
	What you are doesn’t matter. Who you are does.

	 

	 

	Even after seeing Luke find his mate, Nathan isn’t sure he has one. They were engineered in the same lab and spent the first years of their lives together, but they’re different, and Nathan knows it might mean there’s no one out there for him. But even if there is, he’s only nineteen, too young for any kind of serious relationship, even though his best friends are both happy with their mates.

	Felix is half-demon, and he doesn’t have a mate. It’s not like he wants one, but he wishes his mother would stop throwing full-blooded demons at him in the hopes he’ll pick one and marry him. He’s not sure why she’s doing it, but he’s had just about enough.

	When Felix and Nathan meet, Felix is elated—and Nathan runs. Their relationship isn’t the only thing they have to learn to navigate, though. Felix’s mother is still trying to get him to marry a demon, and there’s a new drug in town, one that has a devastating effect on shifters. Can they make it, or will the pressures on their budding relationship be the end?
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Nathan huffed and checked his hair in the rearview mirror of his car. The fact that he was at the club alone didn’t mean he had to look sloppy. He might not have found his mate like Hugo and Sterling had, but he still could. Every night was good to meet his mate, right? And who knew, his mate might like to dance as much as he did.

	Besides, it wasn’t like Nathan actually wanted to meet his mate. He was only nineteen, and while neither Hugo nor Sterling were much older than he was, their situations were different. Hugo was a dad, while Sterling had just lost his parents and was acting like a parent for his siblings. They’d both needed to meet their mates, so they had.

	Nathan didn’t need to. He was okay on his own. Hell, he didn’t even think he had a mate. Luke might have found his, but even though they’d been made in the same lab, they weren’t the same. Their genes had been manipulated in similar ways, but Nathan had always been softer, less prone to violence. That meant they were different, which in turn meant Nathan might not have anyone waiting to meet him out there. And that was fine with him—most of the time.

	Shaking his head, he redid his eyeliner, just to be on the safe side, and finally left his car. He made his way toward the club, smiling at the sound of the music he could hear even from outside. It was like the walls were bouncing, calling out to him. He was going to have fun. He might not usually go dancing alone, but he could. He wouldn’t be in danger. He didn’t have to worry.

	He snorted softly, wondering who he thought he was fooling. Of course he was worried. He might be stronger than most of the people inside the club, but that didn’t mean someone couldn’t get the drop on him. He’d be careful, though, and this club was safe enough. He’d never heard of anything weird happening there.

	He grinned at the bouncer when he got at the door. Ray rolled his eyes and waved Nathan forward. Nathan ignored the protests of the people waiting in line and sauntered ahead, stopping next to Ray to give him a kiss on the cheek. Ray laughed and pushed him away. “Stop that. You’re going to make my boyfriend jealous.”

	Nathan arched a brow. “Boyfriend, huh? Don’t you mean flavor of the week?”

	“None of your business. Where are your sidekicks tonight?”

	And there went Nathan’s good mood. “At home, I guess. With their mates and their family.”

	“I see I touched a nerve. Go on, Nate. Get something to drink and try to forget about your sorrows.”

	Nathan rolled his eyes. “Sorrows? Please. As if I’d want to be stuck with someone at my age.”

	“Whatever you say.”

	Nathan decided it would be safer for his sanity to leave Ray to his job. He slipped into the club, relaxing at the familiar sights, smells, and sounds. Hugo and Sterling might not be with him, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t enjoy himself. He’d dance for a bit, maybe find someone to fuck in the bathroom, then he’d go home and sleep. And tomorrow he’d meet up with his best friends for brunch and hopefully have a lot to tease them with. He doubted they missed sex with strangers, since they both lived with their mates, but Nathan was pretty sure there was a big difference between having sex with your mate and having sex with a guy you just met. Something told him that doing it with your mate would be better, but he didn’t want to think about that too deeply, so he pushed away those thoughts and went to get himself a drink.

	He could feel eyes on him as he moved toward the bar, and he smiled at himself. Yep, this was the life. Who wanted to be stuck at home with a baby on a Saturday night, right?

	He downed his drink, smiled at the bartender, then finally turned to take a look at what the night offered. The club was full, bodies writhing and humping each other everywhere, the darkness giving them enough leeway that Nathan was pretty sure a few of them were actually fucking. Not that he cared. He wasn’t one for exhibitionism, but if that was what rocked people’s world, then who was he to say anything?

