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Chapter 1


Jade secretly gawked at the man of her dreams, and sometimes even her nightmares, as he bussed dishes across the small restaurant from her. Sebastian’s muscles were tight and compact, his t-shirt snug around his biceps and shoulders, his entire body looking fit and muscular and oh so yummy. Used napkins, dirty coffee cups, and plates with leftover scraps of food all became incredibly sexy in his dangerously powerful hands before he swiftly deposited them in the plastic tub at his side. She’d love to go hand him her dirty dishes just to know that he’d touched them.


Instead she imagined him sitting across from her at their favorite coffee shop downtown, stirring honey into his organic tea and playfully reminding her yet again of all the reasons he loved her. It was a sunny afternoon, life was perfect, he was perfect, and she was the happiest she’d ever been.


In real life, those beautiful brown eyes glanced her direction, and she immediately looked away from the Alpha Wolf. She anxiously grabbed her water and took a sip, then swallowed it down the wrong pipe and had a coughing fit. Lovely. She snuck a quick glance in his direction again, just as he was looking away, thankful that lowly ole’ her was pretty much invisible to him.


She spied on him a little longer, just enough time for him to pick up the tub of dirty dishes and swivel around to head back to the kitchen. She enjoyed the view of his excellent rear end as he strode through the swinging door, then reluctantly grabbed her things and headed upstairs to her own place.


She had three floors to fantasize about her totally dangerous, off limits, gorgeous crush, imagining them teasing each other at home after they’d both had a long day at work. When they eventually wore themselves out with the sexy stuff, they’d snuggle up all cozy and cute to watch their favorite shows together, then head to bed for the night where they’d fall asleep in each other’s arms.


Reality sunk in when she opened the door to her dark, empty apartment and flicked on the light.


* * *


Sebastian’s guts were turning inside out thinking about using his sickening mind reading power on Anthony’s new girlfriend. It was his unique job to read people that might be a danger to the family, and right now Kaia was at the top of that list. Anthony might not believe that though, which was an even bigger reason Sebastian needed to do it.


Anthony was the Master Vampire of the Atlanta territory, Sebastian’s roommate for the last eight years, and one of his only two friends in the world. The last thing Sebastian wanted to do was find out something hurtful about his girlfriend, but Kaia was in Ethan’s family, and he was way too powerful to ignore. His constant, intense hatred of Anthony put a little too much suspicion on Kaia and why she was actually dating his best friend.


Sebastian didn’t want to find out anything malicious about her. He wanted to believe she was just an innocent, human woman who’d only recently learned about their world, but Anthony was too completely crazy for her. It made him worry his friend wouldn’t notice anything was wrong until it was too late.


But Anthony wouldn’t be happy about him getting into her head, either. Not since she was still learning about the supernatural world all around her, then got attacked by a vampire, only to have Anthony make her life miserable by ignoring her for a few weeks while he questioned what was really going on between them. They finally made up a few days ago, and now he was the happiest Sebastian had ever seen him.


He took a deep breath. Anthony was going to kick his ass for sure, no question about it. Shit. His stomach turned because he knew reading Kaia’s mind was the right thing to do, especially since Anthony hadn’t told him not to, which meant Anthony’s head wasn’t in the game. It didn’t help that everyone hated it when Sebastian read them. He hated it, his victim hated it, and usually whoever his victim was hiding something from wasn’t too happy with what he found, either.


Dammit.


He sourly went back into the restaurant to see if Jade was still there. Fantasizing about her would help calm his nerves. She’d been his secret crush ever since he’d starting liking girls as a kid, and she’d grown even more beautiful and nice and sweet as she grew up and the years wore on. She was so far out of his league, though, it wasn’t even funny. She was like a goddess… graceful, gorgeous, and all around perfect.


She had dark brown hair that complemented her green, faintly catlike eyes and heart shaped face. And her lips… he groaned in his head. She was a fantasy and always would be. He was nothing but brute force and a bad attitude, an Alpha Wolf in every way, and she was a down to earth, beautiful, delicate jaguar.


Who showed up almost every night for dinner in the club. He smiled to himself as he swept through the swinging kitchen door, but his mood soured when he saw someone clearing her table. His thoughts turned darkly back to when would be the best time to ruin his friendship with Anthony and get the holy hell beat out of him all at the same, awesome time.




Chapter 2


It was full moon, the one night Jade hated with a passion each and every month. If she kept thinking about how mad she was that she had to go through with this shifting thing again, she could keep her mind off of how terrified it actually made her.


Her skin itched as she rode with Tina and a couple of her friends out to the private ranch someone in the family owned. There were actually a gazillion forested areas all around northern Georgia that they could run around in, but since regular humans didn’t know shapeshifters even existed, and since it’d been drilled into their heads since the beginning of time that they needed to keep it that way, most everyone went to the ranch because it was just easier.


Once it got dark, the vampires in the family even came out to help watch over everyone, including making sure no regular humans stumbled across them, or if they did, the vampires made sure they forgot what they saw. Truth be told, she was as scared of vampires as she was of other shifters, but at least vampires didn’t blank out once a month and turn into uncontrollable beasts.


A lot of shifters couldn’t wait for full moon nights. Stronger shifters could change into their animal more than just at full moon, but tonight absolutely everyone who could shift was out here. That meant everyone got to be wild and crazy as they wanted to be, mostly. She wasn’t one of the stronger ones in the family, and after being hurt either during her shift, or waking up with claw marks and bruises that she didn’t remember getting, she was always scared to be too close to others. Even her own family. Especially her own family.


