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Dedication

	To Jasmine

	You brought out the best in this book. Thank you for your perspective and help along the way. 

	 

	 

	
Welcome to the Corporate Shifter world.

	Nobody can run from their past…

	Not even shifters.

	 

	This series is a collection of books sharing the same theme: corporate shifters.

	 

	In each story you will find a shifter who left their pack to join the corporate world, only to return and question if they made the right decision at all.

	 

	These books can be read in any order.
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Chapter 1

	Rachel

	The familiar sounds of the sizzling grill and the clanking of plates brought a smile to my face. The Flint River Kitchen became my home away from home. I loved to bake and my Uncle Eddie, the owner, hired me to bake the desserts and the bread, so no one messed with me here unless they wanted an ear full from him. Unfortunately, it didn’t give me enough status in the clan to stop the harassment of our leader, Tobias. 

	Nine years ago, Tobias took over as leader and alpha of the clan. The only person with the status to oppose him, his brother Oliver, left. Tobias wanted to follow the old traditions. According to the old rules, those next in line for succession must fight any siblings to prove their place. He wanted to fight Oliver to prove his dominance in the clan. Oliver didn’t want to fight. He didn’t want the responsibility of being Alpha and happily supported his brother. Tobias insisted on tradition. Oliver refused, and Tobias told him to leave. So, he left to give his brother the space to lead without worrying about him. 

	To be honest, Tobias did a good job. Until a month ago, when his temper and actions became unbearable. Before, he calmly settled a dispute with words and reason. Rarely did he resort to violence or insist on a battle between those involved. Now, he threw chairs and bellowed at any clan members who came to settle a feud. 

	The switch in attitude unsettled the entire clan. Tobias acted like he wanted to fight anyone who looked at him. He made it a point to proposition any woman in the pack that he deemed attractive. My home didn’t feel safe. I opted to stay with one of my brothers for the last few weeks.

	But here in the kitchen, my shoulders relaxed, kneading bread and crafting desserts for our patrons. This kitchen became my safe space. And as long as the kitchen had bread and the desserts listed on the menu were made, Uncle Eddie allowed me to make a dessert of my choice. He sold them as the ‘Dessert Special’. 

	I loved making pastries, so most of the dessert specials contained a pastry element. Today, I planned to try baklava. Again. Making phyllo dough required patience and skill. It didn’t always turn out well, so I stashed a few store-bought frozen sheets in the freezer. I came in early to start the phyllo dough. While it rested, I worked on what the diner needed.

	“Rachel, what desserts are you making today?” Uncle Eddie peeked over my shoulder at the dough in my hands. “Bread isn’t a dessert.”

	“We need bread sooner than we need dessert.” I slapped the lump. “I’m making cheesecake and chocolate cake. We only have one slice of each. And the dessert special is baklava.”

	“What am I going to tell my customers that want dessert for breakfast?” His gruff voice held back a growl.

	“To eat something healthier?” I looked up at the bear shifter. “You know your growl doesn’t scare me.”

	“It used to.” He laughed. “What am I going to do when you finally decide to go to culinary school?”

	“What are you talking about?” I felt the heat rise under my collar. Only one person knew about my dream of being a pastry chef.

	“I’m talking about the well-worn pamphlet for The Art Institute of Atlanta folded to the baking and pastry section. You want to go to their pastry school, right?”

	My shoulders tensed. “I couldn’t go even if I wanted to. It’s just a fool’s dream.”

	“Why couldn’t you go?”

	“Money for one. And it’s not just tuition. It’s transportation and lodging. And I can’t leave you high and dry.”

	“I did just fine without you for years, thank you very much. I opened this place up before you were born. Isn’t that school located north of Atlanta?”

	“Yes. Why?”

	“I’m sure there’s a shifter in the Atlanta area that wouldn’t mind you crashing on his couch for a while.”

	I scoffed. “Yeah. I’m sure he would love that.” 

	He might not love that, but I would. Oliver left when I was 16. We were always close, and I’d fallen in love with him years before. I hoped we were mates, but I wouldn’t know until I turned 18. We probably weren’t mates. And I wasn’t ready to have my heart broken. Still, I talked to him every few weeks, too scared to ask to see him.

	“He might. It’s been a while since he’s seen anyone from the clan. And I’m sure we can work out money for tuition. I might know someone near the school who would hire you.”

	“And what about papers? Very few people in our clan have the right paperwork to live and work in the human world.”

	Uncle Eddie rubbed my shoulders. “You would need to ask Oliver. I’m sure he’d help you out, since you’ll be sleeping on his couch.”

	I didn’t want to sleep on his couch. I wanted to sleep in his bed. If I worked up the courage to ask him for a place to stay, how would I handle it if we were not mates? He’d have to say yes in the first place. It didn’t seem likely. 

	I swatted his hands away. “You presume too much.”

	“I just want what’s best for you. You’re my niece. And you’ll never know if you don’t ask.”