	It was time to dance.

	Nathan stepped onto the dancefloor, moving his hips and his arms to the rhythm of the song playing. It was easy to forget about Hugo and Sterling being disgustingly happy—and Nathan being disgustingly jealous of them. He hated himself for even feeling that. Sterling had just lost his parents, for fuck’s sake, and Hugo was a dad at twenty. What was there to be jealous of? So Nathan stopped thinking about it and focused on his body, and on the bodies around him.

	He smiled when an arm wrapped around his waist from behind. He pressed back and tilted his head to look, his smile widening at the sight that greeted him. The man—shifter, he smelled like a shifter, although Nathan wasn’t sure what kind—was taller than Nathan, his body almost dwarfing Nathan’s, mostly because of how large his shoulders were. His hair was short and spiky, and Nathan could see a tattoo peeking from the open collar of his shirt.

	They danced together for a while, but Nathan wanted more. He wanted to lose himself in this guy, to forget about everything else for a while. He wasn’t surprised when the guy leaned closer and nipped at his ear, asking him, “Want to go to the bathroom?”

	“Oh, yeah.” Maybe a good fuck would make Nathan’s worries go away.

	The guy grabbed Nathan’s wrist as if afraid Nathan would run away and dragged him toward the bathroom. Nathan didn’t much like the caveman behavior, but he wasn’t going to see this man again after fucking him, so he ignored it. What was harder to ignore was the little baggie of white powder the guy took out of his jeans pocket once they were in the harshly lit bathroom.

	“Want some?” he asked.

	Nathan wrinkled his nose. “What is it?”

	The guy rolled his eyes. “What does it look like?”

	“I don’t know. What I do know is that human drugs don’t work on us.”

	“But this isn’t a human drug. So, want some? It’ll make our fuck even better.”

	“Nope. I don’t mind if you take some, though.” Nathan was never going to touch any kind of drug with a ten-foot pole, but he wasn’t one to tell other people what they could or couldn’t do, especially when he barely knew them.

	The guy shrugged and did a line of whatever the drug was. Nathan looked away until the guy grabbed his chin and made him turn. He grinned at Nathan. “What’re you gonna do to me, then? Suck me?”

	Nathan licked his lips. “You have a condom?” There was no way he was sucking off a guy he didn’t know without one.

	“Yeah.” The guy took a condom out of his pocket and handed it over. Then he opened his jeans, and Nathan dropped to his knees. The guy was already hard, and Nathan rolled the condom down his length. He jacked him a few times, then licked the tip of his cock. He didn’t particularly enjoy the taste of latex, but he focused on what he was doing, licking the condom up and down, then sucking on the head of the guy’s cock. The guy groaned and slid a hand into Nathan’s hair. Nathan hoped he wasn’t going to try to fuck his mouth. He didn’t mind it with his boyfriends, but he hated when guys he didn’t know thought they could order him around just because he was small.

	The guy groaned, his fingers tightening into Nathan’s hair. “That...”

	Nathan sucked harder. He wanted to come, too, so the sooner he was done with this, the sooner it would happen.

	That was when things started going wrong, though.

	The guy’s body went ramrod straight. Nathan looked up, wondering if the guy really was that sensitive, but instead of looking like he was enjoying himself, the guys’ expression was twisted. Nathan moved away when the guy’s mouth started foaming. “What the fuck? Are you okay?”

	The guy gurgled. He slowly slid down the wall he’d been leaning against. Nathan helped him sit on the floor, then took his phone out of his pocket and dialed 9-1-1.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Felix leaned back in his chair and resisted the urge to pat his stomach. He wasn’t quite comfortable doing that kind of thing in front of Josh yet. “That was delicious,” he said.

	Josh’s cheeks flushed. “Thank you. It was nothing special, though.”

	“I beg to differ.”

	Brian grinned and took his mate’s hand. “He’s right. It was delicious. You need to learn to accept compliments, love.”