Her favorite uncle had hurt her once when she was a teenager and just learning how to shift properly. He’d started shifting in front of her, then got too rough as she was still going through her own painful shift.


He didn’t remember any of it. Neither had her brother the time he got too careless with her. They were just rough housing and fooling around, but she wasn’t was strong as them, and dammit it hurt.


It was worse that it was her own family. How could she be mad at them, especially since it wasn’t even their fault? Their animals weren’t them. Their animals were wild creatures that had no idea they were actually human beings.


She looked out the window as they turned off the road. Since there was no way to stop her monthly nightmare from happening, she was grudgingly here, thankful at least to get a ride so she didn’t have to focus on driving while she was so anxious and panicky.


They finally parked in one of the dirt lots and Tina and the others left her to go catch up with the wolves and coyotes. Most shifters liked to be deep in the woods so that once they shifted they were that much closer to potential prey. She liked being left behind, alone except for the vampires that would eventually be out here with her.


There weren’t many jaguars in the family, or anywhere in the Atlanta area for that matter. And a lot of them didn’t run together, mostly because the cats were loners or just had really small families. After being hurt enough times, Jade decided pretty early on that she wouldn’t run with her family anymore. And it wasn’t just the more powerful men that scared her, it was also herself. What if she ever accidentally hurt her mom? And her dad was getting older every day. How would she live with herself if her cat got too wild and did something bad to them?


So she shifted alone. She preferred that for other reasons, too. Watching someone shift into an animal was disgusting and painful to look at. It was even worse when you knew you’d have to go through it, too, and with that horrific mental image of your body unnaturally changing shape stuck right there in your brain. She’d had nightmares about half shifted people many, many times. Mostly when she was younger, but once in a while they still bothered her.


She walked a good ten minutes before she reluctantly picked a place to shift. She angrily sniffed the air, something she hated doing because it reminded her that she wasn’t completely human, but was relieved when she didn’t smell anyone close by.


The big, beautiful full moon taunted her as she tried to dull her mind to what was coming. It wasn’t the moon’s fault she was what she was, but its relentless monthly return to the night sky was like a militant order she could never ignore. For a time, after she’d first started shifting as a teenager, she’d hated the night. She’d gotten over her hated since then, but she still preferred the day.


She awkwardly took her clothes off, uselessly fumbling with her modesty as she tried to stay covered under a blanket. The neon pink and green flower design looked ridiculous out here, but the bright colors would make it easier to spot in the morning.


After putting her clothes in a neat pile nearby, she huddled under the blanket’s warmth, her muscles already anxiously twitching. She wanted to get the painful part over quickly, so she focused as hard as she could on the link inside her that was her cat. Anger took hold as she tried to force the link open, wishing just once that the shift would happen quickly and painlessly.


She gasped when her animal finally took control, her muscles twitching with more and more oomph. Twitches turned into all out muscle spasms that forced her to her knees. She stretched her body back and forth to try and alleviate the growing discomfort, but it only got worse instead of better. That wasn’t a surprise. She didn’t know why she kept fantasizing that one day she’d be rid of this curse.


Her mood soured even more when her muscles began changing shape. Her arms and legs bulked up and she tried her hardest not to whimper in desperation for this to please not be happening again.


She rocked back and forth in a still futile attempt to ease the growing pain. Her hands ached as they swelled to the size of meaty paws, golden fur with dark spots quickly sprouting absolutely everywhere. Her vision sharpened and she tried not to think about what her eyes must look like. This wasn’t the real her, this was a different person. It was just a crazy dream that she’d wake up from tomorrow and feel like she had a hangover for a day.


Tears came to her eyes when her face started to hurt. Her nose flattened out and her skull became wider and longer, her muzzle forming through popping and bone crunching sounds that made her want to throw up. This was the really horrible body changing stuff that always made her wish there was a cure out there somewhere, as if it really was just a fairy tale curse rather than a fact of life for shapeshifters everywhere.


Her neck thickened and her heart frantically pounded. This wasn’t her. She wasn’t an animal, she was a person! But as her trunk transformed and she felt her tail grow long, reluctantly swishing it about to find her balance, she cried as the change finally took over every inch of her body, her human thoughts vanishing as if she’d never existed. Her cat shook off the feel of prickly, unused magic, growled, then cautiously snuck off into the dark forest.


* * *


Sebastian rode to the ranch with Zach. They picked up a couple other jaguars on the way, though they were nervous in the back seat, no doubt because Sebastian was here. He never talked to anyone Zach invited to ride along on full moon nights. They never talked to him, either, which was how it was at home, too. Whatever.


Once at the ranch, where there were already tons of cars, they all hopped out, took off their shoes and socks, though Sebastian always wore flip flops, and left any other small items in the truck before they headed deeper into the woods.


The other two guys immediately scattered and Sebastian couldn’t help curling his lip at them as they ran off. He was sick of people’s disgust of him.


Zach smacked him in the arm and took off jogging in the direction of their usual shifting spot. Sebastian’s mood reluctantly lightened as he followed.


By the time he caught up, Zach had already stripped and started shifting. Sebastian chuckled and flung his shirt off, not surprised at all that Zach was fully cat before Sebastian’s shirt even hit the ground. He gave Sebastian what passed for a jaguar’s shit eating grin before he sprinting away. He liked to show off his incredibly fast shifting skills, something no one in the family could top, at least as far as they knew, but Sebastian was fine with his own shift taking more time.


