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For shy people everywhere: You have the
courage to socialize at events, put yourself out there at work, and
make friends. Despite how uncomfortable you are on the inside, on
the outside you make it look easy.
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Chapter One

 


In AD 452, the Blood Coven, led by the
warlock known as the Cambion from Wales, divided the world into
three realms: Scath, Darque, and Earth. Such was necessary to avert
the doom of humankind.

 


Scath, Present Day

 


Chloe owned a bookstore in North Shelters,
thanks to her grandmother. The money to buy her dream was due to
her nana’s good luck to have survived longer than her mate, Chloe’s
grandfather, who was a sonofabitch. Like her father. Like most of
the males in her pack.

With her inheritance, Chloe bought the
little store, stocked it with reading materials, and set up a
coffee shop and bakery as add-ons. She was proud of her
accomplishments.

Today, the day when new books arrived, was
her favorite time of the month. Shelving them was a task she
reserved for herself. Picking up a new romance from her cart, she
flipped it over to scan the blurb on the back. The author’s
descriptions, plots, and love scenes were imaginative, inspiring,
and often eye-opening. Especially since Chloe lived her love life
through the novels she read.

But this author was a favorite, and because
she was an Aeternal living in Covenkirk on Scath, Chloe had invited
her to give a talk. That afternoon, the store had been packed with
females, all anxious to meet the romance author. Coffee and baked
goods sold out. While book sales soared, so did Chloe’s heart with
the writer’s recitation of steamy passages.

Chloe squeezed the novel into its place on
the shelf as she listened to the sounds in her shop. A shifter
couple was picking out a book of poetry. Her clerk, Adah, was
discussing the latest mystery release with a customer. Two young
females giggled over a magazine.

Running a finger along the spine of the
shelved book, Chloe recalled her youthful daydreams when she’d
wished life were similar to a romance novel. A handsome shifter
would wander into her life, some perfect meet-cute. They’d flirt.
He’d do most of the talking because she was shy, but he would like
that about her. He’d ask her out for … for what? An ice cream down
the street…

“Chloe? Chloe, what do you think?”

Her attention shifted to Adah, who was
tapping her shoulder. “About what?”

“About Magda’s new haircut?”

“I haven’t seen it.” Taking her mind off the
book, she eyed the familiar shopper. “Turn around.”

Though a bit older, Magda was a member of
Chloe’s lynx pack, as was her clerk, Adah.

When the customer spun on a heel and fluffed
her hair with a hand, Chloe oohed and aahed. “It’s wonderful,
Magda. It’s you. Young. Carefree. Kittenish.”

“Young, carefree, kittenish. Shit. My pa is
planning for me to mate that sloppy, drunken male who lives down in
the hollow. After the ceremony, he’ll be the only sex I have for
the rest of my life.”

“Oh,” said Adah. “You’ve been deflowered,
haven’t you?” She snickered behind her hand.

Chloe’s eyes went wide, and her gaze bounced
around the store as if someone might be spying on them. “Don’t say
that even if you use silly, antiquated terminology. You’ll be
punished, possibly stoned or whipped. You know our pack’s beliefs
about females coming to their matings as virgins.”

“I do know,” said Adah. “That’s why I hoped
Magda had lost her … um … innocence before she was bound to a jerk.
Besides only single females who flaunt their un-virgined condition
get punished.”

“Of course I’ve had sex. What about you?”
Magda asked Adah.

“What do you think? My daddy’s gonna mate me
off to some selfish, burly lynx shifter who’ll get himself off, but
not me. I wanted to know pleasure before I was chained to some
asshole.”

“Your turn to confess, Chloe,” said
Magda.

Chloe felt her cheeks grow red hot. She
stammered, “Uh… Uh.”

“That’s code,” said Adah, “for she’s a
virgin. Poor dear.”

“Adah, I don’t think we should be talking
about this. Anyone could come in.” Chloe returned to her book cart
and a comfortable task while Adah totaled Magda’s purchases.

The bell over the door rang, announcing a
customer.

****

Mix had no idea what he was doing, but one
of his frerons had suggested a book as an excellent gift for
a kid. So here he was in the Book Stop and Coffee Pot after a long
day, the bell above the door announcing his arrival.

When a female charged from behind the
counter to assist him, his gaze pinged around the store to take in
all the shelves. “I’ll browse for a while.” He waved her off.

“Okay.” She smiled and ran her hands down
her snug sweater, a sure sign of interest. She was a pretty little
thing, a lynx shifter. Not his taste, though. He was a mixling,
part mountain lion, part wolf, all rough and rowdy. Mix liked his
females a bit sturdier. Taller. And buxom. With a squeezable
ass.

