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Chapter 1
Marcus
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The ache and burn of my muscles were as familiar to me as breathing. I relished it. Learned from it. I craved it. It was in moments like these that the rest of the world fell away. And today I needed that.

The only thing that would make this particular training session better would be if I was working with my long sword. Only, that was put away. The children of the Steelwick pack—I couldn’t keep track of how many there were—were all out in the courtyard now, and their parents tended to get upset with me if I used the sword too much in their presence.

I didn’t blame them, but also, I understood the wonder of watching someone master their skills. There was something about the way the metal slashed through the air with such precision that was mesmerizing. Only, as they got older, it stopped being only about the visual wonder of it all.

What had been fascinating when the children were little was now a curious activity, and they had questions. Like: “when can we get a sword?” “Can we touch it?” “How heavy is it?” “Why do you use a sword, Uncle Marcus?”

I personally loved their inquisitive nature. But when the children all put swords on their birthday present requests, I had to refrain from training near our cubs. It would be too easy for one of them to decide they were “big” and to attempt to use a sword in a way that wouldn’t end well. I kept mine put away, but when did not having a real sword ever stop anyone? If they picked up some random tool in the garage or kitchen and mimicked my moves, harming another, I’d never forgive myself.

Normally, I wouldn’t be training in the middle of the day in the first place. I preferred to work late into the evening hours or at first light; there was something magical about that time where the day is morphing into night, and a new world awakens. But today, I needed the calmness before my meeting with Alpha Elect Armand, so now it was.

I glanced at my watch. Crap. If I didn’t catch a shower now, I would be late for the meeting, and even if I took off this second, the odds of me being on time weren’t the best. But also, going there all stinky wasn’t the best of ideas. Not today, anyway.

As quickly as I could safely manage, I finished the last of my stretches, packed up my equipment, and set off for my room. It wasn’t the best way to end a workout, but it would have to do. I had places to be.

My room was on the top floor of the pack’s hotel-turned-living-quarters and was one of the smallest. It wasn’t because I was one of the smallest creatures in our pack, though sometimes it felt that way. Being a bunny didn’t hold the same fierce presence as a lion or a bear. But make no mistake about it, I was fierce.

I hadn’t always felt that way. Once upon a time, I thought I could never be strong enough to do a job anywhere as close to as dangerous as being an enforcer could be. It was one of the reasons why I needed a sword to work with.

Fighting with tooth and claw was perfectly easy and well and good, if you were a wolf or a bear or a lion. It did not work out so well when you were a rabbit—a red one at that. I couldn’t even hide in the cover of the forest. I supposed I could use my cute adorableness to get my way out of many things, but a fight wasn’t one of them. I’d begun training with the sword long ago, and it was as much a part of me as my beast.

The water barely had time to get up to temperature when I was done rinsing off. I didn’t have the time to wait for the comfort of the steamy heat. I was already cutting it far too close. I put on a fresh pair of clothes and made my way to the bottom floor where Alpha Elect Armand’s office was. I lifted my hand and knocked.

“Come in,” he shouted from inside. My attempts to decipher his tone failed.

I pushed the door open and found his mate Matty scrambling off his lap. Maybe it was best I hadn’t known what he was feeling at the time I knocked. He and Matty were relationship goals. Their path toward happiness hadn’t been easy, but they were happy.

“I could have waited,” I said, not mentioning that my wait could’ve been under hot running water.

“What’s the fun in that?” Armand smirked, his eyes on his mate.

Matty blushed at his mate’s antics.

I winked at him. “Smells like sex in here,” I teased.

“We have four children and another one on the way,” Armand said. “We take our time together whenever we can. It’s even on my calendar.”

I had noticed that he had a meeting before mine. I hadn’t looked at the details. It wasn’t my business. But also—I wouldn’t have expected sex with mate to be on there.

And now it was me who was blushing. Sex was natural. But this was more than sex, it was me witnessing their bond in what felt like almost too private a moment. Thankfully they didn’t seem to take it as such.

Matty rolled his eyes. “I’ll see you later. Don’t be too late, it’s bath night,” he said. The door clicked closed behind him.

“What did you wish to speak with me about, Marcus?” Armand’s tone shifted, and he was back in Alpha Elect mode.

I took a deep breath and sat down in the chair across from Armand. He was a fair alpha, a good one. And I knew that he wouldn’t be surprised, nor would he deny me the opportunity I was about to ask for. But still, it was a big step for me, and it would mean leaving my pride. The only place I’d truly felt like I belonged.

“Liaison to the centaurs. I want that post,” I said. I had had an entire speech planned, one that laid out all the reasons I would be good at the position. But standing here, the words fell away, and I just asked.

He nodded and leaned back in his leather chair. His fingers steepled in front of his face. “I thought as much.”

I had not been expecting that.

“I was going to recommend you for it or at least talk to you about it. I’ll send the recommendation to the council. We’ll get you set up with the information you need, and you’ll head that way soon.”

“Just like that? There’s not anything more I have to do?” I assumed there would be an application process or at least some hoops to jump through. This was a new position designed for a new herd of thought-to-be-non-existent beings in a forest that until recently had not been visible or disturbed by anyone—human or shifter. How could it be as simple as all this? I thought I’d have to convince Armand and then the council and then the centaurs.

“Did you think you would have to plead your case? You’re a good agent, Marcus. I’ll be sad to see you go, and if the post doesn’t work out for you, I hope that you will come back to us. But I think this will be good for you. There’s a lot we can learn from the centaurs, not just for us but for all of shifter kind. I like the idea of having someone I can trust there.”

“Will it be a problem, me being an omega?” Which had been my second-biggest fear, my first being that being a cute little bunny might make me look less competent somehow. Steelwick knew what I could bring to the table, but that didn’t mean everyone else would.

Armand shook his head. “The three centaurs are not classist in such a way. Hell, they couldn’t even pick their own leader amongst themselves. They instead have all three of them listed as leader of their herd. I don’t think they’ll have any qualms about alpha versus omega.”

“You knew I was going to ask for this before I came to you, didn’t you?” I said.

Armand smiled. “I already have the recommendation letter written. And I may have already spoken unofficially with the council about you. The application is a formality.”

Gods, he was a great leader.

“Thanks,” I said. “For everything.”

“You know that Ralf and Lewis will want to throw a party for you.” Because of course he’d already told them, probably so they could bake a cake or cookies or both.

I grinned. “I expect nothing less. I plan to request a whole year’s worth of cookies and baked goods to see me on my journey as well.” That wasn’t a joke. I very much was. I had a list planned for exactly the treats that I wanted.

Armand snorted. “You better be prepared for roughing it. I know they have internet out there now, however the hell they managed to get it to work. They have their version of running water and other amenities, but it is the middle of the forest. There is no fast food, there is no movie theater. There’s no television.”

“I’m up for the challenge,” I said.

“I know you are.”

“Can I go officially tell the twins?” I asked, unsure how much I should be sharing. It was one thing for Armand to do so as part of his position, another for me to do so.

“Go ahead. I think they are doing cupcakes for a wedding.”

His words took me aback. They generally just baked for us, and no one here was the wedding type.

“Don’t look at me like that. I don’t know either. I guess the human couple stopped by on accident one day and now they are getting cupcakes.” He shrugged. “Surprised it hasn’t happened before, honestly.”

We didn’t have people often come here that weren’t shifters. This town had been good and dead when we moved in. It was on the path to—nowhere, so if people passed through, it was kind of a big deal. It was nice to see the twins getting some business, though. They did love to bake.

When I walked into the bakery, every flat surface was covered with cupcakes. Every last one.

“Armand said you were doing a wedding. He didn’t say it was a county-wide wedding.” I chuckled, standing back so as not to interfere. “I can come back later.”

“You can stay. We are almost ready to pack them up, and we can use your help there,” Ralf said.

“Let me wash my hands and I’ll jump on in.” I couldn’t bake worth anything, but I had helped them box things up before. That I could handle. “Then you can tell me about this wedding, and I can tell you about my new position.”

Both Lewis and Ralf squeed and ran over to hug me. It would be hard when I left, these shifters were my family—my pride. They would always own my heart.

Lately my heart had told me there was something else out there. The position with the centaurs was my first step to finding it. I knew it.


Chapter 2
Luan
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“I don’t understand why we had to remove the barrier,” Appollo whined.

I fought the urge to roll my eyes. After this many years—over one thousand of them—you would think I would be used to Apollo’s Debbie Downer behavior. That was one of the many new phrases I had learned from Maddox since he arrived.

He’d explained it to me when he had described Apollo that way. It was fitting. Maddox had also called him Eeyore, but apparently, I needed to read the books before I could truly understand that comparison.

“For the last time, brother, we were not in charge of the barrier,” I said. The protective bubble that had shielded our forest for a thousand years had come down when Maddox found us. It also altered the way in which we experienced time. Now, our passing of time matched that of the rest of shifter-kind.

He could keep asking all he wanted, but it wouldn’t change anything. It was down now, and none of us understood exactly what had held it in place to begin with. I had a bit more of a notion than he did, but that didn’t mean I could just will it into existence.

It was damaged by the changes we had experienced, but that didn’t mean we were stuck with it this way forever. But for now, it would stay.

“It came down by itself when we started making contact with the outside world, just as our time slowed down.” I was a broken record.

“Surely you can come up with something to put it back up.”

He was right. There had to be a way. And truth be told, having it down was stressful, especially with all the rumors circulating about us throughout the shifter world.

Too many shifters assumed we were magical and our forest held special ingredients, plants or herbs, and I didn’t even know all what else. Each rumor was wilder than the next. And if they stayed rumors, that would be fine. I just didn’t feel confident that they would and that someone would act on it. It wouldn’t be the first time.

This time I did roll my eyes at my brother. “Yes, in my endless free time, I’ll just whip it up. A spell that will re-install the barrier will just come to me like that.” I snapped my fingers.

He had enough decency to look sheepish. Of all of us, I had been the one doing a majority of the work preparing for our new place in the world. Whatever that looked like. And I didn’t mind. I actually rather enjoyed it. As much as I loved my brothers, a thousand years of only them for company was rather lonely. This change was new, even if it was scary.

I’d already met with the council and the enforcer pack. I’d made plans for what it would look like for people to join our little community in the forest. I’d even managed to organize for us to have internet installed and new homes built for any guests—none of them were near Apollo’s house, of course. As far as I can tell, nothing had changed for him. He came and went as he pleased and was only a part of the conversations when it suited him. That did not stop him from complaining about the decisions we made. It was his way.

“What did we call this meeting for?” Terran asked.

We sat around the fire pit at Terran and Maddox’s home. The home we all just finished adding on to so that it would fit their new child, Ariondas, who was asleep in Maddox’s arms.

“Our liaison should be arriving soon.” I hadn’t gotten word of exactly when, or maybe I had… I wasn’t great at keeping the cell phone charged or track of the human calendar.

Electricity within our dwelling did not work the same as it did for the outside world. When we needed light, Apollo simply asked the sun to share it with us. When we needed running water, Terran asked the earth to provide. But now we had phones and computers and the Internet to deal with, and I still didn’t completely understand the technology behind them.

We’d managed to set it up so that we had some basic infrastructure for those things. But outlets weren’t exactly in large supply, and I constantly forgot that I needed to charge my phone. I tried using the same method that I would to ask for light, but it had ended up frying the phone—fine, two phones. One could say that the experiment worked too well.

“You said Marcus was chosen as the liaison?” Maddox asked.

I nodded. “He’s a great guy according to everyone.”

It was fair to say I liked the idea of him coming a little too much. I wasn’t sure what it was about him. But ever since I found out he was the one, it was all I could think about. It was probably the loneliness manifesting itself. Still, it would be nice to have a friend.

If everyone had nice things to say about him, surely he and I could be friends.

“He belongs to that enforcer pack?” Apollo asked.

Maddox nodded.

I had heard very little of this Marcus. But I liked the sound of his name. I looked forward to meeting him and going over our plans for what our place in the world would look like. I heard that he was mostly curious about our histories, like Gideon had been. Gideon still visited, and he was working on putting together a book on our history. Soon he said he would arrive with a manuscript for us to review.

This entire thing was an experiment, just like my brothers and I were, come to think about it. I was curious about having more people join and contribute to our little community. And selfishly I wanted to meet my mate, like my brother Terran had. As if to remind me of what I was missing out on, their young child let out a cry and pushed at the blankets holding him in.

“I think he’s hungry,” Terran said. “But if it’s diaper needs, I’ll take care of it.”

I loved how the two of them worked together as a team like that. Terran couldn’t feed him, obviously, but he was more than willing to do his part.

“I better go in and feed him.” Maddox stood. He held their child in his arms. The light blue blanket rustled as the child contained within fought to be free. “But if it’s a poopy diaper, I am so bringing them back to you.” He winked playfully at his mate.

“Is this meeting over?” Terran asked.

I sighed. “I suppose it can be. When Marcus arrives, I expect all of you to give him a warm welcome. I don’t need us scaring him away.” I shot a pointed look at Apollo.

“What?” he said.

He was already standing up, ready to head back to his home. Terran and I had no idea where he actually lived at the moment. He’d tell us if he wanted us to know. It wasn’t as if we weren’t used to him by now.

“I promised to behave,” he said. “Believe it or not, I do want some people here. I just don’t want us to become a damn tourist attraction.”

Same. So very much same.

“Nobody is going to invade your space. I can promise you that.”

He nodded and then took off at a gallop back to his house. Although he was heading in a direction he didn’t usually go. Perhaps throwing us off the direction that his house actually was. I had no idea. For all I knew he’d moved it once again.

“You sure you don’t need anything, brother? You seem stressed.” Terran put a hand on my shoulder.

“I’m fine,” I said. “I can handle this. Go be with your mate and child.”

Terran seemed at war with himself for a moment, but ultimately, he did turn and go back to his home.

I stood and gathered the paperwork that we had been going over and tucked it into my leather satchel. I found that the bag I had made eons ago for carrying goods around the forest actually worked well to fit a laptop. Though I was still learning how to use the confounded machine, it was nice not to have to worry about getting it from one place to the next.

How things had changed in such a short period of time. Just over a year ago, we were nothing but a rumor to others and the three of us only had ourselves. And now? Now I was carrying a computer and thinking about how our herd was about to grow.

I was halfway back to my home when a buzz of excitement rippled through my body starting from my heart and shooting outwards down my limbs. It was as if my heart was singing, pulling me toward something. It was something I had never experienced before, but I instantly recognized it.

My heart song.

It was like Terran had described it when Maddox had broken the barrier. This was my heart song, which could only mean one thing… my mate was near.

Who was it? Who was in our forest, and how could I get to them before they left? Did they feel it too? Would they recognize it for what it was?

I took off running. My instincts guiding me toward where my heart song pulled me, and that’s when I found him.


Chapter 3
Marcus
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My contacts were not answering their phones, which was understandable considering they were thousand-year-old centaurs. Perhaps they didn’t know how to use them. Did they even have a way to charge them? Maybe they were more like our younger generation than I thought and avoided talking on the phone at all costs. There were a thousand and one reasons as to why they had not responded to my calls or texts.

Normally I wouldn’t care. People sometimes didn’t answer their phones. But this was my new job, one I felt called to, and I wanted everything to be perfect. I’d just reviewed that information in the report that Armand had given me. Electricity had been installed at each of their homes, so it wasn’t that. At least not for two of them. Apollo was a different story altogether.

Apollo wasn’t as quick to jump on the technology bandwagon, from what I could garner through the minimal papers I had. He was the one holdout on quite a few things, including letting us know where he lived. Although, if the reports were right, even his brothers didn’t have that information. It wasn’t anything personal against us.

Having my calls go unanswered was frustrating, to say the least. I’d been waiting for hours to arrange a time when I could arrive. Finally, I’d given up and decided to take matters into my own hands.

I packed all my belongings into the saddle bags of my motorcycle. I was taking clothes, my camping gear, and my weapons. I wasn’t sure what I would need and what my accommodations would be once I arrived. And of course, I brought my laptop and things I would need for the work I would be doing. I thought about bringing food, Armand’s comment about fast food sticking with me. Only that could look like a sign of distrust, and I didn’t need that on my first day working with them, that was for sure.

Just like always, I had my sword strapped onto my back. I never left home without that. I usually kept it hidden away when I was around humans. They got weird about things like that, but a long coat always did the trick.

I parked my motorcycle at the edge of the forest where we had a designated spot. It was far enough away from things that we could hide vehicles from prying eyes but close enough that the travel to see the herd wouldn’t be cumbersome.

Once my bike was secure, I began the trek toward where I knew the home of Luan to be. As much as I hated to do so, I left my sword with the motorcycle. I wasn’t about to approach their homes unannounced bearing weapons. They deserved more respect than that.

Was it as safe for me? Probably not. My sword was an extension of me and not having it there would make things more difficult. Worst-case scenario, I could rely on the run-and-hide method if it came down to it. It wasn’t my favorite, but alas, that was what I would do.

The forest that I found myself traipsing through was beautiful, quiet. There were a few woodland creatures skittering about, none of them seeming to be overly afraid of me as I walked through. The trees and plants were strong and unlike any I’d ever seen. The scents that filled the air were all new to me too. Was there some truth to this forest holding unique plants and things that we had not seen before?

The closer I got to my destination the more my body hummed. It was more than anxiety. It was more than excitement. I had never felt something like this before. It was as if my heart sang, the music growing louder with each step I took. My rabbit within me even grew excited, wanting to come out. Usually, my beast was a quiet creature. Unlike the predator-style animals, it hardly ever clawed at the surface demanding to be free.