After stripping out of the rest of his clothes, he got on his knees and dug his hands into the earth. He liked coming out here. He liked the feel of being out in nature, mostly because he could be himself here.


This was his safe place when he first gained his mind reading power, back when no one would go near him, when he couldn’t control his ‘gift’. Skin to skin contact was all it took for him to read someone’s mind, and accidental touches earned him a lot of unwanted enemies. It took shockingly little time for him to become the unwilling outcast of their community.


He tried to let his angry thoughts go because tonight was his favorite night of the month. He loved to streak through the forest as his wolf, chasing prey, hunting, killing… ripping into bones and muscles, reveling in all the blood…


He grit his teeth as uncomfortable muscle spasms took over, though he actually enjoyed the pain. It helped clear his mind of worry and stress over things back home. Once he was his wolf he wouldn’t even think human thoughts anymore. He’d be completely free.


When the bone crunching sounds of his shift died off and fur quickly covered his entire body, he shook out the last of his muscle spasms, then eagerly darted into the woods.




Chapter 3


Sebastian ran off a lot of his pent up tension a couple nights ago at full moon, but he still felt uneasy. Kaia had been here twice already, but Anthony kept her busy, alone in his room, both times. There was no way Sebastian was going to interrupt whatever they were doing in there just so he could introduce himself and force his way into her mind.


The longer this got put off, though, the more horrible it was going to be for everyone involved, he just knew it. If only she had nothing to do with Ethan, this wouldn’t even be an issue, but Ethan pushed things way too far with Anthony recently and it made them all worry about what was coming next.


He kept rereading the same sentence over and over again on the email Oskar sent him with raise recommendations for the restaurant staff, all coyotes thank God, so he decided to just shut his computer down and go watch a little of the game. Hopefully it would take his mind off reading minds.


He hated his freak mutant power. It felt like a whole lot of emotional, psychoanalysis bullshit to him, and after a little over seven years of finally being able to control when he used it, he could actually lose a friend over it. He was the wrong person to have manifested this curse.


He wandered into the club from Anthony’s office, saw asshole Torin hanging out with his friends, and felt even more like shit.


He wished Torin would let it go that he wasn’t alpha anymore. Sebastian liked to think that if he hadn’t pushed him away when he’d sought out his help and acceptance with his new freak power all those years ago, things could’ve turned out so much differently. Instead, Torin liked to continually find ways to make Sebastian’s life miserable. Since the rest of the pack wished he still was their alpha, they willingly went along with anything he wanted, including enthusiastically ostracizing Sebastian.


He could maybe deal with their revulsion if he was only human, but it kept his wolf, and therefore him, in a near constant state of rage. He was always ready to attack anyone who dared fuck with him, which only made things worse. And now here he was, about to use his disgusting power on someone again, the very reason his pack hated him in the first place.


He glumly went down the vampire hall to watch TV in peace and quiet. The security guys had a set back there so they didn’t get too bored during the day while they were supposed to be guarding sleeping vampires.


His tension eased when he saw Zach already sitting there, one of two people in his entire world that didn’t treat him like he was diseased. He was totally engrossed in the game and didn’t even look up while he moved down a little further on the couch to give Sebastian room to join him.


He dropped down on the other end and zoned out on reading player’s stats. The Braves were in their groove this year and made it to the postseason again. He might just owe Zach some money if they won tonight’s game and made it to the second round.


It was a couple innings before he was startled by the door to the vampire sub-basement opening. Shit. His stomach dropped when Anthony and Kaia stepped into the room. Why hadn’t he realized she was here?


Zach muted the TV and popped up, reaching right out to give Kaia a big hug. “Hey! Nice to see you again, Kaia. It’s great to see you two lovebirds back together.”


They did, in fact, look totally happy together, which only made Sebastian feel like an asshole for what he was about to do. He tried to shut down his emotions and steel his mind as he stood up and waited to be introduced to her.


Kaia smiled pleasantly as she said her hellos to Zach, then turned her attention to Sebastian.


Anthony was beaming like only a man in love could. “Kaia, this is my other roommate and good friend, Sebastian. I don’t believe you two have met yet.”


Shit. His good friend… Hearing that felt like a stab to the heart.


Kaia smiled just as warmly as she put her hand out for him to shake. His usual tenseness about touching her, a complete stranger, was overridden by his heartache and anger over the one part of his job in the family that he absolutely detested. He braced himself as he firmly grasped her hand with his right, and used his left to hold onto her forearm.


“No! Sebastian, stop!”


He tuned out Anthony’s protests and felt dead inside as he held Kaia and let his power flow. Anthony was probably going to hate him after this, not to mention Kaia, but what choice did he have? He never had a choice, not really. He was damned if he did and damned if he didn’t.


He was in her head in an instant, rifling through memories and looking for specific thoughts to delve deeper into. He’d had years to hone his skills, allowing him to flow through her mind with frightening ease. He’d long ago gotten used to the dreamlike sensation, forcing him to concentrate in order to keep his sense of self while he jettisoned from thought to thought in less than a heartbeat of time. Normally he tried to keep a wall up around his own mind since he absorbed things from his victim’s head without even trying, and he always got in and out as fast as possible, but this girl was dating one of his best friends. With her he was going to dig deep no matter how long it took.


He angrily forced himself into her innermost thoughts, surprised to find them so easy to get into, though that might be because she was human. He felt like he was being harsh with her, but he knew whatever he found in her head would probably only end up hurting Anthony anyway.


