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      For the last several years, Brayden felt like an outcast amongst his friends.

      

      Since the day he saw a man shift into a wolf, he knew he no longer belonged in their circle. They were immersed in the paranormal world while he was away at college, living the life of an ordinary human.

      

      One night while he was walking home, he saw a dog in need of help. Turns out, it wasn’t a dog at all.

      

      Kandra was a wolf shifter on the run.

      

      She’d fled an abusive relationship, running from a male she once thought she could trust. As a lone wolf, she was free, but she was also slowly dying.

      

      Pack life wasn’t something Kandra wanted, and she never thought she’d trust another male. Yet, she trusted Brayden. In him, she found the opportunity to join a new pack—shifters who would be there when she needed them.

      

      But the past came calling, and they would take back what was theirs.

      

      Kandra’s life was in danger and Brayden would do whatever it took to keep his mate safe, including asking a vampire to bite him. His new life was extraordinary—because she was in it.

      

      With his vampire given powers, Brayden was ready to fight for the one he loved. Now all he had to do was find her.
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      Please note that this book contains the following: abuse, rape, and assault. If any of these are triggers for you, please proceed with caution.
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          BRAYDEN

        

      

    

    
      “What time did he say?” Grayson asks.

      “He didn’t,” I grumble.

      We’ve been without heat in our apartment for almost twenty-four hours. The space heaters don’t cut it when you have a three-bedroom place and only two tiny heaters.

      “This is ridiculous.” Gray stands and goes to his room. I hear his bag land on his bed then he’s pulling drawers open, no doubt shoving clothes into his duffle. He just got back today. We still have another week until classes start again. I can’t blame him for leaving. As for me, I’m toughing it out.

      Gray returns a few minutes later bundled in his thick winter coat with the duffle bag slung over his shoulder. “Come with me. We can hunker down at my parents’ place until we get word the heat is fixed.”

      “Nah.” I wave him off. “I’m okay here. I’ll huddle next to one of the heaters, and hopefully by morning, someone will be here to fix it.”

      “Dude, it’s twenty-five degrees out. The heat will only stay in this old place for so long. As it is, we’re in the upper fifties in here. You’re going to turn into an icicle. Come with me or else I’ll worry about you.”

      “Worse comes to worse, I’ll get in the car and head your way.”

      “That Passat of yours is on its last leg.”

      I chuckle. He’s not wrong. It probably needs thousands of dollars’ worth of work done on it. A poor college student can’t afford that.

      He steps closer. “Promise me you’ll come if there’s no heat in the morning.” I’m not sure how I lucked out with the two roommates I got, but they’re great.

      “I promise.”

      He nods. “Text me first thing in the morning or I’ll worry.”

      “I will.” I smile.

      Gray leaves and it’s just me, myself, and I again, like it was for most of the holiday break, which is fine by me. The only time I got away was for the annual Avynwood Pack Christmas Eve party. It was a lot of fun, but I didn’t breathe a sigh of relief until I got home. Sometimes those paranormals can be a bit much. Fortunately, I was given enough leftovers to last for a while. Unfortunately, they’re all gone and there’s minimal food in the fridge. Nothing to make a meal out of. Now I have to leave. The good part is that it’s not a whole lot colder outside than it is in. I won’t get the shock of cold air when I step outside.

      I stand and slip on my snow boots. There might not be a lot of the white stuff on the ground, but they’ll keep my feet warm. Winter in upstate New York is no joke.

      With my coat already wrapped around me and my boots firmly in place, I grab my wallet, keys, and phone before heading out the door. I’m also sure to switch off the space heathers. The last thing I want is to cause a fire.

      At the bottom of the stairs, I encounter our landlord—a seventy-five-year-old woman who’s a solid foot shorter than me—but will lay into anyone who treats her like she’s small and fragile.

      “Brayden,” she begins when she sees me. She’s bundled up in a thick sweater and a knit cap, which hides her grey hair. “I’m so sorry, dear. The man said he’d be here in about an hour. Apparently, he’s been running all day, servicing other places who’ve lost their heat as well. Are you warm enough up there with the space heaters? I could give you one of mine.”