I was about a mile from my destination, according to the GPS tracker I was following, when the thundering of hooves stopped me short. My hearing wasn’t the greatest—at least not compared to that of a wolf—but it was better than the average human. Only I couldn’t tell exactly where those hoofbeats were coming from. They seemed to be coming from three directions all at once.

Did the centaurs know I was here? Were they coming to greet me? Were they coming to defend their land? I had no way of knowing—my ability to think fuzzy, my focus constantly drawn to the song.

And unfortunately, I didn’t have too much time to decide what my response would be no matter what the case. The sound of them plowing through the forest at me had me standing still, getting louder and louder by the second.

I tossed my bag to the side and shifted to my animal form, letting my clothes fall. I wasn’t even sure why I was taking cover. They were expecting me, wanting me here, but my beast insisted. It was the first time I remembered him being this insistent, and I allowed it.

Fur on, I was about to leap into the forest and hide when the most beautiful creature I had ever seen stepped into view.

His hair was long and silver and flowed freely, catching the sunlight like spun moonlight. The spiraled horn in the center of his forehead flickered in the sun, and my fingers itched to touch it. He looked as if he were bathed in moonlight though it was midday and the sun was high in the sky. Below the waist, his form transitioned seamlessly into that of a magnificent gray horse, his coat dappled with shades of gray and white. His long tail flicked. He stared down at me, his eyes gazing directly into mine. He recognized me immediately, fluffy tail and all.

Mate. My rabbit recognized him instantly, probably before he even pushed me to shift.

Mate. This was my mate. The hum within my heart grew louder. I needed to be closer to him.

I hopped forward. It wasn’t me who was deciding to do so, it was my rabbit. He wanted to meet our mate, to show him who we were.

My mate leaned over, bending his two front legs. He lifted me into his arms and cradled me as if I was the most precious being on the planet. He looked down at me, his eyes glistening, his smile wide. The twists in his horn sparkled up close.

“Mine,” he said out loud. “You’re mine. I heard you cross into the territory but was scared I was wrong. I wasn’t. Look at you.”

He touched my ears tenderly, as if he was afraid to scare or hurt me. I wasn’t sure which. I nuzzled closer into him, showing him that I wanted this too and making sure to be careful not to scratch him with my claws accidentally.

He sensed I was his, the same way I recognized him. He was mine, and I was his. There was no mistake about it. This was the alpha, the one on this planet just for me.

Mine, I agreed. But I couldn’t say it out loud, not in this form. I wasn’t ready to leave his arms to shift and talk to him. Not just yet. It was too perfect being here in his arms, feeling his warmth, scenting him. I nosed into his chest, and he let out a rumble of laughter when my whiskers tickled his skin.

On either side of us, two other centaurs came into view, and my mate addressed them by name. Terran and Apollo. There was no guessing there. Only three of them existed. The one that held me, my mate, was Luan.

“What the hell is going on?” one said. That one had to be Apollo. He had two very large, red horns on his head.

“I think this is Marcus,” Luan said. “He’s my mate. I hear my heart song.”

So that’s what that was. It was our mating pull. I should’ve recognized it immediately, but it had me so mesmerized I hadn’t even attempted to suss out what was happening.

“Oh for goodness’ sake,” Apollo grumbled, although he didn’t sound mad, more like he was putting on a show or something. It was weird.

“Congratulations, man. Do we get to meet him as a person or is he going to stay in his rabbit form?” Terran asked, not bothered at all by the fact that his brother just announced that a tiny woodland creature he’d picked up was his mate.

I shifted, not thinking of the fact that he continued to hold me in his arms. If I had been a larger beast, it would’ve been impossible without harming him. But I was small, and as my body morphed, he would just need to let me go and all would be well.

Only he didn’t let me go, not even close. He held me tightly. Not once did I feel like I might fall. He cradled me in his arms, even though I was not a small omega. I wasn’t sure how he managed to keep a hold of me like this, but I wasn’t complaining.

“Hello, mate,” he said.

“Hi,” I said. I reached up and touched his face, cupping his cheek. “Mate.”

“Welcome.”

I grinned. “I’m so glad you’re here.”

He smiled back and leaned down and pressed his lips to mine, and everyone else disappeared. It was just me and him, our lips together, our hearts serenading us.


Chapter 4
Luan
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“Fastest mating on record. Do you two want us to give you some privacy?” Terran asked. His attempt at being funny was appreciated. Or maybe he was serious, trying to show us his support. I didn’t even know. My every single thought was on my mate.

Marcus tensed up at my brother’s words. Unlike me, he didn’t know him enough to see this was just how he was. I finally lifted my lips from my mate’s and stared down at him. He grinned back up at me, any tension I perceived him feeling, falling away. Maybe it wasn’t embarrassment at all, maybe he just didn’t want to be interrupted.

“Perhaps you better set me down.” He nipped at my jaw, making it twice as hard to even contemplate that.

I nuzzled into his neck, careful not to touch my horn against his skin. It was a sensitive part of my body, and right now, it was absolutely thrumming with pleasure. Oh, what it was going to feel like when he stroked it for the first time.

“I don’t want to,” I said.

Marcus chuckled.

I finally did let him down, and he pulled on his clothes. I liked him there all naked, but it wasn’t ideal for trekking through the forest until we reached my home. Also, there were too many sets of eyes on him. I wanted him all to myself.

My brothers had the decency to look away, and I did as well, since it would not be good for me to get even more hot and bothered at this very moment.

When I gazed upon my mate’s naked form, I wanted to do so in the privacy of our home and with his full consent, not raking him with my eyes when he was in the middle of the forest.

“I’m Marcus,” he said. We already knew that. We’d been expecting him, but hearing it from his own voice… it made all of this a tad more real.

“You’re the liaison from Steelwick,” Terran said.

“Yes, I’m originally from Steelwick. As far as being a liaison to the centaur herd, that is a position from within the council. So I represent all of shifter-kind, not just Steelwick.” Shifter politics were far too complicated, if you asked me.

“Why didn’t you tell us you were almost here?” Apollo glared from where he stood off to my left, his arms crossed over his chest.

“I tried your cell phones. All of them went to voicemail.”

“I’ve never turned mine on,” Apollo said. “How did you get the number?” His eyes narrowed accusingly toward my mate.

“The cell phones were issued by the Steelwick pride, so we have the numbers.”

“Apollo, quit being a dick. We just talked about how we are going to be welcoming to our liaison.” And that was before we knew he was one of us. I would not allow my brother to speak this way to my mate. He may have thought he was being protective, but he was being a grade-A asshole.

An itch settled under my skin, and I reached for Marcus’s hand. He laced his fingers into mine and the ache went away. This was going to take some getting used to.

Terran had told me of the constant need to be touching his mate. Now that Terran had been with Maddox for quite some time, the amount of time they could spend away from each other was longer, but I could sense his discomfort as time stretched on. It was palpable.

For Marcus and me, it would be a while before we could go without touching one another. Not that I minded. I’d waited a thousand years to hear my heart song. That was a lot of time to catch up on.

“Why don’t we take you on a bit of a tour?” I said. “We’ll start with Terran’s home since he needs to get back to his mate, and I’m sure you’d like to see Maddox.”

He nodded. He seemed to put on a whole professional demeanor. “Of course. I understand that I will be staying near your home, Luan?”

My eyes narrowed. “You’ll be staying within my home now. And it is yours, obviously.”

He smiled. “Right. The mate bond does complicate things or make things easier. I suppose we’ll find out.” He ran a hand through his hair but didn’t let go of me.

“Do you have any things you need to gather?” I asked.

He waved a hand in the air. “We can get them later. For now, I have just the one bag. It’s enough for tonight.” He walked over to where he had tossed it. I followed closely, not wanting to get too far away from him.

We walked side by side, with Terran leading the way to his home. We made this trek often enough that a path was worn through the forest.

“I’m happy to be here,” he said. “Not just because you are my mate, but because I’m excited to work with you all.”

“I am as well. I’ve been waiting for the liaison to make contact and was excited when they announced that one had been selected. I have been anticipating your arrival.” Who would have guessed that the liaison would be so much more.

“We can get started right away,” he said.

He talked for a bit about some of the plans he had for our little community and about learning our histories. He was especially curious about learning some of the magic we possessed, documenting it all, and then also reviewing the applications for people who wished to join our little community. There were applications from historians, from people with witches in their heritage, and just your occasional looky-loo who was curious about us, just as we were curious about the outside world. I appreciated his enthusiasm, but honestly, I was having a difficult time focusing on anything other than the two of us.

“You are a rabbit shifter,” I said. I almost called him a bunny but wasn’t sure if that would be insulting.

He nodded. “Not a wild rabbit.” His cheeks turned ruddy. “There’s no hiding with my red fur.”

“You’re adorable.” I’d have thought so even if he weren’t mine.

He grimaced. “Yes. Every warrior wishes to be described as such.”

I felt that I had struck a nerve, only I didn’t understand where. Before I could ask, we approached Terran’s dwelling. It was still a shock to me, even after all these months, at how large it was now with the multiple rooms we’d added. Maddox stood outside. His hands on his hips.

“You take off while I’m in the middle of feeding our child and do not let me know where you’re going? What the hell, Terran!” Whoa boy, he was pissed.

Terran walked over to his mate, pulled him into his arms, and kissed him deeply. “I’m sorry, mate. We all felt when Marcus came here, and since Luan was in pursuit, I went as well. Apollo met us there. I didn’t mean to worry you.” And just like that, all was forgiven. He’d probably been more worried than scared, come to think of it.

“Marcus?” Maddox’s eyes lit up.

Marcus waved.

“Oh, fantastic! You’re here!” His eyes dropped to our joined hands. “And you’re holding hands with Luan?”

His jaw dropped, and his eyes widened comically. I think perhaps we had rendered him speechless. “Are you mates? Is that why you all felt when he arrived? Congratulations!”

“Thanks,” Marcus said. “I’m still here as the liaison, though. So there is work to do.”

“Oh, this is so exciting! We should have a dinner to celebrate!”

Any hint of his previous anger was long gone. It was great to see him so happy that my mate had come. This place could be lonely for people who were used to being surrounded by others. At least for now. That would change when we allowed others to join us.

I cleared my throat. “Perhaps not tonight, Maddox. Marcus will need to get settled.” And we had other plans, if I was reading Marcus correctly.

Maddox rolled his eyes. “Yeah, we know what ‘get settled’ means.” He turned back to Marcus. “Would you like a tour of our home or do you really need to get settled?”

Marcus smiled. “Perhaps it wouldn’t be a bad idea to get myself acquainted with Luan’s home. We can all meet up again tomorrow.”

“Sure, let’s do that.” Maddox gave a knowing look. “If tomorrow doesn’t work, then a week from now will be fine.”

The two of them hugged, Marcus coming right back to me—to my touch. He gave a half-wave, and the two of us walked hand and hand toward my—our home.

We didn’t speak, the two of us enjoying our heart song. There was much to discuss, much to do for his position, and much to learn about each other. And we would. But for now, we were going to enjoy the comfort of finally being with the person who fate picked out just for us.

In all my years, I’d never dared dream that this would happen to me, and now that it had, I understood why—there was no mind creative enough to come up with something this wonderful. None.


Chapter 5
Marcus
[image: image-placeholder]


I continued to hold on to my mate’s hand, listening to the song we shared. If I had been told about the beautiful melody that I’d help compose, I’d have thought it impossible and a bunch of hogwash. Only it wasn’t, and I relished its beauty.

Luan was my mate, my one and only, my always and forever. I couldn’t believe it, and a not-small part of me worried I was going to wake up and discover this was all a dream.

Looking back, it was no wonder I had felt such a pull to the centaurs. This wasn’t the kind of position I’d ever seen myself in. I loved Steelwick and fighting for those who needed me. Our missions meant so much to so many over the years. It was where I belonged, until suddenly it wasn’t.

Luan’s scent, as faded as it was, must have called to me without either my rabbit or I realizing it. It was the only thing that made sense. It was helping with Maddox’s case that had me first longing to be here. Or maybe it was like with Maddox, I heard the song long before I realized I had.

It was difficult not to play the “if only” game. If only I had been able to get away from my previous assignments sooner. If only I had come here when things with Maddox went down. If only I’d asked Armand earlier. All of my “if onlys” had one thing in common, focusing on how much time I’d missed.

Enough of that. I was here now, and that was all that mattered.

Apollo walked about ten paces in front of us. I wasn’t sure if he planned on staying near wherever Luan’s home was, or if he just happened to be walking in the same direction as us. Perhaps he was a chaperone. Probably that. He was the only one who didn’t full-on embrace me when I came. I didn’t blame him. They had zero reasons to trust any others, especially now that word had gotten out about their existence.

The reactions were so varied. There were those that thought they should never have existed and therefore shouldn’t now. Thanks fuck those were few and far between. There were those who wanted to learn all about them as a novelty. There were even those who wanted to steal what they assumed was their powerful magic. And of course, many others didn’t even believe they existed at all and it was all a hoax.

It was a hot mess, and as with all hot messes, there was an element of danger to it. I wouldn’t blame Apollo if he was uncomfortable with all of this, including me being here and being his brother’s mate.

“I have added on to my home in the past few weeks, though I did not anticipate that I would have another person living with me.” He rubbed his thumb up and down mine. “There are small cabins, tiny homes, I think Maddox described them as, surrounding my place, as well as a few clearings in case people wish to bring those RVs like what Alpha Armand had.”

“Yes, I reviewed the paperwork. You guys have been very busy.” Although the paperwork didn’t do all they had been working on justice. This place was impressive.

Luan shrugged. “We are used to building dwellings. It is not as if we have much else to do here. The forest helps us.”

“The forest helps you?” I’d heard that before from my briefings and had read it in the documents, but nowhere did anyone explain exactly what that meant.

“Sure. The forest provides us the sturdiest, straightest lumber. It really cuts down on the amount of time we have to spend looking for it. And then of course the waters and the earth cooperate as well. They provide us with the correct mixture to cement it all together.”

I pursed my lips.

“What are you thinking, mate?”

“The way you all describe your gifts and how you work with the earth, the sun, and the moon reminds me of natural witchcraft. The ways in which magic was originated in the days of old.”

Which made the rumors about their magic make more sense. It fascinated me that they might be doing these things without even realizing it. Or maybe it was the forest that held the magic. There was so much to learn and to figure out.

Luan nodded. “I suppose that makes sense. We were crafted from old magic.”

Right, and wasn’t that a lovely reminder that my mate was over a thousand years old and had never stepped foot outside this forest. Talk about an age-gap relationship. He wasn’t only around when I was a baby, but also when my grandfather’s grandfather was. If I thought too long on that my head was going to spin.

Luan would be able to leave the forest now, though. Now that we had met, if things followed the same direction that they did for Terran and Maddox, then Luan would be able to take human form.

Based on how we couldn’t stop touching and how our hearts sang when we were near, I would say we were on the right track.

“I have accommodations ready for you. It is a cabin close to mine, furnished with everything you need. But I would like very much if you stayed within my home.” As if there were any question.

I grinned. “Of course. I don’t plan on being apart from you. I don’t think the two of us could sleep that way if we wanted to. And unless my new accommodations are meant to fit a centaur body, I doubt you’re going to want to sleep in there.”

“I suppose I could fit inside, but it would not be comfortable.”

I laughed. “No, we’ll stay within your home. I’m excited to see it. And I really do appreciate you all welcoming me here. You had these accommodations ready before you even knew I was your mate. I won’t take advantage of your hospitality.”

“This is your home now,” Luan said.

It was. Suddenly this post was not just a temporary assignment. It wasn’t a job anymore. This was literally my home. The place that I would be for the rest of my life. I leaned forward and kissed my mate’s cheek.

“I’m very happy to have found it,” I said. “And you.”

“Let’s me show you the accommodations we made for you and then our home. There might be things you want to bring over. I truly want you to feel comfortable and not like this place is mine and you’re only staying here.”

His thoughtfulness had me forgetting all about the tour, leaning in for a kiss. And not a sweet kiss on the cheek, although he seemed to enjoy that, but a full-on, leaving-us-both-breathless kind of kiss.

“Umm, we should maybe take that tour now.” I pressed my forehead against his. “Before we get too distracted.”

And by we, I meant me.

First he took me to the accommodations originally planned for me. Knowing that they made pretty much everything there wowed me beyond belief. Luan had been right, though. He’d fit inside, but not with enough room to be comfortable. It for sure wasn’t going to be our home. I was glad I saw it, though. It showed me just how much time and effort they put into this herd for the sake of welcoming a newcomer. This hadn’t been thrust upon them like I had at one time feared. They were looking forward to this expansion.

“If you see anything in here you want to bring over, let me know.” He backed out through the doorway, and I followed him.

“I will.” I didn’t have a lot of things, but depending on what storage he had in his—I meant our place—one of the nightstands might be helpful.

“This is our home.” He stepped aside for me to go in.

The home was set up very differently than the one they had made for me. Everything was larger, and the heights were more befitting my mate’s stature than my own. But even with that, it still felt like mine.

The rustic hand-hewn beams and exposed logs built an open layout space. This sitting area had a stone fireplace at its center, with plush chairs large enough to hold a centaur’s frame. The woven rug was colorful in the otherwise woodsy decor. The kitchen had ample counter space that wrapped around the room, accessible from both human and centaur heights.

“I love it.”

“Really? Because we can change anything you want or need.”