He quickly and bluntly forced memory after memory to pop up into the forefront of her mind. He wasn’t immediately finding anything incriminating, so he dug deeper until he abruptly hit a bright red wall of pain. He forced himself to focus on it and realized he was squeezing her hand too hard and it was hurting her. He eased up his grip and was quickly in her mind once more.


He braced himself for the onslaught of foreign images, thoughts and emotions he knew he’d absorb, but was a little overwhelmed by how quickly everything came to him. His human self struggled to keep a wall between what was her mind and memories and what Sebastian knew were his own, but his wolf didn’t care about walls. His wolf seized on her every weakness and pushed confidently ahead.


He felt confused, then realized it was Kaia that was confused, not him. She could feel him in her head, but didn’t understand what was going on. That thought was quickly drowned out by the distraction of memories he was dredging up in her mind.


He struggled to keep his identity separate from hers as he focused on what he was looking for. He wanted to know everything she thought about Anthony, and as soon as he put that request out there, he was instantly barraged with intense thoughts and emotions. The overriding theme was that she loved Anthony and was happy they were back together, but she secretly feared their relationship was too new and strange for it to last.


Sebastian wasn’t satisfied with those too perfect, saccharine thoughts, and pushed backwards in time. He wanted to know how they met. Had Ethan told her to seduce Anthony?


She instantly remembered the first time Ethan found out she was seeing him, and how overprotective he acted. Then she remembered back to meeting Anthony. She’d been feeling playful when she first saw him, and they had a fun time chasing each other around the bookstore before finally talking to each other. The scar on his face his and pale, creamy skin against his sharp features and dark hair and eyes made him look exotic to her. That and his calm, no nonsense demeanor attracted her like crazy that night and every night since.


Sebastian was pissed off. She had to be tricking him. What about Ethan? Why was she friends with him, and why did she live at Wild Woods, where only supernaturals lived?


He saw her in her mind working at a manufacturing plant, and Ethan coming to talk to her. Then he saw random images and thoughts of them spending time together.


But never as anything more than friends.


A dark, ugly wall suddenly appeared in her mind, her thoughts not wanting to acknowledge it. There was a door in the middle but she didn’t want to reach out and turn the handle to see inside. He found himself reluctant to look in that direction, just like she was, then forced himself to remember he wasn’t her. Her memories weren’t his memories, her fears not his, and he wanted to know what she was keeping blocked off in her head.


She got more and more reluctant to even glance in the direction of the door, but he kept pushing her towards it. Her emotions felt like she was being physically forced into something she had no control over and fear flooded her mind.


He didn’t care how scared she was, he wanted to know more. She panicked in her mind, her dream as she’d started to think of it. She wasn’t sure if she was hallucinating, dreaming, or going out of her mind, but she desperately didn’t want to open this door that was now too big to ignore.


He shoved her towards it and forced her hand to turn the knob.


It was a mistake. Dark, ugly things quickly filled her head. He forced a request out to search for anything related to Ethan or Anthony, but everything was horrifically overwhelmed by memories from a past well before she’d come to Atlanta and met either of them.


Her heart raced in near terror as she was leaving home the night after high school graduation in her memory. She was driving through the night, hoping he wouldn’t find her and wouldn’t know where to look. Her car was packed with as many of her things as she could gather before he got home from the bar. A map was stuffed in between a couple bags of food on the passenger seat, along with all the cash she’d saved over the last few years. God she hoped he didn’t ever find her.


Sebastian didn’t know who ‘he’ was, but he felt the fear of him as if he were Kaia. She was scared out of her mind. She didn’t want to get caught by him, but she’d never lived on her own before, either. She hoped she’d be able to make it. She even decided to change her name so he’d have a harder time finding her.


Gabriella. Over and over again he heard that name in her mind. She cringed every time she heard it because it meant she was probably in trouble for something. And the smell… She hated the smell of him. Her dad? Her uncle? Sebastian wasn’t sure. And her brothers? She was the only girl in a house with five guys and she hated that, too.


Horrific and humiliating memories of living with him and his kids popped up in her consciousness. His boys were her cousins, but they didn’t treat her like anything better than dirt. She remembered a time she got in trouble for wrecking the car, except she hadn’t done it. One of the boys had, but they all banded together and blamed her. Most of them sneered at her while he punched her for it. Only Jeff had the decency to at least look guilty, but it didn’t do her any good. He’d never fess up.


She felt the punch now like it just happened. Her head whipped to the side and she tried not to cry out. He hated it when she cried, when she made any noise at all. He kept screaming at her about the trashed car, so mad his face was red, veins growing in his forehead while his words came out in spittles.


He finally grabbed her by the shoulders and kneed her in the stomach with the force of a man used to hard fighting. She saw stars as she fell to the ground, trying to still her spasming muscles and helpless sobs that she knew from firsthand experience could easily push him even further over the edge.


* * *


Sebastian heard a faraway, familiar voice, but his mind was too focused on the emotions of the events he was reliving for the person’s words to make any sense to him.


“Sebastian! Let Kaia go!”


He startled when he realized it was Anthony shouting at him, but Anthony didn’t belong in the scene in his mind. Sebastian looked around in confusion.


“Let Kaia go! She’s going into shock!”


He startled and eased up on his grip as he focused on her, but he was still confused. He knew he was here, looking at Kaia, but he was also still in her head, replaying their past. He stared into Kaia’s wide, unseeing eyes, tears streaming down her cheeks as her whole body twitched, and felt like he was seeing himself in the mirror as tangled emotions raced through them both.