He strolled around the store, eying the
shelves, noticing that sections were marked. He spied science
fiction, biography, and horror. He didn’t figure the birthday kid
could read. So those books were out. The romance section was
definitely out, but he might wander through it later. See if there
were any illustrated books in it.

Not paying attention to where he was
walking, Mix stumbled into a cart, which, in turn, bumped into a
female putting books on a shelf. “Sorry,” he mumbled. “I guess I do
need help. Do you work here? Of course you do.”

The female’s cheeks pinkened when she spun
around. Another lynx. Young, but fair game since she was old enough
to have gone through her Awakening, the ceremony when Aeternal
breeds came into their maturity.

She was kinda cute. In that
if-you-touch-me-I’ll-break kinda way. Nice tits, though. Slim. On
the short side. Tiny waist, curvy hips. Angelic face, framed by
long blonde hair in a braid to her ass. He imagined wrapping it
around his fist while she sucked him off.

“What are you looking for?” She barely got
the words out without hiding behind the cart as if he were about to
attack her.

Admittedly, he was a big guy, topping six
foot five, with a thick chest and bulky muscles. Scary. He was a
Firebrand. All of his frerons were bigger than average. Even
the females. “A book for a kid’s birthday.”

She didn’t meet his gaze. “How old is the
child?”

“Three, I think. Yeah. Three.”

“Let me get Adah to help you.” Before she
could hustle off like a frightened rabbit, he gripped her arm.

“You’ll do just fine.”

Oops.

He’d scared her. When he thought she might
faint, he dropped his hand.

“Of course. Follow me.” The shy lynx led him
to a children’s section before trying to scurry off again.

“Hey. Any suggestions?” he called after her,
his voice booming across the shop for all to hear.

She stopped. Returning with a reluctant
sigh, she pulled out three books, shoving them into his hands.
“These are very popular for that age group.”

Off she dashed once more. Damn. He
had to work on his be-nice-to-shy-lynx skills.

As he examined the books about a mouse named
Maisie, he tried to put himself into a three-year-old’s sneakers.
The bell above the door jingled.

A male lynx sauntered into the shop, looking
like he owned the place. Mix returned to his task.

In time, the shifter got a little loud,
sharing words with the shy bookshop female. When Mix turned his
attention back to the obnoxious customer, the guy was squeezing her
into a corner.

Her soft voice carried to Mix’s ears. “No.
I’d rather not.”

A pause. A bit of a scuffle. Then she
repeated, “No.”

The lynx guy yanked on her elbow, pulling
her toward the door. She looked terrified.

Fuck.

Mix approached, angling his body so the
Phoenix brand on his upper left arm was on display. It saved a lot
of time if the asshole knew that he was a warrior.

“A Firebrand,” said the asshole.

Mix crossed his arms over his chest. “Yep.
What’s going on?”

“Pack biz. So move on.” The obnoxious
shifter kept a tight grip on the shy female, his fingers digging
into her beautiful skin.

“Wasn’t talking to you.” He studied the
bookstore clerk. “What’s your name? By the way, I’m Mix, Commander
Nace’s second.”

The timid lynx cast her gaze to the floor,
the blush returning to her cheeks. With her pale skin, he wondered
if she reddened everywhere. Something to see.

“Chloe.”

He unfolded his arms but stood with his legs
spread apart. “Well, Chloe, what’s the story?”

“Guise wants me to leave with him.”

He glared at the asshole he assumed was
Guise. “And you told him no.”

She nodded, fear still clouding her
eyes.

“There you go, Guise. Case closed.” Mix
patted the male lynx on the back, all friendly-like.

“She’s to be my mate. I’ll say what she
does.”

Mix glanced at Chloe, who said, “This was
the first I’d heard that my father had given me to Guise.”

Nodding, Mix asked, “And your father
is…?”

“Pack alpha,” interjected Guise.

“Not talking to you.” Mix figured he was
being diplomatic since he didn’t call the asshole an asshole. He
turned his attention to the female lynx. “So he has a lot of say-so
in this kinda shit? What do you want, Chloe?”

Mix wasn’t part of a pack. When shifters
tapped into the Firebrands, they gave up other affiliations. He was
no exception. Though he still visited his parents, he didn’t take
orders from the alpha. Hell. He hadn’t been good at obeying
others back then anyway.

She chewed her lower lip. “I have to
think.”

“Sure. Thinking is good. But do you want to
leave with Guise now?”

Still chewing on her lip, she shook her
head.

“There’s your answer, Guise.” Mix raised his
hand to shoo the asshole on his way.

Guise didn’t take the damn hint. “Pack
law—never stand between two mates.”

“You’re not mates yet. Besides, I follow a
different law. My law says to get the fuck outta the store before I
kick
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