
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Mai wants a simple life of taking photos, bonding with her new half-sister, and even attempting to fix her family, but when she meets her mate, she takes the chance that her happily ever after could be in this new pack, so long as her secret doesn’t get out.

	 

	 

	Mai Bane has a secret. Of course, her secret is known to every member of her pack, but this secret is why she’s been used. Over and over, people use her for her ability, and she isn’t strong enough to fight back until it’s too late and her family is hurt by her inaction. Luckily, Fate has someone in store to help Mai fight against the looming darkness in her chest—her mate. Romeo is an alpha of his own pack and he’s determined to make Mai happy, no matter what it costs. Even if the price is giving up his own pack.
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	The little girl in the picture is laughing at me.

	Okay, so maybe she isn’t, but it sure as hell feels like it. Her chubby cheeks are adorable, and her smile is infectious even through the screen of my computer where I’m touching up the photo.

	I don’t particularly appreciate photographing people, preferring landscapes to portraits. Only in a small town like Summerdon, I’ve learned to be flexible. Plus, I really need the money. This apartment is more expensive than I thought it would be—actually, everything is more expensive. The apartment, groceries, car parts.

	That feeling in my chest bubbles up again, letting me know my current train of thought will have me dry-heaving over the toilet if I keep going.

	Closing my eyes, I take a deep breath and then another and another until the pressure goes away, temporarily hiding in the chambers of my heart, only to return later when I can’t force the panic to stop.

	My phone dings. The little notification chimes a grateful distraction that I rush to acknowledge. At this point, I don’t care who it is. I might not be talking to my parents or my brothers, but I’ll take any excuse to stop working on the little girl, editing away her natural beauty per her grandmother’s request.

	Of all the options for a message, I’m happy to see it’s from my sister. Or half-sister. I’m not really sure what to call Leo since she’s only been in my life for a few months now. Our relationship is sort of a work in progress.

	The message is a quick read, basically asking if I can come over to her tribe’s house since the alphas want to speak with me.

	Even more recently than my sister coming into my life, is the transition to a new pack alpha. Shade was always meant to take over Hollowell as the son of our last alpha, but the two males challenged each other, and Shade won. No one knows exactly what the challenge was over, although everyone suspects it has to do with Leo and her mate, X. Personally, I’m glad Shade won.

	Sending her a quick response that says I’ll be on my way, I quickly save the portrait photos on my laptop and change clothes. Sweats and sweaters are good enough for the apartment but not for the presence of our pack leaders. Not wanting to keep my alphas waiting, I simply grab a brown turtleneck, change into a matching pair of slacks, and grab my winter coat before heading out of my apartment.

	I glare at the soft snow falling and head to my sweet girl.

	Yes, I love my car. She was the first thing I purchased with my own money, and true, she might not work the best, but I can’t find the heart to trade her in. Not that I’d get a lot of cash, even for her scrap parts.

	Tapping the lucky dice around my rearview mirror, I pray to the mechanic gods and try to start my sweet girl.

	And fail.

	And fail again.

	“No, no, no, don’t die on me now.” I take the key out and slam my eyes shut, forcing myself to take the deep breaths that I know will stop the despair from building in my chest. When my emotions finally calm, I take the key, kiss it, and try one more time.

	I refuse to cry at the sound of the motor turning over, but I do rest my head on the steering wheel, attempting to ignore the darkness as it tests my resolve to hold it back. When did I become like this? This panic-induced spiral that can’t go more than twenty minutes without having an anxiety attack?

	Of course, that’s more of a rhetorical question. It all started when Leo came to town—not that I blame her. But her presence came as a sort of shock to my family since my father—also her father—didn’t know she existed. My brothers blame her for simply being alive, my mother blames my father for not being there for Leo, and my father blames Leo’s mother. It’s all a mess.

	And then there’s the fact that our last alpha sort of kidnapped Leo and I didn’t help her. That guilt doesn’t seem to be going away anytime soon either.

	So my family is breaking, and my instincts hate that I’m living by myself, and I’m drowning in bills because my parents never taught me what life is like outside of the pack.