	I hung my head as he walked away. I placed the dough in a bowl to rise and moved on to making the chocolate cake. My shoulders didn’t relax as I worked this time. Uncle Eddie got inside my head. Stupid Uncle Eddie. He didn’t know anything. I had the money for tuition. I applied and received my acceptance letter last week. The thought of leaving for good froze me to the spot. I took a deep breath and basked in the smell of breakfast. I didn’t have time to dwell on my dreams right now. Besides, could I really leave my family? 

	Yells filtered into the kitchen from the dining area. My advanced bear hearing picked up on the one voice I didn’t want to hear. Tobias. I groaned and tiptoed to the door with a few of the other cooks. Tobias used to come to the diner a few times a week, but that stopped a month ago when his personality began to change. 

	“How dare you allow these people to eat here.” His voice rang out.

	“What are you talking about?” Uncle Eddie’s gruff voice sounded smooth and flat.

	“These…These gawkers come to stare at you and the rest of us. We aren’t here for your amusement.”

	The only noise seemed to be Tobias’s heavy breathing. A few chairs clattered to the floor. “Get them out of here.” He growled after he spoke.

	Gasps, followed by shushing, trickled around the dining room. 

	“No.” Uncle Eddie’s voice returned to its normal gruffness. “This is my place. Not yours. Not the clans. It’s mine. I’m not asking anyone to leave but you.”

	I looked at everyone in the kitchen. They shared my same wide-eyed expression. No one challenged the Alpha, but my heart beat faster. Maybe biting back would help snap Tobias out of it. 

	“How dare you,” Tobias whispered in a deep voice.

	“I said you need to leave. You’re scaring the customers. We can talk about this later.” Uncle Eddie’s voice didn’t waver.

	BAM!

	Everyone in the kitchen jumped at the sound. We crowded around the door and peeked out. Tobias pulled his fist out of the hole he had made in the wall. Blood dripped down his hand. He made his way toward the door and pushed Uncle Eddie as he passed. My uncle didn’t fall or step back at the touch. 

	“We’ll discuss this later.” Tobias slammed the door shut behind him. 

	No one made a sound for five minutes until Uncle Eddie let out an audible breath and sat on the stool behind him. And just like that, everyone went back to work. The cake batter went into the oven, and I started on the icing.

	Tobias went too far. He almost exposed all of us. Sure, most of the humans in the diner knew about us, but the general public turned a blind eye to shifters. 

	With a flick of the switch on the mixer, a sigh escaped me. I didn’t tell Oli about Tobias the last time we talked. I couldn’t keep it from him any longer. The intervention from the elders wasn’t working. Oli might be the clan’s only hope.
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Chapter 2

	Oliver

	I loosened my tie and greeted the receptionist at Landry & Caddel. Her nails and handbag matched the pink highlights in her gray hair. She smiled and waved as I walked past. The first floor of this four-story building held offices for the pharmaceutical sales reps that didn’t want to work from home and conference rooms. Laboratories and various managers’ offices filled the top three floors. 

	The sterile walk to my office on the first floor didn’t take long. The best thing about the building was the pictures hanging on the walls. The receptionist picked them all out in an attempt to brighten up the place. She said all the prints came from a local artist in the Atlanta area. 

	I stopped in front of my favorite piece. A woman stood in front of a river with mountains in the distance. Her face looked behind her toward the river, where a lone bear sat. Its eyes stared right at me. It reminded me of home and of her.

	 It sat across from my office door, and at the right angle, I could see it through the small window in the door. I’d switched it with another picture years ago. Whenever I felt a little homesick, I’d peek at the print. But I couldn’t go home. I made a promise all those years ago and planned to keep it. 

	I watched the sun sink lower in the sky. It felt nice to sit for a minute before ending my day. All the doctors I met with today were receptive to the new drug I promoted. Honestly, the drug sold itself. Science amazed me. Growing up, I never realized that a small pill could cure so many ailments. Not that my clan had any ailments. Shifters were immune to most diseases and often didn’t have to worry about things like diabetes. And the new drug on the market helped just that, diabetes. It dramatically improved the healing rate of any injuries, reducing the need for amputations in diabetic patients. 

	I leaned back in my chair and swiveled toward my desk. Few of the other sales reps kept an office at the company, but I hated working from home. I preferred to keep it separate. 

	The phone blinked in front of me. I groaned. For the last week, that blinking light reminded me why I kept an office away from home. 

	With a sigh, I picked up the phone and listened to the messages. No one called this line before. All my clients, co-workers, and other medical professionals called my work cell. Somehow, someone from my old clan found this number and shared it with the others.

	“Hey, Oliver,” a shaky voice said. “It’s Ivy. I hate to call and bother you. Your brother isn’t doing so well. We’d appreciate a visit. He won’t listen to us. I know people have been calling, but it’s getting worse. He’s openly growling at anyone who looks his way, even at humans when he’s in town. He took a sledgehammer to Pine’s porch, because he didn’t like the color she painted it. Please help. Call me anytime you want to talk. My number is…”

	I deleted the messages and moved to the next. Six voice mails in total. Thirty over the last week. All a variation of the first call, and each voice sounded more panicked than the previous. They were wasting their time and mine. I couldn’t do anything. Tobias wouldn’t listen to me. 