	Felix looked away when Brian leaned toward Josh. He wasn’t jealous of them, not anymore. He’d never really been, even though he and Brian had gone out for coffee once. Things hadn’t gone further than that because Brian had been in love with Josh even back then, but Felix had wanted them to. He liked Brian, and he knew he could have fallen in love with him, given the opportunity. Of course it was better that he hadn’t, since Brian was head over heels in love with his mate, but still. Felix mourned the loss, which was ridiculous, because the world was full of available men. He just wasn’t sure there was anyone like Brian out there.

	Brian was a good man and a great vet. He was sweet and gentle with the animals, and it was obvious he cared for them. Felix realized he’d built up what he knew about Brian, though. There was no way the man was really as great as Felix thought, and even if he was, well, he was mated.

	“What’s wrong?” Josh asked.

	Felix hadn’t noticed the two other men had stopped kissing each other. “Nothing.”

	Josh arched a brow, but he didn’t push. Brian did, though. “You’re lying. You can tell us to fuck off if you don’t want to talk about it, but don’t lie, please.”

	Felix raised his hands. “I’m just jealous.”

	Josh looked down, and Brian grimaced.

	“Not the way you think,” Felix said, realizing how his words sounded. “I just wish I had what the two of you have. That’s all. I’m not coveting Brian or anything, so don’t worry about that. I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t want to be your friend.”

	Felix had never been happier that his phone chose that moment to ring. He excused himself from the table, already regretting being so honest, even though Brian and Josh were his friends. He didn’t have many of those in Gillham, not yet, and he didn’t think he’d make many. He just wasn’t a people person, to his mother’s dismay.

	And of course, she was the one calling him.

	He slipped onto the balcony and answered even though he didn’t want to. “Mom.”

	“Felix! I’m not disturbing you, am I?”

	“No, don’t worry.”

	“Are you home?”

	Felix didn’t want to answer that, but he knew better than to be vague. His mom would prod and poke until he told her everything she wanted to know. “No. I’m having dinner with friends.”

	“Friends? Do you finally have a boyfriend, Felix? Is he a demon?”

	Felix sighed. “No, I don’t have a boyfriend. I said friends, Mom.”

	“Are you sure? I understand if you don’t want to tell me yet. It’s pretty new, right?”

	“Mom, I said I don’t have a boyfriend. I’m not lying. I’m having dinner with friends. A couple of friends.” Jesus. Could his mother be any more obvious? He knew she wanted him to be happy, but he hated that she thought she knew what it would take to make that happen.

	“Oh. All right. I’m sorry. It’s just been so long since you’ve been with anyone seriously. Tell me, then. Are there many single demons in that little town of yours?”

	Felix had noticed at least a few demons around, but he wasn’t about to tell her that. He didn’t know the guys, and he’d never talked to them, so he had no idea if they were single, and he wasn’t going to ask. It might be nice to have demon friends, but Felix didn’t want that to be the only thing they had in common. “I don’t know, Mom.”

	“Why not? You have to make more friends, Felix. You’ve always been so lonely.”

	“I’m not lonely. I like being alone. And I don’t care if my friends are demons or not. I already have a few, and more will come. I don’t want to push this.”

	Felix’s mother sighed. “Felix, I don’t care who your friends are, but you won’t find yourself a demon husband if you don’t talk to other demons.”

	“Maybe I don’t want a demon husband.” What Felix wanted was a mate, but he didn’t know if there was one for him out there. Demons didn’t have mates. He might be a shifter’s mate, but there was no way for him to know that.

	Even if he wasn’t, he wanted love, and he didn’t care if that meant he found it with someone who wasn’t a demon. His mother didn’t share that opinion, though.

	She tsked. “Oh, Felix. You know that’s not true. Being a demon is part of who you are, and that part needs another demon to be fulfilled.”

	Felix didn’t want to fight with his mother, especially not while he was at Brian and Josh’s house. Besides, he and his mother had already had this conversation, and he never won. He might as well blow her off and ignore that they’d talked about it again until she introduced him to the next guy who would be just perfect for Felix. Her words, never his. “I need to go. My friends are waiting for me.”

	“All right. Call me tomorrow? I know a few people who might be interested in meeting you.”

	There it was. “Sure, Mom.” He’d call her, mostly because if he didn’t, she would, and he’d never hear the end of it. He wasn’t looking forward to it, though.

	He was weary when he went back inside. Brian and Josh were murmuring to each other, their heads close. They both looked up when Felix walked in, and Josh asked, “Everything okay?”

