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      A beta wolf who doesn’t need a mate.

      

      Dante’s life has been going fine. He has a pack who accepts every growly part of him and a human family who loves him unconditionally. However, his pack brothers think he needs someone to have fun with. He disagrees.

      

      A human who doesn’t know paranormals exist.

      

      Those around Mira think she needs to date more, while she’s happy with the way things are. Then a man enters her life when she least expects it and has her second-guessing her desire to be alone.

      

      Fated mates exist and Mira has found hers.

      

      A war is coming. Dante doesn’t want Mira anywhere near it. She’s his now. His to keep safe. His to love. His to lay down his life for.

      

      When the rival pack appears at their door, Dante fights with everything in him. But death always breathes down their necks.

      

      Now to hope they all make it out of this alive.
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      Please note that this book contains the following: descriptive violence, abuse, anxiety, and assault. If any of these are triggers for you, please proceed with caution.
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          DANTE

        

      

    

    
      “I’m going to murder them,” I growl as I stomp toward Aries’s office. “All three of them.”

      Aries lifts his head from the stack of paperwork on his desk and sighs. “They’re brothers. They’re going to run and play a lot.”

      “Carter’s wolf ran past me and put his teeth on my shorts so he wouldn’t skid farther and swung around to go back after Cash.” I turn and let Aries see the hole in the right ass cheek of my shorts.

      He tries not to laugh but it doesn’t work. One bursts out of him before he can put a hand over his mouth.

      I growl. Again. “This wouldn’t be funny if it was your ass he almost took a chunk out of.”

      Someone slaps me on the back. I know immediately who it is. The one who’s always trying to keep the peace with his brothers, yet likes to rough around just as much as them.

      “Get your hand off me, Cace.” I shrug it off and move away from him.

      “It’s all in fun. I can’t remember a time when we’ve laughed so much.”

      That has me instantly deflating. Cace, Carter, and Cash came to the pack two weeks ago. Since then, it’s been mayhem. But we’ve given them a lot of room to figure out who they are in this new environment.

      Cace told Aries and me one night how their dad left them when they were young. Not long after that, their mom died. She was a human. Not the true mate of their dad so she didn’t gain his long life. Since then, they’ve been traveling a lot. On their own with barely any money. If they didn’t have their wolves to hunt for them, I wonder if they would have starved.

      The oldest is Cace at twenty-seven. Carter is twenty-five and Cash is twenty-four. Cace was fourteen when their mom died. She was at work stocking shelves in a store when she fainted. From what Cace said, it wasn’t the first time. But it was the last. She was admitted to the hospital and never came home.

      No one knew the boys existed. She didn’t tell anyone for fear of them being taken from her for what they were. Luckily, they had a roof over their heads, as shitty as it was. At least until no payments were made and the house was repossessed by the bank. The brothers saw the people looking around the property. Heard them talking while they hid. Waited until the last possible day, then packed their meager belongings and fled before they were discovered.

      “At least take it outside,” I tell him. “Something’s going to get broken in here.” The way these three run around the pack house as their wolves is mind boggling. I’m surprised nothing has gotten ruined yet. Except my damn shorts.

      Cace nods, but I know what he’s thinking. Even though they’re shifters, they love being inside after living outside for so long. He leaves, shutting the office door behind him.

      I drop down into the chair opposite Aries and scrub a hand over my face.

      “They’re happy,” he says softly.

      “Yeah, I know.”

      “They’re not trying to piss you off.”

      “Yet they are.”

      “Don’t you remember what it was like to be a pup?”

      “They should be out of that stage,” I grumble, no anger left in me.

      “Not when they didn’t have it growing up. They weren’t raised like we were where we could run free as our wolves anytime we wanted. They lived in a human house in a human neighborhood with no other shifters around. The only times their wolves came out was at night, and even then, only one of them went out to hunt to feed the others so their parents wouldn’t argue about feeding them.”