	My car shakes, reminding me that she’s still idling in the parking lot of my apartment complex. Taking one last deep breath, I drive towards the alphas’ place.

	 

	*

	 

	Seeing my sister out front, I don’t waste any time getting out of my car. Although, considering the giant wolf wrapped around her keeping her warm, I don’t get too close. In our shifted forms, we are still us and have the same mind, but our instincts are sharper and harsher. And I have no interest in being on the receiving end of any of X’s instincts.

	“Hey, Leo.” I give her a little wave, stopping a good distance from her and her mate.

	“Why are you still driving that car, Mai?”

	I mock gasp, “Don’t say that so loud. She may hear you.”

	Leo rolls her eyes and stands, motioning for me to follow her after she lets X into the house. The couple quickly makes their way into the bedroom, most likely so X can shift and dress, so I stand in the middle of the hallway, refusing to move in case I accidentally break something.

	This tribe’s house isn’t as fancy as the old alpha tribe’s, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to risk touching anything. The log cabin fits seven people, and it isn’t even cramped. My apartment is just me and I can barely bend over the sink to wash my face without my ass hitting the wall behind me. Then again, it isn’t like I’m as skinny as my pack mates.

	A hand touches mine and I jump, yanking my hand away before my instincts kick in.

	Alpha.

	Alpha Everlie, to be exact, is Shade’s mate. I ignore the concerned look on her face and give her my most confident smile. And considering that only makes her brows pull together like she’s confused, I change tactics.

	“Leo told me to come over. She said you wanted to talk to me?”

	“Yes, yes, take a seat, please.” Everlie gestures to the dining room table that’s large enough to fit her whole tribe, and I take a random seat.

	The door down a different hallway slams open, and my inner wolf identifies the scents of Alpha Shade, his tribe brother Valence, and Ruth. The latter two are mates, which seems weird on first impression, but it makes sense once you see how loving they are with each other.

	“Oh good, you came quickly,” Shade says.

	I nod, hating myself for not having the courage to speak. I didn’t use to be like this, constantly second-guessing myself and terrified to step a foot out of place. Now, I can’t seem to stop the doubts.

	Leo comes out of her bedroom giggling with X, her cheeks blushing a bright red. Just as I look like my mother, Leo looks like hers, which means at first glance, and even a second or third, we don’t look related.

	“Mai,” Shade says, drawing my attention to where he’s wrapped around Everlie as if the short time he was away from her was too much. “My father used to bring you in to help with meetings, right?”

	I force my gaze to stay on Shade’s, refusing to look at Leo, knowing she will be remembering when the old alpha brought me into her interrogation. All I can do is nod in response.

	“I have a meeting with the Modocsill pack’s alpha. I was hoping you’d sit in and use your ability.”

	“What sort of ability?” Ruth asks. The purple-haired shifter stares at me, and from the look on her face, she obviously mistrusts me.

	I might have been used to that look if I had grown up in a different pack. But this has been my home since the day I was born, and my pack might have thought my ability was weird as a child, but since I’ve been using it to help, they don’t mind. Ruth, however, wasn’t born in this pack, and I can’t stand to look at the judgment on her face.

	“Mai can detect lies, Ruth,” Everlie says, her tone calm like she’s trying to soothe her friend.

	“How?” Ruth asks.

	Everyone turns to look at me for an explanation. “I’m, uh, not sure. It’s just something I’ve always been able to do.” I can tell that Ruth isn’t comfortable with my answer, so I tell her how I explained it when I was a kid, “How do you know you’re hungry before your stomach growls? It’s a gut instinct.”

	“So that’s why...” Leo’s voice trails off, her unasked question clear, however.

	“That’s why,” I agree, hating myself even as I do. It’s like the world is always making me remind Leo of the pain I indirectly caused her.

	X starts purring to comfort his mate, and I can’t make myself meet anyone else’s gaze. Considering they’re all part of Leo and X’s tribe, they probably hate me just to honor Leo.

	Everlie is the first to speak up, her soft voice making an easy break in the awkward silence. “The meeting is in a week, in the town south of Summerdon called Minus. We’ll send you the details the morning we get them.”

