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MANNIX

My father was a crazy, A-list asshole. I didn’t like admitting it to anyone or saying the words out loud, but there was no changing the facts.

What sort of man, let alone an Alpha shifter, would drive his eldest child one hundred miles from home, leave him in the wilderness, and tell him to find his own way back?

Because that’s exactly what my father did to my older brother, Reid, when he was eight years old.

For years, the pack believed Reid had died. What eight-year-old could survive the harsh winters of our state? After all, my father had chosen one of the most bitterly cold days of the year to drop Reid off. At least that was what I’d been told by others as I’d gotten older.

Within our pack, people would often gossip and speculate on how my brother had likely died. He’d been too young to shift. Too young to hunt. So how had my father ever expected him to survive? The simple truth was he probably hadn’t. Which made my father... what? A murderer? Insane? Or both?

The pack said my father was cursed. And when he died in a fire a later that same year, no one had been surprised. He’d killed himself and my mother. I’d only been five years old at the time, so I don’t remember much about that time.

I was saved by my father’s best friend and the man who raised me, Alfred. A kind man. A loving beta who took on the role of Alpha after my father’s passing, only because there was no one else in the pack to do it.

But the biggest shock of all had come the night before Alfred died. He confided in me that he’d heard whispers that my brother Reid was still alive.

I hadn’t wasted any time. In the same week that I buried the man who’d raised me, I set off in the same direction my father had apparently driven off in with my brother all those years ago. I’d traveled from pack to pack, asking everyone I met about a man named Reid.

Eventually, I found someone who knew of a man with an Alpha’s size, height and strength. He was apparently quiet but a good leader. That description sounded just like the man I’d always envisioned my brother would have been. But was it him? And what would the passage of time have done to him?

I turned off the engine of my truck and stared out the front window at the buildings set around this village square. I’d been driving for a month, and I finally arrived at the Northwood pack grounds.

My heart pounded a little too hard in my chest and after all this time, I hesitated to get out of the vehicle.

Suddenly a fist pounded on my window, and I jumped, glaring at the guy staring at me.

“Can I help you?” he called out.

I sighed and pulled the keys out of the ignition before pushing open the door, my hesitation at an end.

“Hey, man.” I shut the door and slid the keys into my jeans pocket.

“Hey,” he repeated. “Are you looking for someone?”

My heart thudded again, sending stress bucketing through my system. “Yeah. I’m looking for Reid.”

The guy’s eyebrows fluttered high on his forehead and his eagle-like gaze scraped over me. “Oh, yeah? I was heading over there myself to have a chat with the Alpha. Wanna tag along?”

I inhaled sharply, a pain like being kicked in the gut hitting me square in the solar plexus. “Sure. I’m Mannix, by the way.”

I held out my hand and the other guy took it, shaking my whole arm with the strength of his grip. “I’m Jason. Come on. They should be home now.”

“They?” I asked, walking side by side with the guy who had to be one of the pack’s betas. He was large and looked fit but was still an inch or two shorter than me.

“Yeah, the Alpha and her family.”

“Her family?” I repeated. “Your Alpha is a... her?” How did that work? Didn’t Jason say we were going to see Reid?

Jason frowned at me. “I thought you said you knew Reid.”

“I do... kind of,” I muttered as we stepped up in front of a large log house. It was double story and surrounded by gardens.

I glanced around. It was the only two-story house in the area. “This is the Alpha’s house,” I said, knowing I was correct without needing Jason to confirm it.

Jason frowned at me, suspicious now of a stranger, which made him a good beta. “I think you’re going to have to explain to me what you’re doing here before I let you in to see Allara and Reid.”

“Allara?” I repeated. “Is that my brother’s mate?”

“Brother?” Jason gasped, his shock visible in the way his frown disappeared, and his mouth dropped open.

I wanted to smack myself in the head. “Look. I...” I’d royally fucked this up. I hadn’t wanted it to come out like that. “My brother went missing twenty years ago. His name was Reid. We all thought he’d died, but I was told only a week ago that he was still alive.”