      “I’m not a shitty person, Aries.” Too bad that’s exactly how I feel. I tend to forget about everyone’s pasts in the pack and instead react first, not thinking anything through. It’s something Aries has been trying to help me with. I’m still not used to being a beta, though it’s easier than when I first joined.

      “Dante.”

      My eyes stay down, focusing solely on my hands where they sit on my thighs.

      “Look at me.”

      When he uses that tone—his alpha voice—I can’t not heed his command. My head lifts. My eyes lock with his.

      “You’re a good male. Strong, caring, would do anything for anyone in the pack. You’re trying to keep order here, which we need. I’m not good at it. Too much other shit to worry about.” He gestures to the papers spread out on his desk.

      The pack is in the process of adding more land, but the locals have caught wind of how much we own and become curious as to what we’re doing since land transfers are public knowledge.

      It’s not so much that people are angry. It’s that they can’t understand why a family built such a big house and wants so much property. We can’t exactly go down there and tell the people we’re all wolves who need space to run and the more land we own, the more power we have. The others in the pack have contributed and the land is in others’ names, but it doesn’t matter. They know they live here. Humans by nature are curious.

      Aries explained that we have a big family and have visitors often from all over the country. How we like to have the land to hike on and do other outdoor activities. For a bit we floated the idea of having livestock, just to shut everyone up, but that was quickly vetoed since our wolves would surely tear into any animals, especially something as juicy as a big cow. Sure, they’d know they shouldn’t. Still wild animals in their hearts though.

      To get on their good side, Aries donated a hefty sum to the town, or the valley as we’ve been referring to it, to remodel their community center. That seemed to appease them. I’m not sure for how long. We’re still trying to buy more land.

      “I don’t always feel good,” I confess. “I have a temper; growl more than I talk. Every day I wonder if you made the right decision by appointing me as your beta.”

      Leaning forward, his forearms rest on the desk as he threads his fingers together. “We’ve been through this.”

      “Yeah, yeah.”

      “When was the last time you went out and had some fun?”

      I snort. “I get all the fun I need chasing around pups who don’t know when to knock off their play.”

      “That’s not what I mean.”

      “Aries,” I warn, knowing where this is going.

      “You need to find a beautiful female to spend some time with… intimately.”

      My eyes slam closed. I’m not a prude by any means. What I don’t need is to discuss my lack of a sex life with my alpha. “Stop.”

      It’s like the time my dad sat me down when I was a pup myself and started talking to me about sex. How I needed to use a condom. Didn’t want to get anyone pregnant. And if that wasn’t bad enough, he went on to explain how when shifters get really excited, their eyes can glow green during orgasm. There was also a story about a male who shifted mid-sex. Not all the way but partially and, yeah, I stopped him there.

      No kid, human or paranormal, is comfortable with the sex talk with their parents. But paranormals, we fuck out in the open if we want to. Not my parents, thankfully, but I made sure to leave the house every time they were getting it on. Some things I didn’t need to hear. Ever.

      “You’re an attractive male,” Aries continues. “Everyone thinks so. Hell, go out with Cooper one night. He always knows the best places.”

      “Cooper is a whore who couldn’t keep his dick in his pants if he tried.”

      “I heard that!” Cooper yells from somewhere in the house. Damn shifter hearing. No matter what Aries and I say everyone hears us, even with the door closed. “And for your information, my dick is far happier than you are!”

      I grip the arms of the chair, seconds away from snapping them off.

      Aries ignores Cooper. “I mean it. You just need some love, big guy.”

      I growl. “I swear to fate, if you keep up this talk, I’m going to lunge over the desk for your throat.”

      He grins. “No, you’re not.” He’s right. I won’t. As much as he’s pissing me off, he’s my pack brother and I wouldn’t do that.

      Pushing to my feet, I walk toward the door, completely done with this conversation. How we went from me complaining about the three tornadoes named Cace, Carter, and Cash to my sex life, I’ll never know.