	Valence swears under his breath. “I still think this is a stupid idea.”

	“I agree,” Shade says, “but the only way to get him to even agree to the meeting was to let him pick the location.”

	“Why do we even need to meet with any other packs?” Ruth asks.

	Shade’s face softens when he turns to Ruth, his anger at the Modocsill alpha forgotten in the face of Ruth’s fear. And she is afraid, the scent growing as the conversation about the other pack continues. “I’m not saying we need to ally with the jackass, but we need to at least meet him. Assure him that the shift in power doesn’t change anything. Rumors spread, and the only way to ensure peace is to meet face to face and set boundaries.”

	Ruth grumbles, and her mate pulls her closer to his body, basically engulfing her with his larger frame. Considering the man has a giant mohawk with the tips dyed purple, you’d think he’d be too cool to cuddle his mate—and you’d be wrong.

	The scent of love and affection comes from all three of the mates in the kitchen. I don’t know how Aura stands to be around them all the time. Then again, she probably doesn’t have this pitiful feeling in her chest that makes her think she doesn’t deserve to find her own mate.

	“If that’s all, I think I’m going to head out.” I stand awkwardly, shoving my hands into the pockets of the jacket I never took off. “I have some photos I need to edit.” And I need to call the family to reschedule so I can attend this meeting.

	“Are you sure?” Everlie asks. “The snow is really starting to come down now.”

	I can hear the fall of the snow against their roof, but I nod anyway. Better to leave now before I get stuck in the middle of the road. Or worse—here.

	Leo whispers to X, asking if shifters can really hear the snow fall, and I make my escape. Despite my growing worry about this meeting, I feel relieved when I shut the door behind me.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	The moment I pull into my parking spot in the apartment complex, I wish I had stayed at the alphas’. Or maybe that I didn’t have such a nice parking spot right in front of my apartment.

	I haven’t even stepped out of my car, and I can see my brothers hanging out on the little slab of concrete in front of my door, which is technically a patio.

	I hate that I’m not excited to see them. The dark feeling in my chest is starting to grow again. Sitting in my car and having a panic attack over seeing family isn’t something I ever thought I’d experience, and yet, I have to force myself to inhale for a few seconds, hold it, and then exhale until the darkness recedes.

	I take my time exiting the car and going to my door. They don’t say hi and neither do I, focusing all my attention on unlocking my door and getting inside. I close the door behind me, not even a little bit shocked when I don’t hear the click of it shutting immediately.

	My brothers and I used to be close. Tracer, Nix, and Art are triplets, but they never used to exclude me from anything. When we were little, the four of us were actually inseparable. Even when they moved out of our parents’ home, they still visited all the time, specifically just to see me.

	When I got a job among humans, they even drove me to the office and picked me up, worried for my safety. I had liked that job, acting as a receptionist for Summerdon’s only psychiatrist. But after the Leo incident, I didn’t feel like I deserved to work there anymore.

	Not that my brothers agree.

	“What do you want?” No matter how mad I am with them, I can’t convince myself to kick them out.

	“Are you seriously still mad at us?” Art asks. He runs his fingers through his shoulder-length hair, a little tick he has when he’s frustrated but trying not to show it. All four of us look exactly like our mother, with the same blonde hair and round facial features. The only noticeable part of our father’s DNA is our eyes, a light green color that Leo shares as well.

	“Have you apologized to Leo?” I ask.

	The silence in response is answer enough.

	“We miss you,” Tracer says. He’s the de facto leader in my brothers’ tribe. If anyone could get the other two to apologize or even pretend to play nice, it’s him.

	“I miss you, too,” I admit. “But what we did was wrong.”

	“We followed our alpha’s command,” Art says, his voice sharp. “We did what anyone else would have done.”

	My fists clench, almost shaking with how hard I physically hold back the words I want to say. Instead, I turn away and focus on removing my outer layers.

	Shifters don’t feel the cold like humans do, so most of us dress the same all year round. However, this apartment is outside our pack territory, surrounded by other humans, which means dressing like them and wasting money on seasonal clothes.

