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        From the outside, people see me as a businessman who lives with his two brothers and likes to keep to himself.

        However, the inside is something else. I share my soul with a beast of a bear, and all he knows and wants is to torture and kill.

        Until we scent him.

        Our Fated mate.

      

        

      
        Rio

      

        

      
        My life has never been my own. My ruthless father and mess of a mother control it. All I want is to spend my days without looking over my shoulder and without the fear of getting so close to someone that my crime-boss father will use them against me.

        At twenty-two, I’m tired, unloved, and live a dull, empty existence.

        Until he walks into my world—all intense eyes and broody growls that don’t sound human.

        Now, there’s no going back. Not when my soul recognizes his. All that’s left to decide is how far am I willing to go to escape my toxic family so I can start anew with the man who makes me feel more in a matter of moments than I have in my whole life.
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      DEACON

      Leaning back on the couch, I ignored my inner beast snarling for this man’s blood and smirked at the short, old, and balding psychiatrist who sat across from me.

      He cleared his throat and straightened on his seat. “So, Mr. Blackwood, what brings you into my office?”

      His muddy brown gaze glanced up and quickly back down to the clipboard in his hand. It held the form I’d filled in earlier for this new appointment.

      My bear rumbled inside of me as the man’s unease slid into my senses, making me want to block my nose. He reeked of not only that, but mistrust and a bit of fear.

      The only scent that we craved was fear because we thrived from it.

      “It’s all written there, Doc.” I tipped my chin at the form.

      “Yes, well, I’d still like for you to tell me.” He tucked his pen behind his ear and scratched at his chubby cheek while he glanced at the clock on the wall.

      “My brothers are annoying me,” I told him, stretching my arms along the back of the couch, which I sat in the middle of. My suit jacket pulled open, and I caught him glancing at my sides.

      Was he looking for a gun?

      Amusement swept through me, tugging up the corner of my mouth. I didn’t need a weapon. Not when I was one. Though, my brothers preferred them.

      “How so?” he asked, wiping at the sweat forming on his brow.

      “They’re younger,” I simply said, kicking my feet up on the coffee table between us.

      He hummed under his breath. “Mr. Blackwood, if you’re not willing to elaborate without my prompting, I’m not sure I’m going to be the right therapist for you.” He didn’t even look at me when he spoke.

      I cocked my head to the side. “Is this something you say to all your new patients?”

      He cleared his throat, adjusting his position again. “Ah, well….” The soon-to-be dead man finally looked at me again when I placed my feet on the floor and leaned forward to rest my elbows on my thighs, clasping my hands in front of me.

      His throat slowly moved over a hard swallow.

      “Now, about my brothers. You see, they’re a little insane. Honestly, me included.” His brows shot up. I grunted. “Though, it’s understandable with what happened in our upbringing. It’s what drew us together, connected us. Well, besides our foster mother. We’re not even blood brothers, but we bonded like them, because of the savage way our families ripped into us for being the weakest in our homes. In the end, we became one fucked-up family since our packs didn’t even help us after we’d gone feral.”

      “Feral? Insane?”

      I nodded. “We went a little crazy for blood and violence for a while.”

      He stared at me, features schooled to a neutral look, but I could see his thoughts running in his eyes.

      Is this guy really insane? Do I need help? Do I call for help?

      “Packs?”

      Rolling my eyes, I chuckled. “That’s what you focus on now?”

      He shifted slightly as his heart rate increased, making him stink even worse. “O-Okay then. Ah, what do you mean? What are you talking about being feral and hungry for… blood? And humans? Like you’re not, ah, one?”

      I waved his questions away. “Doesn’t matter. Let’s get back to me venting about my younger brothers.”

      “N-No, please. I’d like to know what you mean about being feral.” He cleared his throat and flicked his gaze all around me, but not on me. “You… you also said packs, like it’s used for animals. Do you class yourself and your brothers as animals?” He swiped at his sweaty upper lip. Obviously, he was still trying to reach for a human explanation for my words.