      “Dante,” Aries’s voice stops me before I can reach the door.

      I glance over my shoulder at him and quirk an eyebrow, silently pleading with him not to talk about getting my dick some attention anymore. I’ve had enough of that conversation.

      “It’s fine to want to keep them in line but remember what they’ve been through.” I open my mouth to remind him how horrible I am when he holds up his hand. “You’re the right male to be my beta. You’re a great role model for the pack, even though you don’t think so. And don’t forget, I know how much of a softie you are on the inside.” He grins.

      A growl rises up my throat a second before I turn and reach the door to get out of here as fast as possible. Softie. Okay, sure, I’m not a complete asshole. I do have a softer side for some of the pack. Like Emmy. She’s the sweetest female I’ve ever met. And Jaye, who’s become my closest friend in the pack. He’s a good male, kind.

      When I emerge from the hall to the main entryway of the house, three sets of light hazel eyes stare at me. Standing side by side are Cace, Carter, and Cash. They have the same blond hair though they style it differently. Cace combs his back from his face. Carter wakes up and runs his fingers through it. Nothing more. Cash seems to have some kind of product in his. Hell if I know what it is.

      “We’re sorry,” they say in unison.

      “You three need some structure.”

      We’ve brought up attending college to them and anyone else in the pack who wants to. There’s a community one within our county and a bigger university within an hour’s drive. These three won’t accept handouts. They don’t even like living here without paying, which I can understand, but Aries has made it clear that we don’t need the money. We have more than enough. They do work around the house, as do most. They patrol as well.

      I just wish they’d take us up on the offer of college. They’re incredibly smart.

      Carter smiles. He’s the jokester of them. Not that any of them are calm and refined. He’s just the most mischievous of the bunch. “Tell us how we can make it up to you.”

      “Calm down when you’re in the house. Don’t rile everyone up running through here as your wolves.”

      “We can do that.” All three nod.

      “Uh huh.” I don’t believe them. I’ve seen too much of their behavior. I sigh. My shoulders drop. “Go. Do something productive.”

      The three rush off, no doubt wanting to get as far away from me as possible. I feel like I yell at them more than I have regular conversations with them. Although it’s not like I’m out here chatting it up with everyone.

      Hannah suddenly appears in front of me, causing me to jump slightly. My eyes flash green. I don’t need to see her smile to know that. It’s easy to get my wolf to rise to the surface.

      “Must you?” I growl. I swear she does this on purpose. Teleporting her vampire self around the house to see if she can make me jump.

      “I have a friend.”

      “Good for you.”

      “I think you’d like her.”

      “No.” I start to walk past her, not wanting to have this conversation. She must have heard Aries and I talk, like everyone else did. As I pass her, I remember my boxers are visible through the hole in my shorts.

      “Come on. I think you’d hit it off.” Of course, she has to follow me.

      “Just because Aries thinks me fucking around will solve my problems, doesn’t mean I do.”

      “He has a point.”

      I stop by the front door. I need to get out of this house before everyone drives me insane. Turning, I hold her gaze. Hannah has never been intimidated by us, not that we try to do so with her. “It’s none of anyone’s business if I do or do not have sex.”

      “It’s a great tension reliever. The other night, Michael was fucking me from behind. He had me bent over the hood of his Camaro. Holy hell, the way he works me over. I mean, for a human he has the biggest—”

      “Enough! What makes you think I want to hear this?” I’m grateful the two of them fuck elsewhere and not here. The male doesn’t know anything about paranormals.

      “Because, Dante, it feels fantastic.”

      “I’ve had sex before.”

      “Really?” She props her hand on her hip. “From the growling you do, I don’t think you’ve gotten any in years.”

      That’s it. I don’t need this. I spin and go out the front door, slamming it behind me.