“So, you’re here to find out if our Reid is your brother?” Jason asked. A grin stretched across his mouth.

“Yeah. Sort of.” I glanced at the house, then back to Jason. “What’s this Reid like?”

Jason assessed me, crossing his arms over his chest and staring me down. I must have passed some kind of test because he relaxed a notch. “You kinda look like him, you know.”

“I do?”

Jason nodded. “Yeah. Same eyes, and that cleft in your chin. Anyway, Reid’s a great guy. He’s mated to our Alpha, Allara.”

“Was he born in the pack?” I asked, hoping he wasn’t and assuming that Jason wouldn’t waste my time if he was.

Jason shook his head. “No. He was a foundling. One of our women discovered him in the forest, half dead, starving and dehydrated, when he was about ten.”

Ten? Jesus. He’d survived two years out there, on his own?

“Or that’s what we all thought because he was tall. They never found out where he came from, and he wouldn’t talk about it. Was mute for months after they found him, but he came good.”

Every word was like a punch to my heart. “They... you...” I swallowed hard, tears clogging my throat. “You found him?”

“Not me.” Jason said, shaking his head. “Emma. She raised him.”

I stared at the large house, too many emotions to mention running through my mind. “What’s he like now?”

“Why don’t you come meet him yourself?” Jason said, knocking me in the shoulder as he walked past me and headed up toward the entrance. “Come on.”

I was rooted to the spot. How did I approach the man who should be my Alpha? The man my father had thrown away as if he were trash.

“I...”

Jason groaned, turned away and knocked on the door.

Oh, fuck.

The door opened and a woman answered, a baby in her arms.

My stomach clenched tight in my abdomen, adrenaline coursing along my veins. I wanted to run. Away, preferably. And yet I couldn’t move at all. Indecision froze me.

Jason spoke to the woman. I had to assume she was the aforementioned Allara, then they both started to walk toward me.

My feet shifted on the spot where I stood, and I was glad to learn that I could still move.

“Hi, there,” the woman said as she moved closer. The babe in her arms only looked a few weeks old but was content and sleeping. “I’m Allara, the Alpha of the Northwood Pack. Jason says you’re looking for Reid.”

I nodded, swallowing hard. “I’m Mannix.”

She smiled softly. “And you’re looking for Reid?” she repeated.

“Did Jason tell you?”

Allara glanced at her beta. “He did. He said you might be part of Reid’s family. He never talked about the time before my pack found him, so I don’t really know what to say or do.”

“My father was our pack’s Alpha,” I said swiftly, wanting to get the information out as quickly as possible. “Your husband is my older brother, if your Reid is the same Reid I’m looking for.”

I sounded like a bumbling idiot, but I didn’t really care. Well, I did, but my pride was a small price to pay if I got my brother back.

Allara smiled broadly this time. “I think it’s safe to say that he is. How many other men are the size of an Alpha, but were found wandering the woods alone when they were a child?”

Jason frowned at me suddenly. “Was your father sick?”

“Sick?” I tilted my head, pretending to think about it. Mentally sick? Probably. But how could I explain that in this moment? I ignored the question for now. “My parents died in a fire.”

“Oh my God.” Allara’s hand covered her mouth. “I’m so sorry.”

“It’s okay.” I shrugged off her concern. “It was a long time ago.”

An entire lifetime ago, for me. I barely remembered my parents, and from what I’d been told about my father, I was glad I didn’t recall much.

“Okay, well, Reid should be back any minute. He went out for dinner a little while ago. He won’t be long.”

Allara’s gaze slid past me, and her face lit up like it was Christmas morning. “There he is. Reid!”

She waved her free arm in the air like she was hailing a cab.

I turned slowly and stared as a huge man walked toward us. They’d said he was Alpha-sized, but this man was even bigger than I’d expected.

His eyes were dark as was his hair, and in his chin, I saw the family cleft that neither of us had escaped.

This man was my brother. I was certain of it.