“Really. I love it. Maybe we might want to add on a room for me to work in at some point, but as far as the rest of it, it’s like…I don’t know if I’m saying this right, but it’s like you knew I was coming.” I walked up to him, cupping his cheek. “Like you always knew that one day I’d be here.”

Luan leaned into my hand. “I think maybe, I might’ve without realizing it. I’m so happy you’re here.”

“Me too, mate. Gods, I love the sound of that. Mate. My Mate.”

“Yours.” He kissed me, and I was home.


Chapter 6
Luan
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I’d never given much thought to bringing my mate to my home. It wasn’t until my brother found his mate that I even knew it was a possibility, and it was too painful for me to dwell on finding my mate just in case it didn’t become a reality. It had already been centuries; it wouldn’t be shocking to discover that centuries might pass before they came.

Now I wished that I had at least prepared my home for my mate. He said that it felt like I had, but it wasn’t that. Not cognitively, anyway. But also… what if he were right and I’d been doing it without meaning to?

I tried to look at the space with fresh eyes. It was spacious, there was not a ton of furniture since I didn’t have a human form. My bed was a pallet made of skins of animals, as well as a few fleece blankets that had been gifted by the Steelwick pack. It would be easy enough to bring over some of the “human” items we made for the other building. The question remained: which ones?

I had a kitchen, sort of, and a table at which I ate my meals. It would need a chair at the very least. The bookshelf and my apothecary corner were where I spent most of my time, but that wasn’t enough space for my mate to do his work. They were all just details, things we’d need to work out, but they could wait.

I turned to see Marcus staring at what I thought was my apothecary corner. It made sense. They were the items he’d probably find most interesting. For work, anyway.

“Would you—”

Marcus launched himself into my arms. He put his arms around my neck and pressed his lips to mine. It was one of a handful of kisses I’d received in my life, all from my amazing mate. This one was different, though. It was going to be one I never forgot, already taking a spot as one of the greatest kisses I would ever have. There was so much more to it than the physical; this was his complete acceptance of me as his mate. I could feel it throughout my entire body.

Marcus moaned against my lips, and I held him, loving the feel of him in my arms. My hands roved over his body, pushing the flannel shirt he wore out of the way. His jeans were next. I realized then how unequipped I was to solidify this mating bond.

I had zero clue what I was doing, going by need and want, the heart song leading the way. I wanted to be more, better for my mate. I wanted to have the skill to make this as special for him as it already was for me.

Inhaling deeply, I closed my eyes and brought forth a human form. Terran had simply changed when his mate kissed him. I had to think about it. I tried not to read too much into that. I was sure it was more about me knowing it was possible than anything else.

The change in my body was swift, like magic. One moment I was on four legs, the next I was on two. Two human legs.

Marcus pulled back and looked at my human body.

“Could you always do that?” he asked.

I shook my head. “Only once we meet our mates. And I’m not sure if I could’ve in the clearing or not. This is as new to me as it is to you.”

“That’s impressive,” he said. Only I didn’t think he was referring to my shifting ability, his eyes glancing much lower.

I followed his gaze downward to see that my cock was standing tall. My centaur size—that of a horse—followed me into human form. Was I too big for him? Were we mismatched? That couldn’t be. My brother and his mate had no problems, but still… the look on my mate’s face had me second-guessing myself.

“I, um…” He swallowed thickly. “I can’t even begin to describe how much I want that inside of me.”

I cupped his face in my hands and kissed his lips again. I trailed kisses across his cheek and down his neck. I wanted to lick and taste him everywhere, starting here and finishing somewhere around his cock. “We can do that, mate. As long as you’re sure. Being his fated mate, Terran put Maddox into a heat. The same may happen to you.”

It was important to me to have his consent before he was unable to give it, the need of heat overwhelming any decision-making capabilities.

“I want that. I am all in on this, Luan. I want you. I wanted to be mated. Make me yours.”

I groaned and closed my eyes. The situation was too much for me to bear. This was my mate. The one created just for me. Perfect for me in all ways.

I picked him up in my arms, and though I’d never taken a step on my human feet, I was able to make it to my bed. This new body, it was made for him. The goddess saw what our creator did not.

“It’s not much, Marcus. We can get a different bed. Anything you want—”

He put a finger over my lips. “Right now, all I want is you.” He kissed me again. My mouth opened for him, and our tongues met. I loved the taste of him.

“I’ve never done this,” I said.

He chuckled. “Until a few moments ago, you didn’t have a dick.”

My brow furrowed. “I most certainly did, I just… It wasn’t where it is now.”

He kissed me again. Probably to shut me up.

Marcus laid back on the pallet of furs. He pulled me with him, and I covered his body with mine. His legs spread, and I settled between them.

My cock was impossibly hard and squished between us. The length of it was impressive compared to his. Just how much more above average was I?

“A lot,” he said.

My gaze flew to his face. “Did I speak out loud?”

He laughed. I loved the sound. “No. I could just tell what you were thinking. Let me help you,” he said.

I sat back, letting Marcus take the lead.

He spread his legs wider. His cock was hard and leaking dots of white cum over his stomach. I swiped at the spot with my finger and tasted it.

Marcus groaned. “That… was sexy,” he said.

“I love your taste.”

“I’ll introduce you to rimming soon then.”

I meant to ask what that was, but Marcus distracted me by reaching down and plunging two fingers into his leaking hole. His hips bucked at the intrusion. He worked his fingers open in a scissoring motion, then put in a third.

I couldn’t stay away, my own hand joined his, and I replaced his fingers with my own. He was warm. His slick coated my fingers, leaking onto the bed. It was another thing I wanted to taste, but I didn’t dare take my hand away. The way he let out little sighs of pleasure had me refusing to deny him for my own curiosity. It could wait, we had our entire lives to explore each other.

“Try four,” he groaned. “I’ll need to be stretched to fit that monster in me.”

“Whatever you need, mate. I would never hurt you.” I also found that I enjoyed this part of the process. I could spend days with my fingers buried in my mate. I wondered perhaps if I might fit my whole fist in there sometime. That would be a sight to see my mate’s hole stretched around my fist.

“Ready,” he said. The determination in his voice told me not to argue.

I operated on instinct alone. I didn’t wish to hurt my mate, I would never do that. I kissed him thoroughly and pressed my cock forward. Marcus wrapped his arms around me, and his nails bit into my back.

“Slow,” he said. His eyes captured mine, and he smiled at me. “I want to take all of you. But I want to savor it.”

“You’re so beautiful,” I said.

His grin widened, and he bucked his hips, urging me deeper.

It didn’t take long until I was buried fully within him. The walls of his channel clenched around me, and I had to hold back from releasing too soon. I didn’t know a lot about making love, but I knew that. My mate’s release should come first.

When he started to squirm, begging me to move, I did. In and out, slowly at first, not wanting to hurt him. His head fell back, his face filled with such pleasure. I wanted to see him make that face every day.

“I’m… I don’t know…” Holding back sounded great in theory, but I didn’t think I had it in me.

“I need to come.” He reached up, his hand on my chest. “Please, mate, use your hand.”

And he guided me so that my fingers wrapped around him and began to jerk him. I feared that I would do it wrong, that I would pull too hard, but three movements later he was crying out my name, his cum shooting out and covering my hand as he begged me to fill his needy hole.

Letting go, allowing the sensations to take over, my orgasm slammed into me, the sheer pleasure of it having me seeing stars. It was unlike anything I’d ever felt before, and it was so much more than the physical—it was like our two souls snapped together and suddenly I was truly home for the very first time.

We stayed there wrapped in our arms, silently enjoying the intense moment we just shared until we both found ourselves hard and needy again only a minute later. The rumors of our heart song inducing heat were right, and I was going to make sure my mate had everything he needed.


Chapter 7
Marcus
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My heat had been far more intense than the rumors even hinted at. I spent several days licking, sucking, riding, and being fucked by my mate. He may have had no experience, but he knew exactly what I needed, and boy did he give it. It was a bonding time I’d always cherish, but by the time it ended, I was ready to sleep… for a month.

It was now five days after my arrival to the forest, and I was sitting on the couch—or what Luan considered a couch—with my mate. It was a makeshift sort of seat in which Luan could lie in his centaur form and I could cuddle up beside him. It seemed to be crafted of their own design, and it was quite comfortable. It needed a few extra throw pillows and maybe some softer cushions, but I couldn’t complain.

It was interesting to me, how his form didn’t matter. I mean, obviously it did, because it changed where he could go and how he was most comfortable, but to me he was Luan whether on two legs or four, whether or not he had his horn. He was always Luan—always mine, and my body and soul was comfortable with cuddling them all.

I was sure he didn’t feel quite the same for me. My rabbit was cute and fuzzy and sweet, but while Luan could have long conversations with me in that form, I couldn’t return even a single word. My mate and I were the same, but also very different in that way.

He had his arms around me which was my favorite way to be. Luan was reading one of the books I had brought along with me. We had long since gone to my bike and grabbed all of my belongings. And since we knew my station here would be more permanent in nature, even before I knew Luan was my mate, I had requested that Armand send us the rest of my belongings as well. They would be arriving any day.

Of course, looking around my house—the house I now shared with my mate—we would need to do a little rearranging. I hadn’t yet spent any time with Maddox to see how he had arranged his own home in this forest. I imagined he had added a few modern conveniences. I could really use a coffee maker. And a toaster. Sure, I could make toast a plethora of ways, but the electric toaster made it taste better. I don’t make the rules.

Now that we had recovered from our heat-induced frenzy, I supposed it was time for me to actually do my work. Which was why I was poring over my notes outlining what I had planned before my new mating had derailed everything. Not that I was complaining.

I had a lot I wanted to accomplish with the centaurs. But when I made the list, they were hypothetical, and now? Now they were my family. It changed the lens I read my notes through, in a good way.

Only there was one thing niggling in the back of my mind that I had yet to talk to my mate about, and it was distracting me to no end. It was time to rip off the bandage and just say it already.

“Did you know that rabbit shifters have a very fast gestation period?”

His brow furrowed, and he looked over at me. He set down his book, dog-earing the page. I cringed but didn’t say anything.

“It is fascinating that different species have different gestation periods, even though we are all shifters. Is it longer than that of a wild rabbit?”

I nodded. “Yes, thankfully.” Not that that was saying much.

“And how long do you think it will be with my centaur genes involved?” He was not the least bit worried about any of this. We should’ve discussed having a family first, obviously. But he seemed on the same page I was.

I shrugged. “Three months, maybe. Probably less. It could be as short as two months.” Oh, how I hoped it wasn’t that short. “How long was Maddox pregnant?”

“I’m not sure. I will have to ask. We don’t keep time the same way that you all do.”

I had noticed that. Once upon a time my day had been structured with perfectly timed meetings. Now when Luan wanted to talk with his brothers, they simply arranged to meet at breakfast, or before lunch, or sometime around dinner. Which of course could vary each and every day.

“I’m pretty sure we won’t wait long to find out though, mate,” I said, placing my hands on my belly to help him understand my hint.

“You’re pregnant?”

I nodded. “I am.” I had felt it the day before, but this morning had been able to confirm it. I didn’t want to give him any false hope.

He grinned wide and kissed my lips. “I’m very happy to hear that,” he said.

“Me too. We should be thankful that I’m not going to have a litter like wild rabbits.” I hoped. Probably. That was mostly conjecture based on family history.

He laughed. “Yes. I have read a few human books that Maddox had, and one of them mentioned that people tend to… what was the phrase they use?”

“Fuck like rabbits?” I blushed. I wasn’t even sure why. This was my mate, and he’d already seen me at my most lustful. Heat had a way of bringing that out.

“Yes, that was it. What is the meaning?”

Inwardly, I cringed. It would not be the first time I had heard that joke made at my expense. Or my whole family. Luan’s curiosity did not stem from malice. “Rabbits in the wild reproduce rather quickly, as I’m sure you’re aware, and they don’t have a typical heat time. The female simply goes into heat whenever she is mounted. Anyway, people who have a lot of kids or just have a lot of sex are said to fuck like rabbits.”

“I suppose I don’t mind having our relations described that way.”

I barked out a laugh. “Let’s just keep that to ourselves,” I said. “There’s so much work to do, though. Being mated has put me a little bit behind. Armand is understanding, of course. He remembers what it was like when he mated Matty, but I think I’m going to re-prioritize a few things. I’ll get my reports to him as soon as possible and perhaps think about hiring an assistant.”

“What for?” Luan asked.

“For my job. I assumed it would be six months or so before I would have enough work to require an assistant, but with being pregnant and then having some leave time once the baby arrives, I am going to need the help. I can get the council to fund another position.” I’d spent too much time thinking about this when I should have been discussing it with my mate. “I felt what I thought and now know is our baby last night. I should’ve told you right away.”

“You told me when it was time to tell me.” He kissed the top of my head. “You needed time to process.”

I hadn’t thought of it that way, but he was right.

“And don’t worry about work. The council can simply provide a new liaison,” Luan said.

I stilled. “What?”

“A new liaison. You can hand over your responsibilities to them,” he said as if he hadn’t just implied I should stop working now that I was knocked up.

I narrowed my eyes. “And what exactly would I be doing?”

“Nothing. Just being mated with a child. You could be here with me.” And now he was actively stating it. As if.

I laughed outright.

He narrowed his eyes at me.

“No,” I said. “I will work.”

“Maddox doesn’t work.” And that explained why he thought it was the expectation. I hadn’t felt any omega-ist vibes, but I wouldn’t have blamed him if he had some. His life had been extremely different than mine.

“Good for Maddox. I’m glad that works for him and Terran.” Because it wasn’t going to work for me. “I’m not Maddox, though. I am Marcus, liaison to the centaurs.”

“You are also Marcus, Luan’s mate.”

I rolled my eyes. “How could you live for a thousand years in this forest but still be infected with this toxic view of the world?”

Luan’s brow furrowed, and he stared at me with confusion clouding his features. “What toxicity is there in wanting my mate to be here raising our child?”

I took a deep breath and counted to five, hoping it was enough for me to have a calm, rational conversation about this.

“Why don’t you stop working and raise our child. Appoint Apollo to be the one to work with the liaison. You can stay here.”

“No.” Luan shook his head. “Apollo would never agree to that. That would never work.”

And in that, I believed him. From the few interactions I’d had with Apollo, he was… well, Apollo.

“I will not be quitting my job. That is not up for discussion.”

“I would think we could compromise on this.”

“Me taking leave time is a compromise. I grew up with two working parents. So many people I know have two working parents. It’s not a big deal.” I did not want this to become a full-on argument. But this was something I refused to back down on.

“I don’t want that,” Luan said. He said it so matter-of-factly that I sensed there was no room for argument, but I had plenty to say on the matter.

I groaned and pinched the bridge of my nose. “I’m going for a walk,” I said.

“I’ll come with you.” He stood, completely missing the reason I was going on said walk.

I held up a hand. “No. I want to be alone.”

“Going for a walk without me will cause you pain.” He put a hand on my hip as if to stop me from getting farther away. He was probably right about the pain.

Fuck it. I was going anyway.

“You’ll just have to deal with the discomfort of me being away from you for the next hour, because if I stay in this room and fight with you anymore about this, I am going to say something that I regret. So please, leave me alone, Luan.”


Chapter 8
Luan
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Once Marcus left and stormed down the trail, I wasn’t sure what to do. I couldn’t stay at my house just staring at the walls. They were already closing in on me. I also couldn’t go and follow him. He told me what he needed, and I owed him the respect of granting him that.

He’d sideswiped me during our conversation. I had assumed that he would of course want to leave his job. Maddox had seemed so happy becoming a stay-at-home omega and father. He was the only omega that I had any sort of relationship with until I’d met my own mate. Was I a fool to think they’d want similar things? It was too much to think about then, especially with my heart song being tugged.

It had been several days since I had been to see either of my brothers. Not that they weren’t aware of what we were doing. We had sent them a message using the phones. Maddox had replied, or at least I assumed it was Maddox.

I grabbed my satchel and headed out the door. I went in the opposite direction that Marcus was going. It was a short walk to my brother’s home. I didn’t have a whole lot of time to ponder where exactly I had gone wrong with my mate. There had been something, perhaps some custom I wasn’t aware of, that I had fumbled. I only had Maddox to go by, and by that standard, I was offering him what he wanted. Except, clearly, I didn’t.

Terran, Maddox, and their child were out in the yard when I arrived. Terran was carving something out of wood while Maddox rocked in a chair holding their little one. His eyes were closed, and I was afraid for a moment that I was interrupting a nap. He opened his eyes as I approached and smiled at me.

“Hey, where’s your better half?” he asked.

“Better half?” I looked back at myself. I was in my centaur form. Though I could shift to human form now, I preferred four legs while traipsing through the forest.

“It’s a silly phrase. Never mind. How can you stand to be away from your mate already?”

I sighed. “I think that Marcus and I had a fight.”

That got Terran’s attention, and he stopped carving. “Mates can fight?”

“The two of you never argue about anything?” I found that hard to believe. My brothers and I argued all the time. My stomach twisted. Was there something wrong with Marcus and me that we could disagree?

Terran shrugged. “I can’t think of anything. We had a disagreement about which side of the house to put the baby’s room on. I suppose that was quite a discussion,” Terran said.

“What did you two argue about?” Maddox asked, not looking anywhere near as surprised as my brother did.

“Working.”

He raised a brow. “Ah, that can be quite the discussion.”

“I don’t get it,” I admitted.

“Well, you didn’t grow up in the outside world where jobs were important,” Maddox said.

“You don’t have a job.” And unlike my mate, he seemed to like it that way. I was so confused, and the more I thought about it, the more confused I got.