	“What is the point in coming over here if you aren’t ready to apologize?” I ask. “You know where I stand.”

	“You’re family,” Nix says. He’s the quietest of all my brothers, usually only speaking when something or someone is important.

	“So is Leo,” I snap.

	“No. She’s blood, that’s different.”

	“She could be family. You guys won’t even give her a chance.”

	Art throws his hands in the air, a dramatic display that I’m familiar with when it comes to him. Nix just shakes his head like he’s disappointed in my words.

	“Maybe instead of being so focused on building this new family you want so badly, you should focus on the family you already have,” Tracer says.

	I can feel two options for my emotions. I could reel back from the pain or grab hold of the anger with both hands. One invites the darkness back, and so I grab onto the latter. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

	“When was the last time you came home? Mom and Dad are constantly arguing, not that you’re home to notice. We don’t see you unless we force our way inside your goddamn apartment. And why are you even living here, among humans, Mai?”

	“And where should I live?” I scream, tears of frustration not giving me a chance to stop them as they fall down my cheeks. “You three created a tribe and left me. You left first, so don’t act all pious now. I’m not going to apologize for trying to create a new family when mine obviously only gives two shits about me when it’s convenient for them.”

	The silence following my declaration hurts.

	“Get out.” The words are barely a whisper, but I know their shifter hearing picks it up.

	Rather than listening to me, my brothers surround me in a group hug like we used to do as kids. The anger I held in a death grip slipped slowly between my fingers.

	“I’m sorry,” I say into Nix’s chest, his citrus-lemon scent letting me quickly identify him. “I love you guys, but I’m just so mad at you.”

	Hands turn me around until I’m facing Tracer. “We love you, too, big sis.”

	I let the words settle between us, putting a momentary bandage over our pain. Still, I know that we won’t be able to get very far past this conversation. We might be family, but our morals are too different for us to be a constant in each other’s lives.

	After calming myself down, my brothers all take a step back.

	We all want to say more, but for now, we let the words lay silent between us. My brothers leave, uncaring about the falling snow or keeping up appearances, and I get my phone out to reschedule with the family next week.

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	 

	An annoying ringing noise wakes me up. It takes my brain a few seconds to realize that the ringing isn’t the sound of an alarm but my phone letting me know I’m receiving a call. Then I’m up, frantically looking around for my phone.

	I shove my hand between the couch cushions before finally finding it—stoically ignoring all the crumbs my fingers brushed.

	The name flashing on my phone makes me hesitate before I answer. Am I ready to talk to my dad? No, but what if it’s something serious or important. Before I can make my mind up about answering, the phone stops ringing.

	I guess that’s for the best.

	Sitting back on the couch, I wonder if I should get up or if I have time to take a nap on my actual bed. I hadn’t meant to fall asleep on the couch last night, but I had just finished sending off the portraits I’d worked on all week to edit, and with nothing else to do, I had considered going to bed. At least, until I saw the time and realized not even little kids were in bed yet. So I stayed in the living room, determined to waste time. Except I’d fallen asleep.

	There’s a single unread message on my phone that actually makes me excited. It’s so rare that someone messages me first or seeks me out that I almost don’t want to answer it so I can keep the joyous mystery alive.

	That lasts for less than a minute. It turns out to be all the information for the meeting with the Modocsill alpha later today. And by later, I mean much sooner than imagined. The time on my phone shows that despite going to bed early, I managed to sleep in to an ungodly hour.

	Showering is quick work, and then my least favorite part of the day arrives. Picking out clothes.

	On a logical note, I know it shouldn’t matter that I wear the largest size in my pack. Who cares if shifters are supposed to be naturally lean and strong and I somehow missed that gene? It shouldn’t matter, and yet, I hate putting on clothes. I hate the fear that I’m going to put on a pair of jeans and learn that they no longer fit. Or that my arms are too big for another one of my favorite shirts.