      A vindictive smile emerged on my lips. “In fact, Doc, we do.”

      He nodded over and over to himself as he relaxed a little. He probably thought I was using metaphors when it came to being feral animals.

      He’d soon discover he was wrong.

      He hummed. “I’m sorry, but I’m doubting your statement since an animal wouldn’t dress or speak as you do.” He forced a chuckle. “So, please tell me why you would call yourselves animals?” He started tapping his pen to the clipboard. “Do you mean through work? What do you do?”

      Smirking, I leaned back into the couch once again, resting one arm up along the back. “You’ve got it all wrong, Doc. We really are beasts, but at least I like being an animal. I enjoy the violence, the blood, the hunt. It means I can deal with vile, dirty creatures… like you are.”

      Instantly, color drained from his face and his wide eyes slowly climbed up to mine. He flinched from my hardened gaze. “W-What?” The clipboard slipped from his loose hand and dropped to the ground.

      Terror saturated the room, and I drew it in with a big breath.

      My smile grew while my bear rumbled inside me. He pushed against my leash, wanting out to devour the abhorrent thing before us, but my bear would never be free unless I allowed it.

      “I’ve heard a lot about you, Doc. How your sessions with your younger patients become hands-on.” My upper lip rose in a silent snarl.

      “N-No, you’re wrong. I would never⁠—”

      “Lies,” I roared, my beast rattling my chest.

      Urine filled the air.

      “Fucking disgusting. You pissing yourself only adds to your guilt. You wouldn’t be so scared otherwise. Besides, I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t true, if I hadn’t already seen the proof, you sick fuck.”

      He went to stand but collapsed back into his seat, muttering, “T-There’s no proof. I didn’t⁠—”

      “Don’t,” I warned roughly.

      He froze while I slowly stood.

      “There’s no use trying to talk yourself out of it. The end will be the same.” I kicked the coffee table out of the way, and he let out a whimper, body trembling. “With you dead.” Holding up my hand, I watched his eyes as tears formed and fell when my nails elongated and sharpened right in front of him.

      Annoyance rolled through me when he started sobbing. I should have guessed he’d be a crier. Begging would come next. But before he could open his mouth to utter a word or scream, I lunged and slashed my claws across his jugular.

      Blood sprayed, hitting me in the face.

      “Fucking hell,” I muttered while the doc gripped his throat and choked on his blood.

      Moving over, I grabbed the coffee table and straightened it, planting the wood in front of him. I sat on it and watched as his life slowly leaked out of him. When I let my bear shine through my gaze and my canine teeth lengthened in a partial shift, a snort of humor escaped me as the sick fuck tried to scream, but it came out as a gurgle.

      I should have filmed this for my brothers.

      After a low rumble from my bear, the fucker slumped lifeless into his chair.

      My phone vibrated inside my pocket. I pulled it free and saw my brother’s name on the screen. “Nox?”

      “You done? We’ve got that other meet in an hour.”

      Shit. “I’ve got to clean up, and then I’ll be ready.”

      “Good because you know what’ll happen if I have to deal with this dickhead.”

      I did.

      Nox wasn’t a patient shifter. He took what he wanted, but when it came to the cartel, we had to tread a little more carefully since there were thousands of them. Not that my group couldn’t handle them if we had to. We would and in the end, we’d be the victors. But I didn’t want to deal with Nox and our other brother, Riker, complaining about all the injuries we’d no doubt get and then heal from. Also, we had a few hired humans help us, who we had to take care of.

      “I said I’d be there, and I will.”

      “Fine,” Nox stated and hung up. Riker must have pissed him off; usually he wasn’t so surly.