      I smile. She has to be one of the nicest people I’ve ever met, even with all the fire in her. “I’m fine, Mrs. Rossini. I’m going to head out and grab something to eat. Do you want me to pick you up anything?”

      “No, thank you. I made a big pot of soup today for my husband. You’d think I never fed that man by the way he behaves when he’s eating.” She shakes her head then tightens her sweater. “Go on. Get out of here. Find someplace warm to eat.”

      “Fingers crossed we have heat when I get back.”

      “I’ll pray to every deity out there that we do.”

      She makes her way back into her apartment on the lower level of the small building, as I slip into the night. Snowflakes flutter around me as they lightly fall from the sky. Yup, it’s cold. Not awful. It could always be worse. The wind could be whipping, driving the temperature down even more. Luck is on my side in the fact that it’s calm out tonight.

      I walk four blocks to one of my favorite places to eat. It’s a little deli with some of the best sandwiches I’ve ever had.

      Turning, I pull the door open and step into the mom-and-pop place. There’s a long deli counter with meats, cheeses, and various salads behind the glass case. A guy is placing an order while a family and another man wait for their food to be ready. When it’s my turn, I order a Rueben: corned beef on rye with sauerkraut, Swiss cheese, and a homemade Thousand Island dressing that I swear could stand on its own. Normally, I take it to go but with the current heat situation at my apartment, I’m hunkering down in here. People watching is a good pastime, so I take a seat near the window and wait for my order to be ready.

      Since it’s a college town I live in, there are people on the streets even though it’s frigid out.

      I’m enraptured in the scene playing out in front of me through the window when my food arrives. From what I can gather, the couple broke up over him cheating on her. Her best friend was the one who caught them. At least this is what I hear from the times the door opens and I can catch snippets of their argument. That and when she gets really loud, I can hear her through the window.

      The guy finally realizes he has an audience after his now ex-girlfriend stomps off, leaving him alone. He glares at me through the glass. I simply wave and lift my sandwich in a thank for you for the entertainment kind of way.

      There was a time when I was afraid of getting my butt handed to me by someone bigger than me. I wasn’t severely bullied in high school, although I also wasn’t one of the popular kids either. The summer before college, I started working out to bulk up. Being around all the buff guys in the pack made me look puny.

      When I moved to New York, I found a local place that taught hand-to-hand combat. It’s run by a big wall of a guy who is ex-military and also happens to be a mage. I wasn’t supposed to find that out, but one day when Ari was visiting, she asked me to take her to the place I was working out at so she could learn a few new moves. One thing led to another and her eyes flashed green, causing the mage to go on the defensive. Benton is the only man in town who is aware of the paranormal world. At least that I know of. He told me he’s never met any other paranormals nearby.

      As I sit, stuffing my face, enjoying the heat in the deli, I don’t care how mad the guy outside is that I saw his breakup. In fact, he’s lucky I didn’t record the show they put on. If he makes one move toward me in an aggressive way, I’ll take him down. And if for some reason he brings his buddies back for another fight, I’ll bring a pack of wolf shifters.

      All right, so what if I’m daydreaming about fighting someone and having my friends in the pack show up like a hurricane of hate? I have time to kill and an overactive imagination.

      Darcy, one of the people who works at the deli, comes over once the evening crowd has thinned. Her long, vibrant purple hair is pulled up in a ponytail and her makeup is light, only accentuating her natural beauty. Dark jeans rest low on her hips and the shirt she wears for work with the deli logo on it fits snugly. We had a fling. Once. All right, it was twice, but after that we decided friends was best. There’s no spark between us. We were just scratching an itch.

      “You usually don’t hang out here on Friday nights,” she says. “What gives?”

      “No heat. Been out all day. I got tired of freezing.”

      Darcy frowns. “Come crash at my place tonight.”

      “Thanks for the offer, but I’ll be fine.”

      She rolls her eyes. “I’m not going to pounce on you while you sleep, Bray. Been there, done that, got the T-shirt with a wolf on it as a memento.”