      Damn paranormals and their nosy behavior. They may have a point, but I don’t need to tell them that. I haven’t had sex in a while. I don’t think that’s why I’m this way though.

      I scoff. Sex isn’t going to solve my problems but maybe a long run as my wolf will help.
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      My fingers and arms ache. My shoes can only cushion my feet for so long before they hurt as well. The only good thing about my job, beside the paycheck and tips, is seeing the relaxed faces of my clients when they leave.

      A soft melody plays in the room as I finish with Josh who is currently facedown on my table. “You’re all set,” I tell him. “Hopefully you’ll feel much better now.”

      He lifts his head from where it rests to smile up at me. “I do. You have magic hands, Mira.”

      “If only.” I chuckle. “I’ll be out front when you’re ready.”

      Josh is still smiling when I leave the room. He has a gentle kindness which surprised me when we met, given his size. I see a lot of people here, but he’s hard muscle and tall to the point that I have to tip my head back to look up at him. That’s not saying much since I’m only five foot five.

      Our receptionist, Jill, is at the front desk when I make my way there. She’s got a warm personality and is only five years younger than me. She’s also my cousin. Or our cousin, I should say, since I work here with my brother. He’s a chiropractor.

      When I decided to learn massage therapy, he immediately offered me a spot in his practice. I wasn’t sure how it would work being with him five days a week, but everything goes smoothly. Not all of my clients see him and not all of his patients see me.

      Like Josh for example. The man has amazing posture, never seems to be out of alignment, yet he loves getting massages.

      Josh comes out and pays. Jill and I both thank him then Jill books him another appointment to return in a month. He also tips me very well.

      It’s not until he’s out the door with one last smile before Jill turns toward me. “I’m surprised he hasn’t asked you out yet.”

      “You know I don’t date my clients.”

      “Sure, but you could stop massaging him and start going to dinner with him instead.”

      I roll my eyes. “I’m not looking for anything right now. I have plenty to keep me busy.”

      “If you’re not going to date, at least get a cat or a dog even.”

      “Don’t need those either. The last thing I want to do is rush home every day to take care of an animal.”

      I go back to my room to clean it and get it ready for my next client, who I’m seeing in a half hour. When I’m through, I have enough time to grab lunch from the diner which I already called in. My brother, Steven, lucked out when this office space became available on Main Street. He purchased the whole building. The bottom floor is where we work while he rents the upstairs space to a lawyer, who has a receptionist and paralegal. I don’t see them often, but Steven told me they’re very friendly.

      The bell above the door of Lou’s Diner rings when I step inside a bit later. Heather lifts her head from where she’s standing behind the counter pouring coffee. She grins when she sees me. I walk over and wait near the counter until she’s done.

      “I’ve got your order.” She reaches behind her and hands me a white bag with my lunch inside. “Come sit out back with me. It’s gorgeous outside and I need a break.”

      “Okay, but can I get a cup of water? I didn’t bring anything to drink.”

      “Sure.”

      She grabs one of the to-go cups and fills it with ice and water. I follow her through the restaurant until we exit out the back door, where there are a couple of picnic tables the employees use for their breaks. Luckily, the dumpsters are on the side of the building, far away from us.

      My omelet and hash browns have my stomach rumbling, as soon as the lid is off and the scent hits me. I don’t care what time of day it is; breakfast is the best.

      Heather props her chin in her hand and looks at me. Her dirty blond hair is pulled up in a messy bun. I know what’s coming. “Heard any good gossip?” And there it is.

      “I don’t repeat what my clients tell me.”

      “But you surely hear a lot when they’re talking to Jill.” Heather is my closest friend. When I moved here five years ago after my brother invited me to join him, Heather and I became fast friends.

      “I. Don’t. Gossip.”

      She rolls her eyes. “I always tell you the juicy stuff I hear in there.” She motions toward Lou’s.

      “That’s because people are chatty as hell and can’t keep their mouths shut while they eat. It’s like the second they sit down; they lose all capability to be quiet.”

