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      Dreams really do come true…

      

      Most days are pretty boring for alpha coyote shifter Metro. As a state trooper, it’s usually routine traffic stops or the occasional lost hiker, but he suddenly finds himself assigned to the most peculiar case: a wolf shifter who’s forgotten who he is—and forgotten the wolf that lives within him.

      

      An omega wakes up in the hospital after having a terrible accident. His head is throbbing, and his body is wrapped in casts and bandages. That isn’t the worst part, though… He doesn’t remember his name or where he came from, with no memory of what happened. Did someone hurt him? And if that isn’t bad enough, he doesn’t want to tell anyone, but he’s been hearing voices. Well, one voice in particular, and it just keeps chanting a single word: Mate.

      

      With nothing but a watch inscribed with the name Brett to go on, the two men work together to help recover Brett’s lost memories, but things keep getting more difficult. Not only is the magnetism between them impossible to resist, but someone or something keeps getting in the way of the truth, and although Metro knows they’re fated to be together, it doesn’t seem right to forge a mating bond when Brett isn’t quite himself. The omega needs a chance to discover who he truly is. There’s only one thing that could make this all more complicated—a baby.

      

      Harper B. Cole, Colbie Dunbar, and Trisha Linde bring you Slumber, the fifth book in the Fairest of Them All series. This fairytale retelling of Sleeping Beauty features an omega wolf who’s lost a piece of himself, an alpha coyote looking to put the pieces back together, a slow burn that transcends their identities, an unexpected pregnancy, an adorable baby, and an HEA fit for a fairytale. If you love couples who defy the odds, grab your copy today.
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      When traveling at this speed, with my eyes focused on the road ahead, my peripheral view was nothing but a blur of brown and green. Trees and more trees. Might’ve sounded boring to some people, but to me, it felt like home.

      My actual house was in the city of Fairhome, about 90 miles back, but most of my days were spent here in this forest. The highway was straight and flat for the most part, cutting a slice straight through the great woods. There were narrower winding roads all through it, but this was the primary route for my rounds as a state trooper.

      My duties were pretty monotonous most of the time. I made sure campers and hikers were obeying the rules—staying on the paths, no unsupervised campfires. If I saw someone speeding, I would pull them over and give them a ticket. For the most part, though, things were quiet. Peaceful.

      I drove with the windows down, breathing in the loamy scent of damp earth and pine trees. My coyote called to me from within my mind. Run, run, run. I sighed. “Tonight, I promise,” I told him. I still had three hours left of my shift, and while I would like nothing more than to take my fur and dart through the trees, I had a paycheck to earn. Maybe if I give him a treat, he’ll quiet down, I thought to myself, lips twisting into a smile when he caught on to what I was thinking. He gave the coyote equivalent of agreement and settled, his tail wagging.

      The monotonous scenery was interrupted by a blip of a town. If I blinked, I would’ve missed it.

      Bowser was one of a few towns in the area, and it was entirely populated and run by a pack of wolf shifters. If I squinted out the window, I could see the telltale flash of silver fur through the trees as they raced to keep up with my car, and I smiled, wishing I could join them in their run. Wolves and coyotes didn’t typically get along in the wild, but the local packs and I had always been on good terms. Ever since I helped one of their own with a missing hiker.

      I mean, I would’ve done it even if they hadn’t asked for help, seeing as it was my job, but I’d certainly made the whole thing go more smoothly for them by distracting the humans so we could use our… alternate methods to track them down.

      I reached over and gave a short push on a button, giving my car’s siren a little blip to say hello. I was quickly past the town, but I heard the distinctive howl of a wolf in reply. Sounded like Leo, the pack’s Alpha.

      Bowser hadn’t changed much over the years. It was a collection of houses, a gas station, and a diner. They were a quiet bunch, never gave me any trouble, and I sometimes stopped by to have a bite to eat at the diner. They seared a mean steak, nice and rare, just the way I liked it. However, that wasn’t my destination today.

      Ten minutes later, I caught sight of a new addition to the scenery—the tip of a cell tower jutting out over the tops of the trees. I could feel my coyote’s excitement, as he knew what that meant… Dusk Fall.

      Here was another of the “small towns” that dotted the woods, and while this one was also populated with a local pack of wolf shifters, I wasn’t sure it could rightly be described as “small” anymore. They’d made a huge number of changes lately, and it seemed every time I drove through, there was a new building—a home, a business, a community center. Their Alpha, Hemingway, was incredibly forward-thinking. He had big plans for the area, and he had helped to save the local packs from bankruptcy. The new businesses brought not only new pack members, but there was even a budding tourist trade.