“Sebastian!”


He jerked and reflexively shut down his power, which dropped him abruptly back into the here and now. His sense of self battled with the overwhelming volume of Kaia’s memories now in his head, but this wasn’t the first time he’d ever read someone. His mind quickly worked to reorganize everything so it made sense again.


There was too much to wrap his head around, though, and he worried about why he and Kaia were on the ground. Had he hurt her? He didn’t think he’d ever physically hurt someone while he was reading them before, but he couldn’t quite put his finger on what had happened.


Anthony was on his knees with Kaia in his arms as soon as Sebastian let her go. She was weakly trying to pull away from him, her expression glazed over like she was deep in a reverie. She was no doubt still reliving her memories in vivid detail, an unfortunate side effect of Sebastian’s disgusting power, and since she was human, he wasn’t sure how long the effect would last.


Everyone’s eyes were on her as her nervous twitches began looking like she was shaking her head. She hoarsely whispered, “No. No,” and awkwardly tried to scramble away while Anthony looked like he was at a loss for how to help her.


Thoughts that weren’t his own buzzed around in Sebastian’s head. He pressed the base of his fists to his temples to try to force his mind to stop racing. He’d gone too far back in Kaia’s memories and now felt like shit in more ways than one for doing it.


His sense of himself was wildly spinning, racing over, around and through all the memories he’d absorbed purposely and on accident from Kaia. It made him want to scream in confused mental agony, claw his brain out of his head, and throw up all at once. It’d been years since a reading felt this overpowering. He grunted in his head, or maybe out loud, he wasn’t sure which. There was just too much…


And he hadn’t found a single shred of evidence that Kaia was anything other than a woman who really liked Anthony.


Her gaze locked on him suddenly and it made everything in his brain go quiet. In place of his confusion was now an intense feeling of shame.


Kaia looked more and more upset as she watched him, then clumsily got to her feet. “No.”


Sebastian was too messed up to move, so he just sat on his knees and watched her. The murmurs of her memories eventually overcame the short burst of quiet in his head. They built in momentum, storming through his mind, then gradually receded, over and over again.


Feeling like he had something very important he needed to say, he focused as hard as he could to get the words out. His voice sounded rougher than he’d wanted when he said, “I’m sorry, Gabriella. I’m so sorry.”


“Shut up! Don’t call me that!” She jerkily shook her head, her eyes wide and horrified with him. Anthony was cautiously by her side, keeping her steady on her feet.


Her anger at him made him feel even worse than before, and he almost remembered why he shouldn’t call her by her name, but then another avalanche of confusing memories assaulted him.


His emotions felt like a hurricane of never ending ups and downs as he struggled with trying to separate his identity from hers, all the while pissed at himself for being so rough with her in the first place. Now that he was out of her mind the images stopped, but the feelings and thoughts attached to them haunted him in surround sound. He jerked at Zach’s voice in the background.


“Anthony, she’s hyperventilating. Could you put her in a trance to calm her down?”


“I don’t want to do that.”


“Why not?”


“Because Ethan’s done it too many times. No more.”


Sebastian forced himself to focus on the memories he pulled from Kaia’s head. Yes, there were strange blanks that could easily be vampire trances. He focused harder and found jumbled memories that felt almost like dreams, but not quite. They had to be Ethan trying to cover her discoveries about him before she was allowed to know about their world.


Her anguish over her past suddenly filled his thoughts again, making him dizzy as they all competed for attention in his mind.


He startled at Anthony’s voice.


“Kaia, it’s me. Anthony. Shhh, it’s ok. Please Kaia. Shhh…”


Anthony held her while she breathed way too fast, her heart beating so harshly Sebastian could hear it loud and clear from where he sat on the floor in front of her.


Something in his blood connection to Anthony caught his attention and helped still his racing thoughts. He focused on their link and felt a strange shift in his friend.


An incredible possessiveness came over him, and it suddenly felt like Anthony was claiming Kaia with his soul. Happiness filled him to the brim… Anthony, Sebastian, he wasn’t sure which of them felt it, but Kaia’s fear and confusion threatened to overwhelm the goodness of it. Her emotions were too fresh in Sebastian’s head, and for his own sanity he needed them out.


He focused on Zach, on Anthony, then on his surroundings… anything that was different than Kaia.


His wolf came forward in his mind, always there to help him when he was confused after reading someone. His wolf knew what he needed… he needed to not think human thoughts. He needed to just be. His wolf knew how to do that, to live and breathe and move around on gut instinct alone. His wolf lived in the moment.


Sebastian’s mind was a mess, though, and he wasn’t sure if his wolf could focus enough to take over for him. He was too confused by the mishmash of memories that were Kaia’s but felt like his as they all intertwined in his mind.


He couldn’t think straight, he could only feel, and what he felt was pain, humiliation, but also hope and love. All the emotions ebbed and flowed, overlapping each other over and over again, making it impossible for him to get a grasp on what was real.


He found himself licking Kaia’s hand, showing her he accepted her as family. She didn’t like him licking and nuzzling her, but she didn’t fight against it very hard. She belonged to his brother, Anthony, so she was his family now, whether she liked it or not. But she was scared… too scared. He was sorry for that because he knew it was his fault, but he’d done the right thing because now he knew everything would be ok.


* * *


Sebastian let Zach lead him back to the guard’s couch when Anthony took Kaia downstairs. Zach’s presence next to him helped calm his mind. He had a way of making things quiet, but it was only a temporary relief. The voices and memories would come back with a vengeance once anyone disturbed the silence.


