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Orion

“What do you reckon about three Shifter Ink people being mated now,” Sahara said as we drove towards Chase’s home that he now shared with Bronson.

I sighed. “I’m jealous as fuck,” I said with a chuckle. It was true. I was jealous. I’d longed to find my mate since I knew what mates were. I didn’t have a family; having grown up in the foster system, I didn’t know my parents or if I had siblings. And I got moved around so often that I could never make lifelong friends.

On the plus side, I had my Shifter Ink family. Chase, Brenton, and I had always been close, considering we all had something in common. We were vampires. But now that they were all finding their mates, I would see them less and less. 

“I’m jealous too,” Sahara said with a sigh.

“Things not working out with Rupert?” I asked. Fucking stupid name. I hated the guy. Sleazy was an understatement. Sahara deserved so much better, but she came from a wealthy human family that was all about status. The fact that Sahara was a tattooist was shameful enough for her family. But they were satisfied as long as she put her head down and showed up to the right events with Rupert by her side.

Sahara sighed again. “I can’t fucking stand him. Now my parents are talking about us getting married.”

“What?” I barked out as I turned in the passenger seat to stare at her. “You’re not.” Sahara shrugged her shoulders, and the sadness on her face said everything. “Oh, Sar, please. You know that you don’t have to do it. You make good money at Shifter Ink; you could walk away and be alright.”

Sahara nodded as her eyes welled with tears. “I know. It’s just that even though sometimes I hate my parents so much, I still love them. I still believe that maybe one day they will be proud of me if I would just do as they expect.”

“Sahara, you can’t go so far as marrying a man you hate. It’s only going to end in disaster.”

Sahara shrugged her shoulders. “I know. I just don’t know what else to do. It’s tricky, you know.”

I shook my head. “No. I don’t know. But I can sort of understand.”

Sahara gave me a weak smile. I didn’t understand. I would tell my parents where to stick their wedding ideas if it were me. But it wasn’t me. I wasn’t human and didn’t even have parents, so I couldn’t understand the pressure on Sahara’s shoulders.

As we rounded the corner, I saw Chase’s house with various cars parked out the front and on the street. I knew that Bronson was inviting his friends to meet us too. Bronson, like me, had grown up in the foster system. Unfortunately, those of us who weren’t wanted by our biological parents often found ourselves not adopted. People didn’t wish for supernatural children. We were too much work. 

“Wow, looks like it’s going to be a good turnout,” Sahara said as she pulled into the car spot on the side of the road.

“Sure does. I’m kinda curious to meet Bronson’s friends.”

Sahara grinned and nodded her head. “Me too. He has told me a lot about them. He seems so proud of them. I like that.”

“Me too,” I replied as I swung open the passenger door and stepped out of the car. I didn’t bother to own my own car, I lived only a few doors down from Shifter Ink, and if I needed to go anywhere further out, there was either public transport or I was traveling with Shifter Ink members, so we pooled together. 

Sahara and I walked up to the front door, where a few other Shifter Ink members had just arrived.

“Hey,” Merrigan said with a grin before she pulled me into a tight hug.

I greeted all my friends before walking in through the open door and into the living room, where I came to a complete standstill. My eyes widened, and my mouth dropped open. I scanned my eyes around the room, trying to find where the smell of blueberries and marshmallows was coming from. There was no mistaking that scent.

My eyes landed on a tall man with a shock of red hair, watching me with equal amounts of wonder and desire on his face. The room suddenly fell quiet, and I heard Bronson asking what was happening.

“You’re my mate,” I said quietly.

The man nodded his head. “I’m Roddy.”

“I’m Orion,” I replied. “Roddy, do you want to be my mate?”

Roddy bit into his bottom lip and nodded his head. “Yes,” he said barely above a whisper.

Without another thought, I stepped forward and took Roddy by the hand. The minute our hands touched, it felt like electricity shooting up and down my body. Tingles ran all over my skin. I found my mate. My fucking mate. Best day ever.
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Roddy

What the hell was going on? Was this even real? My brain was spinning as I drove towards my home, with Orion sitting in the passenger seat of my car. I was supposed to spend time with one of my best friends, Bronson, as we met his mate. I never expected that my mate would literally walk in the door.