      People flocked from all over the state, and even beyond, to hike the freshly groomed trails through the forest. There was one especially popular trail that led to a ravine and cascading waterfall. One of the locals saw an opportunity and built a collection of rental cabins. Last I heard, they were booked straight through to next year.

      It wasn’t just the scenery that brought people out, but also… the wildlife. Now, I wasn’t going to outright say that the wolves people were hiking into these woods to catch sight of weren’t actually wolves but shifters… but if that were the case, and these tourists just happened to spend their money on cabin rentals and in the local stores, then I was happy for the community that benefited from it.

      I chuckled under my breath as I flicked on my turn signal and pulled off the highway into a massive parking lot full of long-haul trucks. You knew it was a good spot to eat when the truckers took a liking to it like this.

      Climbing out of my car, I made sure my radio was clipped to my belt, then made my way into the small diner. My eyebrows shot up when I saw that the number of tables had doubled, though they were still nearly all full. They’d bumped out the back of the tiny diner and turned it into a full-blown restaurant, with tall windows to let in the natural light with a view of the forest beyond. There were new floors, a fresh coat of paint, but I was glad to see there was still a display case of pies and pastries.

      I settled onto a stool at the counter. “When did that happen?” I asked Dean, the owner, as I indicated the changed space. “Looks great.”

      “Thanks,” he said, wiping his hands off on a towel and heading over to me. “We had Aran and his brothers do the work. It was long overdue. Ever since I started carrying Lowell’s baking, I’ve had a butt in every seat for nearly the whole day. I don’t know what he puts in those pies, but whatever it is, it makes me feel like a drug pusher.” He chuckled, shaking his head. “What can I get you?”

      “Pie, of course,” I answered, laughing at the resigned expression on his face. I leaned over to peek into the display case. This was mostly my coyote’s treat, so I let him choose. I took in a long, deep breath, seeing which scent made him sit up and beg. “I’ll take a slice of that cinnamon raisin pie, and a carrot pecan muffin for the road.”

      I pulled out my wallet to pay, but Dean held up his hand. “Uh-uh, your money’s no good here, Officer. It’s on the house.”

      I opened my mouth to argue, but he simply slid the plate in front of me and walked away, chuckling under his breath. There was nothing left to do but grab my fork and dig in. The flaky crust melted on my tongue, and I closed my eyes and savored the sweet flavor. Hopefully this was enough to get us through the rest of the day. Later, I would take my fur and run, satisfying one of our more basic urges, though I was far from satisfied.

      I had no pack, no mate, so there was at least one very carnal urge that would go unfulfilled.

      It was hard not to be at least a little jealous of what they had here in Dusk Fall. It was like an extended family, everyone caring and watching out for each other. I listened to the conversations, watched their interactions, and I stifled the longing it kindled inside me.

      Sighing, I shoved another bite of pie into my mouth, but it seemed not as sweet as it had a moment ago.

      There was a crackle of static from my radio. “Metro, you there?”

      I pulled the radio from its clip and pressed the button to reply. “Yeah, I’m here, Doreen. What’s up?”

      Doreen was our dispatcher. She was a shifter as well, a rabbit, so she didn’t mind sticking close to Fairhome since she had no trouble letting her animal run free around the local parks and neighborhoods. It was nice to have someone in the know working dispatch. She helped sift through the incoming calls, assigning them to the proper officers depending on what level of secrecy from humans was needed. If she was calling me, it was likely something shifter-related.

      “How close are you to Fairhome right now?” she asked, and I detected a strain to her voice.

      “I’m over in Dusk Fall. I could be back in an hour if you need me, less if I use the siren.”

      There was a pause for a moment, before she came back on the line. “No need for the siren, but I think you’d better head back. There’s a case, a victim of a car accident. I need you to swing by the hospital and check it out.”

      A frown pulled my lips down. “Did you say a car accident? Doesn’t sound like something that needs a state trooper.”

      “Trust me on this. You’re needed.” I took that to mean the victim was a shifter. I couldn’t outright ask, in case anyone was listening, but I wracked my brain trying to think of what kind of complications could arise from an accident like this. We had doctors at the hospital who could fake the paperwork, downplay the severity of their injuries when it came to making excuses for advanced healing abilities.

      Doreen wouldn’t call me if it wasn’t important, so I pushed the button and said, “Sure thing. I’ll head back straight away.”

      “Thanks, Metro. Oh, and you’ll bring me back a pastry, won’t you? One of those cherry-filled ones.”

      Drug pusher, indeed, I thought with a laugh. “Sure. Talk to you later.”

      After getting her treat packaged up, and Dean again refusing to let me pay, I dropped a 20-dollar bill in the tip jar and headed out to my car, climbing in behind the wheel.