He walked up and went straight to his mate’s side, possessively sliding a hand around her waist while simultaneously dropping a kiss on top of her head.

Only then did he turn his attention to me. “Hey, I’m Reid.” He introduced himself with an easy smile, not a glimmer of recognition on his face.

“Hey.” I nodded at the large man, no doubt staring like a wide-eyed fool.

Allara frowned at me, then glanced up at Reid. “Sweetheart, this is Mannix.”

I wasn’t sure if it was my name or if he suddenly recognized something in my features, but Reid’s face transformed. His eyebrows drew together, and his mouth dropped open.

“Man... Did you say, Mannix?”

He was staring at me now with suspicion etched into every line in his face.

I nodded. “Yeah. That’s me.”

“Jason, take Allara and the baby into the house for me,” Reid said, and his tone brooked no argument.

He was all Alpha, from the commanding voice to the straightening of his spine, to the flaring of his nostrils.

He didn’t even look at his mate or Jason, he simply directed Allara into Jason’s arms and stepped in front of them.

Allara threw me a worried look before she did as Reid had asked and walked back into the house.

The aggression in his stance was sparking the Alpha also in my bloodline. I pushed down my wolf as he rose inside my chest. He wanted to protect me from the threat Reid posed. I’d been raised by Alfred to be the Alpha of my pack, and every part of me wanted to respond to the anger Reid was throwing my way.

But I would not fight him, no matter what happened. I forced my wolf to calm through sheer willpower.

Reid crossed his arms over his chest and stared me down as if sensing the struggle inside me. “What the fuck are you doing here, Mannix? What do you want?”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2

[image: ]




MANNIX

My mouth dropped open, then my wolf flared back to life inside of me too quickly to stop him. And with that flare-up came the anger.

I stepped forward and only just stopped myself poking him in the chest. My teeth were bared as I growled at him. “What do you mean, what the fuck am I doing here? I’ve been searching for my brother. The one I thought I’d lost decades ago.”

Reid crossed his arms over his chest. “Well, that kid died in the woods the way his father wanted him to.”

I glared at him. “Really? Because I feel like I’m looking straight at him, so what does that make you? A ghost?”

Reid’s mouth tweaked up a little as though he wanted to smile, but he tugged it down quickly.

“Mannix, I don’t know what you’re looking for, but you’re not going to find it here.”

“I told you,” I said through clenched teeth. “I’m looking for my brother.”

“Why now?” he pushed. “What do you want from me?”

I groaned and threw my hands in the air. Of all the different scenarios I’d run through in my head, this was not how any of them had gone.

“Because I only found out you were alive last week! And it’s taken me that long to find you.”

Reid narrowed his gaze at me. “Oh, really? What changed last week?”

“Alfred died,” I said, the pain that sentence brought with it still fresh, still sharp.

“Alfred?” Reid repeated, finally dropping his arms down from the defensively crossed posture he had going on over his chest. “Dad’s beta?”

I nodded. “Yeah. He raised me.”

Reid’s eyes widened. He was shocked. Good. It was about time he felt something of what was going on with me.

“Raised you? Why? What happened to—”

“Mom and Dad died almost twenty years ago,” I interrupted. “The same year you disappeared.” The year I’d lost my whole family.

Reid’s shoulders slumped. “They’re both dead?”

I nodded. “Yep. Dad set fire to the house and killed them both. Alfred saved me.” I’d been unconscious for two days, but I didn’t mention that.

Reid sighed and shook his head. “So, he really was insane.”

“Pretty much.” Just about summed it all up. So much loss and pain. And we were now left standing together, but with a chasm of what seemed to be impossible to fix space between us.

There was a long stretch of silence, and neither of us seemed to be able to break it. I opened my mouth to speak once, then closed it again.

What could I say after that?

As we stood there staring awkwardly at each other in continued silence, a woman came walking up to us, her sunny disposition obvious on her happy face. “Hey, Reid. Is Jason around? I can’t find him.”

She stepped close enough for me to smell her and I inhaled sharply. “You’re human.”

Since when did wolf packs invite humans to live with them?