I’d said yes to Orion immediately, but now that we were heading back to my house, fear filled me. Mating with Orion meant that he would have to see my body. He would see the scars that dotted my skin. My legs were scarred from the many operations I had over the years, but the rest of the wounds. They were caused by me.

I was embarrassed about it, but at the same time, I did it to cope. I cut myself when my stress got too much. My cutting started when I was fourteen years old. I was going through puberty and trying to understand what it was to be an omega that no one wanted. I didn’t have a pack or anyone around me who truly understood what it was like to be a shifter. 

At school, I was bullied for my red hair. I was called a Ranga and teased mercilessly. Add to that; I couldn’t run or walk like normal kids. I had a limp, and my back legs were slightly twisted even when I was shifted. The pain in my legs and hips worsened as I grew, especially over winter. It meant that I couldn’t do a lot of what others did. 

As a young man, I’d decided I would never get involved in a relationship because I didn’t want them to see my scars. I’d once been vulnerable in front of a guy at school. He asked why I never wore shorts, even when it was hot. I’d explained to him about the scars. He asked to see them. I’d lifted the legs of my pants up so he could see them, only for him to laugh his ass off like it was the funniest thing he’d ever seen.

After that, he and his friends called me all sorts of names. It hurt. I had people asking me if I was slow or mental. I didn’t care if someone had issues with their mind, but it still hurt that people would use my physical disability against me. If our P.E. teacher suggested that we do some running sports, there was always at least one jerk to announce how I should sit out because I couldn’t run.

I was always picked last for all the sports teams. In the end, I just stopped showing up for sports classes altogether. Our careers teacher had been fantastic, and she’d asked me straight out if it was because of my legs that I’d been skipping class. I’d opened up to her and told her everything. After that, she said I could go to her office and work on homework and still pass P.E. 

That made things a lot easier; it was one class I didn’t have to see the assholes who made my life a living hell. But now here I was driving through the streets of Lalbert towards Winchester, where my house was hidden amongst the forest on a large property. I liked being so far out of town. I hated the idea of people just rocking up at my house.

The only people that ever visited me were Bronson, Zale, Sarria, and my manager, Brian. If I had meetings with new clients, I always travelled to them. I liked having my sanctuary. I valued my privacy primarily because of fear, but I just wanted quiet. If there was too much noise around me, I got anxious. 

“You are very quiet. Are you having second thoughts?” Orion asked, breaking into my thoughts.

I quickly glanced at the vampire and bit my lip before shaking my head. “No. Look, I don’t know how else to tell you this, but I have a lot of scars on my body,” I blurted.

We probably should have discussed it before leaving Bronson and Chase’s home. Still, I’d rather Orion know before he saw me without my clothes on.

“Why would that matter?” Orion asked.

“They are ugly.”

Orion fell silent, and when I glanced over at him again, he was frowning down into his lap. He remained silent and stared down at his lap until I pulled off the road and down my driveway's long dirt road.

Once I pulled up in front of my garage, I killed the engine and looked over at Orion. If he didn’t want to mate with me, I’d understand. Slowly he lifted his head and reached out his hand, snagging mine. He took my hand and placed my fingers under his shirt over his chest. Gently he guided my fingers up and down over his chest, and I could feel a large raised scar.

I frowned. “What is that from?” I asked. The scar was down the center of his chest and about ten centimeters long.

“When I was twelve, I had to have open heart surgery. I’d been a sick kid for years; my foster parents thought it was because I was a vampire and needed blood. But that wasn’t the problem. As it turned out, I had a hole in one of the valves. It was discovered when I was twelve and had a heart attack at school.”

My eyes widened, and I gasped. “A heart attack? Shit.”

Orion smiled and nodded his head. “Yeah. I don’t really remember it. But apparently, it scared the shit out of the kids in my class. One minute I was sitting at my desk, and the next, I was clutching my chest and unconscious on the ground. I woke up in hospital with wires sticking out of me and some dead boy's heart in my chest.”

“It helped; you are healthy now,” I pointed out.

Orion sighed and shook his head. “The first heart didn’t. Two weeks later, I had to get another heart. This time it worked. But I had to be in hospital for months, and by the time I returned to school, I had this huge scar down my chest.”

“At least you could hide it,” I said miserably.

Orion nodded his head. “Yeah. But you obviously are doing alright, hiding yours.”
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