	A part of me wants to grab my phone and ask Leo if she’s ever felt this way. I tried bringing it up to my brothers once, and they all just told me I was being ridiculous. They sprouted a bunch of nonsense about how it doesn’t matter that I’m not the same size as anyone else. And while that talk made me feel good at the moment, it didn’t stop me from wearing clothes that attempt to hide my tummy bulge or thick thighs.

	I grab a pair of baggy pants and a random top, content with the plan to just keep my jacket on the whole time. It’s not like anyone will be paying attention to me anyway.

	Checking the time once more, I make the executive decision to leave now so I can stop and pick up a quick breakfast. Or lunch, technically.

	I race to my car as if the extra seconds I save not walking will add more time. Except, rather than working with me, my car, my sweet girl, won’t start. The good news is that she’s making noise, just not turning over completely. Again and again, I try, but the rumbling sound never stops ticking, and I have to finally give up.

	Crying is totally not an option, and I don’t have enough time, even if it is. The silence of the car only adds to my worsening mood. Well, if you consider silence no noise except the constant thud of my head against the steering wheel.

	“Please. Please start.” I turn the key once more, but the same shit happens.

	If I didn’t love my car so much, I’d be feeling very angry right now.

	A dark shade appears by the passenger window, pulling my attention. For a moment, I consider just turning away, focusing on my current situation, but I can’t seem to justify purposefully ignoring my father.

	I wave for him to come inside—not that the door would have actually stopped him since it doesn’t lock.

	Tharon Bane isn’t a bad person. Heck, he isn’t a bad father. He was always attentive, not just to me and my brothers, but to his mate. For most of my life, I grew up wanting a love like my parents, hoping to find one person I’d bond with and who would be mine. My father helped me with every scratch, every shift, and every worry I’d had about my ability.

	I just hate the way he treated Leo. Or, I guess, he still treats her. I get that he doesn’t have any sort of emotional attachment to her. Like Nix said, at this point, she’s just a blood relation, not family. But damn, he could have apologized for not being there. He could at least not treat her like she’s a threat to his current family.

	And maybe I can’t help but wonder if he truly loves me? Leo is like me, another daughter. What if he hadn’t met me? Would he hate me, too? Who am I kidding? Of course, he would.

	“Hey.” That sounded normal and not at all like I was about to spiral into a near-bottomless depression, right?

	“Hey, princess. What’s going on with your car?”

	I can’t help my sigh of relief. At least with my father here, that means his car is nearby, and I can get the jump my car actually needs. I’ll just have to skip breakfast. Lunch. Whatever.

	“Can you bring your car over? I need help jump-starting my car.”

	“I think this thing is on its last leg, princess. It might be time to send her to the scrap yard to get what little you can from her.”

	“No.”

	“Mai—”

	“No. Dad, I’m actually on a time limit and need to be somewhere. Can you please just go get your car so I can see if mine will start?”

	My dad exhales but gets out and quickly brings his car to the parking spot next to mine while I grab the jumper cables from my trunk. They came with the car when I bought it since the engine is so old, and the lady I bought it from worried I would be stuck and stranded without any way to get it going again. Not that I had a second engine to connect the cables, too, but she was pretty determined to believe I could flag anyone down in Summerdon and they’d help.

	As I connect the cables to my car, my dad asks, “So where are you going in such a rush?”

	“I’m helping the alphas.”

	“I thought you were done with that?”

	I am. I was. I want to be.

	Shrugging, I admit, “They asked. What was I going to do, say no? Start your car. It needs a minute to warm up.”

	He does as I ask and then joins me in leaning against the front of my car. The silence between us isn’t awkward, but it isn’t as comfortable as it used to be.

	“Did you call earlier just to say you were coming over?” I ask.

	“You know it wasn’t. Your mom misses you. I miss you. I wish you would come home.”

	“And I wish you’d try to get to know Leo. Or even apologize to her since I can’t see her wanting a relationship with you anymore. So it looks like we are both going to be disappointed.”

	“I didn’t say I was disappointed. We just miss you. I might disagree with you on this, Mai, but that doesn’t mean I’m not proud of how you’re sticking to your morals. I sort of wish you wouldn’t. But still. I’m proud.”