The woman laughed, then stuck her hand out to me. “I’m Tammy, Jason’s mate. And you are?”

I liked the woman’s spunky attitude and couldn’t stop myself from reaching out and shaking her hand. “I’m Mannix.”

“Mannix? That’s a cool name.”

She glanced from Reid to me, then back again. “Are you Reid’s family? Visiting town?”

I tilted my head at the human woman. “You can see the resemblance?”

She laughed out loud at that. “You’re kidding, right?”

I glanced over at Reid, whose face had transformed into a storm cloud of frustration. Did I look like that? I certainly felt frustrated enough right now. “Yeah, you’re right. There are a lot of similarities, I suppose.”

“What’s the link?” Tammy asked, ignoring Reid’s scowl.

I waited for him to answer but when he didn’t, I told the truth. “Reid’s my older brother and rightful Alpha to my pack.”

Tammy’s mouth dropped open, and Reid let out a strange growl. “I’m not your Alpha, and that’s not my pack. They’ve got you. I’m sure that’s enough.”

I glared at him, my hands tightening into fists. “I didn’t say I’m not enough! I said that you’re the fucking true Alpha of our pack, and if I’d known you were alive, I would have come and fetched you back years ago.”

Reid and I glared at each other until Tammy coughed and cleared her throat. “Uh, I didn’t mean to say anything to upset everyone. Sorry guys.”

Reid tore his gaze away from mine and looked at Tammy instead. “Not your fault. Jason’s inside if you want to go see him.”

Tammy nodded and raced off.

I slumped. “This was a mistake. You’re right.”

“You can’t seriously think I would just leave my pack—the pack that saved my life twenty years ago. My mate and child. I have a life, Mannix. You don’t get to walk in and just up-end everything.” His voice rose as he spoke, until he was all but yelling at me.

“That wasn’t my intention!” I hollered right back at him, unable to believe he’d egged me on into a shouting match.

Why was my brother being such a selfish dickhead? In my mind, he’d always been the perfect one. Obviously, I’d been wrong.

Allara came running down the path, her infant child now missing from her arms. “Hey, enough yelling. I think you two need to come inside for a bit.”

“No, I was just leaving,” I told her, grabbing my truck keys out of my pocket.

Allara stepped forward and put a warm hand on my arm. “Please. Come inside.”

Her words were soft but like with all Alphas, there was steel behind the softness.

I opened my mouth to refuse but she squeezed tighter on my arm. “Come and meet your nephew, Mannix.”

My nephew? How could I possibly say no to that request? My heart squeezed so tightly in my chest that I couldn’t speak. I just nodded and ignoring my brother, followed her up the path and into the large, double-story house.

Inside, Tammy was holding the baby and her smile lit up her whole face when she saw me step inside. “Oh, good. You came in.”

I glanced toward the female Alpha. “Well, I didn’t think it would be a smart move to say no to Allara.”

Tammy laughed and Jason walked up next to her. “You got that right.”

Tammy glanced up at her mate. “How about we give these guys some family time and we go pick up our little girl from your mom?”

Jason grinned down at his mate. “Sounds like a plan.”

Allara took her now-sleeping son back from Tammy, and the couple said their goodbyes.

As soon as the front door shut behind them, Allara turned her gaze on me. “Would you like to hold him?”

I put up my hands, palms facing her. Hell, no! “Oh, uh... I’ve never held a baby before.”

Never. Ever.

Allara just kept coming at me. “That’s normal for men, but it’s easy. Here, just hold his head and cradle his back. There you go.”

I don’t know how it happened, but between Allara pressing the warm bundle into my chest and her soothing words, I soon had my arms wrapped around my nephew. Reid’s son.

I stared down at him in wonder. “I can’t believe he’s still asleep.”

“Of course, he is,” Allara said. “He’s safe with you. He knows that.”

I nodded because a lump lodged itself firmly in my throat. Allara didn’t know me and yet somehow, I felt her acceptance. Too bad my brother didn’t feel the same way.
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