“No, and I didn’t really have one within my pride either. Being Alpha’s brother was a different sort of role.” His eyes fell. I knew his life had not been good, and I hadn’t meant to have him relive any of it. “I mostly cooked, ran errands for people, and socialized. In a healthy, normal pride, I would do that to help keep the pride running smoothly. It’s not a formal job, but it is an important role.” That didn’t sound like anything I wanted for the herd. The running smoothly, yeah, but not the forcing a role on someone just because of who they were related to part.

“Marcus grew up differently and was in a pack in which he did have a very important role. His job is incredibly important to the shifter community,” Maddox explained.

“But he’s mated now. He lives in this forest. There’s no need for him to work.” I wasn’t seeing the issue, yet even as I said the words, I knew that I’d made a mistake—again.

Maddox winced. “Is that what you told him?”

“Yes.” I cringed.

“Oof. Yeah, you’re going to be doing some groveling.” He chuckled. “Do you have a couch you can sleep on?”

“I don’t understand,” I said.

“He came here to do a job. The fact that he’s mated to you happens to be a perk. His job is important.” He shook his head while rolling his eyes at me. “Since he asked for this post, he obviously believes in it. I would not be so quick to ask him to quit.”

“I want him to be able to focus on our family.” Obviously. Wouldn’t all mates want that? The answer had to be no or else I wouldn’t be in this mess, but still.

“He will. Working will not change that. There are plenty of working omegas out there, and working alphas. Do you plan on not doing the work you had planned?” That caught my attention. Marcus had asked me the exact same thing. But it was different for me, wasn’t it?

“No.”

“Exactly.”

“I still don’t quite understand the importance of why my mate wants to continue as liaison when he would be a full member of the community in which he is working with.”

“You need to talk to him. Aren’t you in pain from being away from him?” He was dismissing me, and fair enough. We were going in the same circles my mate and I had been in.

“It is uncomfortable,” I said. My skin tingled like little pinpricks underneath, and I thought for a moment that I might be able to itch it away, but to no avail. It was to be expected though, and I was honoring my mate’s wishes.

“Marcus is expecting,” I said. “We confirmed this morning.” Perhaps I was too hasty to announce our pregnancy to my family and I should have waited until Marcus was with me to do so, but it was important to the context of our conversation.

“That’s very exciting. Should we get Franklin here or one of the other healers to take a look?”

I hadn’t even gotten that far. I’d gone straight from best news ever to fighting with my mate.

“Perhaps,” I said. “I guess maybe that was the confusion. Maybe he never really wanted children. He seemed really happy, but… Perhaps if he wants to work, maybe that’s the problem.”

Maddox rolled his eyes. “You’re being purposely difficult. Have this conversation with him. Nicely.”

I clenched my jaw. We did need to talk more. I didn’t understand the world outside my forest; though I had observed a lot over the years, my knowledge gaps were wide. “Perhaps if he saw my side of things he might understand. I do not live in this pseudo human world that you all did. We do not have jobs here.”

“Yes, and I really don’t understand how you filled a thousand years’ worth of days.” Maddox had mentioned that before, and I thought after living here he’d kinda get it, but I guess not quite yet.

“Perhaps fate was wrong,” I said. “We are too different. If he is not content with the life we have here, perhaps he is not the omega for me.” It pained me to say it, and I couldn’t imagine a situation in which fate was wrong. But what else could it be?

“Is that how you really feel?”

Marcus’s voice startled me, and I couldn’t believe that he was able to sneak up on us this way. His heart song should’ve alerted me. But maybe that went along with all of this. Maybe the heart song wasn’t strong enough after all.

I turned and found Marcus standing there. His sword was on his back as if he were about to go into battle. Had I botched things up that badly?

“What the fuck, Luan?” He shook his head and turned away, stomping through the forest, this time the tug on my heart song felt like it was being torn.

“Oh, you fucked up,” Terran said.

As if I didn’t already know that. The question was how to fix it. I’d hoped that going to my brother and his mate would make things better, but no. I had to go and make it all worse. What was the point of finally finding the one person who made me come alive when I was going to make them feel this way?

Please, fate, tell me what to do. I want to be the mate Marcus deserves instead of the one he is settling for. Why does this have to be so hard?

I didn’t know if I should follow him or let him be. My gut said to give him time. My heart said to follow him and beg for his forgiveness. As much as it hurt, I listened to my gut and walked in the opposite direction. Time had always sort of just been here in my forest. But today? Today it stood still as the discomfort of being away from Marcus grew.


Chapter 9
Marcus
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I resisted the urge to slam the door once I got back to the house. I was still so mad that I could spit. What was he thinking, telling me to basically be barefoot and pregnant. I was so much more than “just” an omega.

My career wasn’t about making money, even though I did. At its core, it was and had always been about helping others, making this world better for shifters and humans alike. That was what attracted me to Steelwick and to a degree Asilo. But when this position became available, I knew it was for me. Finding my mate here felt like winning the lottery.

That was until he asked me to choose. He didn’t even ask. He expected. It never even occurred to him that I might want to continue doing my job. The more I thought about it, the more outraged I became.

The entire fight was so freaking confusing and having the ache of our heart songs being apart made it a thousand times more difficult to think.

Four days, five days, whatever it was into this mating and my mate was questioning fate. That I hadn’t been expecting. How could they? Fate didn’t make mistakes. That was the rule, right? How could he be questioning if we could even be together.

What a fantastic thing to overhear. It slammed into me like a freaking truck, and it had been all I could do not to break down and sob right there. I tried to tell myself it was hormones, the baby making me extra sensitive. But that was a lie. Hearing those words would’ve destroyed me either way.

It fascinated me how quickly I was able to navigate our heart song. I’d been using our tentative bond to find my way to him through the forest. My skin itched with the need to touch him, but my brain certainly didn’t want to be near him now.

I was tired, angry, annoyed, and at that moment, I felt so incredibly alone. I picked up my phone thinking that perhaps I would message my friends and get their advice. What I found was a text message from my friend group at Steelwick. Matty, Ralf, Lewis, and Silvano sent a cute congratulations GIF and a picture of a beautifully wrapped gift.

Hey, we just wanted to say congratulations on your mating. Wish we could be there for you! But you’ll have to accept this gift instead. It will be coming with your first guests.

I didn’t want to ruin the image that they had of how this mating was going. That things were perfect in paradise. All of their matings had worked out well, even after a rocky start. They’d had their fair share of troubles which gave me hope that Luan and I could work through this. Hell, Matty and Armand had been apart for almost two decades before they found their way back to each other.

But had the other ever expressed that maybe fate had made a mistake?

To hear that my mate was questioning the choice of fate was like a slash of my sword to my heart. I worked hard to be taken seriously as an omega within an enforcer pack. I wasn’t ready to give that up. Having that be the reason he thought maybe I wasn’t meant for him after all— There were no words that could’ve hurt as much as those.

I choked back the emotion clogging my throat and sent my friends a thank-you with lots of kissy faces. Let them be happy for me. It wasn’t like they could do much to help from there other than worry. My idea about asking for guidance had been a selfish one. I saw that now.

Sliding my phone in my pocket, I got to work. Armand had emailed with information about the first set of guests that would be coming. One of the council members’ brothers was already approved to visit and would be here in the next five days.

Five days was not a lot of time. We needed to be prepared, not only for his physical presence, but also to put on our best face. This wasn’t just a random shifter; they were connected to the council. What happened here would be reported back. That was just how things worked. It would be unfair to ask him to do otherwise.

I also needed to organize my notes and do a ton of other things, because despite what my mate thought, the work I did was important, and I wanted to continue it. I had to continue it. It was important, and now that I was part of the herd, it was even more important that I be in this position, that I knew it was done correctly.

An hour later, after I had gone through all the notes and prepared some documents for the three centaurs to review about our guests, Luan came in the door. I’d been surprised he hadn’t been here when I came back. Maybe I shouldn’t have been.

“Can we talk?” he asked.

I looked at him. His pale moonlit skin glowed in the dim light of the house. He was gorgeous. I knew that we needed to have this discussion. I knew there were important things to talk about. But I was exhausted. I shook my head.

“I’m afraid that if we talk right now, I’m going to get angry and say things that I’ll regret.” And making this worse—yeah, no. That wasn’t how I wanted to roll.

He nodded. “You have every right to feel that way.”

“I’m going to lie down,” I said. “Please let your brothers know that we need to have a discussion tomorrow — the three of us. We have our first guests arriving in a few days, and we need to be ready.”

It did not escape my notice that I was saying “we” and not you all. Even if I was just the liaison, my role as Luan’s mate was going to influence how I fit in here. It wasn’t just a place or a job to me. This was my home. His brothers were my brothers now.

My skin itched so bad that it hurt, and the song within my heart that I associated with Luan was dim, even with him standing right there. The only thing that would solve this was his touch. I didn’t want to use him like that. Saying we couldn’t talk but asking him to let me take comfort in his touch was kind of a dick move. But also, the longing was so strong, I couldn’t hold it in.

“Will you,” I swallowed thickly, “lie down with me?” I asked. “It’s getting beyond uncomfortable. Not touching.”

“Of course,” he said, not skipping a beat.

I crawled into the pallet bed and wrapped my arms around the furs that were there. Luan must’ve shifted to his human form, and he crawled in beside me. He seemed unsure of just how much he should touch me, so I grabbed his arm and looped it around my middle and closed my eyes.

The relief came quickly, the song as it had been before we separated, my body alive and no longer in distress. His simple touch had done that for me, and from the way his face relaxed despite all that was still between us, the same was true for him. How could he have questioned fate?

“I’m sorry about what I said,” he murmured in my ear. “I hated that… I’m sorry. I don’t understand everything, and I won’t pretend to, but know this. I am sorry. I wasn’t trying to hurt your feelings.”

Which wasn’t the same as he didn’t mean the words. He might be sorry that I overheard it, but that didn’t change the fact that he had meant it when he said it. And that gutted me.

I wasn’t sure it was what I could get over. Not fully, anyway. I didn’t want to be a “what if I’m wrong” choice in life. I wanted there to be absolutely no question that I was the one for him and he was the one for me. And we didn’t have that.

The work thing, that could be figured out. Compromises could be made that had both of us happy. We could both grow to understand the other’s point of view. But feelings of doubt? That I wasn’t so sure of.

And that crushed me into silence. Speaking now… I wasn’t sure what I would even say. It was best just to soak in the comfort fate gave us both and deal with the rest later. It wasn’t like it was going to go away. No, it would shadow over us until… gods, please don’t let it be forever.


Chapter 10
Luan
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I hadn’t expected the silence to go on for so long, and I wasn’t sure how to handle it. Being as long-lived as I was, days often passed in the blink of an eye, sometimes years or decades passed by like nothing. Time had always been meaningless to me.

But the four days since the fight that my mate and I had where the silence stretched on minute by minute… that was torture. Centuries had flown by quicker than each and every hour I spent not talking with my mate. I wanted to push him, to beg him to speak to me. But I’d already messed things up enough and in ways I still didn’t fully grasp. Pushing now could make it worse.

At least he wasn’t giving up on us. Not yet, anyway. Unless… unless he was only staying because he thought he had to, because he thought that leaving would be more painful than he could manage. And he’d have been right, it would be for both of us. But that wasn’t fair to either of us. If he wanted to go… I’d find a way.

The only light I had to my day was the fact that Marcus, like me, couldn’t go that long without touching me or the pain would set in. So, we held hands, and we sat on the sofa together with his feet touching mine or his body leaning against me. I rubbed his back as he vomited up his breakfast on that fourth morning, wondering if maybe today would finally be the day that he and I could talk.

It wasn’t.

But if there was one thing I had learned about my mate, it was that he did not forget. He was stubborn, not unlike myself. It was a trait that had suited him well over the years, I imagined. He had achieved what so few shifters did, especially those that weren’t of the predatory variety.

He was strong, intelligent, and did more good for shifter-kind than most people could even begin to fathom, and I only knew the tiniest of bits about what he’d done over the years. We stopped talking before he could fill me in. And that was on me. All of this was. If only I knew how to fix it.

Gods, I wanted to fix it.

We did talk, just not about what we needed to and never anything too deep. Mostly it was about his work and the future of our herd. There was plenty to discuss as it came to who would be visiting the area and where they would stay. We talked at length about that. He gathered questions about my magic, and I gave him demonstrations for how it all worked as best as I could.

One of the guests that we would have was a healer and teacher from the Greycoast and Northbay packs, coming to find out more about remedies we had to see if they would work for them on shifters. I looked forward to the discussion. I always wanted to learn more about that sort of thing.

However, whenever I thought things might be easing up and I broached the subject for adding on to the house and making room for our child, Marcus clammed up and the silence took root once more.

He stood in the kitchen now with the kettle over the fire.

“Would you like some tea?” he asked.

I shook my head. I came over to where he was. “What is this?” I asked, lifting up his mug.

Marcus’s smile was one of happiness, clearly remembering something fondly. “Armand gave it to me when I first signed on and became a full-time member of Steelwick.”

“Is it customary for Alphas to give gifts to their pride members?”

Would my mate ever smile so fondly about anything that I gave him? Would he ever accept a gift from me? Was this going to be our half-life? I refused to accept that it was.

He shrugged. “We’re too big for him to give all of us gifts, but this one was specifically my welcome to the pride gift.”

“It says ‘world’s okayest omega.’” He wasn’t okay-ish, he was magnificent.

“It’s a joke,” he explained.

“I don’t think you are okayest.” How was that close to funny? “I’m not sure that’s even a real word. Is he implying that you are mediocre? You are far from mediocre.” I wasn’t sure I had the vocabulary to describe how incredible my omega was, so I didn’t even try.

“It’s a culture thing, I suppose. Mugs like that are pretty popular to say things like ‘world’s best dad.’ And so, it’s just a play on that to say ‘world’s okayest.’”

I sat with that for a few seconds. It still didn’t make sense in the truest of ways, but at least it wasn’t meant with ill intent. At least there was that.

“I see. But he does know that you are actually the world’s best, right?”

Marcus smirked. “I’m sure that Matty would have something to say about that. But I suppose Armand does know my worth. I have worked for him my entire adult life. He values what I bring to the table.”

Unlike me. The words were unspoken, but I saw them in his eyes.

“Do you think it’s time that we talked?” Dread filled my middle.

“Have you changed your mind?” he asked.

“I don’t understand this job thing. But I do wish to compromise.” If he said he wanted to go fly planes or work at a bank, I’d have made it happen. This—living this way— No. Just no.

Marcus sighed. He lifted the kettle and poured the water into his teacup. “I understand that compromise is important for a healthy relationship. This one, though, is a deal breaker for me.”

I straightened. “You would deny our bond if I do not give in?”

Marcus gritted his teeth. “No. Yes. I… This is why having this discussion is difficult. I’m not giving up my job. Don’t you think that part of the reason why we’re perfect for one another is my dedication to you all? My desire to help the centaur herd and to be your voice to the council and to the rest of shifter-kind is what makes me perfect for you.”

Once again, he brought up a point I hadn’t even considered.

“I felt a kinship with you and your brothers before I ever stepped foot in this forest. It was why I wanted this job. We should be capitalizing on that, not tearing it apart.”

“Your dedication to me and my brothers doesn’t need to change. I just don’t understand why you want to continue working.” Why couldn’t I agree and let this go? It was what he wanted. But it felt wrong to lie to my mate.

Marcus crossed his arms over his chest. “Why do you want to continue?”

“I don’t work. What I do doesn’t take me from the forest. It’s different.”

“It’s not different,” Marcus said.

Perhaps this was a cultural thing that I was not going to understand. I needed to learn more about this subject, only I had not a clue how to find out anything.

“Can we see how it goes?” I asked. “We have a child on the way. Perhaps you might see things differently when they arrive.”

“Perhaps,” Marcus said. “Unfortunately, I don’t want to put off this decision. If I change my mind later, that’s fine. But I’m not going to let you hold out hope by delaying this discussion until three months post having a baby and we’re both sleep-deprived and stressed, and in a moment of weakness, I agree to your silly idea that I shouldn’t leave the house ever and that I should remain here barefoot, pregnant, stuck in your kitchen.”

Did he truly believe that? That I wanted him to go without… to suffer. Just thinking of doing so hurt.

My brow furrowed at that. “I would never deny you footwear.”

He laughed, confusing me further.

I just stared. “That is not where I want you. I want you content and happy.”

“Working is where I’m content and happy. Being a father will also make me content and happy. I can do both.”

A crash on the roof had my mate jumping from his spot, nearly spilling his tea, and I ran outside. It was only a tree branch, one I’d been meaning to trim. Now I no longer had to, but instead had to fix the roof.

It wasn’t a huge job, and normally I’d have been upset at myself for not seeing it as such an immediate potential issue and preemptively attending to it. It was for the best. Our conversation had gone from bad to worse, and it was all my fault.

I made this mess, and I was going to need to be the one to fix it. Maybe time dealing with the roof would help me work out exactly how.


Chapter 11
Marcus
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“What would you say you want your territory to look like, in five or ten years?” I asked. It felt like I was giving them a formal interview for a news outlet or the like. Thankfully they didn’t seem to mind.

After getting to know Luan and his brothers, I put together interview questions that would help me to understand them more and their desires for their home. It would also help me when I was dealing with the council. Unlike Steelwick, they would never trust me fully. They had their own agenda, and while it was often a decent one, it wasn’t always.

I’d seen that firsthand.