      “I’m not denying that, but it also means I get to hear about our favorite men up in that big mansion they built on the mountain.” This is Heather’s go-to topic. I always wonder if she was married, would she care so much about the people who live in that house? It isn’t just her. The whole town’s been abuzz since they had that place built. That’s what happens when everyone knows everyone else.

      I point my plastic fork at her before stabbing another piece of omelet. “Don’t.”

      “Josh didn’t come in today, but his ‘brother’ Cooper was down here grabbing food.” She put brother in air quotes. We honestly don’t know who’s related to who anymore. I wouldn’t be surprised if Heather has a chart somewhere, trying to connect them all.

      When the family first moved here and started coming into town, Heather was intimidated by them and a little leery. But since then, they’ve come around more and the women who live with them. Heather warmed up quickly and now she talks freely to them whenever they come in. Too bad for her they don’t like to gossip like she does. And she’s tried to coax them into spilling stuff, but they never bite.

      “Cooper looks at you like he wants you served on the counter to feast on,” I tell her.

      Heather grins. “He sure does, but I’m playing hard to get these days. It’s more fun.”

      Honestly, I’m waiting for my brother to finally get his head out of his ass and ask Heather on a date. The two of them dance around each other but neither makes a move. And I know for a fact, every time Steven hears about Heather going on a date it pisses him off. Idiot. He should be the one with her, yet he doesn’t do anything about it.

      I tip my head back to let the sun warm my face for a bit. Being inside in air-conditioning all day chills my skin. I love going outside to warm up for a bit. Steven made the right call moving here when he did. It was for the wrong reasons, him following his girlfriend at the time. I never liked her and was glad when they split. She left town but he stayed. I like the weather here much better than where we grew up in Rhode Island.

      “I still think you should date him,” Heather says, drawing me back to our conversation. “Ditch him as a client and fuck his brains out.”

      “Jesus, Heather.”

      “What? You can tell how strong he is. He’d give it to you good.”

      “You’re lucky I’m not shy.”

      “If you were, we wouldn’t be friends.”

      “You’re right.”

      “I’m not kidding though. You need to at least find someone to have a fling with. Who better than a man in the Raines clan?”

      I cock my eyebrow. “Is that what we’re calling them now? A clan?”

      “For today. Tomorrow it might be something else. They’re up there in that big house, chopping wood shirtless, wrestling bears.”

      I laugh, grateful I don’t have food or a drink in my mouth. “Wrestling bears?”

      She lets out a dreamy sigh. “Only in my fantasies are those big, tough men protecting us from any harm that may befall us. Maybe there’s a little bit of that oil you use during massages on them too. Sun high in the sky, causing it to glisten as they bring the ax down.”

      “Are we talking about them killing bears or chopping wood?”

      “I think the wood chopping is sexier.”

      “It’s a wonder you get anything done with what goes on in your head.” I shake mine then finish eating my lunch.

      “We won’t talk about the plate I dropped the other day when Cooper came in and rested his forearms on the counter. He was wearing a fitted sleeveless shirt. The sleeve edges were frayed like he ripped them right off himself. Like, ‘This shirt is too constricting. Let me tear the sleeves off with my bare hands,’” she says it in a deep voice to try and imitate him.

      “You need to find someone and settle down.”

      She laughs. “You’re so funny.” I’m right. For all Heather likes to joke, she wants someone to love her. I know because of the night we got drunk off our asses at my place and she confessed it to me.

      I still think no matter how much she drools over the men in that house, I’ve never once seen her look at them like she does my brother. Yet, I’m the only one who seems to realize how good the two of them could be together.

      “I should get back.” I put the empty container in the bag and stand. I’ll throw it in the dumpster when I walk around the building.

      “Do you have a full afternoon?”

      “Two clients then I’m cutting out early and going to do absolutely nothing but lie on my couch and watch TV.”

