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To Toby


The only Fae I'll ever invite into my home. A wonderful individual with fantastic insight. And the best sensitivity reader in the world. 
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1

How’s right now?





Devon
I had to focus on where I was going. Just drive, don’t look back. Getting away from Chet was my goal at the moment. I didn’t care if I needed to stop somewhere along the way, as long as it was away from that man. Of course, thinking that way was stupid. I could end up somewhere worse. But I knew what it felt like to be gaslighted and it wouldn’t happen again. 

All this time, I thought Chet loved me, but he just wanted a warm body at home. I’d left my childhood home as soon as I could. Put myself through college. Once I got away from my family, I finally explored my sexuality and enjoyed the partners I had throughout college. But when it came to actual dating, I fell for the first man who made me feel special. I scoffed at the thought.

It had only taken me an hour to pack my things and stuffed them in my truck. I pulled what little money I had from the checking account that Chet somehow gained access to and left the city. Thankfully, I had a savings account Chet couldn’t touch. It was still in the small-town bank in North Georgia where I grew up. And as long as I avoided my family when I took out the money, I would be home free. Of course, there was nothing my family could do even if they saw me.

I relaxed in the driver’s seat and kept going. The signs and trees passed by in a blur. The further I drove, the more I felt I could breathe. This felt better than when I left for college, because I wasn’t tied down to one spot. I could move around if I wanted. The world was mine, especially since I worked from home. Now I just needed a place to land for a while and I knew just where to go, my best friend Glen’s home.

Halfway to Glen’s house, I realized he might not let me stay. I hadn’t spoken to him in a year because of Chet. Luckily, I wouldn’t have any bruises when I showed up at his house, since I managed to avoid Chet’s wrath for the past month.

I’d never been to Glen’s new home, but when he sent me his new address years ago, I’d looked it up again and again, memorizing the way there as if Glen’s place was my next vacation destination. 

I’d been best friends with him since we were little. My dad owned a roofing company and Glen’s dad owned a construction company. They worked together occasionally. Then our moms became friends because of their shared shifter background. Glen’s family were bear shifters and my mom’s family were rabbit shifters. 

I remembered when my mom brought me to their home for the first time. Glen stood between his older brother, Beau, and his younger sister, Sheryl. He stared at me while the other two waved before running outside. I grabbed Glen and tugged him to go play. We became instant friends that day.

We would shift together and explore regularly. Oftentimes, I’d get tired on the way back, and Glen let me ride on his back through the woods. 

Nothing stayed the same, though. I realized I was attracted to men when I turned fifteen and by sixteen, I figured out I was in love with Glen. I hid that knowledge from everyone. My parents and our shifter colony openly despised same-sex couples in our town. So no one could know. Not even Glen.

But I could be safe at Glen’s for a little while. When I pulled into his driveway, my body wouldn’t stop shaking. Nerves, I told myself. I’m just nervous. From the car, I sent Glen a text and crossed my fingers.
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I looked at myself in the mirror. The tight shirt stretched to show off my chest and arms. My jeans were the only pair without stains, and they hugged my ass, which is why I only wore them on dates. Or a hookup. 

I hadn’t properly dated in years. The entire process was overrated. Sitting with someone trying to get to know them, only to find something you hated about each other. It got old quick, so I stuck to hookups when I needed an itch scratched. And I really needed an itch scratched tonight. It’d been over a month since I’d had sex and I needed a release that wasn’t my hand. 

I walked downstairs to find my shoes when my phone beeped. I checked it, thinking my ‘date’ sent a text. The name on the screen wasn’t one I expected. Devon.

Devon: Hey. I know I don’t have the right to ask this, but I need a huge favor.



I held my breath. Devon hadn’t contacted me in a year, despite me texting him twice a week. And I hadn’t seen him in three years. Every time I went up to Nashville, he had an excuse for me not to visit. He hadn’t even seen the house I bought six years ago. Yet I still considered Devon my best friend. 

Glen: Of course. What’s the favor?



I let out the breath I was holding and found my wallet and keys. I looked at my phone, expecting to see an instant response, but none came. Whatever Devon needed; he was taking his time asking. 

I pulled on my boots when the phone beeped again. 

Devon: I need a place to stay for a few weeks. Can I crash at your place?



Glen: Yeah. When will you be here?



I shook my head. I sent the text without a second thought. Why shouldn’t I? No matter how strained our friendship was at the moment, Devon was my best friend. Even if he ignored me for a year. My bear hummed in my head. Of course, my bear had to remind me that I was also in love with Devon. Had been for years, since before Devon left for college.