Apollo pursed his lips at my question. I was in the middle of finally doing interviews with the three of them, and he wasn’t a fan. I wasn’t even sure why. This was his herd, wouldn’t he want the information out there about them to be true instead of the current rumors filled with people calling them unnatural and abominations, while at the same time trying to figure out a way to capture their magics, many of which were 100 percent made up on the rumor mill. He had to see the value in this. Right?

I had already had discussions separately with everyone except Apollo. He claimed he didn’t have the time. That was it. No ulterior motive. What was he doing with his time? I had no idea. But I finally cornered him at lunch. His input was just as important as his brothers’. Possibly more so given that he appeared to have a different relationship with the forest than they did.

We sat around the fire at Terran’s home, which seemed to be the natural gathering place for the three of them. I understood why. The fire was calming and homey. The way it flickered was almost as if it were alive and welcoming us.

I still wasn’t sure if it was centrally located between the three houses. Perhaps it was, I still didn’t know where Apollo lived. From what the others had told me, I was far from alone in this.

“I don’t know,” he said. “More nieces and nephews to spoil, I suppose. A mate of my own maybe.” He shrugged. “If fate deems it necessary, then I suppose I shall take a mate.” His jaw tensed and a muscle feathered in his cheek. He eyed me and Luan carefully.

“When Terran and Maddox were first mated, the two of them did not stop touching one another. They most certainly did not eat at opposite ends of the fire, and they certainly didn’t avoid speaking to one another at any opportunity.” Apollo was always blunt. Usually, it had an air of refreshing. Today it didn’t. Instead, it felt like a sucker punch.

Luan stilled. He was directly across from me, the two of us were nowhere near each other. And it was true we hadn’t spoken throughout our meal we shared with his brother. Absolutely everything Apollo said was accurate, and that made it sting even more.

“This interview is about you,” I said in the hopes of deflecting.

The conversation drew the attention of Terran and Maddox. “Is everything all right?” Terran asked.

The two of them seemed to be only half awake. The baby sat in Terran’s arms, babbling incoherently. If I had to venture a guess, I would say sleeping was not something that was happening in their household. Not with any frequency, anyway.

They were close together, though. Cuddled near one another throughout the meal. They had taken turns holding the baby so that they both could eat. Maddox had even spoon-fed Terran a time or two, the two of them laughing about it. They were so in sync with each other… the polar opposite of my mate and me.

My mate was a good twelve feet away from me. It might as well have been across the world. And I could make all the excuses I wanted, but the reason was our inability to figure out basic mate crap. This was on both of us.

“Luan and I have things to discuss. It’s not important,” I lied. It was very important.

“It’s important if it affects the three of us,” Apollo said sternly.

“I don’t believe that my relationship with your brother affects the three of you.”

Apollo shrugged. “We do not know that. There are so many unknowns about us, our dynamic, and how our herd is set up. Isn’t that part of your job, to understand these things? If a mate bond between a pack alpha and his omega is weak, it affects the entire pack, correct? They derive their strength from their Alpha.” He needed to stop. I was struggling enough without truth bomb after truth bomb. Although, the Alpha comment was odd.

“Luan is not your Alpha,” I said.

“No, he is not. The three of us work together. Therefore, the three of us work as Alphas. We all felt the strength returned to us and things shift when Terran met Maddox.” That I hadn’t been aware of.

“You all knew when I crossed the barrier. Did you feel the same when I met Luan?” I asked. I couldn’t stop myself.

Apollo shrugged. “Perhaps, perhaps not. I think it’s too soon to tell if there has been an imbalance, especially since the two of you don’t have a strong bond.” He wasn’t answering the question I posed, instead answering the one he wished I had asked. Apollo was an interesting one, that was for sure.

“What do you know about it?” I growled, sounding more like a wolf than a rabbit.

And wasn’t that quite telling, that I identified with Steelwick more than my mate’s herd. That caught me off guard and made me want to puke, this time not because of the baby.

“Still, your bond is not strong. I wonder if it will sever.” Apollo needed to be wrong. He simply needed to be. His words might’ve been right up until now, his ability to see the full picture almost eerie. But on this one thing I needed him to be wrong.

I straightened.

“Quiet, Apollo. You overstep,” Luan hissed. “It’s none of your concern. We have guests coming tomorrow; why don’t you work on being on your best behavior.”

It didn’t go unnoticed that he didn’t tell his brother he was wrong. A lump grew in my throat, the area starting to spin. This couldn’t be happening. It couldn’t.

“See, already it causes conflict among us,” Apollo argued.

“Only because you won’t shut your mouth,” Luan snapped back.

I stood, doing what should come natural to me and walking over to my mate. I sat next to him, offering him a calming presence. “Luan’s right. We should focus on our guests that are arriving.”

“You started this conversation,” Apollo said.

“Drop it,” Terran said.

“Is everything all right?” Maddox asked carefully. “I know there were concerns…”

Annoyance built up inside of me. I was not accustomed to having my personal life scrutinized this way. I’d never been on this side of the discussion before, and I wasn’t sure what to do.

“Look, I’m not the one who contemplated having this bond not ever happen.” I could never. Even at our worst, I knew this was real. But how could it be if he didn’t feel it too?

“I was speculating,” Luan said. “Hypothesizing out loud. I did not mean it on a personal level.”

As if that made it any better.

I scoffed. “There is no impersonal level when it comes to a mate bond, Luan. You can’t hypothesize about not being bonded to me. Or maybe that’s where our research should go, to see if your special magic can do as you wish and sever this.”

Luan glared.

I knew the blow hit exactly where I had intended. But it did not leave me with the satisfaction that I had thought it might. If anything, it made me feel worse. So very much worse.

My gut clenched, and I wanted to bring back the words.

“I’m sorry,” I said.

“We’ve both said things we didn’t mean,” he said.

I sighed. I didn’t know what way there was out of this mess, but we needed to find it. This wasn’t good for either of us, and it most certainly wasn’t good for our growing baby.

“How have you been feeling?” Maddox asked, changing the conversation.

“Fine,” I said. “Nauseated each morning, but it seems to pass with the tea I have. I’m already starting to show.”

“You are?”

I nodded. “My pants are tighter, and I have a pouch.” I laughed, and Maddox laughed with me.

“I have not noticed,” Luan said, and he might as well have punched me. It would’ve hurt a heck of a lot less.

Of course he didn’t notice. Our touching was out of necessity, nothing more.

Fastest mating on record. From start to finish.


Chapter 12
Luan
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What if our bond severed? I hadn’t really considered that a possibility. Not really.

Could it be that my happy ever after was over before it even began? All because I didn’t understand something that was important to my mate? Throughout all of this, I always held onto the hope that we’d figure things out, that this was just a rough patch. My years alone were just making everything more complicated.

My understanding of how the rest of the word lived was like Swiss cheese. There were holes in my knowledge—lots of them. It would’ve been wise for me to study up when we heard more people were coming, including our liaison. But I’d made the very wrong assumption that knowing Maddox was enough.

I hadn’t taken into consideration that Maddox’s life had hardly been what anyone called normal out there. His pride had been abusive, and he’d been trapped between a rock and a hard place. He’d done so much for his pride, more than any of them probably realized.

Why did I think I had to understand why Marcus’s job was important? I should just take his word for it and that would be the end of the discussion. It shouldn’t have been so hard.

If Marcus needed to continue his role, then who was I to stand in his way? He was right, this was all on me. And now it was on me to fix it.

We walked back to our home in silence. Marcus rode astride my back so that we could touch each other.

It was dark when we arrived. Marcus went straight to the bed and stripped out of his clothes. He was so done for the day, and zero parts of me blamed him. Talking to Apollo tended to do that to a person.

“I’m tired. I’ll transcribe my notes in the morning,” he said. He pulled on an oversized t-shirt he liked to sleep in. “Are you coming to bed?”

I shook my head. “I want to gather more wood for the fire. It feels like it might get cold tonight.”

He looked like me like maybe he didn’t believe my words.

It wasn’t a lie. I was going to gather wood, but I didn’t need to. The fire would burn without it. The house would stay the same temperature without the fire if I wanted. I enjoyed the ambiance of a crackling fire, though.

“Okay,” he said finally, and he crawled beneath the furs.

I watched him snuggle into our bed for a moment, then turned and went outside.

The night was cool, the breeze light. I stood just outside my home and stared up at the stars. No clouds were within view, so the starry night was visible. They twinkled and glowed. The moon shone brightly in its waxing gibbous state. A hum began within me as I stood in the moonlight.

My creator embodied me with the strength of the moonlight. It coursed through my veins like liquid silver. Where Terran had the strength of the earth and Apollo the fire of the sun, I had the wisdom of the cosmos and the knowledge of forgotten ruins. It was nights like these when I could take full advantage of all the night sky had to offer.

There was nothing written in the stars that would mend the rift of a crossed mate.

I could begin my groveling now and still not win the favor of my mate. He deserved so much more than that… than me.

In the days since my mate had been here, it was as if I’d awoken inside. He was the better half of me, and I had dared question that. I deserved all that was falling upon me.

If I could take back the words, I most certainly would. They had been spoken in frustration, and even at the time, I hadn’t meant them fully. But I had meant them, and therein lied the real issue.

I took a deep breath and closed my eyes. I pulled in the sounds of the night, the peace and calm that came when I was underneath the stars.

I had seen Marcus work with his sword in the early mornings. It was his routine to keep himself fit and in fighting condition. I had my own routine that I followed, only it wasn’t a sword I used.

With a deep breath and a centering of my aura, I stepped forward and began my routine. I lifted my arms to the sky and opened my hands. Two orbs of silver light appeared above my palms. And then I started moving, bending and twisting my body. The orbs followed with me and grew with the momentum I was building.

Then I let them loose.

The first one struck the log I had planned on cutting for firewood. The burst of energy did the splitting for me. The sound was quiet, subdued by the blanket of darkness so Marcus wouldn’t wake. Or so I’d thought.

“Was that…?”

I spun around and found my mate standing at the open door. His eyes were wide. They glowed with a silverish starlight in the night. Our mate bond might not be as strong as it could be, but there were parts of me rubbing off on him.

“I didn’t know you could do that,” he said, staring at me with wonder. I’d done it so often for so many years that I didn’t think about it being extraordinary. Though, given I was the only one who could do it, it was by default.

I held the silver orb in my hand, and I let it roll as I flexed my fingers. “It’s just a little trick,” I said. “Terran can summon the earth when he wants, I can bring in starlight.”

“It’s beautiful.” Marcus pulled the fur tighter around his shoulders and stepped forward. His eyes were focused on the ball of light.

I held it out for him, letting it grow larger. Not too large, I didn’t want to scare him with it, especially just after he watched me split a log with it.

“And Apollo? Can he summon fire from the sun?” he asked.

The interviews hadn’t gone as deep as he had wanted, and we kept this information pretty close to us. If the rumors about us were already running amuck, they would only get more abundant if all we could do was out there thrown in the mix.

I shrugged. “He can. Is everything all right? I didn’t mean to wake you.”

He reached a hand out. “Can I touch it or will it hurt?”

“No power I yield would ever hurt you, mate. Open your palm.” It could hurt someone. I had the ability to make that happen to a person, just the way I did to the log. But never, not ever with my mate. He was to be protected at all costs. That was the way of things.

He held his hand out flat, and I placed the light within it. It hovered there for a moment. Marcus smiled, and his eyes sparkled as the power of the stars crackled in front of him.

“It’s beautiful. It reminds me of your eyes.” He continued to stare at it with wonder. “It tickles a little bit.”

After a moment, the light fizzled out, and it was just me and Marcus standing there. If he asked me to make another, I would. He seemed to have another idea.

“I couldn’t sleep,” he said quietly. “Our bond… I don’t want it to sever. I don’t want to lose you.”

His voice cracked and with it a piece of my heart did too. Causing my mate pain— it—never again. I wasn’t sure how to make that possible, but I needed to. I didn’t ever want to see him in this much pain ever again.

I cupped his face in my hands. “Oh, mate. I’m sorry that I ever spoke those words aloud. I never wanted to sever my bond with you. Not for a moment. I am working on understanding where you come from. Until I fully understand, I want you to do what makes you happy. Whatever that is, even if I don’t fully grasp it.”

He leaned into my touch. The song inside my heart increased in tempo, and the melody hummed within my body.

“Help me learn. Please. I need you.”

“Thank you for apologizing, and I need you to help me learn too,” he said. “We are in this together.” He turned his head and kissed my palm. “Take me back inside and let me show you how we can compromise.”

I grinned. “Are you sure?”

“Unless you’d like to make love under the stars.”

Yes. That was exactly what I was thinking… But this was another case of me needing to understand my mate and where he came from. Outside anywhere he had lived would’ve opened him up for privacy issues. Not here. The forest would shield us, at least until the others came.

This wasn’t the time for that conversation. This was the time to take my mate and to reconnect with more than just our words.

“Let’s make love, mate.” I held out my hand and he took it, the two of us connecting more closely than we had in the past four days. Though it was just a touch, it represented so much more than that. Our connection, our bond, was the meeting of worlds. We were possibly on the right track for the first time since we discovered our baby was coming.


Chapter 13
Luan
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We hadn’t taken even a step when the scent of my mate’s arousal hit me right in my core. He wasn’t saying he wanted this out of “compromise.” We’d gone too long only allowing each other the most basic of touches and ignoring all our other needs.

My own arousal rose up to meet his instantly. I shifted to my human form with my erection at the ready. Marcus smiled as he took in my naked form. I’d been so nervous that first day, afraid that my size would intimidate him, that my human body would disappoint him. I didn’t any longer. I saw his appreciation for what it was.

He removed the fur from around his shoulders, then his boxers, tossing them to the side.

“You like the sound of that,” he said. “Of us staying outside?”

I nodded.

“To worship your body under the night sky? It is what I dream of.”

His arms went around my neck, and he pressed his lips to mine. I opened my mouth and let my tongue meet his. The taste of him exploded in my mouth, and I groaned. My arms wrapped tight around him.

I’d missed this. Missed him. The song in my heart rose to a deafening volume.

I lifted him in the air then carefully lowered the two of us to the ground. Using a bit of magic, I provided us with a soft, warm surface to lie on.

“I want to experience everything with you, mate,” I said.

He smiled, his eyes full of trust and love. “And I with you.”

“Will you… can we…” I hesitated, embarrassed for reasons I didn’t fully grasp.

“What is it, Luan?” Marcus cupped my cheek and forced me to meet his gaze. In his eyes I found acceptance. No matter what I asked for now, he wouldn’t laugh, wouldn’t deny me what I needed. “Let’s build our bond on trust and honesty. Tell me what you need, Alpha.”

“I want you to fill me. To fuck me like I did for you.” I didn’t understand all of the roles that alphas and omegas took on out in the rest of the world, but for some reason, they included who put what where. It didn’t make sense to me. Why couldn’t—shouldn’t we both enjoy all the other had to offer.

His eyes widened, and I thought perhaps I had asked too much. Maybe such a thing wasn’t done even within mated pairs. As an alpha, maybe my role was only to give.

“We don’t—”

He pressed a finger to my lips, silencing me. “I would be honored, love.” Then he rolled me over so that I was underneath him. “Let me show you how good this can feel.”

“I have full faith in you, mate.”

Marcus reached behind himself, and when he pulled his hand back and placed it between my legs, his fingers were wet with his slick. “You don’t produce your own, so mine will have to do.” Gods, that might’ve officially been the sexiest thing I’d ever heard or even imagined it was possible to hear.

My body heated. It was the most arousing thing I’d ever seen.

I opened for him, and he pressed his fingers to my hole. I gasped and squirmed while he pressed his fingertips around my rim. The sensation was like nothing I’d ever felt before. I’d spent so little time in my human form, I’d never had a chance to explore what felt good to me. This would, though. I trusted my mate.

“Relax for me, mate. Let me in.”

I took a deep breath, closed my eyes, and let myself feel.

Two fingers breached my hole, and I gasped at the intrusion. Marcus silenced me with a kiss, his lips and tongue driving me to distraction. My cock was hard between us, and I bucked my hips looking for friction, seeking more.

Another finger joined the first two, and he pushed deeper within me. I was so full, so deliciously full. Why wasn’t everyone doing this all of the time?

I cried out when he grazed that secret spot within me that I knew was there but had never dared search out on my own. I hadn’t had this body for long. He already knew it a thousand times better than I did.

He fucked my channel slowly, those fingers sliding in and out of me, grazing the spot, only to pull away. It was like the twinkle of a star—burning bright, then dimming, only to light back up again. Each graze left me wanting more.

He chuckled against my neck. “I hoped I’d find that.”

“Put your cock in me, mate. I need to be filled by you.” Fingers were great, but they weren’t enough. I needed more.

“I don’t have a knot like most alphas do,” he murmured against my skin, his lips fluttering against my neck.

I didn’t have a knot, but that had to be by design. There was no way an omega could safely take all of a centaur and his knot on top of that. We were too big. At least my brother and I were. No one had seen Apollo’s two-legged side yet.

“I just want you, omega.” I wasn’t afraid to beg.

He withdrew his fingers, then pulled back from me. I stared up at him. His face was lit with the moonlight, and he glowed beneath the stars. I’d come so close to losing this man. How stupid had I been to ever question the gifts that the goddess bestowed upon me.

Marcus gripped the base of his thick cock and lined up to my hole. I pulled my knees up to my chest and opened for him. The stretch burned but in a delicious, pleasurable way as he breached my entrance.

He continued slowly, letting me adjust to his length, until he was finally buried to the hilt.