	His words chip away a little of the darkness that hides inside me.

	“Okay, let me try and start her up now.” I cross my fingers as I lean into the driver’s door and nearly swoon when the engine turns over completely. “Yes. Perfect. Now I really have to go though.”

	“Fine, but call your mother. And answer the phone the next time I call. And be safe. And—”

	“Dad, seriously, I have to go.”

	He laughs, and I let him pull me into a quick hug before I unclip the cables and throw them into the backseat. As I drive away, I tap my lucky dice and wave a final time to my dad. Unfortunately, the cold weather means the heater doesn’t work, and while the radio does work, only one speaker is slightly tolerable, so the drive is mostly silent except for my phone occasionally announcing which turns to take.

	 


Chapter Four

	 

	 

	Technically, the meeting location is in the town south of Summerdon, but if I’m honest, I don’t see a difference in the town’s style. Most of Summerdon is made up of the forest that Hollowell pack considers their territory. Without the sign that welcomes me into Minus, Montana, I wouldn’t have known I had left Summerdon.

	When the drive has me going down a one-way dirt road, I start to wonder if I’m going to the right spot, but after only a few minutes down this lane, I finally see a group of cars.

	Parking my car behind the others, I make my way to Leo first, giving her a quick hug as I take in the rest of the members of my pack that have come.

	“I’m glad you’re here,” Leo whispers, most likely in an attempt to not disturb the silence surrounding us.

	“Me, too.”

	My pack seems to have come in three cars, mine and the alphas’ tribe, broken up into two groups. I’m not surprised to see Aura. Despite the tension still between her and Leo, Aura is the third member of Everlie and Ruth’s tribe and a strong shifter to have on our side. She gives me a nod of acknowledgment before returning her focus to the building further up the dirt road.

	It’s small, one story, with all the windows open. And considering the tension and positioning of all the bodies, it’s where the members of the Modocsill pack are.

	“Are you ready, Mai?” Shade asks. I wouldn’t describe his regular everyday voice as comforting—his meeting voice and serious tone agitate my instincts, reminding me that he’s the better predator.

	“Yes.”

	“Aura will stay close by you.”

	It isn’t a question, so I just nod and ignore how my heart constricts as X and Leo move away from me. I know they’re moving away from Aura, limiting the tension that Leo is bound to feel and thus giving off in her scent. Yet, it still makes me ache, and my heart is having a hard time discerning between emotions and logic.

	I fall in line as we make our way to the small building. Considering the number of parked cars, I’d guess the Modocsill pack has just as many people as we do. Which can be a good thing, meaning any fight is even.

	A loud bang almost has me rolling my eyes. Apparently, Shade is either being overdramatic or forgetting his strength for a moment because he opens the door with too much power. The house is very clearly scent marked by the Modocsill pack, which is no doubt one of the reasons they wanted to pick the location, but one scent in particular smells pleasant.

	Safe.

	Mine.

	My feet suddenly refuse to keep moving until I feel a hand on my lower back, essentially shoving me into the open space. It’s pure instinct to find the owner of the scent, yet my vision is blocked by long brown hair, and the growl that follows is immediately threatening.

	“Back. Up.” Aura’s voice is mixed with the sound of her wolf, and my body complies without thought, even though she isn’t talking to me.

	“Move.” That voice. That’s a beautiful voice.

	“Everyone just needs to calm down,” Everlie says, her voice always the one of reason. “What’s going on?”

	“My mate,” the beautiful voice says again.

	“Aura’s your mate?” Everlie asks.

	“No,” Aura says, still blocking my view of the man with the lovely voice because she’s so tall.

	Usually, I’d know better than to put myself in the attention of aggressive shifters, but I can’t stop the words from coming out. “I think he’s talking about me.”

	Leo gasps. Aura growls. And I’m still stuck not seeing. It’s almost as if Aura can sense whenever I shift and moves to cover me. The longer she blocks my view, the higher my emotions become. I can feel my human and shifter instincts beginning to tangle, the former giving in to the darkness in my chest and the latter wanting to remove the block between me and the beautiful voice.