      “Your life is so exciting,” she deadpans.

      We part ways and I go back to work. The afternoon goes by fast. My clients are great and regulars. I’m packing up my stuff for the day when I hear arguing at the front of the office. Placing everything down, I walk toward the sounds of not only my brother yelling but another guy. When I round the corner, I find Jill standing behind Steven with her arms wrapped around herself. And in front of them is a man I saw this morning. He wasn’t friendly but he wasn’t rude either. I’ve already forgotten his name. I do remember he’s here staying with a friend for a few days. Not a local, that’s for sure.

      “I want another appointment,” he demands.

      “I’ve already told you that Mira is booked for the day,” my brother says through clenched teeth. He doesn’t have a temper but if you push him hard enough, he’ll eventually push back.

      “What’s going on?” I say and step out into the open, beside Steven.

      He turns to me and mouths the word, “Go.”

      I shake my head slightly. I’m not leaving him here to deal with this. Certainly not Jill, who’s obviously afraid.

      “Mira,” the man says, and it’s then I notice the slur of my name. I peer around Steven and take in the man’s glassy eyes and the way he sways slightly. “Come on. Let me hop back up on your table so you can take care of me.”

      Before Steven can say anything, I tell the man, “I’m not sure where you think you are, but we’re professionals here and you need to leave.”

      “Professionals,” he scoffs. “Sure.”

      “Get out before I call the police,” Steven says firmly and points toward the door.

      “You don’t tell me what to do.”

      “I do when you’re in my business, asking for things we don’t do. I can refuse anyone I choose.”

      The man leans forward and grips my bicep hard enough to make me wince. “Just one more massage. I know you’ll make it good for me.” He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a couple hundred-dollar bills.

      “Let go of me,” I say and try to jerk my arm from his grasp, but he won’t release me, no doubt bruising me.

      Steven steps between us and tries to pull the man away. “Let go now.” Steven turns to Jill. “Call the police.” I hear her shuffle back toward the desk and lift the phone.

      “You’re hurting me,” I tell the man. “Stop.” He pulls harder to the point that I cry out in pain.

      “Let Mira go!” Steven has never been one for violence but he’s not a small man either. Six foot two, lean but muscled. He likes to stay in shape.

      The door to the office slams open, rattling the windows on either side of it. It’s loud enough to draw all our gazes to it. Filling the doorway is a man I’ve never seen before, and holy shit does he look pissed.
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      Being a shifter means my senses are much more heightened than a human’s are. It also means the second I get out of my car at Hayden’s shop, I hear the female across the street say someone was hurting her. That’s never okay with me.

      Her cry of pain has me moving fast. I jog across the street, not worrying about traffic, since there’s no one coming. Even if there was, I wouldn’t care. A female is in danger.

      A male says to let go. I don’t bother trying to refrain from making a scene. Screw that. I wrench the door open, slamming it back and take in the humans in front of me.

      There’s a female cowering behind the desk with a phone pressed to her ear. A male whose back is to me, but I can tell he’s not small. In front of him is another one with dark hair. Then a face peeks out from behind him. Same color hair, cut to her shoulders. Wide chocolate brown eyes with tears pooled in them. And a hand is clamped on her arm.

      A growl rises up my throat before I can stop it, as I charge forward and grip the first male hurting her by the back of the neck. He lets out a yelp but doesn’t drop the female’s arm right away, so I grip him harder, no doubt putting pressure on the nerves in his neck. Good.

      “Let her go before I break your fucking neck,” I seethe. I have the strength to do it, though it would probably traumatize the humans in the room.

      The female being held lets out another small cry. I’m not sure if it’s due to the pain this asshole is inflicting on her or if she’s afraid of me. I hope it’s not the latter.

      “Now,” I state harshly.

      The male does as I ask but I don’t let him go.

      “The police are on their way,” the female behind the desk says in a trembling voice.