Light glowed on my fingertips as I dug into his back, leaving traces of my moonlit magic on his skin.

“You’re so warm, Luan,” he praised.

“You feel fucking fantastic, Marcus. Move, please. Fuck me.” I didn’t want to be so impatient, but now that I saw a glimpse of what was to come, I wasn’t wanting to wait another second.

Marcus hips jerked, burying his cock deeper within.

“More, more,” I cried.

Marcus moved, his body rocking against mine as we danced and converged under the stars. The moon shone above us, the goddess herself blessing our union.

I bucked my hips to meet him thrust for thrust. The head of his cock grazing against the spot inside me until my own dick was aching with the need for release.

My hand wrapped around my cock, gripping myself hard, and stroked to the rhythm that my mate filled me. “So good, mate. So close. Fuck me harder. I want to feel you tomorrow.”

“Mark me, Luan. I want the world to know that you’re mine.” Gods, how I wanted that too.

With one last hard thrust into my body, Marcus and I found our release at the same time. Cum splashed between us, the warm liquid landing on my chest. His filled my channel, marking me from within.

“Mate!” Marcus cried.

I held his hips, letting me come down from our lovemaking.

He buried his face in my neck, licking and nuzzling against the skin there. “You’re spectacular, mate. I’m sorry that we ever fought.”

“Me too,” I said. “I can’t bear to go another day without this connection with you.”

Marcus slipped from my body but didn’t leave my side. Eventually we would need to go inside and clean ourselves off. Perhaps a trip to the hot springs would be in order, but for now, he held me beneath the moon.

“We need to learn what communication style works best for us. Perhaps we both thought it would be easy simply because we are mates, but relationships require effort. I vow I’ll put in the effort for you, Luan. Always.”

“And I you, Marcus.”

We hadn’t fixed everything. Not by a long shot, but for the first time since we fought, I was filled with hope. He was right. We had both counted too much on us being mates, assuming that being fated mates somehow gave us a get-out-of-jail-free card for struggles. Of course it didn’t. We both needed to learn to communicate, compromise, and most of all, listen.

It would come with time. We needed to be patient with both ourselves and each other. As long as we held onto this, our already growing love for each other, it would all work out. That and I had to learn to listen. My mate had been so clear about what he needed, and I had decided to ignore it.

No more. From now on, I was going to make sure I listened, asked questions if I didn’t understand, and remembered that my opinion wasn’t the only one that mattered.

“Thank you for trusting me tonight,” he whispered near my ear.

“I always trust you, mate. And from now on I’m going to work on showing you every chance I get.”

I kissed his cheek, my hand settling on his belly. “This is really sexy, by the way.” I nipped on his jaw. “Maybe you should stay naked all of the time so I can watch it continue to grow.” I was teasing… mostly.

“Only if you stay naked too.” He was joking, but try as I could, no bad side to that presented itself.

“I accept your terms.”

The look on his face was priceless.


Chapter 14
Marcus
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We stood waiting for our guests to arrive, the five of us together as a united front. Terran, Luan, and Apollo in their centaur forms. Maddox, with his baby in some sort of sling he had crafted, stood next to Terran. The child was looking around now, holding their head up pretty well. He smiled and laughed with all of us, but especially with his Uncle Apollo who played a game of peek-a-boo.

For a big tough-guy, mysterious centaur, he was one hundred percent the softy in the family when it came to his nephew and probably to whichever cousin was about to join them in a short period of time.

That still hadn’t fully settled in. I was going to be a father. The sexy centaur beside me would be my child’s alpha dad.

My fingers were laced with Luan’s. It wasn’t because of our heart song, at least not for me. This was about showing unity, about letting the new people see that this was more than a job to me. That I was part of this herd too. It was also to show Luan that I was always by his side.

“Who are we greeting, again?” Apollo asked.

My jaw clenched. “Did you not read my memo?” If no one was going to read them, there was really no reason to make them. Only they were important, so I needed them to read the memos.

“I don’t know what a memo is,” he said.

“For goddess’ sake.”

“I’m kidding. Kidding,” Apollo said, and he winked at me. “I did read it. A healer and a teacher are arriving. They probably won’t want to talk to me, which is great. And then the brother of a councilman who probably got this gig out of some sort of back-alley deal.”

I rolled my eyes. “Not quite,” I said, “but you’re pretty close.”

It was the way of things in politics, both human and shifter alike.

“I am very interested in speaking with the healers,” Luan said. He didn’t attempt to hide the fact that he was worried about me, and he wanted me to see a healer ASAP. And I’d have worked harder to make that happen if I didn’t already know that you needed to be a bit along before anyone would see you, and that “bit” was just about to come to pass.

“I’m glad.” I went up on my tiptoes and kissed his cheek. He leaned down for me and then nuzzled his face against mine. His horn rubbing against my forehead. My whole body shattered with desire.

Maybe this wasn’t the best place for some horn action.

“I’m glad the two of you have made up, but since we have two wolves visiting, maybe don’t make the place smell of your arousal,” Terran said.

I blushed. He wasn’t wrong. Although now that I was attempting to squash my desire for my mate, all I could think about was my mate’s cock and how much I wanted to devour it. I’d never be able to take it fully in my mouth. I wasn’t being a quitter; it was too ginormous without adding a hinge to my jaw. I planned to give it an honest attempt, though.

Luan squeezed my hand.

I switched gears and began thinking about work. One of the things we needed to work on was having a better greeting space for our guests. Maybe a larger parking lot, maybe a road that came to a central location where we could all meet. Something better than us standing in the woods staring at the place they would arrive, like creepers in old alien movies.

I put that down on my mental to-do list. For now, though, they would be dropped off at the edge of the forest. It wasn’t ideal, but it would do.

Lissy and Mia arrived first in a beat-up little SUV. I’d heard so much about them both and was overjoyed to discover they were the ones that had been chosen. Technically, Mia wasn’t a healer, but she had learned a lot since getting close to Lissy that she had more knowledge than most healers twice her years.

“Hi there!” an omega wolf said as he jumped out of the driver’s seat. “I’m Nico. I’m just the driver. I’ve got a few pups who need to run around for a minute though, before we make the drive home. Is that all right?”

He looked to me and then to all the centaurs. They all nodded.

“Great!”

Two women got out of the back seat. They came over to me, each of them with a backpack on their back. Their warm welcoming smiles would’ve put the most nervous person at ease. Yes. They were the perfect choice.

“Marcus!” the taller one said. “I’m Lissy. It is great to finally meet you. We’ve heard a lot about you.”

“And I have heard a lot about you,” I said, and I pulled them both into a hug. “May I present the centaurs. This is Luan, my mate. Terran and his mate Maddox, and Apollo.”

They all nodded their heads at the mention of their name.

Terran shook Lissy’s hand.

“Wow,” was all they said. It made sense. For literal centuries, the centaurs were thought to be either a myth or some creation. They were neither, and wrapping one’s head about something like that took a minute.

Apollo simply nodded, not offering his hand to shake. He would have, had they offered first, but they read the room and acted accordingly.

“Thank you for your hospitality,” Mia said. “We’re very much looking forward to learning more about you.”

“Same for us,” Luan said.

“We have accommodations set up for you near Luan’s and my home.” I left off the part where one of them had initially been built for me.

“Fantastic. We will only require one cabin.” The two grasped hands.

“Okay,” I said. That had not been in my notes, but I could work with that.

Nico had let out two children during our introductions, and they were running around in circles. It wasn’t until I looked more closely that I realized what game they were playing. The two cuties were hunting their father. It was a typical shifter game in the predatory packs. Bunnies not so much.

They circled and circled him until they thought they had him beat. That was when Nico turned the tables, quickly becoming a tickle monster and both of them losing their prey to fits of laughter.

The next to arrive was more of a fanfare. A sleek, black Escalade pulled in to the short drive. A man in a black suit and sunglasses got out. He nodded to us but didn’t say anything. Then he opened the door for who I could only assume was the councilman’s brother, Hugh.

He exited the car, and next came his wife, Scarlet, and their two teenage children.

He smiled widely at us and waved hello as if he were some sort of royalty that we were all there to get a glimpse of. I didn’t understand when human movies stars did this, and I for certain didn’t understand when any shifters did this. But when all of your fame and power came from who your daddy was and his current position—it made the entire thing extra cringe.

“Hello!” he said. “It is fantastic to be here to meet you all.” He lacked sincerity, but I didn’t detect a lie, per se. Interesting.

“Of course,” I said.

I made the introductions.

Hugh’s wife smiled sweetly at all of us; she was a lion shifter like her husband.

“We thank you all for inviting us here,” she said. “Juliet and Benji are just so excited for this opportunity.”

Apollo’s brow furrowed at that, but he didn’t say anything. Thank goodness.

We hadn’t invited anyone. They had asked to come. Pretending otherwise was an odd choice.

I fought back the urge to roll my eyes. As liaison it was my job to keep both parties happy and arguing semantics with our guests was not going to do that.

“We are happy to see you and to have you here as our guests. Welcome to our forest.”

“Oh, and this must be the centaur baby we’ve heard so much about.” Scarlet stepped closer to Maddox. The baby stared at them, his curious gaze taking them in. Then he giggled, and the awkward tension dissipated. Leave it to a child to make diplomatic introductions smoother.

“Shall we make our trek to your accommodations? We have a dinner planned, and then tomorrow we can get started on the more formal discussions,” I said.

“Of course,” Hugh said, and he put his arm around his wife. The two teenagers stared boredly at the forest.

“Is there Wi-Fi?” Juliet asked.

I grinned. “We have an internet connection where you are staying.”

“Thanks,” she said.

At least politeness wasn’t lost on them.

“We’re only here for a week, and we want to make the most of it,” Hugh said.

“Fantastic,” I said with all the enthusiasm I could muster. At least it wasn’t a year.

The meetings we had with Hugh and his family weren’t really that exciting. The real discussions would happen with me, Lissy, Mia, and Luan to learn more about the magic the centaurs possessed. Even if I understood them fully, I didn’t want to share, not with Hugh. And I had no concrete reason as to why that was.

Hugh was just here to say that he was one of the first to visit. It was a political game and prestige to him. Nothing more. I was sure he’d ask good questions and the centaurs would answer them. But they wouldn’t be overly productive conversations.

“We have to walk?” Benji asked.

“You may shift to your lion form if you wish.”

He huffed out of breath at that. “No,” he grumbled.

It was going to be a long week.


Chapter 15
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I was going need that assistant sooner rather than later. Or perhaps it was simply because this was our first set of visitors that I found it to be more stressful than I had anticipated. But in either case, it was rough on me. A few times I thought to keep it to myself, to keep it from my mate to not let him see I was struggling. But then I’d remember that we promised each other that we were all in and that we would do what it took to keep our relationship the one we both deserved.

“You look in need of something.” Luan set a cup of tea in front of me and placed his hand on the back of my neck. It wasn’t a possessive move. He was giving me comfort, his touch and our heart song easing my stress. At least temporarily.

“Thanks for the tea.” I leaned into his touch. “And I am in need of something, but it wasn’t that. I think maybe it’s time to find an assistant. I know the baby still has a way to grow. This isn’t about that, not really. I think maybe this job is too big for one person if they do it right.”

He pressed a kiss to my head, and I reached up and ran my finger along his horn. The first time I did that it had been accidental, and I’d apologized, the look of discomfort on his face making me feel bad. But then he told me that it wasn’t discomfort, it was him trying to hold in how good it felt, not wanting to throw too much at me our first day together.

“You are trying to distract me, mate.”

I looked up at him, blinking innocently. “Who? Me?”

“Couldn’t be.” He kissed me far too briefly for my liking. “As to your need for an assistant, we can work on that. Until then, let me know when I can shoulder some of the burden.”

What a difference one stupid fight could make. He wasn’t wanting to pull everything away from me, to keep me home. My mate wanted to be by my side, supporting me. Gods, I loved hm.

“If you think of anything I can do, let me know. I need to head over to see Lizzy and Mia. Is it horrible that I wouldn’t be sad if they decided to stay?”

“I’d like that too, but I think they are happy where they are.”

“You’re right. And maybe it’s me starting to see what this herd could be like as we grow,” he pondered aloud. “Well, I’m off. You know where to find me.” Another kiss. “Love you, mate.”

“Love you, alpha mine.”

Luan worked with Lissy and Mia a lot and that was wonderful. They seemed to be enjoying themselves and having a great time. I heard a lot of laughter, and only a few explosions coming from their work area.

It was great to see Luan socialize with people outside of the herd. I made a point to talk about how we might go visit another place so that he could see what they had there. Sort of like a field trip.

There were so many options. We could go to Steelwick and he could meet the people that had been my family for so long. We could visit Lissy and Mia in Greycoast or Northbay. They tended to float between the two packs. And then he would already have a connection there, making it easier to adjust to the peopling, going from a handful of people to a thriving pack. Maybe we could visit Fractured Fang and see Franklin. There were a ton of options, and after the baby, I’d be up to any of them.

After this visit, I think Luan would be too.

Hugh’s family was a different story altogether. They treated the visit as if it was a vacation and we were there to entertain them. They were beyond entitled.

I’d already called and talked with Armand, seeking his advice on how to navigate this. We had been clear that this wasn’t a vacation spot for shifters to experience the exotic centaur world. They weren’t a sideshow exhibit. But now that they were here? What was there to do? He gave me a few pointers, but the basic plan was to redo some of the paperwork to help us weed out the people who were like Hugh’s family or possibly worse.

“Would it be possible to visit the hot springs today?” Scarlet asked when I entered the area she was sitting at near the fire pit. She wasn’t really asking, but she hid her demand in the guise of one. If I denied her right off, it would get uncomfortable. I wasn’t in the mood for that.

I gritted my teeth as I smiled. “Potentially,” I said. “However, I know that Terran has plans to hunt today. Luan has plans with Lissy and Mia. If you’d like, I can take you around the forest and make a quick visit to the hot springs, but I really can’t be far away from my mate.”

And I wasn’t a freaking tour guide.

“Terran is going hunting?” Juliet asked.

I had to admit, Juliet seemed more curious about what her family was actually here for than any of the rest. She initiated conversations and asked great questions. It seemed being without a stable internet connection was doing wonders for her. Maybe I’d been too harsh on her. Not the rest, though. They were horrible.

Benji tended to go off on his own, slinking away in silence rather than spending time with the rest of us. More than once I’d found him wandering around without a chaperone. The forest wasn’t off limits, we didn’t have anything to hide, but we didn’t need people traipsing around either.

“May I come? Shifted, of course,” Juliet asked. “I go hunting with our pride sometimes.”

Scarlet rolled her eyes. “A barbaric ritual really, when you can just go to the shop down the street and buy your meat like a normal person.”

Juliet rolled her eyes right back, looking very much like a younger version of her mother. “We are not normal people. We are shifters, and I like being in my lion form. I like to hunt.”

“Well, there is no better hunter here than Terran. He hunts in his centaur form with a bow. We can ask him if he is amicable to the idea of you going along.” He probably would be, but I wasn’t going to make promises for him.

“Thank you,” she said. “May I go to his home and ask?”

While I trusted her more than I trusted the others, it was not my place to send someone to their home without them knowing.

“Let me text Maddox first,” I said. I needed to make sure they weren’t occupied.

“Thank you,” she said.

My phone was in the house. We didn’t use it overly often. I got up from where I sat around the fire to go find it. They could wait and would have to because he was probably going to not have his phone either. It was the way of things.

I stopped to see Luan, Lissy, and Mia. They were usually in the little office area inside the house but had mentioned moving to the cabin today to give me some space. The office area I had thought of as Luan’s little apothecary where he kept his herbs and whatnot was in the middle of our living space, and I appreciated their consideration.

We really needed to build a separate room for that. I didn’t mind them being in our space, it just wasn’t big enough for them all to work comfortably. Plus, there was the fact that explosions did happen on occasion. It was probably safest to have all of that in its own special area.

When I went to their cabin, I found it empty. Not so much as a scrap of paper telling me they ever made it that far. They were probably at the house. I explored a little with our bond to see how far Luan might have gone. I sensed that he was out in the forest searching. They probably saw that they were out of some herb and went to go find it.

I grinned at that. The three of them would get so excited by the things they uncovered in the books and papers we had collected.

Deciding it was best to take care of little miss hot spring’s need first, I went home to collect my phone, and as I reached the door, a noise caught my attention. Unlike the thud that night when the branch hit the tree, this sounded less natural. I hurried inside and saw what had caused the noise, and it had my blood running cold.

Standing there, looking down at a pile of broken glass that at one time had been a jar of herbs of some sort, was Benji. And if that wasn’t bad enough, he had Luan’s journals open on the counter beside him.

“What are you doing?” I startled him enough that he looked up, and instantly I felt the spot on my back where my sword should be.

“I was looking… I was looking for Lissy to see if she wanted to go to the grocery store.” Even if I didn’t have shifter senses, I’d have been able to detect all the tells of his lies. I had to give him credit, Lissy loved to cook, and if there was an excuse that had a hint of plausibility, that was it.

“You have my mate’s belongings and destroyed others.” I stepped inside, unsure what to do. “You are a guest here and you take advantage? Why? To steal the herd’s secrets?”

He bent down, and I made a critical mistake, assuming he was about to clean up his mess. Instead, I found myself with a face full of glass, followed by a pain in my side, the warmth of my blood trickling down my body.


Chapter 16
Luan
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One thing having the visitors had taught me was that I needed to get out more. Perhaps I could convince my mate that a trip to another pack or maybe several, starting with Greycoast and Northbay, was in our future. I really liked Lissy and Mia and already considered them friends. Friends. Who would’ve thought even a year ago that I’d have friends in my life. It had been only my brothers and me for so long.