	Even if I went back, I wouldn’t stay. Home didn’t exist on the clan’s land anymore. Not for me. 

	It ceased to be home the moment I left. I remember the look on my brother’s face that day, all red from shouting, his eyes bulged out of his head, and his face pinched together. The sun bore down on both of us. Sweat dripped down my face from trying to get away from him.

	I told him, “I’d rather leave than fight you.”

	“Are you a coward?”

	“No. This is a fight I don’t want to have. I will not challenge you.”

	“We are the heirs. We have to fight. The winner becomes the Alpha. It’s tradition.”

	“To hell with tradition. You’re the alpha. You can change the rules.” 

	“Damnit, Oliver. I challenge you. Tomorrow at sunrise.” 

	“Why?” I yelled. “I concede to you. That’s the end.”

	“If you’re not going to fight, then leave. I never want to see you here again.”

	Those words haunted me. I left during the night. The only things I missed were my brother and Rachel. Despite the four-year gap, Tobias and I were close before the fight. He looked out for me growing up. It seemed as if he knew what worried me before I could put it to words. 

	And Rachel was always there. The first time I met her, she sat crying in our living room because her brother, Coby, and Tobias wouldn’t play with her. At the time, they didn’t want me around either. She was three-years younger than me. I held out my hand to her and offered her my friendship. After that, I could never say no to her, except the once, when she asked me not to leave. 

	I ended up in Atlanta working odd jobs. Eventually, my natural charisma and gift of gab took me further than I thought possible. I landed a sales job at a pharmaceutical company. Eventually, I got a job at Landry & Caddel, the top pharmaceutical company in the Southeast. 

	The sound of my cell ringing brought me out of my thoughts.

	The caller ID made me sigh. Rachel. We hadn’t talked in a few weeks, but I knew why she called now. The same reason everyone did. I took a deep breath.

	“What?” I wasn’t in the mood.

	“Oh? Did you forget your manners?” Rachel’s brassey voice made me smile, even when angry. “Glad I caught you in a good mood.”

	“Ugh. It’s been a rough few weeks.”

	“I thought you liked your job.”

	“I do. Are you calling to tell me the same thing as everyone else?”

	“Depends. Is it about your brother?”

	 “Yes.” My office phone rang again. I sent it straight to voicemail. 

	She sighed. “I didn’t give anyone your number.”

	“Someone found my office number and shared it.”

	“It’s really bad,” she whispered. “He’s acting really weird.”

	“He’s always weird.”

	“You think that, but this is…troubling.”

	“I don’t know what y’all think I can do to help.” He had never listened to me before. I couldn’t imagine having any influence over him now.

	“Anything. He won’t listen to the elders. Everyone is scared.” Her voice quivered. “There isn’t a woman who he hasn’t groped.”

	“Even Myrtle?”

	“Even Myrtle. She stabbed him with her fork. She said she might be a hundred but wasn’t about to be assaulted by some young buck.”

	I shook my head and laughed. Myrtle didn’t back down from anyone.

	“He came to the diner yesterday for the first time in weeks.”

	“I thought he came by all the time.”

	She paused, but I heard her breathing. “He did. But that stopped when he changed. He punched a hole in the diner’s wall. I thought he was going to hit Uncle Eddie.”

	“Has he hit anyone?”

	The line fell silent. I instinctively held my breath. 

	“Rachel?” I whispered.

	“I’m here.”

	“Has he actually hit anyone?”

	“Yeah. He has.”

	“Did they deserve it?”

	“No. I don’t know what the others have told you, but Tobias is out of control. We will take any help we can get. Please, Oliver.”

	I closed my eyes. “Did he touch you?” My heart pounded. I had to know. Silence filled the other side. “Where are you right now?”

	“I’m sitting in the big oak tree with all the initials.” Her soft voice floated into my ear. “Please think about it. It’s getting out of hand. They don’t know what to do beyond drastic measures.”

	“I thought I was the drastic measure.” I tried to crack a joke, but I couldn’t even smile when I said it.

	“You’re the step before drastic. I’ll talk to you tomorrow. Please think about it.”

	She hung up before I could answer. 

	I sighed. Drastic measures, huh? The clan had a group of four elders at all times. Each one was voted in by the clan and approved by the alpha. No one under sixty could be nominated. The group acted as advisors to the alpha, sharing their wisdom and performing ceremonies if needed. And if the behavior of the alpha negatively affected the clan, they could put down the current alpha and give the position to the next in line. They called it taking drastic measures. It must be bad to consider taking out the alpha. No one talked about whether the elders had killed an alpha in the past. I also never asked. As the next in line, I didn’t like it.
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