      Okay, that was a damn lie. He was always a grump, but with me, he tried to curb it—one of the benefits of my bear being more alpha than his tiger and he didn’t want to irk my beast. The last time that happened, we fought, and he ended up with two broken legs. Then again, I didn’t leave Nox alone with Riker too much because our brother, in his human or fox form, could annoy the calmest of men with his hyper personality.

      Pocketing my phone, I sighed down at the mess.

      This was the worst part of dealing out the punishment, but I wouldn’t have anyone else do it. Killing disgusting humans like this calmed our animals in ways nothing else could, and that made the world safer for everyone.
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        * * *

      

      After stepping out of my car freshly showered, Riker skipped up to my side from where he’d been leaning against the wall with Nox. “Deacon, I wanna know if we can take this place? I want it. Smells yum and look how busy it is. We’d make millions.”

      I placed my hand on his shoulder, and he settled for a moment. Looking up at me, he met my gaze instead of his bouncing all around us. “We already have millions, Riker.”

      “It ain’t about the money,” he reminded himself.

      “Exactly.”

      He pouted, cocking his head to the side. “Still, it would have been good to add a restaurant to the list of businesses.”

      “Maybe another time.” I dropped my hand and stepped up to Nox. “How many?”

      He’d been the one to scout this place before I arrived.

      “Twenty inside. Fifteen posing as customers, the other five in the private room with Santiago. Ten more out back, and we’re currently being watched by another six.”

      Riker snorted and danced around me to the other side while stretching his arms out in front of himself. He always moved nonstop, making most onlookers believe he was on something or drunk. To Nox and me, he was just cunning and smart, but a little different; the torture he’d endured by his old pack had been even worse than what Nox and I had experienced.

      “There’s another two out there. So, eight. Watching. Waiting.” He nodded with a crooked smile.

      I believed him, and even though Nox’s jaw clenched in irritation for missing the other two, he had faith in his brother. Riker’s nose was never wrong.

      “Right. Let’s get this over with.” I started for the door with them at my back.

      We didn’t expect an attack. Luis Santiago, who was the head of the cartel in this area, was curious to know why we’d asked to meet with him. He also wouldn’t have accepted if he hadn’t heard of us already. He would have seen the cover story we’d painted decades ago of successful businessmen.

      What he didn’t know, like most humans, was that shifters were real, and he was about to have three of them on his premises.

      As far as I knew, the only humans who knew our true identities were loved ones and trusted friends. Of course, there’d been speculations from randoms—from those who’d seen glimpses and tried to push their thoughts to the world, but not many actually believed them. Besides, it was up to the vampires to take care of and erase all those types of cases.

      The only ones, outside of family and friends, who were aware of shifters, vampires, and fae, were a small sect of the government, but my brothers and I had nothing to do with them. The council of our communities placated the government in the know into believing us “others” were harmless.

      Another thing the government wouldn’t have knowledge of was how our shifter council was responsible for our kill orders—those that would appease our beasts.

      We got this job because of our foster mother, Ruth, who was on the council. When she’d taken our younger, feral selves in, she knew what we’d crave in the end. How our beasts hungered for violence in our own twisted way of vengeance. The daily torture routines we’d all suffered at the hands of our families called for an outlet. Not all shifter communities had been like ours: cruel and controlling.

      Ruth’s wasn’t. Thankfully, she’d been patient and kind with us, and understood our need to hurt and kill anyone who targeted those weaker.

      Sometimes we wanted the blood of any motherfuckers that pissed us off—we weren’t complete angels. Luckily, we knew how to hide our kills, so no one found out.

      Pushing the thoughts from my mind, I pulled open the front door and stepped in. The scent of food was stronger inside, making my stomach rumble.

      Riker laughed. “See.”

      “We’ll get dinner after,” Nox said. That was if things went well and we got what we wanted.

      As soon as we reached the front counter, a waitress tucked her shaky hands behind her back and dipped her head. “Welcome. Mr. Santiago is waiting for you.”