The more I spoke with them, the more curious I was about so many things. They seemed to have just as many questions for me. It became quite evident right away that simply showing them my little setup with all my spices, herbs, and tinctures wasn’t going to cut it. They wanted to know everything about our forest—not like how Gideon wanted to know our history, but more like the curiosity I had about the world.

“Let me take you to the garden,” I said, closing the journal. We could clean up later.

Marcus was busy with my brother, Hugh, and Scarlet talking about something. Unlike Lissy and Mia, I wasn’t comfortable with Hugh’s family with the exception of possibly Juliet. The verdict was still out on them, but they did seem to be here for the right reasons and not because they wanted bragging rights or whatever it was the others were after.

“I’d love to see it.” Mia set down her pen. “Lissy is great with herbs, as is the healer, Reeva. I’ve been trying to learn more about growing them.”

“I can show you some of my tricks.” I wasn’t sure how many were directly related to the connection I had with the forest, but maybe she could glean something from them.

The garden wasn’t too far away, so we snuck out the back door of the house. The back door had been a recent addition. Marcus had mentioned a week ago that it would be nice to be able to step outside in that direction so that he could have quicker access to the hot springs. He’d grown quite fond of them. I, with Apollo’s help, made his wish come true, and we had installed a new door.

“We love your home by the way. Very efficient,” Mia said. “Very interesting to see how you’ve set it up for both humans and centaur bodies to fit. I could see other shifters being interested in setting up their homes to accommodate their shifted forms.”

“Thank you,” I said. “We’ve been watching some of these shows and looking at some pictures that my mate has. I think there are a few advancements we could make based on influences from outside the forest, but I rather like the setup we have.”

“Agreed,” Lissy said. “The pack we come from are pretty low tech as well. Our houses are all built by us, but you’d be amazed to see some of the things that humans have built. Buildings that reach nearly to the sky. On a foggy day, you’re above the clouds.”

I grimaced. “Not sure that I would enjoy that.”

“It’s something to experience one time, definitely not how I would want to live. I’m always shocked to hear when packs or prides live within cities, like how Hugh and his family live.” Lissy took Mia’s hand. “More power to them. Everyone should be able to do what they love. I need the earth. I need the grass.”

“The sky and the stars. How do they see stars if they cannot turn off their lights?” I asked. I was appalled to find out that they didn’t. That was most assuredly not the life for me.

We walked for just a little bit in order to reach the little herb garden I had set up. Most of the things I needed grew wild. But there were a few that I had gathered and planted specifically where I needed them.

I didn’t need to, but there was something satisfying about helping things grow. And since the herbs were what I needed for my interests, that had been my focus.

Terran, however, was the one who did a majority of the gardening related to our food. Perhaps Apollo did too, but I had never seen his garden. It was always Terran. Honestly, I wasn’t altogether sure how Apollo spent the majority of his hours. He’d always played close to the vest like that.

Lissy pointed to a plant called the Thimbleberry. “How in the world did you get these to grow?” She looked at it with wonder. “I thought it was impossible. What do you have to do special? Don’t tell me you simply ask the earth to provide it.”

I shrugged. I wasn’t being humble, I really had no idea. It was only her telling me there were challenges to helping it thrive that had me aware that this was at all unique.

“That grows wild near the hot springs,” I explained. “The warm water is what it needs. I moved it out here because I noticed animals were trampling over it. I just continued to use warm water when I watered it and that seems to help. On cold nights I will see a wilting of the leaves, but if I give it a little bit of warm water, it does fine.”

“Warm water. Simple as that.” Lissy stared at me. “And all this time I tried… well, everything else.”

“Yes.” I reached down and lightly touched one of the leaves. “Nature is finicky like that.”

“If that works, I’m going to be so pissed,” she teased, or at least I thought she was teasing. I was still working on my ability to decipher sarcasm and the like. “I’ve traded some expensive things to get my hands on this plant, only to have it not grow where I put it.”

Mia patted her arm. “Come on now. How would we have ever thought to feed something warm water? It grows in the wild. There’s no warm water out there.”

“The only place we’ve ever found this was near a hot spring, where the water is constantly warmed. I never put two and two together.” She squinted, looking down at the plant.

“It took me a moment as well. Honestly, it was so long ago. It might have been an accident. Maybe I had gathered water from the hot springs and watered it, I don’t recall.”

“If we can get this to grow at home, that will be incredibly helpful.” She righted herself. “It’s a natural anti-inflammatory, and it can be used to help young children with teething. This will be great, Luan.”

I grinned. “Happy to help.”

“You don’t label anything?” Mia asked.

“I’ve thought about it,” I said. “But for the most part I know where everything is. You can’t grow Thimbleberry next to the Traveler’s Daisy. They will cross pollinate into a plant that has zero purpose whatsoever and tastes nasty as hell.” I learned that one the hard way. Yuck.

“What do you use the daisy for?” Lissy asked.

“The petals make a very nice tea that can help with headaches.” It was a staple in my house because I enjoyed the taste, the rest was just a bonus.

“Interesting.” Lissy tapped her chin. “We don’t have a plant like that. We’ll keep that in our back pocket.”

It was then that I decided to offer to help them set up a garden of their own, using all the things that they either didn’t have or tried and failed to grow. If my skills could help their pack, it would be selfish not to. It would also give my mate and me an excuse to go visit them.

Unlike here, I’d probably have to be on two legs most of the time. I didn’t hate my legs. They did their part. But I felt most comfortable on all four.

I was about to explain more about my plans for the garden when a sharp pain flared through my side. It wasn’t a muscle pull. It was so much more severe than that. My legs nearly buckled from the pain of it.

My hand went to my ribs, and I doubled over, refusing to fall as I tried to figure out what was happening. When I pulled it away, I half expected my hand to come away red, filled with blood. But I wasn’t attacked, so of course it didn’t. This was something else.

I was unharmed. At least my body was. Only it wasn’t. The pain was still searing.

Both Lissy and Mia ran to my side, asking me what they could do to help. I closed my eyes, trying to even know what to ask for when I felt the source of the pain. I wasn’t the one hurt; it was coming through my heart song. It was Marcus, and he needed me.

“Marcus,” I said and took off full speed in the direction my heart song led me.


Chapter 17
Marcus
[image: image-placeholder]


Benji had stabbed me. Of all the things I thought might happen today, that wasn’t one of them. I hadn’t liked Benji, but I also hadn’t suspected that he was there to do us harm. I’d made the faulty assumption, and now I was the one paying the price.

Unfortunately for me, Benji had pulled the knife from my side. Had he left it in, I wouldn’t be bleeding freely. Lines of blood seeped between my fingers where I held the wound, and droplets covered the floor. Pulling it out limited the amount of time I had before I bled out exponentially.

He was smaller than me, but since he caught me unaware, first with the glass and then with the knife, he’d been able to get an arm around my neck, and he was holding me at knifepoint. What he didn’t realize was that his holding me was probably the only thing keeping me up.

I used my only free hand to hold the wound, putting as much pressure on it as I could. The faster it bled, the less time I had. The angle he went in didn’t do any serious damage as far as I could tell, and the knife was small, but the blood was flowing quickly. It was in times like these I wished that I had a fierce-ass beast. Shifting into dragon form and burning his ass to ash would be perfect about then.

But also, there was a part of me that recognized he was just a kid. Sure, the teen was old enough to understand that knives kill and what he was doing was wrong, but also—this didn’t feel like something he’d have done all on his own. There had to be other things at play.

Regardless of his age, he was smart. The young alpha scented the pregnancy on me, and instead of holding the knife to my throat, he held it to my womb. I wouldn’t risk my child, and he knew that.

“You’re going to get us out of here, rabbit,” he spat.

I wanted to roll my eyes and then knock his teeth out. He thought he was so special because he was a predator? No. I was going to get us out of this safely, and he would pay. I was just biding my time until I could take him down, grateful the blood had started to slow.

“You’re going to walk us out the front door in front of your family and tell them you’re leaving with me at knifepoint?” Maybe he would give up before he dug himself any deeper.

“I’ll take you out the back door.”

Yes. The back door that had been my bright idea. I was regretting it now.

“Luan is out there. You come out with his mate at knifepoint, you’re going to find yourself dead.” I’d have crossed my fingers that he didn’t hear my lie, but they were too busy preventing me from bleeding out.

He hesitated then, his hand trembling. “Move,” he said, and he pushed me toward the front door. “We’ll get a vehicle. I have enough stuff stashed in my bag. There’s got to be something useful.”

He pushed me out the door, and surprisingly, we weren’t alone.

“Ah, there you both are!” His father stood. His eyes narrowed and his nose twitched as he scented the blood in the air. “What is the meaning of this?”

“Never mind, Father. Get out of our way. We’re leaving.”

“Benji,” his mother started, although she didn’t sound as shocked by this as I’d have assumed a mother should be.

“Your son has stolen some from Luan’s and my home. He probably aims to sell what is not his to some dark healer. I caught him, and he stabbed me.” My words came out in a rush. They needed to know the truth, and they needed to help me quickly. I didn’t want them getting the wrong idea and taking their son’s side.

“There’s got to be some mistake,” Scarlet said. “Our Benji would never. There is some misunderstanding here.”

That was her takeaway from all of this?

“Quiet,” Benji hissed in my ear, the knife poking into my belly. The tingling in my skin that told me where my mate was got lighter. He must have felt my distress, and he was coming. Please let him get here quickly.

“You need to let go of me. Now, Benji. Before stuff gets really bad.” As if it weren’t already. “My mate is coming, and if he sees that you have harmed me, his pregnant omega mate, he is going to kill you. But if you let me go, I can convince him—”

I wasn’t sure that was true. He might still die, and at this point, with the way his family was acting, the way they still enabled him, I suspected this wasn’t the first time he’d done something this horrific. Maybe he’d deserve it, but that needed to be up to the council to decide. Not my mate or me.

“Stop talking,” he shouted at me. This time he did poke me a little harder. I could see talking my way out of this wasn’t going to work, and as much as I didn’t want to use force to disarm this child, he was currently threatening me and my baby. And that was something I couldn’t put up with.

While we were in the house, he had the upper hand. Out here? He wasn’t sure where to keep his eyes, what his family was going to do, who was around the corner. Out here, I had the advantage, and fuck if I wasn’t going to take it.

“Last chance,” I warned.

“Or what? What’s a rabbit omega going to do?”

The sound of Luan bursting through the door was just the distraction I needed. I let go of where I was holding my wound and instead drove my elbow into Benji’s side. Then I took my other hand and grasped his wrist, squeezing it so that his fingers let go of the knife.

I twisted. Perhaps a little more forcefully than I needed to, but the snap of his bone in his arm was like music to my ears. He deserved it. No one stabbed me and got away with it. I didn’t care what age they were.

He screamed out in pain and then fell to the ground.

Benji’s parents moved forward and cried out in alarm. They thought that his arm being broken was something to worry about and not the fact that he had stabbed a pregnant omega who they were currently the guest off. They had some pretty messed-up priorities. They would learn. Benji and their family were not above the law.

Luan was there and how I longed for his touch. There was more to do before that could happen.

“Do not come near my mate,” he said. “I’ll let him get his sword and finish whatever job he has started here.” He turned to me, his eyes full of trust. “What do we do now, mate?”

He waited for me to respond, not like he was going to take charge and take over this fight I had with this miscreant. He looked to me for advice on what to do next. What a difference from the way he’d have been when I first arrived and he sensed our bond.

I grinned.

“We’ll have to call Armand,” I said. “We should get some restraints for Benji. I can’t do the investigation or even the arresting, since it was my herd that he wronged.”

“I’m already making the call,” Luan said. “And then I’ll get me some restraints.”

Call made, we tied up Benji and set him down at the table. He glowered at us, but didn’t say anything. His mother sat at his side, telling him to keep his mouth shut until they could get a lawyer to help them. That was why they didn’t say anything out there. They were waiting to see how it played out so they could plan accordingly.

Hugh called the council, his family connection making me nervous, but it was how Armand suggested we proceed, so that was how it was. He had to leave a message, but I had a feeling his phone would ring any minute now.

It didn’t matter. There was no getting out of consequences when you stabbed a pregnant omega because they saw you messing with their stuff.

“What possessed you? What were you thinking?” Hugh asked when he was off the phone.

“Don’t let him talk, Hugh. We need to get your brother on the phone and get a representative here,” Scarlet said.

Apollo arrived and took over watching them. He held my sword in his hand, and though he had no training with it, he looked scary enough that no one needed to know he had no idea how to wield it and that he was actually holding it completely wrong.

“Are you alright, mate?” Luan asked. He threaded his fingers through my hair, and I leaned into the touch.

Lissy was examining my wound which had mostly closed.

“Thankfully, they didn’t hit anything important,” she said. “It’s already healing. How are you feeling?”

“Fine,” I said. “I’ve had worse. The baby?”

She pulled out a stethoscope. “We can call Franklin and do one of those ultrasounds he’s famous for, but I am hearing all the right sounds, and I don’t think the wound went anywhere near your womb.”

“I feel him. I know he is fine.” I placed a hand over my stomach, and Luan put his hand over it.

“I was so scared,” Luan spoke directly to my belly. “So scared I lost you before I ever got to meet you. Good thing your daddy is a badass. That meanie didn’t stand a chance.”

I let out a chuckle. The way my mate switched to father mode when speaking to my belly was all kinds of adorable.

“I love you so much.” I cupped his cheek. “The second I was hurt I knew you would come for me. And then when you did, you trusted that I had it under control. That means more to me than you can possibly know.”

“I’d be lying if I said it was easy.” He leaned into my touch. “But you are the strongest, bravest mate I could have ever hoped for, and I trust you. If you needed me to step in, you’d have said so.”

We’d come so far in such a short period of time. I couldn’t wait to see what the future held for us, for our growing family.


Chapter 18
Luan
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As nice as it was to see Armand again, I wished it had been under different circumstances. It was so much different seeing him now than it had been that first time. He was no longer a stranger, though I wouldn’t call him my friend. He was, however, in a very real sense, my mate’s family. And that gave him a special place in my heart.

He shook my hand and smiled knowingly. Armand might’ve been here for less-than-ideal reasons, but he took the time to acknowledge the happiness that had entered into my life.

“I congratulate you on your mating. Marcus is a remarkable man. You are very lucky.” The pride beaming off him surrounded me like a hug.

I nodded. “I know that. I am very blessed to have him. He is my brightest star.”

Armand grinned. He couldn’t understand the depth of my compliment, but he didn’t need to. He saw the love I had for his friend, his brother, and that was enough.

“Oh, that’s incredibly sweet,” his mate Matty said. Apparently, he had not been able to be kept away from this situation. I could see why. This might’ve been his mate’s “job,” but they were a team, just as Marcus and I were. “How come you never say sweet things like that to me?” Matty teased.

Armand rolled his eyes. “I’m sure that I do.”

I was too. He loved his mate deeply. Anyone could sense their connection just being near them.

“We come bearing gifts from our pack. We managed to grab them before we left. And also, we packed a little something that might be helpful in this situation,” Armand said.

“What’s that?” I asked.

Matty held out a device I didn’t recognize.

Marcus leaned up from where he sat on our couch, his wound almost completely healed now. I still preferred him resting, but I trusted that he would do what was right for our baby.

“Is that a portable ultrasound?” His eyes lit up.

“Yes. We picked one up for our pack.” Matty was practically bouncing. When I learned that an ultrasound was seeing inside a body, in this case a baby, I was wowed. What Franklin could do made much more sense to me than a machine doing it, but Franklin wasn’t here. And as far as I knew, he was one of the only people who could perform such magic.

Matty set it down. “Lissy is here, and we figured that they would be able to make sense of it. If you’d like to see your child.”

“We would. I can sense the baby, and he’s fine,” Marcus said. He held a hand over his tummy. “But I really want to see them. I don’t know how parents went this long without getting a view of their sweet baby.”

“You only have rabbit gestation. Imagine how elephant shifters feel,” Armand noted, and I visibly cringed. They would be pregnant forever. I did not have the patience for that.

I put my hand over his. “I sense the same, but we would be happy to see an image of him.”

“I’ll grab Lissy then,” Matty said, and he bounced out of the room. He seemed just as excited as I was.

Lissy was more than happy to do the ultrasound “We’ve been thinking about getting one of these. Is it worth it?” she asked.

“It is,” Armand said, and he went on to explain all the benefits. Most of it went over my head.

“We have one that stays within our pack, but we don’t have a travel-sized one.” Lissy stared at it with wonder. “I think it would be beneficial, for sure.”

“We actually take this on missions,” Matty said. “Many times we’re meant to rescue omegas, and we have to do medical care in the field. This has been very helpful.”

“Very cool,” she said.

“Before we leave you, Marcus, any theories on why Benji was trying to steal from your home? Or what he might have taken?”

Marcus and I exchanged a look. We had taken his bag with what he had tried to steal and gone through it. There was nothing of value. The notes he had taken were nothing important either. “I don’t think he knew what he was looking for. Likely he just wanted something to try and sell to someone. Whether he had a buyer or not remains to be seen.

“That is what I suspected. We’ll have him questioned. Hopefully some time in a cell will loosen his lips. We’ll give you your privacy,” Armand said, and he and Matty left.

Everyone was still outside. My brothers wanted to stay close while my mate rested. Hugh, Scarlet, and Juliet had all been whisked away by Steelwick, along with Benji, who would be facing some trouble, though maybe not as much since he had connections in high places.