      I smile. “That was a joke gift from Ariane and you know it.” Not only is there a wolf on it, but it says “Property of the Avynwood Pack” as well. It was a shirt Lealla had made up for her readers. All Darcy knows is that my best friend is a book lover and is married to one of the cover models. Darcy isn’t much of a reader, so it was more about taking my shirt because it was soft and big, rather than what’s printed on it.

      “I used to wear that shirt to sleep,” I tell her.

      “And now I do.” She beams. “You’re not getting it back. It’s at that point in its life where it’s starting to get tiny holes and has become the most comfortable shirt in existence, but I’m afraid to wear it anywhere for fear it will snag on something and rip right up the side. I need to preserve it for as long as I can. You can’t buy that kind of comfort.”

      “I wonder about you sometimes.”

      She winks. “Offer still stands, though. I have a couch you can crash on.”

      “I’ll be okay. The repairman is supposed to be there any minute. Hopefully, my place will be nice and warm when I return.” I seriously doubt it will be, but one can hope.

      I stay a little while longer and fight every urge to lick the plate clean of the dressing. With a tip on the table, I bundle up for the trek home. Time to brave the great outdoors. I’m grateful for the money my parents give me to survive on.

      Three steps down the sidewalk and I hear laughing and cheering. Curiosity gets the better of me, so I walk toward the sound. Between two buildings, I find a group of three teenagers hovering over a large dog. Its eyes are narrow slits and its teeth are bared, however it’s not trying to bite them. They’re teasing it.

      One pours something on the dog, which looks like a malamute mix from the poor lighting shining in there, while the other uses a bright flash to take pictures. One of them kicks the animal. It’s dark out but the flash lights up everything, telling me what I need to know. That dog is scared and being abused. This has to stop.

      I walk fast down the alley, stopping only feet away. “Hey! Get out of here! Leave that dog alone!”

      All three guys turn, and it’s then I realize they aren’t teenagers. No, they are in their early twenties or so and not skinny and scrawny from what I can tell. They focus on me as the dog pushes backward until it’s cornered between a dumpster and the exterior wall of the building.

      “What are you going to do about it?” one of them asks. This is going to be fun. While I wouldn’t feel right about fighting a teenager, grown men are a whole other story.

      “You don’t know who you’re trying to fight,” I reply. “I don’t want to do this.” I’m totally lying. I so want to fight them. My blood starts pumping through my veins as adrenaline courses within me.

      The middle guy looks to those on either side of him and scoffs, “Like you could take all three of us.” Sure, coats cover up how big each of us really are. However, size isn’t the only thing that matters.

      “Do you really want to find out?”

      The jerk with the bottle of what I think is water, he was pouring on the dog, throws it to the ground and stalks toward me, while pushing up the sleeves of his coat. He’s not a small guy but I have at least two inches and some pounds on him. Yeah, this is going to be entertaining to say the least.

      The guy steps up and swings first, but he misses as I duck away, easily dodging him. Then I land an uppercut to his kidney as he turns from the poorly executed punch. He buckles from the single shot I give him.

      The second guy comes at me. At least he has a little more finesse. Or he thinks he does, rather. He tries to get me in a headlock, but I twist, turning the tables on him and pin him to the dirty, cold ground in a matter of seconds. I pull his arm behind his back hard. Not enough to break it but enough to hurt.

      Guy number three hears his friend cry out in pain and ends up running the other way before I can fight him. Coward.

      “Stay down,” I growl at the guy on the ground; then shove off of him with a final push to his back.

      With slow, measured steps, I make my way over to the dog who tries to disappear, which is next to impossible given where its backed into. The dog growls low as I hear the guys scurry off.

      “I’m not going to hurt you,” I say gently to the dog, as I move closer. “I just want to see if you have a collar so I can call your owner.”

      Three steps away and it’s then the dog looks up at me with its eyes fully open. Emerald green eyes glow brightly in the dark of the alleyway. My breathing stutters while my heart beats faster. This isn’t a dog.
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      If it were possible, I’d make a hole in the wall of the building behind me and flee through it. This isn’t what I wanted to get myself into tonight. But when did it matter what I wanted? Once I relent to my wolf, she takes over. Tonight, she was looking for food. There wasn’t much in the surrounding wooded area since it’s winter and a lot of animals hide for the night. So she went into town and was going to rummage through a dumpster. Not the most glamorous life but beggars can’t be choosers.