After a time, Sebastian had no idea how long, he felt like he could mostly focus again.


“Thanks for sitting here with me.”


Zach quietly said, “I know your job sucks, man. Anthony understands that, too.”


Sebastian didn’t say anything. They might know it sucks, but they had no idea what he went through when he read people. He tried not to resent them for being as perfect as they were, but they couldn’t possibly understand because no one else could do what he could do.


“She took those punches like she was used to them.”


He tersely replied, “Yep.”


“Ethan?”


He looked away. “No. Has nothing to do with Ethan or any supernatural. It’s years in the past, though she’ll be remembering it in more detail for a while now, thanks to me.” He hated himself for his power and what it did to others as much as what it did to him.


Zach’s hand on his shoulder made him take a breath and calm down. He’d been friends with Zach for a long time, and after all the years of fighting and wrestling at the ranch as their animals, and sometimes fighting and wrestling around at home just because they had energy to burn, Zach was the only person in his life that could calm him.


He trusted both Zach and Anthony with his life, but Anthony scared him, even after all these years. He wasn’t scared of Zach, but his hand on his shoulder was suddenly confusing him. It reminded him of meeting him at the ranch a few weeks ago, except that wasn’t Sebastian’s memory, it was Kaia’s.


He growled under his breath and stood up. “I need to clear my head. I’m going to go clean something.”


Zach nodded and followed him out of the vampire hall.


* * *


Anthony came by with Kaia as Sebastian was mopping the floor in the restaurant. He realized too late that they were there and didn’t have time to retreat before they were right in front of him, standing way too close. It was accidental touching distance.


He’d been able to control his power for over seven years now, but it was hard to break the habit of being scared to touch people. Back when he couldn’t control it, it was as much a shock to him when he accidentally read someone’s mind as it was to his victim, and the horrified looks on their faces still haunted him.


These days most people still worried he’d reach out and get in their head anytime he was close enough too, so they stayed far away. He’d grown used to that distance after all these years, so when a stranger was in his personal space, it quickly sent him right to the edge of freaking out.


He tried to calm down as he gruffed out a little harshly, “I’m sorry for what happened.”


Kaia flinched at his words and it pissed him off. He got even more pissed as he stood there in the growing silence and waited for someone to say something. This was his job and no one ever liked it. Did they think he did either?


He stilled when Kaia looked straight at him with her wide, red rimmed eyes, and he got confused for a minute because in his mind he was her, though the feeling kept overlapping with his sense of himself.


She broke his train of thought when she said, “I accept your apology. You aren’t going to do that all the time, though, are you?”


He quietly spat in frustration, “No! I just do it when new people come here.” He frowned and was pissed at himself for being pissed at her because he knew it wasn’t her fault, but he was too confused to know who to be pissed at. Mostly he was pissed at himself, but that just made him pissed, too. God he was confused.


“Ok. I mean, unless you go around talking about everything you saw.”


He gruffed with less oomph, “I don’t do that. Only if there’s something to do with trying to hurt someone in this family, but there wasn’t anything like that.”


She looked uncertainly at him and he had to look away from her. He gruffed again, “I’m sorry,” and was startled by her touching his arm. He froze, then finally looked into her eyes, thought he had no idea what to say.


Anthony broke the silence. “I’m taking Kaia home now. I’ll be back in a while.”


He felt himself frowning at Anthony, but wasn’t sure why he was so upset at him. He looked uncertainly at Kaia, who watched him with just as much apprehension.


After an awkward silence between them, she said, “It was strange to meet the way we did, but I’m glad to get to know Anthony’s friends. I’ll see you again sometime Sebastian.”


He nodded once as she gave his arm a little squeeze, her hand trembling just a little, then left with Anthony. He stared after them, unbelieving that she just willingly touched him after what he’d done to her. But then, of course she would. He intimately knew what she was like now, probably better than Anthony did. He knew how she thought, what she valued, what she hated and what she loved. He might not have consciously been able to make sense of everything he’d absorbed from her, but subconsciously he’d sorted it out.


And it pissed him off. He’d taken information from her against her will and he felt like he’d raped her for it. He had, in a sense. He’d purposely gone deeper into her mind than he’d ever gone into anyone’s head before, and it happened faster and easier than he’d expected. He got way more from her than he thought he would and he felt like shit for it.


But it also comforted him. Her soul was as broken and pieced randomly back together as his was, except she had love in her life now. She might not trust in the stability of her relationship with Anthony, but Sebastian did. He knew Anthony in a way she didn’t since he’d also been in his head, and Sebastian was now confident that those two would make it.


Probably.


He growled to himself and kept mopping. He needed to stay distracted to keep from going crazy tonight. He hated this emotional bullshit and silently begged his wolf, yet again, to help him keep his mind distracted.


He wheeled the mop bucket back to the utility room and dumped out the dirty water before putting away all the supplies he’d pulled out. He finally sat down with a bowl of chili, the coyote restaurant staff all studiously leaving him be at his back corner table.


Anthony came back and went to his office in the meantime, and sometime during that time Torin walked up and said something snide to him, but for the life of him he didn’t know what. His head was such a mess right now he couldn’t even think straight.


Torin’s mouth moved as he said some other things that didn’t sound all that nice, his usually short, thick hair looking a little long and unkempt. The coyote alpha, Suzanne, finally pulled him away. Sebastian stared after them, having no idea why they’d come over.


