mostly private woods which is exactly where he’s taking me.

	I know I should save energy and maybe plot my escape, but I can’t think past the fear. Tears run down my cheeks, my nose dripping snot faster than I can snort it back up.

	“Please let me go. Just let me out. I’ll leave. My mom and I can find a new place to live.” I’ve been begging since we passed the station, but Husk does nothing but give me a strange look through the mirror. At least he isn’t snarling at me anymore, which is why I keep begging. Maybe I am making it through to him.

	Husk continues taking me down the dirt road, and I give up pounding on the window, forcing all my attention to yanking the handle, hoping to break the locking mechanism. I wouldn’t even mind being stuck inside.

	Up until now, the road has been dark, lit only by the front headlights, but suddenly a large gate appears. Husk slows down the car as the gates open. I stop freaking out long enough to hope that if he is taking me to a house, maybe he doesn’t plan to kill me and dump me in the woods.

	I’m finally able to stop the tears long enough to inhale some deep breaths. If I’m locked in a house, I have a much higher rate of survival. I can bide my time and run away. Or find a phone and call my mom—something. Being dead would limit any chance of, well, surviving.

	When we finally pull up to the house, I can’t help but admire it. It’s a literal mansion made of large windows, multiple stories, and a modern look that stands out against the surrounding woods. Several cars are parked off to the side, but Husk pulls up to the front door like he’s dropping me off. The idea is almost laughable.

	Multiple people are waiting just outside the front door staring at me. I push my back against the door furthest away from the group looking at me. In front is a couple, the man standing protectively in front of a gorgeous woman peering around him to look at me. The man has short brown hair, cut close all around, and sharp lines accentuating his cheeks and chin. The woman is almost as tall as him, but her features are softer, and she looks at me with interest instead of anger. They are both dressed like they’re on their way to an elegant party.

	To the right is another couple, standing slightly behind the first. This couple is made of two males, but it’s obvious they’re together when the larger one steps in front of the smaller one when I look their way. The more petite man has dark skin, and I can see him rubbing his fingers along his partner’s neck in what I hope is a calming gesture and not like a getting-pumped kind of thing.

	Finally, all the way to the left is a single female I recognize. Mai. The girl from Dr. Cooper’s office. She’s the only one looking unsure, biting her bottom lip. I’m surprised her brothers aren’t here, blocking her as they had before, but I don’t need them to add to my fear.

	The door behind me opens, and I almost fall backward, barely managing to catch myself. I frantically scoot away from the open door, curling up on the seat so Husk can’t grab any arms or legs. I whip my head back and forth, watching for someone that might come and open the door behind me as Husk peers into the car, frowning.

	“They aren’t usually this scared,” a soft feminine voice says. She sounds like how I imagine little fairies would. Maybe even slightly concerned.

	“It is an act, Echo. Remember, she has threatened our son.” This came from the leading man, his tone surprisingly gentle as he spoke to the woman beside him.

	“I didn’t threaten anyone.” I hadn’t meant to say the words out loud, but the growl from Husk told me he heard me.

	“Get out of this car. You won’t like the consequences if I have to ask Syn for help.” Somehow, I know Husk isn’t just making an idle threat.

	Tears that I had somehow stopped earlier start again. I force my body to crawl toward Husk. My bones feel incredibly heavy, my muscles stiff. When I step out of the car, I flinch at the pain of gravel on my bare feet. I wasn’t a child that played on rocks. If I went outside, it was to work on my garden, and I was careful not to step too much on that dirt, but even when I did, it was always soft under my feet.

	How did I not notice I was missing shoes? I mean, I was kind of pulled out of my house, but my mom didn’t even make a comment, and she had seemed to have her shit together.

	“Is she injured?” a new voice asks. It came from the more petite man looking over his partner’s hulking body.

	“No, sir,” Husk says.

	I’m surprised Husk defers to such a smaller male. Not because more petite men don’t deserve respect, but I assumed these men were more archaic.

	“I don’t have shoes on,” I admit.

	Husk grabs me again, trying to pull me along, but keeping up feels impossible this time. Every step has rocks digging into my feet, and I can’t stop myself from crying out. “Only speak when spoken to,” Husk grows.

	I whimper but stop complaining, letting the tears fall silently.

	“Bring her around back,” the leader says.

	“Zero, the girl is in pain.” I look up hopefully at Echo’s words, only for her partner to growl at me—what is with all the growling?

	“Don’t fucking look at my mate. Husk, take her around back.”

	I don’t have time to ask what a mate is before Husk drags me along, not slowing down. This time when I cry out, he tightens his grip on my arm, pulling me faster. Without a doubt, I know my feet are bleeding, letting more little rocks cut deeper.

	Around the back of the house, Husk leads me in through the back door. If only he had slowed down and stopped pulling me up, I could have walked on the sides of my feet, but Husk continues his pace, forcing me to walk with rocks embedded in my feet, streaking bloody footprints along the floor.

	I don’t think he even notices.

	He pulls me through another door, immediately downstairs, and then through another solid steel-looking door. Inside the basement are several cells. Or what I assumed are cells, considering the doors to these are also made of steel with only a little hole for a window.

	This time, I cling to Husk, risking his wrath if it means I don’t have to go into one of these rooms. “Please don’t put me in there.”

	My voice is barely a whisper, but I don’t have the emotional space to be ashamed. I’m fucking terrified.

	I look up at Husk, hoping whatever emotional empathy exists inside people will spark to life, but he only stares down at me like he’s trying to see into my mind. Whatever these people believe, they assume I’m already guilty. I can see that in the hard set of his eyes, and I stop begging. Even my tears stop, accepting defeat. My feet are on fire, begging me to sit down, to get my weight off them.

	Husk opens the nearest door without saying anything else and forces me inside. He doesn’t shove me, which I see as progress. The space is bigger than I thought, but I regret all that extra space when the door shuts behind me, locking me in pitch black. I back up against the solid steel, needing the physical reminder that I’m not stuck. People know I’m in here. This is simply a cage, not a coffin.

	A coffin.

	The burn is too quick for me to lock down. I throw up, barely being fast enough to get my vomit on the ground and not on my clothes. I retch over and over again, unable to catch my breath. The darkness, the lack of oxygen

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
cover.jpeg
{He alo

Shifters of Summerdon: Book Gne
F= 8 g






images/image.jpeg