      Every day of my job was pretty much the same. Hikers, campers, speeders, trees and more trees. This case, though… this felt different. My coyote felt it too, and I drove back toward Fairhome with a tight grip on the steering wheel.

      I had no idea what to expect.
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      My world was cloaked in darkness but someone was tugging at me, expecting me to do something. I didn’t want to. It was warm and safe where I was, and out there, whatever out there was, was the unknown. I burrowed deep into the shadows, trying to hide from the thing, but it wouldn’t let me.

      Beep. Beep.

      Huddling beneath the warmth that covered me, I pleaded with the thing to leave me alone, until finally I was being pulled up toward something else. But I resisted by kicking and swatting away whatever had a hold on me. And now the darkness was deserting me as it parted, leaving a bright white pinprick in the middle.

      Wake! Wake!

      The words echoed in my head, and I moaned. Leave me alone. Go away.

      As I was being hauled upward, the little hole became a slit, bigger and brighter the closer I got, until the darkness disappeared, and my world was all… white?

      Almost afraid to turn my head, I studied the box that was making the loud sound. Was that what had brought me here? What about the voice? I hated them both. Snuggling in the dark was better than this place that hurt my eyes.

      “You’re awake.”

      I jerked back, and the machine beeped faster. A machine. Not a box. I knew that word. Machine. Not the same voice that had been in my head.

      A man dressed in white had come in. White. Another word I remembered. The place was white, I was covered in white, and there were tubes in my arm. Words I didn’t know moments ago were flooding into my head. The darkness was sleep. I moved my arm and a sharp pain shot up to my shoulder.

      I managed a nod in response to the man’s question.

      “You’ve been asleep for a while.” He checked a folder at the bottom of the bed and then looked at the machine.

      “Where am I?”

      “You’re in the hospital.”

      I let that sink in. I wasn’t well or maybe I’d been in an accident. My head hurt, and my mouth was so dry and felt like the bottom of a bird cage. But how would I know that? Had I been licking bird cages? Maybe that was how I got sick.

      “Water, please.” I remembered to tack on please at the end. People liked that.

      Another person came into the room. He was wearing a white coat and was older than the first man.

      “I’m Dr. Janson. How are you feeling?”

      That was too hard to answer. I understood what he was saying, but I was hungry and thirsty and scared because I didn’t know what was wrong with me. So I repeated what I’d said to the other man. “Water.”

      The first man brought a cup of water, and I sipped the cool liquid through a straw. Some dribbled over my chin, but I didn’t have the energy to wipe it.

      “Can you tell us your name?”

      More questions. I wished the pair would go away and let me go back to sleep. No one pestered me when I was sleeping, apart from the stupid machine beeping in my ear and the voice.

      There was only one name in my head. “Dr. Janson.”

      He came to the side of the bed and took my hand. “You had a nasty bump on your head and that could cause some temporary confusion. We didn’t find any ID on you when you were brought in earlier.”

      I winced because there were too many words. “A bump?” I’d been in this bed lying with my eyes closed, while the machines kept me alive.

      “Yes. Is there anything you remember before the accident or what happened to you?”

      There was this room and the other people in it, machines and white walls. Everything was so bland. My head was similar. Whatever was in there before had been whitewashed, the same color as the walls of my hospital room.

      I tried to think back before my big sleep, but there was nothing, just a fuzziness. The harder I tried, the more panicked I became, and the damned machine wouldn’t shut up. “Make it stop,” I yelled as tears trickled over my cheeks.

      The doctor put a hand on my shoulder. “Okay. That’s enough for now. Are you hungry?”

      With my lips pressed together to suppress my sobs, I nodded. He explained I needed rest and that he’d check on me again in the morning. The first man, whose badge said his name was Johnny and that he was a nurse, put the TV remote beside me. How had I not noticed the big black blob on the wall in a sea of white?

      Food arrived, and I put it in my mouth and chewed. It was good to taste something other than the sourness coating my tongue. Later, Johnny helped me into the shower and sat me on a chair used for old people because my legs were wobbly. He explained my legs had been injured during the accident, but the scars on my legs looked like they were from years ago, already long-healed.

      But as I couldn’t recall anything about myself or my life, I couldn’t remember what could’ve caused the scars. Maybe I always looked like this. Closing my eyes, I concentrated, trying to bring up memories from before. But there was nothing, and the effort brought more tears.

      As the water washed away the sweat, and my fingers examined the lump on my forehead, I shivered, which became a tremble, and that led to uncontrollable shaking. Johnny turned off the water and wrapped me in a towel while I inhaled the fragrant aroma embedded in the scratchy fabric.

      A fear gripped me, worse than being pulled out of that long dark sleep. “What If I can never remember?”