	“I suggest you move,” the beautiful voice says. Even in anger, with a slight growl to his words, I like the way he sounds.

	I’m not very dominant among shifters, so an aggressive shifter usually makes me nervous, but the only worries I currently have are about my own pack mates. Every second that passes makes me more comfortable and surer that the male in this space is my mate.

	“I suggest you don’t tell me what to do,” Aura says.

	A warning growl makes everybody tense, and it takes me longer than it should to realize it’s coming from me. I’m not used to feeling possessive, but this new emotion is thriving in my veins. The female in front of me spoke to my mate. This unbonded female spoke to my unclaimed mate.

	The thought just keeps circling, tittering back and forth between my human and shifter instincts. I have to react. I have to decide if I’m going to cave in on myself and let this other female have my male or if I’m going to fight her for him.

	“Mai, are you okay? You’re growling.” The familiar voice momentarily breaks me out of my inner turmoil. Leo. My sister. She’s scared and worried. I can scent that easily enough.

	Inhaling deeply, I attempt to center myself, but the fierce scent of my unbonded mate’s anger does nothing to help calm me.

	“Enough,” Shade snaps, his dominance momentarily calming my instincts. “We are getting nowhere. Everyone needs to sit down so we can talk shit out.”

	“You aren’t in charge here,” a new female voice says.

	Considering I don’t recognize the voice, I have to choke back another growl. Why are there so many unbonded females near my mate?

	Shade, however, doesn’t sound bothered by the outburst. “No, I’m not. But this posturing isn’t doing anyone any good. Let’s all take a seat, and we can work everything out.”

	There’s a beat of silence before Everlie adds, “Mai, why don’t you come sit over here by me?”

	It’s posed like a question, but I know it isn’t. Regardless, I don’t want to be stuck behind Aura anymore, so I listen, carefully moving towards Everlie and taking a seat at the round dining room table that has been set up. There are only a few chairs around the table, most likely for the alphas to sit in while everyone else stands on guard, but I don’t hesitate to sit.

	I force myself to hide my flinch as the chair creaks under my weight. There’s a flash of darkness in my chest, but I shove it down, refusing to let those negative emotions ruin this moment.

	“Mai, this is Romeo Danaan. Romeo, this is Mai Bane.” Everlie makes the introductions, but I can barely focus on her words.

	My mate is gorgeous. And not in the way that mates are always attracted to each other—although there is that, too. But in the way that his long black hair frames his face and shines like he actually takes care of it. He’s smooth-faced with angular cheekbones, yet his chin isn’t square or overly sharp. His blue eyes are framed by dark eyelashes and eyebrows, which are currently pulled together as he takes me in.

	Usually, I’d be self-conscious about someone staring at me so intently, or maybe even looking at me with the same set of determination that Romeo is, but I can tell he’s checking me for injuries, ensuring I’m safe.

	“Hi.” My wave’s limp and slightly awkward, but it’s all I have at the moment.

	To my surprise, the male starts purring, the sound coming from his chest and calming the last tendrils of my nerves. He takes a step closer and then another and another until he’s standing before me, forcing me to tilt my head back to an almost painful angle to see him.

	“Hello, little mate.”

	 


Chapter Five

	 

	 

	My teeth ache. The need to bite and claim him is a literal physical pain in my body that’s growing without repercussions. I want him to smell like me, to wear my bite mark, to be so fully claimed by me that no one else would even consider flirting with him.

	A presence at my side has Romeo narrowing his eyes and turning away from me. I know Aura is just trying to protect me and that she’s most likely just doing what she’s told by either Everlie or Shade, but I hate his attention on her.

	I reach out and fist his shirt—barely ignoring the fact that the fabric is so tight I feel his abdominal muscles—and yank his attention back to me.

	He readily obeys, and I feel... I’m not sure how I’d describe it. It’s a mix of arousal and power. He’s obviously more dominant than I am and more muscular, too, yet he allows me to pull his attention back to me.

	“Sit. Please.” I almost laugh at the way he immediately obeys. Even sitting, he’s taller than me, but I have to focus on something other than his body.