I pulled open my front door to leave just as my phone beeped again. But I forgot about my phone when I saw the man standing on my front porch with a bag at his feet. Devon gave me a tight smile. 

“How’s right now?” Devon asked, holding up his phone, showing his message.

My breath hitched in the back of my throat. Devon’s brown eyes were still gorgeous. He looked a little thin, like he hadn’t been eating properly, but that might just be how he grew into himself. I hadn’t seen him in three years, after all. He wore gray slacks with a blue t-shirt that hung loose on his frame. His dark brown hair still hung in his eyes and he’d grown in a beard that did things to me. I wanted to sink my hands in his hair and rub my beard against his. 

I cleared my throat. “Yeah. Now is fine.” I waved Devon through the front door.

“Nice place. Looks like the kind of house you’ve always wanted.” Devon dropped his bag beside the couch and turned toward me. “You were going out, weren’t you? I’m interrupting. I can come back.”

“Devon, you don’t have to leave at all. I wasn’t going anywhere important.”

“You sure?” Devon raised both eyebrows. He could never move them independently. “You’re wearing date clothes.”

“Like I said. Not important.” I grinned at Devon and pulled him into a hug.

For just a second, Devon dug his fingers into my back like he wouldn’t let go, but he pulled away too soon. I wanted to pull him back into a hug. I wanted to know why I couldn’t feel his rabbit when we embraced. But there in front of me stood the Devon I knew with a bright smile that didn’t quite meet his squinting eyes. Those questions could wait. Devon would tell me when he was ready.
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I toed my shoes off and put my hands on my hips. “So, give me the tour.” 

I watched Glen pull off his own shoes. He’d filled out over the last three years. His muscles strained against the tight shirt, which I would not complain about. He looked better than ever with his short hair and thin beard. 

He motioned toward the room behind him. “That’s the living room, as I’m sure you guessed.”

The sage green walls surrounded a couch, one matching chair, a few end tables, and a TV. A rug laid out over the hardwood floor tied it all together. Beside the front door stood a little coat and shoe rack combo. I probably should have put my shoes there.

Glen tilted his head toward the large arched opening across from the front door and led me through it. Beyond the arch was a set of stairs to the left and a simple kitchen straight ahead. The ‘L’ shaped kitchen sat in the corner with an island on the diagonal. To the right sat a small kitchen table, big enough for four. 

“This is nice. Is this a new build?” 

“It’s an older place, but I’ve fixed up a good bit of it.”

I looked past the kitchen table into an area that was probably meant for a formal dining room. It had a table, a comfortable-looking chair, and little carved figures scattered around.

“Still like wood carving, I see.”

His cheeks turned a delightful shade of pink. “Yeah. I have some larger pieces in the garage, but sometimes I just want to sit back and whittle.”

His blush brought back all the feelings I’d pushed down over the years. How could he still be so cute? I rushed over and looked at the carved figures on the table. All of them were animals including one tiny rabbit. Had he been thinking about me when he carved this?

“Awe look.” I smiled at Glen, “it’s me.” 

“You like it?” He rubbed his hands over his thighs, then shoved them in his pockets. “You can keep it.”

“I couldn’t.” 

Before I could set it down, he closed my hands over it. Tingles danced over my body, and my rabbit stuck his nose out of his hiding spot. He’d been hiding from Chet for longer than I wanted to admit. I hadn’t felt him in so long, I wondered if I was still a shifter. But there he was, nose twitching inside me within ten minutes of being here. I suppose this was the right choice.

Glen slung his arm around my shoulders. Ten years ago when we graduated high school, I was a good two inches taller than him, but now he had me beat, but not by much. Sandalwood and vanilla invaded my senses and brought back memories of how I tried to hide my crush on him back then. I might have to resort to doing the same now.

“How long you planning on staying?” He asked before pushing me up the stairs.

“I hope it’s not too much trouble if I stay a month.” My chest felt tight. It was a long time to stay anywhere.

“Sure. You can stay even longer if you need.” He smiled at me and pointed to the door at the top of the stairs. “And here is your room.”








OEBPS/images/ad9d5c30-5217-4f18-9b4d-9c18a502fd7d.jpeg





OEBPS/images/3837cf5e-77b8-4f66-a7fd-69339e2d291e.jpeg
BARMENS CH GEAN<= @O0 OK?"]

MM ORMAL ROMANCE
& N '7 ' ~)"‘ =
& | ’ ’ I

~—ing

LUQ,ILLE YATES

V ’ ‘ l\',





OEBPS/images/3044d5dd-f214-4115-aeea-ce137ef77316.png
N

Q.





OEBPS/images/72000717-8c42-4402-a7f3-97d2167ae396.png