	Felix flopped into his chair and put his phone on the table. “I’ve been better. Nothing bad, don’t worry. Just my mother.”

	Josh and Brian looked at each other. Brian said, “Well, I know neither Josh nor I have much experience with mothers, but we’re still here if you want to talk about it.”

	Felix would rather not, but he knew friendship went two ways. If he never opened up to Josh and Brian, they wouldn’t really be friends. They wouldn’t really know him. “She’s just very insistent on me finding a husband. Well, not any husband, I guess. She wants me to marry a demon so she’ll be allowed back into their realm.”

	Brian and Josh both blinked, but it was Josh who asked, “Wait, your mother is a demon?”

	“Yes.”

	“What about your father?”

	“He’s human.”

	“That means you’re half demon.”

	“I am.”

	“And you didn’t think to tell us before?”

	Felix bit his lower lip. “I didn’t think it would matter.”

	“You’re right, it doesn’t. It just seems like something big to hide, you know. Like if I hadn’t told you I’m a Labrador shifter.”

	“I’m sorry.”

	Josh waved Felix’s words away. “Doesn’t matter. Why can’t your mother go back to the demon realm?”

	“Because she married a human. It’s not forbidden, per se, but it’s frowned upon, and it was even worse when she and my father met. Her father had forbidden her from going back. No one stood up for her.”

	“How would you getting married to a demon change that, though?”

	“I’m not sure it would. But since one of the reasons marrying humans or any other kind of people is the dilution of demon blood, she probably thinks that having me—a half demon—marry a full-blooded one will help. Honestly, I’m not sure why she thinks that, and I don’t care. I get that she wants to go home, but it doesn’t have anything to do with me, you know? Apart from the fact that she’s trying to use me this way.”

	“And she’s trying to force you into a marriage you don’t want?”

	“Not force, no. I’d say she’s pushing strongly, though. She had high hopes when I told her I was moving here because of the number of paranormal people who live in town, but I haven’t even tried to meet other demons, and she’s not happy with how long it’s taking me.”

	Josh leaned back in his chair and looked at Brian. “Well, damn. Maybe the fact that we don’t have mothers is a good thing after all.”

	Brian frowned. “You do have a mother, Josh.”

	“And I don’t want to talk about it. Let’s eat dessert, shall we?”

	Felix was all for going back to food and not talking, so he nodded.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Nathan’s hands shook as he hovered them over the guy he’d been sucking off only minutes before. He’d called 9-1-1, but he didn’t know what else to do. He could tell the guy was probably OD-ing, but he had no idea how to help him. He hadn’t even known it was possible for shifters to OD. Human drugs didn’t have much of an effect on shifters, and those that did only had a mild one. What was happening made no sense.

	“What do I do?” he asked, but no one was there to answer him. He could still hear the 9-1-1 person talking, but she was just asking what was going on.

	Nathan had never been so glad to see Ray than when Ray walked into the bathroom. His eyes went wide when he saw the scene in front of him, but he didn’t hesitate. He knelt next to Nathan. “What happened?”

	“He took something. I already called nine-one-one.”

	“Good. You need to stick around, but you should probably step away. Go wait by the wall. Call your family, too. You’ll need them.”

	Nathan wallowed. “I should help.”

	Ray patted his shoulder. “You already did. I’ve been through this before. I know what I’m doing. Go, Nathan. You don’t need to see this.”

	Nathan wasn’t going to wait for Ray to repeat himself. He wished he could run as far away as possible, but since he had to stay around, he moved against the opposite wall. He didn’t look at Ray. He didn’t want to see what Ray was doing.

	Nathan only relaxed when the EMTs arrived, but even then he was so tense he felt he was going to break any second. Ray was right—he needed his dads. He hung up with 9-1-1 after telling the woman that the EMTs were there and dialed his dad’s number from memory.

	It rang a long time before anyone answered. “Nathan?”

	Nathan’s knees went weak. “Dad? I need you.”

	His father’s voice was stronger and more awake when he asked, “What happened? Where are you? Are you okay?”

	“I’m fine. I’m at a club. I—the guy I was with OD-ed, Dad.”

	“Text me the address. We’ll be right there.”

	Nathan was going to have to hang up to do that, and he didn’t want to. He forced himself, though, and quickly texted his father. When he looked up, Luke
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