      What I don’t think either of us expected was some males to corner us like they did. Maybe if my wolf weren’t so weak she would have put up a better fight. But being beaten and stripped down to nothing will do that to any living creature. It wasn’t only my body that was abused, but my mind, too.

      “I’m not going to hurt you,” the male who fought off the attackers says as he approaches. Yeah, we’ve heard that before.

      My wolf bares her teeth and sets him in her sights as recognition flashes on the male’s face. Guess he knows about the paranormal world. That makes him even more dangerous.

      He looks around, checking to see if anyone else is near. “I get it. You’re scared but I’m not going to harm you. I promise.” He crouches down in front of us. Not a smart move when you have a wolf backed into a corner. Whatever. His funeral. “My best friends are in the paranormal world,” he says quietly. “My one friend is an alpha wolf. Her mate is an alpha as well. My other friend is mated to a wolf. You’re safe with me.” My wolf doesn’t move. Just sits with her lips peeled back as she watches him for any hint of movement in our direction. “Come back to my place with me. I have the apartment to myself.” Oh, no. No way are we going anywhere with this male. We may be young, but we have enough experience with males to know what we should and should not do.

      I wasn’t the only one who was abused. My wolf was, too. What one of us feels, the other does. It didn’t matter what form we were in. Being hit, kicked, verbally assaulted, it hurts.

      The male watches me and even in the dark, I can make out the sincerity in his dark eyes. Too bad I’ve been fooled before. He can look as kind as he wants. It doesn’t mean we’re going to fall for it.

      “What if I asked my friend to come? She can shift and show you I’m telling the truth.”

      My wolf growls low. The last thing we want is an alpha here to try and bring me to their pack. To try and make us do things we don’t want to. My wolf and I are on the same page there. We don’t want a pack. We don’t want anyone. All we need is some food, then we can be on our way.

      The male slowly stands and steps back a few paces. He walks to the end of the alleyway and looks to his left then right. “There’s no one coming. You can get up now. Those guys are gone.” He might have been the one to scare them off, but that doesn’t make his intentions pure.

      We need to get out of here. Of course, my wolf had to pick the alley without an outlet on the other end. Our option is to stay here for the rest of the night and risk someone else finding us, or following whoever this is out of here and run for it.

      My wolf slowly stands, making the decision for me. She strides forward cautiously, her legs shaking given the lack of food in our system. No amount of shifting can heal the hunger or gain back the weight we’ve lost.

      “Walk by my side,” he says quietly. “You’re a small enough wolf that I could pass you off as a big dog.”

      My wolf growls again. He should know better than to insult a shifter. We’re nothing like a common dog.

      “I didn’t mean it in a bad way,” he says, defending his words. “Just that you’re not the same size as the wolves I’m used to.”

      Deciding to stick to his side until we’re in a safe place to flee, my wolf keeps pace with him while he continues to talk.

      “Ariane, that’s my friend who’s an alpha,” he begins, “she just adopted this wolf pup and she’s the tiniest thing, but also the cutest little girl I’ve ever seen. I’m trying to say that I understand how wolves and other shifters come in all sizes. It doesn’t mean anything. Just like it doesn’t for humans. If we were all built the same, it would be boring. Variety is a good thing.

      “Hey, do you want me to stop and get you coffee or something else? I could go back to the deli and grab you a sandwich. I should have thought of that before we started walking away. I bet you’re starving. Unless you prefer to hunt for your food.” He takes a breath and exhales before continuing his rambling. At least he fills the silence while my wolf scans the surrounding area as we move. “I don’t usually talk this much. Must be something about you. Not you specifically, but the fact I’m walking down the street with a wolf by my side, and I’m not even sure you won’t try to kill me once we’re off the street. You could, for all I know. This probably wasn’t the smartest thing I’ve ever done. Who takes in a wolf shifter they don’t know? I’m not sure if you’re a guy or a girl.” He peers down at me as we continue our walk, as if he could tell by looking at my wolf’s back or head.