      I drag the male away from the others and out the door, then shove him down to the concrete. “You sit there until the cops arrive or I will make a permanent dent in the sidewalk with your face.” I widen my stance and cross my arms. No way am I moving until the cops get here to handle this male. What I’d like to do is drag him into the woods and kick his ass, but I won’t do that. He’s a human and I need to play nice with the people here, so they don’t think the pack is any weirder than they already do. We know what they say about us. The rumors, the gossip.

      Hayden steps up behind me. My back is to the street. Soundless as he is, I still heard his shop door open and close. Scented him on the air. “Everything okay?”

      There’s no reason for him to think I need backup. He’s pack though, and we look after each other. I could take on a dozen human males and barely break a sweat. “Yeah. This piece of shit thought he could get rough with a woman inside.” It’s only with years of practice that I’m able to interchange the words female and woman. Male and man. A paranormal living in a human world must adapt.

      Hayden steps away from me and into the building. I hear their conversation.

      “Is everyone all right?” he asks. Hayden is one of the quieter males in the pack. Keeps to himself a lot, and still stays at his apartment on occasion when the pack becomes too much to deal with. Aries doesn’t mind since it’s not a far drive to the house, though he prefers us all in one place when we can be.

      “Yes, thank you for stopping by, Hayden,” the male inside replies.

      “Anytime, Steven. Had I known something was going on, I would have been here sooner.” Hayden is the one among us who knows the most people who live here. Though Cooper is getting around with the female population. I keep telling him he’s going to run out of them to hit on soon. Some fall for his charm. Others don’t.

      “Mira? Jill? You’re both okay?”

      Mira, that’s the name of the female who was being hurt. I growl and look down at the male on the sidewalk, who tries to fold into himself. Sorry excuse for a human.

      “I’m okay.” That must be the female behind the desk, Jill. I hear the tremble in her voice still.

      “Let me look at your arm,” Steven suggests.

      “You don’t need to. It’s just a bruise.” Mira’s voice is unlike anything I’ve ever heard. It’s the way it makes me feel. Like it’s working its way under my skin and flooding through my body, reaching every part of me.

      “Mira.”

      “Steven,” she replies in the same tone as him. “You may be my brother, but you don’t get to boss me around.” He’s her brother. Good.

      Good?

      Why is that good?

      Why do I care?

      “I-I wasn’t. I just want to make sure you’re not hurt.”

      She sighs. “I’m sorry. I’m still a little shaken from everything.”

      I glance up and lock eyes with her through their front window. My breath falters; my heart beats an unsteady rhythm in my chest. I saw her before, but now, it’s different. The fear in her eyes is gone and replaced with something I can’t decipher.

      She turns back to Hayden. “That man out there, the one who came in and helped, do you know him?” She probably thinks I can’t hear them since the door is closed. At least I didn’t break it when I opened it.

      “Dante. He’s a close friend of mine.” He doesn’t call any of us brothers when talking about us with humans. Since he was already established here, he can play off our relationship as friends, especially since he keeps his apartment above his garage. “You’re lucky he was here to help.”

      I glance down, not wanting to see everyone watching me. I know what they think when they do. I’m not clean cut. I don’t carry an air of comfort with me like Hugo does. Or confidence like Aries. I don’t joke and laugh like Cace, Carter, and Cash. I’m not after females like Cooper. I’m not friendly with those here like Hayden. No, I’m standoffish, even when I’m not trying to be.

      My dad was the same way. My mom was the opposite. She was a gentle female. The perfect balance to him. Looking at them separately, most would think they didn’t make sense, but together they did.

      It’s not like I’m perpetually angry. Most don’t take the time to get to know me. They don’t care what’s beyond the surface. Plus, being a shifter means I have to know how to fight. To be intimidating. To put fear in others. I’ve lived a hundred years and, in that time, I’ve had to deal with shit I’d rather not have.

      My dad would tell me about what
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