	Looking around the space, I take in the strangers of the Modocsill pack for the first time. There’s a male with long hair like Romeo, except brown instead of black. He’s taller and larger than the other strangers standing next to him, and he’s glaring at me with his arms over his chest.

	The male next to him is also glaring at me, although his eyes are harder to see over the mess of blond curls covering his forehead. Despite his angry expression, the male looks young. So young, in fact, that I’m pretty sure I might be older than him, and I just turned twenty.

	Then there’s the unbonded female. She has the stereotypical female shifter body, which means she’s tall and lean yet has curves in all the right places, like Aura, except less dominant. And just like the others, she’s glaring at me. Instead of just anger in her blue eyes, there’s a darker, more vile emotion that makes me unable to maintain eye contact with her.

	“Should we reschedule this meeting?” Shade asks, his voice slightly laced with annoyance.

	“Romeo,” the large male behind my mate snaps.

	“No,” Romeo says, finally looking away from me and towards my alphas. “I apologize. I wasn’t aware of how strongly I would feel the mating pull.”

	Everlie smiles, and Shade just grunts his acceptance of the apology.

	Romeo leans back in his chair, crossing his arms over his chest and giving Shade an arrogant look. If it wasn’t for his foot playing with mine under the table, I would think he managed to forget about me.

	“Let’s talk quickly then,” Romeo says. “I have a mate to claim and will only wait so long.”

	“I want an alliance,” Shade says.

	“Just like that?” Romeo asks.

	Shade nods once. “My father and I have different beliefs regarding what it means to be Alpha. Now that I’ve taken over, the issue of humans is no longer a problem.”

	“How generous that you’re willing to accept our way of life.”

	“You know that’s not what he meant,” Everlie says. “The previous reasoning for not allying was because Alpha Zero wasn’t comfortable with humans knowing about our existence. That isn’t the case with us.”

	“Did you consider that maybe we don’t want to be allied with murderers?” Romeo’s packmate asks.

	“Valentine,” Romeo snaps. The large male, Valentine, apparently, bows his head in submission. “Apologies again, Shade. My beta speaks out of turn.”

	I can’t stop my confusion from showing on my face. What the hell is a beta? It’s obviously a job position, but it isn’t one that my pack has. Before I can ask, Romeo glances over at me, and his beautiful features distract me from my internal questions.

	Damn, I love his lips. His bottom lip is fuller than his top, and I desperately want to bite it. Could I leave my mark there? Plain as day for everyone to see? Sure, it might be weird among the humans, but it could be passed off as a tattoo. Probably.

	“What do you say?” Shade asks. “Are you open to an alliance?”

	Romeo glances over at me before returning his attention to Shade. “Why do you want an alliance? Your rule is uncontested. I can already tell your dominance is high. And those that you surround yourself with... well, it’s a mix. What’s in this for you.”

	“Protection.”

	This has Romeo leaning forward slightly. “From whom?”

	“Humans. Specifically, those attempting to test on shifters.”

	“Explain.”

	Shade and Everlie have a private conversation through their bond before Everlie finally says, “For the last few generations, shifter packs have kept to themselves as a way to hide their identity from humans. And while this worked on the largest scale, it isn’t perfect. There’s an organization, a government-run organization that has worked to kidnap and run tests on shifters, essentially torturing them.”

	“Do you have proof?” Romeo asks.

	“Alpha,” the female stranger says, preventing Everlie from responding. “These are lies.”

	Next to me, Aura growls in response. “Careful.”

	The female is obviously intimated but takes a step closer to Romeo as if she expects him to protect her. I force myself to acknowledge that he’s her alpha, the same as a protector, which helps. Sort of. Not really.

	“If this was true, we’d know about it,” the female says.

	“Felicity,” Valentine says, his voice only slightly scolding. “Do not speak out of turn.”

	“Permission to speak, Alpha?” Felicity asks.

	I glare at the female for her sultry tone, not that she bothers to look at me to see it.

	“No,” Romeo says. “Everlie, please
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