      She walked us through the restaurant, and I could hear her heart pounding in her chest. She had nothing to worry about from us, but I didn’t know how Santiago treated his employees.

      My brothers and I discretely scanned the guards along the way, using our heightened senses. The hall she took us down to the private function room was quiet, though. Two people moved on their feet at the far end. Other than that, the rest were out in the dining area.

      She stopped at a door. “Just in here. The waiter for the room will be along shortly to see if you would like some drinks or food.”

      With a grunt, I opened the door as soon as she’d started back down the hall. Moving into the room, I made my way over to the table and sat opposite Santiago. My brothers took the chairs on either side of me. At least the seats were comfortable. I rested my hands along the armrests and stared at the man across from us.

      His lips twitched. “Mr. Blackwood, welcome. Would you prefer to get down to business, or would you care for some food and beverages first?”

      A door opened behind us. I glanced toward Nox and subtlety drew in the scent. Male. Smelled like food and sweat.

      “Business,” I stated, meeting his gaze once more as I straightened the lapels on my jacket.

      Santiago waved the waiter off and I heard the click of the door closing once again. I wanted to sigh when a different door opened in the next second. Instead, I thinned my lips and looked to the younger man that just walked in from the entrance behind Santiago, who was now scowling over his shoulder at the new guy.

      “You’re late,” Santiago clipped.

      For a split second, I wanted to rip Santiago's face off and beat it against the wall for his tone against the goddamn stunner of a guy.

      The man dipped his head toward his boss, then stood to attention beside the door. Santiago grumbled under his breath about “Ungrateful pieces of shit” as he turned back to me.

      It was a struggle to drag my eyes away from the newcomer with his sun-kissed, wavy hair and electric-blue gaze, but I managed to meet Santiago’s stare with my own cold one.

      Both men and women appealed to me and my brothers, and we’d had our fair share of attraction with all types before leading to a one-night stand. However, with blondie, my reaction was different, instant, and weird. Like I’d never had before. As if an invisible force punched me in the gut to fiddle with my damn organs.

      I drew in a breath, but I scented all the other assholes in front of him. They needed to move. I ground my teeth together to stop my bear’s grumble.

      Yeah, there was something else about him, something more than just his looks.

      I wasn’t sure what exactly, but I’d figure it out.

      “Tell me why you wanted this meet, Blackwood,” Santiago ordered.

      “We’ll pay you a onetime sum of five-point-five million if you cease importing your products into this area.”

      Santiago glanced to his main henchman standing to his left before laughing. The monkeys joined in. All except the stunner. Instead, his shock was easily read when he gaped at me like I was an alien.

      Until he quickly tensed when he noticed me staring and blanked his expression before looking to the floor. He didn’t like that I’d caught his reaction. But did his shock mean that he hoped his boss would accept? Maybe he didn’t agree with what went on in the business.

      Santiago clicked his fingers and the room quieted.

      His cocky smirk had me gripping the armrests of the chair. My bear and I wanted to break every tooth in his too-big mouth and make him eat them; whatever was about to come from his lips, we weren’t going to like.

      No one else, but me, noticed how my brothers adjusted slightly. Preparing for a fight if it happened.

      “I might consider the payment, but not a one-off. I’d request it every year, Blackwood. Honestly, it’s hilarious you had the balls to bring this to the table to begin with. Are you stupid?”

      “I don’t believe so,” I said through clenched teeth.

      “You have to be.” He shook his head and waved around him. “I have an army at my back and all you have are the men sitting next to you and a few hired hands.”

      Yeah, he’d definitely done his homework on us. But only learning the public knowledge we allowed people to see.

      Double-locking my anger and bear down, I replied, “That may be, but I believe it will be in your best interest to reconsider. At least think about it longer. We’ll be in touch.”

      Before we could stand and make our exit, the damn door behind us opened again.

      The stench of strong alcohol touched my nose just before my attention swung to blondie as he clipped a low, “Shit, Mamá.”
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