He zoned out the rest of the night and early morning, his mind and memories drifting to strange places that somehow felt familiar, but all with confusing twists. Around four in the morning Anthony came out of his office and sat down at the table Sebastian belatedly realized he was still sitting at. Dread filled him when Anthony put a sound barrier around them. He no doubt wanted to talk about what Sebastian read from Kaia’s mind.


They stared at each other for a time before Anthony calmly asked, “Have you ever read a human before?”


Sebastian couldn’t tell by Anthony’s tone if he was pissed off or not. Both he and his wolf hated it when he was so calm about touchy subjects. Anthony was the one person that was too fast, strong, and ruthlessly vicious for them to ever feel safe around.


He cautiously said, “Gina, but she was always coked up.”


Anthony was nearly motionless. “You’ve been sitting here for hours. What’s the matter?”


He wasn’t sure how to answer that. He was too focused on times remembered of Anthony’s quiet demeanor betraying his building rage and eventual attack, except it’d only been against Sebastian twice, years ago now. He’d seen memories in Anthony’s head of the many times it’d been against others, though.


But there was another side of him that saw Anthony’s calmness as intriguing, comforting, even sexy. Sebastian jerked in shock and turned away. He rested his forearms on his thighs as he stared at the floor and took some deep breaths. He focused on separating Kaia’s thoughts from his again.


His voice was harsh when he finally said, “I hate this fucking job.”


Anthony quietly said, “I know.”


The confusing hurricane of thoughts and emotions calmed some, and Sebastian eventually sat back up. “You better not ever break up with her again because this is the only time I’m ever doing this for you.”


Anthony sat just as motionless and composed, though now he looked confused. “Doing what for me?”


Sebastian grumbled, “Goddammit.” He ran his hand through his hair and said, “She and Ethan are only friends. Nothing else is going on with them.”


Anthony put his hand up and said, “It’s all right. I’m willing to let time−”


“But if you don’t talk to her about your jealousy of him, and soon, you guys are going to have some trouble.”


Anthony looked startled. “What?”


“She really likes you man, loves you, but you still haven’t talked to her about that night Winston attacked her. It makes her think you can’t control your jealousy and it’s nagging her. You promised…” He looked curiously at Anthony, his heart suddenly hurting.


In a shakier voice he said, “You promised to be there for her for any vampire questions she had, but when she needed you most, you wouldn’t talk to her. She didn’t want to talk to anyone else, either, so she suffered alone. She was in a lot of pain and felt humiliated and alone after the attack, and now… she’s afraid to even bring it up because she knows you don’t like to talk about Ethan, but he was the one to at least keep checking on her bites and bruises and see how she was doing. He wasn’t the one she wanted to talk to, though. You were.”


Anguish filled Anthony’s face and he looked away with a deepening frown. Sebastian realized he was letting Kaia’s emotions get to him again, so he turned away, too. He needed to get a grip on himself and push her thoughts out of his head, but he didn’t know how except to keep himself distracted until they faded on their own.


Anthony finally said, “It’s a wonder she even wants to be around me.”


He smirked. “No it’s not. You have lots of good qualities in her eyes. She thinks you… dammit. I shouldn’t be telling you all this.”


Anthony sat silently watching him in that too still way of his.


He sighed. “What the hell. She loves you. Like, a lot. She likes your personality, you guys have fun together, you laugh together… and she feels safe with you. Emotionally and physically.”


Sebastian eyed Anthony, looking at his scar, then his sharp features, then those eyes that always started to glow when they kissed and touched each other.


“Shit!” He jumped out of his chair and sent it tumbling to the ground while he looked anywhere but at Anthony. He more quietly spat out, “Shit. Goddammit!”


He huffed as he paced around in a small circle, then said, “Look, I could feel that you claimed her tonight, in your soul, so you need to fix this with her before she decides it’s unfixable. Talk to her about that night. She doesn’t blame you for the attack, but she wants to be able to trust you. With you being so jealous of Ethan, in her eyes, it makes her wonder when you’ll snap next.”


Anthony was quiet for a time before saying, “Thank you Sebastian. I’ll make amends with her.”


He looked cautiously at Anthony, not sure what he expected to see, then was immediately overcome with Kaia’s emotions again. She wanted him to always be there for her, and she always wanted to be there for him. She loved him.


He turned his back on Anthony as he tried to put up a wall in his mind.


Anthony said, “I’ve never seen you so different after reading someone.”


He grumbled, “She’ll fade from my head. I just need time.”


Anthony sighed. “You spent more time in Kaia’s head than anyone I’ve ever seen you read.”


Sebastian didn’t say anything as he turned back around and carefully looked at him.


Anthony said more as a matter of fact than a question, “You went deeper into her mind and further back in time than you’ve ever done before, didn’t you?”


Sebastian went still. They stared at each other for a few moments before he slowly said, “There’s only two people I care about in this world and you’re one of them.”


Anthony was silent for a handful of tense moments before saying a little more light heartedly, “So she feels safe around me?”


He sat back down and reluctantly smirked. “From what I can tell from her head, and listening to you talk about her, you two have a real connection. The safety thing is just an added bonus in her mind. You’re strong and all that.” He chuckled when Anthony almost blushed.


“A while ago you were suspicious because she seemed to take so many shocking things in stride. Believe me, she’s shocked by everything she’s learned about our kind, but how she deals with that is to push down the scary stuff and focus on safety first.”