If it were up to me, he’d be facing serious trouble. You don’t mess with a pregnant mate. And I was sure if we scratched the surface, the reason he was trying to steal our secrets only led to evil. I did, however, feel bad for Juliet. She didn’t seem to fit in with that family at all. And it wasn’t like you could pick your family.

Although maybe that wasn’t exactly true. When she came of age, she could do like my mate had done and find her own pack, her own family. They still had time before that was feasible, but if she stayed strong, her future could outshine her present.

Marcus squeezed my hand. “He’s just a boy. He’s learning from his mistakes.”

“He hurt you,” I said.

“I know. Better me than anyone else.” He let out a long breath. “And there was a time when he first attacked when I’d have gladly seen him dead. But then it hit me—he was but a child. A nearly grown child, but a child.” He put his hand on his belly. “I was able to defend myself, and we stopped him. He didn’t get what he was looking for. In no way did he win in any of this. Maybe it can be the wake-up call he needs, the one that will show him not to become his parents, because quite frankly, they are dreadful.”

“They really are.”

“And I am safe. Our baby is safe. Our herd secrets are safe. All is well.”

I kissed Marcus’s temple. “Because of you, mate. Your brilliant, quick thinking was absolutely amazing.”

“Oh, that’s adorable,” Lissy said. “Now pay attention because this is when the real magic starts.”

She poured some gel onto my mate’s stomach and rubbed it around with the wand-looking thing. The screen, tiny as it was, blinked a grayish color, and that was when I saw a form take shape.

Our baby.

“There he is,” Marcus said as he shifted a little. The image disappeared. He whined. “Make him come back.”

“Hold still,” she said. She moved again. And there he was.

“Is he all right?” I asked.

“He is. He is a good size for where Marcus is in the pregnancy. His heartbeat is healthy. And look, he appears to have his thumb in his mouth.”

I chuckled at that. “He’s beautiful.”

“He is. Let me print some of these for you.” She tapped away at the electronics.

“Print?” I said. “What is—”

Then a little slip of paper came out of the machine, capturing perfectly a still image of my child. “What is this magic?” I said, holding it in my hand. “I can look at this always and it won’t disappear?”

“It won’t.” She beamed.

“That’s amazing. That little machine is able to do all that?” Maybe we needed to be more open to technology in the herd. I had seen the cell phone pictures, but never anything printed on paper in such a way. It was glorious.

“It is.” She chuckled. “Just wait until you see the pictures in color.”

“Color?” I gasped.

She cleaned up Marcus’s belly, careful not to touch the pink scar that would likely fade within the next day or so. Shifter healing for the win. She asked us if we had any questions and we did not, so she excused herself, citing that Mia was waiting for her.

Once she was gone, I settled next to Marcus. I was in my human form so I did not take up too much space. Also, I’d been half afraid that my tail might inadvertently whack the poor machine. No one needed that.

“I could have lost you,” I said. “I’ve never felt so helpless in my life. But you, my mate, were amazing. I see now why what you do is important. I would have killed him. But you, you saw what little good there is in him.”

“Don’t look too highly upon me. There was a time when I’d have sooner killed him.” He turned onto his side to face me. “We’ll have him brought to justice. He’ll learn from his mistakes, and everyone will learn that we aren’t going to be messed with.”

“I hope you are right about all of that. I don’t have full trust in the council and their ability to see this through properly. But we now know to be vigilant with our guests, so maybe that can be what we hold onto.”

He looked at me for a bit before speaking. “I’ll continue to be the liaison for the centaurs.” It was nearly a question, but not quite.

“Yes, you will, my love. And we’ll be luckier for it.”


Chapter 19
Marcus
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The sun was already high in the sky when I woke up the next day. My mind was still reeling from the events of the day before. My mate lay behind me, his arm thrown over my middle, his hand cupping my swollen belly. The wound had completely healed now. I felt nothing from where I had been stabbed.

It was so much to wrap my head around. I think it was him being a kid that was messing with me so hard. A lack of motive being the other. Did the kid just have malice in his heart? If so, why?

One day my little one was going to be their age. Seeing how… it was hard to even go there.

Luan moved, coming awake along with me. He kissed my neck. “Stay in bed today, mate.”

“There are things I need to do.” There were always things to do, and as much as being a lazy slug sounded magnificent, I still didn’t have an assistant. It simply wasn’t possible.

Another kiss to my neck, his arm wrapped tighter around me. “Yes, but you can stay still for now.”

I chuckled. “I suppose.”

I felt a distinct flutter within my belly and then a thump against my abdomen wall. Luan bolted upright. He was in his human form, which was not how he usually slept, but we had made love last night and he had fallen asleep with me in his arms.

“Was that—?” He stared at my belly, his eyes wide.

I nodded. “I think it was.”

“Our baby—our baby was moving.” His face bloomed into a beautiful smile.

“They were.” I sat up, taking his hand and placing it on my belly. “They are still going.”

I pressed his hand into my belly as our baby kicked, wanting him to be able to feel it again.

“He is strong.”

“He is hungry,” I said. Or at least I was,, and I assumed the two were connected.

Luan kissed my lips. “Then I shall provide you with sustenance, my mate.”

We both got up, brushed our teeth and got ourselves dressed for the day, though Luan had shifted back to his centaur form so that he could remain shirtless. How convenient that he didn’t have to worry about clothes. Meanwhile, I pulled on a pair of sweatpants and a T-shirt, because unlike my mate, I’d be cold without them.

My mate made us scrambled eggs, and I cut thick slices of bread to put in our new toaster. Armand had brought it, along with some other items on my wish list. It was perfect timing because baby was craving them some toast with extra butter.

The only thing that could make the meal more perfect was if we had some shredded cheddar jack. Pregnancy was weird like that. I didn’t even like cheddar jack much. It was one of those foods that I ate if it was the only cheese left most of the time, but today? Today I could eat three bricks of it easily.

I also wanted to break into the cookies and other treats Armand had brought. We had yet to open the large gift sent by the Steelwick omegas, but I scented cinnamon. The twins had likely sent some cinnamon bread or maybe those ginormous rolls they often made with the powdered-sugar glaze. I licked my lips just thinking about it.

“Thank you.” I sat in front of the piled of egg Luan had dished up for me.

“Anything for the two of you.” I loved how he always included our young.

I shoved far too many eggs into my mouth, enjoying their buttery goodness.

“I think whether we like it or not, or whether the council likes it or not, my job as liaison has changed simply because I’m your mate,” I said, my mouth still full.

“How so?” he asked. He was working on getting a pot of coffee going and stopped to give me his full attention. Though a coffee maker would be nice, I was coming to enjoy the rich and bold flavor provided the old-style percolator Luan used.

“I don’t have any desire to look out for the best interests of the council.” And I suppose on some level I never did. The council and I had a very complicated relationship and trust hadn’t been born from it. But this was more than that. Their carelessness had become dangerous. I refused to let it happen again.

“They can’t just send diplomats here, random people who want to use this forest as a tourist stop. There needs to be a purpose or reason.” Which I had honestly thought had been established before our recent family of visitors. With one possible exception, none of them were here for legit reasons, and with Juliet it was that she was brought here and happened to be a decent kid more than anything else. “Just because they want to be the person who says they visited the forest is not a good enough reason.”

“Me and my brothers, well, Terran at least, we want visitors who want to help shifter-kind.” Luan joined me at the table. “It’s not just for us that we have people visit.”

“I know.” I sighed. “That’s why I plan on telling the council that we will not be taking any more applications. If we want someone to visit, we will ask them.” Visitors should be invited. Full stop. “If others want to visit, then they can ask us. But we’re not going to meet some random quota. We’re not a tourist location.”

Taking that power out of the council’s authority was going to piss them off. I wasn’t under the delusion that all would be sunshine and roses when I put my foot down, but this was a necessity. Putting our families at risk so that their feelings weren’t hurt wasn’t going to happen.

“I want to meet more healers, more witches, more shifters.” Luan had clearly thought a lot about this, and I appreciated his input. I hadn’t gotten that far, my focus on what we didn’t want. “Terran does as well. And we are not opposed to people living here permanently. Starting with a teacher. If we are going to have young growing up here, they need to learn from more than just us.”

“I know. In fact, I think I know all that better than anyone since this is my home. Who better to advocate for it?”

“I’ll support you in whatever your role looks like, mate. You have my word on that.”

My heart warmed. The flutter in my stomach had nothing to do with the baby that grew there. “Thank you, Luan. That means more to me than you’ll ever know.”

He pulled me into his arms. “I love you. You know that, right? I love your strength. I love when you swing a sword. I love your determination. The way you face my brothers. I love the way you smile.”

I laughed. “I love you as well.”

A knock on the door interrupted us. It was Armand and Matty wanting to go to the hot springs.

“Want to come with us?” Armand offered.

I looked to my mate, and he nodded.

“Yeah, we’d like that.”

Work could wait, even if only for a few hours. What was the point of being here, doing all of this work looking to foster new relationships, if we ignored the old? There wasn’t any.

I grabbed a couple of towels, and the four of us headed that way.

“You need to bring all the baked goods next time.” I set my towel down and started to take off my clothing. “I’ve been telling my herd about how delicious it all is.”

“We left earlier than planned or we’d have come bearing more gifts. I know they sent some with us. They have a list planned for when things have some better timing.” Armand held his mate’s hand as Matty climbed into the hot spring.

“I miss them.” I joined them in the spring, my mate climbing in beside me.

“We’d love to have them come visit.” Luan settled his hand on my knee. “We’ve been thinking a lot about how we want to open up the herd and forest to others. And… well, having people we like and Marcus’s family spending time here sounds a million times better than any of the current model.”

“There will be pushback,” Armand said. “The council is… the council, after all. But you are wise in taking control back. What happened was bad, but it could’ve been so much worse.”

“Mate.” Matty leaned into his mate. “You missed the important part of what Luan just said.”

Armand looked at Matty in confusion.

“He called us Marcus’s family.”

“Because you are,” I said. “Because you are.”


Epilogue
Luan
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Every day I grew more and more in awe of my mate. I admired him on a level that I didn’t even know was possible. He worked incredibly hard and was amazing at what he did. And he somehow managed to do all of this while growing an entire being.

Since the fiasco with Benji, we’d changed our tactics and worked more closely together to decide who would visit our territory and when. There was initially a bit of pushback, but as soon as we mentioned what happened and that we’d been considering closing for visitors for a while and this was the compromise the herd felt comfortable with, they relaxed a bit. They weren’t happy, and I had a feeling the issue would be revisited again after the baby arrived because some entitled council member would want to throw their clout around, but for now, it worked.

Since we announced and followed through on our decision, we had had several rounds of guests, including a sugar-filled one from Steelwick. That visit had made my mate’s heart happy, and I hoped we’d have more like it soon.

We also set up several other adventures into the outside world. Leaving the first time had been rough. This had been the only place I’d known for centuries. Going out the first time had been overwhelming at first. In hindsight, I was glad that we chose Greycoast and Northbay as our first trips.

Terran, Marcus, Maddox, and I took the trip together. I felt bad leaving Apollo. He didn’t. Even if he had been able to shift to two legs, he wasn’t ready to venture out yet. He needed his alone time and privacy far more than I ever had. One day, when he found his mate, maybe he would change his mind, but for now, he was happy with his life, and I wouldn’t push him to change it.

But now that all of our adventures were over, my mate and I were staying put. His belly had swollen beyond the point of comfortable, and traveling was difficult. Getting out of bed was difficult. Most things were rather difficult for my mate.

He argued that he would be fine to travel despite the discomfort a couple of times—both of which were directly related to him craving some cookies Ralf had “perfected beyond all belief.” We barely got to the vehicle when he changed his mind and called, begging them to ship a batch. They did one better and sent the recipe so he could have them fresh. I wasn’t as good a baker as they were, not by a long shot, but I managed.

“We need a television,” he grumbled.

“What?” I was sure that I’d heard him incorrectly.

“A television so I can watch shows.” He let out an exaggerated sigh. Today had been particularly rough for him. His back was aching, nothing tasted right, and he was too blah to even do his exercises.

“Let me pull up your laptop,” I said. It wasn’t the same as a television. Had I thought he’d really want one on a regular basis, I’d have already been working on making that happen. But I had a feeling this was one of those instances when he was trying to find something, anything, to make the day go more smoothly.

We had started watching “television” and movies together not too long ago. I couldn’t always tell the difference between the two, and it took me quite a few tries before I could focus through an entire movie. Marcus had memberships to some streaming services, which were another thing altogether, from what I could gather. But my mate and I enjoyed the stories that played out on the screen, and I enjoyed him being happy, so I didn’t really need to.

“It’s too small,” he grumbled. “And it can’t sit in front of me anymore. I need a big screen.”

He used to rest it on his belly. That was far from an option any longer.

“Okay,” I said. “I’m not sure how to get that for you, but I’ll figure something out.”

“You can’t. I want it now, but it can’t show up right now.” He stuck out his bottom lip. This was so unlike him and only highlighted how done he was with this pregnancy.

“Is there anything I can do to make today better?” I asked. “Do you need me to rub your back?”

“I don’t like not knowing when my due date is.”

Yes, that was frustrating. His gestation had most certainly been short. Only two months since we found out he was pregnant, and as far as I could tell, he was going to give birth any day.

According to Lissy, they weren’t sure how the dates would work because of me being factored into the mix and rabbits tending not to follow the standard “rules” of pregnancy other shifters did. She had come to stay with the herd about a week ago, “just in case,” so my gut was telling me she thought it was soon.

Honestly, we were all surprised that it hadn’t happened sooner. More than once I thought we’d finally reached the day.

“I know, mate. I know.” I sat behind him and began rubbing his shoulders.

“I just want to hold him, and I want nachos.”

He had really wanted nachos a couple of nights ago, too. Appollo helped me try to make a batch of corn chips using what we had around. It was a miserable fail, and Maddox ended up going to the store to buy the supplies. He was a great friend and didn’t even complain when he came home and the craving had passed.

“I can make nachos,” I said, getting up.

“No, I need your touch. I don’t want you that far away from me. Maybe rub my back. No. Nachos. No. My back.”

“Which one do you want more?”

“I don’t know.” He leaned into me. “Why can’t you touch me from the kitchen?”

“I wish I could.” I kissed his neck. “I’m so sorry, my love. I know this is difficult for you.”

He sighed. “I know, and I hate being difficult for you.”

“Why don’t we go for a walk? Lissy said that that can sometimes help with labor.” She’d been so amazing this entire pregnancy, but especially this past week. She gave hints, didn’t offer too much, and added a layer of comfort that my mate needed.

“Okay, yes, let’s do that.” He pushed himself up with my help.

He was barely upright when he gasped and clutched his belly. A gush of liquid splashed onto the floor.

“Thank the goddess. It’s about goddamn time.” He was very less concerned about his body leaking all over the place than I was. That was for sure. “Get Lissy.”

“Was that—?” I stared down at it. In all my years, only one person I knew had given birth. All of this was new to me in both an abstract and a practical manner.

“Yes, that was my water breaking. Let’s go get this baby out of me.” Gone was his grumpiness and in its place was excitement.

That excitement waned as the contractions started to come at him. I felt helpless as my mate repeatedly cried out in pain. Lissy suggested he try a soak in the hot springs, but he was so sure he would have the baby there and accidentally cook him that he refused, despite both Lissy and me assuring him that it wasn’t close to possible.

“Why is this taking so long?” he cried as he pushed.

“Your baby wanted to take its time. I told you labor can last several hours,” Lissy explained for the hundredth time with just as much patience as she had for the first.

“I’m in active labor now though, right?”

“Yes,” Lissy said. She had positioned herself between my mate’s legs. We were moved to the bed now where he thought he could give birth more easily. I had a feeling all places would be tough. “You can push.”

“I am pushing,” he snapped.

“Not hard enough,” she said.

Note to self: Lissy can handle herself.

“I will tell you what’s hard enough!” he growled.

She rolled her eyes. “You don’t scare me. I’ve done this before with countless other omegas.”

I had my hand on my mate’s shoulder and was holding his hand. I wanted him to have all the strength of our connection. He squeezed tightly and closed his eyes, pain evident on his face. He was so strong.

“There you go,” she said. “He’s crowning. One more big one.”

My mate took long gasping breaths. He was so tired.

“You’ve got this, love.” I kissed the top of his head.

“Okay, take a little break. The head is out. Let’s get the shoulders now.”

I wasn’t sure what she meant by taking a break given that our baby was partly here, but my mate must’ve. He led out a long groan as he bore down and pushed out the rest of our child, Lissy making sure that everything was happening as it should.

“There you are. Welcome!” She beamed.

A beautiful cry split the air. A melodic sound of our child.

“How is he? Is he okay?” I asked.

“He’s perfect,” she said. “All ten fingers, all ten toes. And soon he’ll have all four hooves.”

She placed the baby in Marcus’s arms and handed me the scissors to cut the cord. If she hadn’t taught me about this part of things earlier, it would’ve freaked me out. Cutting our baby? But she had prepared me well, and as our baby latched on for the first time, getting his food from his daddy’s chest as opposed to the cord, I made the cut, and she tied it up.

“He’s perfect,” I said. “You did amazing, mate.”

“He’s absolutely perfect.” My mate looked up at me. “Just like his father.”

I wasn’t so sure about that, but we were perfect for each other. That was why the goddess led him here. She saw that after a thousand years, I was finally the centaur my mate would need. What an honor.
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