      I’ve never met someone who talked so much. Is this normal? It could be because he’s lonely and hasn’t had someone to talk to in a while. That feeling is all too familiar. Then again, we are in a college town as far as I can tell. I doubt there is a lack of good conversation. Seemed to be busy earlier, even though it’s cold out. People here are probably used to the temperatures in winter.

      My wolf sways slightly as she walks. Luckily, she’s able to right herself before the male notices.

      “We’re almost there. My apartment is a decent size, but when my roommates are home, it’s like the space isn’t nearly big enough for all three of us. At least we get along well. But you don’t have to worry about them. I’m Brayden, by the way. I forgot to introduce myself. Maybe when you shift you can tell me your name. Hopefully the heat is fixed when we get to the apartment. It’s been out and I’ve been freezing my…” He pauses for a second and thanks to the overhead streetlight, I notice a slight blush rising to his cheeks. “Sorry, I shouldn’t talk like that. I wouldn’t want to offend you.” Who is this male, and why is he so nice and considerate?

      Of course, I can think all these thoughts now, but if I were in my human form and talking to him one-on-one, I’d barely utter a word. I’d be incredibly shy in front of him. And reserved. I don’t care how nice he’s being. In the world I’ve lived in, nice can be very deceiving.

      A part of me is saying to run now. That if I don’t, I might never get away. But the other part is saying that food and a place to sleep doesn’t sound like a bad idea, given how we feel.

      No, I can’t think like that and neither can my wolf. We don’t want to get trapped in some random male’s apartment where we could be beaten or worse. Wait, what if this male is a paranormal and not letting it show? He could be for all I know. Although, if I go with my gut, I don’t think he is.

      Two more steps and my wolf’s right front paw folds underneath her leg. She stumbles, falling to the cold, hard cement of the sidewalk.

      The male’s steps falter and then he’s back beside me. “Are you okay?” He reaches out, but my wolf instinctively recoils. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t touch you. But you fell and you’re shaking. It’s much too cold out here, even for a wolf with a thick coat. We have to get you inside. I might not have heat, however it’s still better than the bitter chill of the air out here. Plus, I have a couple space heaters.”

      My wolf stands again, however, this time is unable to stay that way for long. She lists to the side and her body meets the icy snow to the right of the sidewalk with a hard thud. Black begins to encroach on our vision and the last thing we see is the male’s face again as he whispers gentle words of comfort.
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        * * *

      

      Warmth. So much warmth. It’s like we’re lying on a beach and the sun is heating every part of my wolf’s fur.

      I slowly come awake, and fight it just a little, because this state I’m currently in, it’s bliss. I’m content and so comfortable. But then a memory starts to surface.

      The alleyway. Those awful males. Then another male. Walking to his apartment. Falling in the snow. Oh, no.

      Quickly, I come to full attention, even if my wolf is more than content to lie on the floor and not move.

      “Get up!” I yell at her. “Move!” She groans and rolls over. This freaking animal!

      I nudge her inside, trying to push my way to the surface until she finally opens her eyes so I can take in our surroundings. There’s a couch in front of us but we’re on the floor. Something is heating our back. And there’s a sound… a soft snore. What the?

      My wolf lifts her head and gives me a view of the male who was walking down the street with us. He’s snoring ever so lightly on the couch, curled up in the fetal position with a thin blanket on him as he shivers. That doesn’t make sense. Why is he so cold while we feel like we’re in front of a fire?

      Rolling again, my wolf comes face-to-face with a space heater. I also notice the blankets under us and another over us.

      Hold on a second. So we’re nice and warm, with multiple blankets and a space heater, while the male who brought us here is curled in a ball, freezing? That’s not how this should go. He’s giving us all the warmth while he’s cold. What kind of male is he? Is he lulling us into his good graces? Maybe that’s how he finds females. Gets them to come home with him. Shows them this kind, caring side, then when they’re finally comfortable, the real him comes out. He shows his true colors. No one wants that.