Anthony looked like he was thinking through a lot of things in his head as he watched Sebastian. He finally said, “Thank you. I know your… ability… is not something you would ever have chosen for yourself, but you’re the right man to have it. I’m sorry for the pain it’s caused you in your life, though. And… I thank you for looking out for me.”


“Please don’t tell her I told you any of this.”


“Don’t worry, I won’t.” He paused. “But I do thank you for telling me. I’m not exactly an expert at personal relationships. It appears I was in need of some help, yet again.”


Sebastian shook his head and playfully smirked. “One of your redeeming qualities.”


“What?”


He started to feel much more relaxed. “You’re not a player or all full of yourself. She likes that.” Anthony actually did blush, then, and it made Sebastian happily laugh as he gazed lovingly into his eyes.


Anthony gave him a confused look a second before Sebastian jumped out of his chair again and snapped, “Goddammit! Fucking son of a bitch! There’s too much in my head!” He panted as he looked around with wide eyes at anything except Anthony. “I’m going to the ranch. Right now.”


Anthony hurriedly agreed with him. “Yes, yes. Go. Now.”


They gave each other an uncomfortable look before Sebastian bolted across the club and left.




Chapter 4


Sebastian drove to the ranch on autopilot while Kaia’s memories played out nonstop in his head. He hated that so many of them still felt like they were thoughts of his life when they were obviously hers. He rolled down the window to distract himself with the sounds of the road and the wind whipping through his beat up truck.


He pulled off the highway and took a right onto an unpaved road, then drove his Land Cruiser over some rough trail that not a lot of people used until he finally found his favorite spot. He parked and quickly jumped out, anxious now that he was here.


He jogged for a few minutes to get his blood pumping and to find the copse of trees he liked to store his clothes by. He wished he’d changed into old sweats and a t-shirt like he wore on full moon nights. He didn’t care as much if those got lost or ruined.


The air was brisk and it was still dark out, but he could see just fine, as well as feel his way around. He’d been here enough times by himself over the years that it felt like home to him.


He took a deep breath through his nose to get a scent for what was around him, which was nothing but trees and the usual smells of the forest. No people. Good.


He quickly threw his jacket aside, then pulled off his shirt as he jerkily tried to nudge one of his shoes off at the same time. He finally bent down and took them both off, followed by his socks, then stripped out of his jeans and boxer briefs. He wasn’t as careful with his clothes as he usually was and ended up balling them up and stuffing them in a nook created between a tree’s split trunk. Once he had them stored off the dewy ground, he closed his eyes and opened his senses, letting the feel of the woods fill him.


Goosebumps washed over him from the cool morning air, his arms hanging relaxed at his sides. He took in a big breath and listened to the sounds of the light breeze through the trees, the sounds of birds starting to wake, and the sounds of his own heart. His body twitched, aching to become his animal and run around his home… his wolf’s home.


He slowly opened his eyes and crouched down, burying first his fingers and then his palms in the cool, welcoming earth. A thrum of energy pulsed through him and he went to his knees, watching the openings in the trees as his wolf came forward in his mind.


Energy built as he nudged his senses wide open, the force of feeling inside him creating an intense pressure that he used to fight against, always afraid it would one day be too much and make him explode. Now he knew it for what it was. Alpha Wolf. The alpha was powerful and when he wanted out, he wasn’t delicate about it. Sebastian had learned to trust his wolf, that his wolf would rather die himself than bring harm to Sebastian, and since then they’d had peace between them.


This morning he begged his wolf to help him purge Kaia’s memories from his head. He needed to not be human right now. He needed refuge from this onslaught of confusing thoughts and emotions that weren’t his own.


His wolf responded with such force that Sebastian gasped out loud and nearly doubled over as his muscles transformed faster than they’d ever done before. Magic rippled through him at an alarming pace, but he knew he’d be fine. His wolf knew he’d be fine, so Sebastian grit his teeth while the change took him.


When he was finally wolf, he shook himself off and set his sights on the woods in front of him, then took off running as fast as he could.


* * *


Sebastian ran all day. He ran to his usual places, frightened the usual deer and other animals he came across, gave chase to some, but always broke off before the kill. He didn’t want to stop running. His wolf knew what his human self needed… smells, sensations, and the excitement of being free to be his animal.


He ran and ran, sometimes looping around in circles to make sure he still knew where he was, until he finally started to tire. He trotted back around to the path he knew well and looped towards where his human things were, but they were a long ways away.


He felt good, but with daylight fading, he picked up the pace and tiredly trotted the rest of the way.


* * *


He stopped at a tree and stood on his hind legs while he sniffed at the familiar smelling things that he knew were his. He bit them and pulled them to the ground. They smelled like him, except not the wolf him. It smelled like the other him.


He laid down on top of everything and buried his nose while he closed his eyes and thought about the other him. He focused with his ears, too, listening for others that might want to sneak up on him, but he didn’t hear anyone. The more he thought about who else might be out here, the more he started seeing them in his mind. He saw his friends. One had long dark hair, the other had short dark hair. They were pack even though they weren’t wolf. That was ok.


Then he thought about what he looked like when he wasn’t wolf. He had light hair, dark eyes, and felt like he should have a mate. Why didn’t he? He remembered his power that not everyone had. The others didn’t like what he could do.


He huffed and kept smelling his other scent until he finally felt the shift happen. The magic that held his wolf intact slowly receded while his muscles and joints changed shape. Sebastian quietly grunted as his body contorted until he finally lay on the ground on top of his clothes, naked and sweating.
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