      I nudge my wolf again, trying to get her to move, but she refuses. This is ridiculous. We can’t lie here all night. Who knows if someone else is on their way over here so they can attack us? We have to go. We have to get out of here before we’re hurt again.

      My wolf, however, doesn’t think I have the right idea. She won’t let me shift, no matter how hard I push.

      There’s nothing left for me to do. I’m still weak. I don’t think he fed us. I can’t fight my wolf. Once she’s in charge, she has to want to let me take over. We usually get along pretty well and I can shift when I need to, but this time, she isn’t having it.

      How can she be like this? Doesn’t she remember what it was like with Connor?

      The abuse we suffered not only by him but also by his whole pack was awful. The way they used to degrade males and females. How they treated each and every one of us like we were their servants. At least I got out alive. The few in the pack, who were mated, they had no hope of leaving. I didn’t think I did either, even though I was lucky enough that none of them was my mate. That didn’t stop the abuse. That didn’t stop the rape.

      It was my wolf’s sheer will to survive that got us out of there. And she did it while taking two of Connor’s fingers with her.

      I’m surprised she didn’t kill him. Though, my wolf was never one for violence. Yes, it’s bred into shifters to protect and defend. But once anyone has seen all we have, you tend to get away from any form of violence any way you can. I don’t like seeing anyone hurt. Ever. I blame Connor and the way he ran his pack, but that doesn’t mean I want to see his throat slit.

      There were four of us females. Four of us to serve him and only him. Though on certain nights, he’d lend us out to other males in the pack. If we tried to fight them off, it only made them want us more. Everything became rougher. They thought we preferred it that way.

      I internally shake myself to try and rid my mind of those thoughts. However, it seems like they are always with me. Always waiting to resurface. To remind me of what we’ve been through and never want to witness or experience again.
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          BRAYDEN

        

      

    

    
      “You need to slow down. You’re talking too fast.”

      “I can’t! She’s gone!” The panic leaching into my voice is nothing I can restrain. “She was here when I went to sleep and when I woke up, gone.”

      “Bray, who are you talking about?” Ariane asks over the phone.

      “I don’t know her name. Or even if she was a she for that matter. I’m just guessing.”

      “Listen, if this is one of your random hookups, I’m not sure I want to know about it. Sometimes people sneak out in the morning since they don’t want to face who they spent the night with.”

      “That’s not what happened,” I growl out the words.

      “Then you have to give me more details because I can’t follow this string of conversation. All I know is that there was a person there when you went to sleep and now they’re gone.”

      “They weren’t a regular person. They were a wolf shifter.”

      “Say what now?”

      I groan and run my hand through my hair. I knew calling Ari would lead to this conversation. “Last night, I ran out to pick up dinner. On my way back, I found these jerks in an alleyway torturing a dog. Only it wasn’t a dog. It was a shifter. I scared them off, then brought him or her home with me.”

      “Hold on. Humans were attacking a shifter and the shifter didn’t hurt them?”

      “No, the wolf was weak.”

      “So you brought a strange shifter into your apartment? They could have killed you, Bray! Why didn’t you call Paige or me? We could have been there. Well, not Paige but Wake could have or me and Rion. You can’t let strange paranormals into your apartment, no matter how weak you think they are!”

      “Oh, so an ordinary human is fine?”

      “You know there’s no comparison, so stop trying to play that card.” She’s right. I can take most humans and even a few paranormals. Bringing a strange human home is no big deal. A shifter? Well, Ari is right.

      Something inside made me want to protect them and make sure they were okay. But then I woke up with the blankets covering me and the heat in this place finally working. Only the shifter was gone. No note. No number. Nothing. They took the time to cover me up but didn’t have the decency to wait until I was awake to bolt. They probably thought I was trying to trap them. You’d have thought they’d learned something last night. That I wasn’t here to harm them. But nope. I woke up alone. Again. Story of my life. Not like I was trying to get with the shifter in that way, but it would have been nice to have a paranormal friend here besides Benton.

      “Bray, are you still there?”

      “Yeah, sorry. Zoned out.” All the fight has
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