      “You’ve suffered trauma. Your brain needs to heal, and to achieve that, you have to rest.” He tucked me into bed and put the call button in my hand.

      I must have slept, because when I opened my eyes, someone was opening the blinds, and I blinked at the bright sunlight.

      “Morning.” This nurse was more chipper than Johnny as he checked my temperature and pulse and asked if I was in pain.

      Food arrived, and I ate, noting the different flavors flooding my mouth. But none of what was on my plate brought me joy. I may as well have been eating sawdust.

      Shift.

      I pushed the tray table away, a little too violently, and a spoon clattered to the floor. Was this how my life would be going forward? I’d lost myself and gained a voice in my head that issued one-word instructions.

      A knock at the door had me hoping it would be someone who loved me and could fill me in on what I’d forgotten. But it was an orderly with clean towels.

      Not having a name was the first question I needed answering. I removed the chart from the end of the bed, and my eyes squeezed out more tears when I read “John Doe.” Gods, that was what they put on the toe tags of unclaimed bodies at the morgue.

      How did I know that? Had I worked in a mortuary? Maybe a hospital like this? Or I watched a lot of detective series?

      No.

      “Stop talking to me!”

      The cheerful nurse stuck his head in the door. “Did you call?”

      “TV,” I mumbled. Though he said nothing as he glanced at the blank screen, I didn’t miss his skeptical expression. He was probably making a note in my file, so I hunkered down in my bed and switched on the TV. But I couldn’t concentrate. Not on a soap opera, or a kids program, a documentary, or a rom-com.

      I was standing on the edge of the abyss, so as much as this documentary on global warming was scary, it wasn’t as horrifying as losing my memory, and if the voice continued talking, I was losing my mind as well.

      Dr. Janson appeared, this morning’s nurse shadowing him. When I couldn’t offer him any tidbits as to who I was, he asked if I was fond of animals.

      Was I? When I conjured up images of dogs, I got all warm and fuzzy. “Sure, I guess.”

      “Great. The hospital has therapy dogs, so I’ll schedule a visit this afternoon.” He shared a glance with the nurse. “Sometimes a dog can help us connect with our inner selves.”

      Huh? I couldn’t fathom who the outer me was and he wanted me to—what? Talk about my emotions? I had three. Anger at what happened to me, frustration at not knowing who I was, and terror that I would never discover the answers. I was beginning to wonder where he’d done his medical training. Perhaps I should ask to see his credentials.

      But when they both left after he scribbled more notes on the chart in illegible handwriting—I knew because I peeked—I wondered if the nurse had been eavesdropping or if there was a hidden camera in the room. Had they heard me talking to the voice in my head?

      No!

      Oh, shut up. I turned the TV on and increased the volume, and a marching band drowned out everything else.

      And it finally silenced the voice.
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      I pulled up in the parking lot for Fairhome General Hospital. It was a square six-story building. Not too large, since most of the more severe cases often got sent to bigger cities where the specialists and renowned surgeons worked. We usually didn’t get more than sprained ankles and pneumonia here.

      Based on Doreen’s warning, I sped a little on the highway to get back in under an hour, but as it hadn’t sounded like an emergency, I didn’t bother with the siren. Still made good time, though, since it was a weekday and the traffic was light while everyone was at work. Maybe if I hurried with this case, I could still get home before dark. I hoped the paperwork wouldn’t take too long, whatever this was.

      I didn’t know what to expect, but my coyote had been surprisingly docile since getting that call. I had expected him to be nagging me to go for our promised run, but he’d been quiet. It made me uneasy, because it was like he knew something I didn’t.

      I went in through the emergency entrance which was closest to where I parked. The waiting room was quiet when I stepped in. Just some alpha holding a paper towel to a skinned arm, and I scrunched up my nose at the smell of his blood.

      There was a long desk that functioned as a nurse’s station, and I approached the woman sitting at the counter, making notes on the computer. I didn’t recognize her, but I could tell by her scent that she was human.

      She looked up when I approached the desk, and she straightened up as she took in my uniform. “Good afternoon, Officer. How can I help you today?” Her eyes roamed over my body, but it didn’t feel sexy, more like a clinical analysis, like she was searching for injuries.

      “Hi, yes. Could you please tell me if Dr. Janson is working today?” I wasn’t sure if he would be the doctor on the case, but he was a shifter himself so would at least be able to give me the unedited answers I needed.

      The nurse nodded and reached for the phone. “Yeah, I saw him just a few minutes ago. Just a second and I’ll call him down for you.”

      “Thank you.”

      Dr. Alan Janson was in his early 40s, and he was built lean and lithe, much like his puma shifter half. He reached out to shake my hand when he saw me. “Metro, good to see you. Come on down this way, we can talk in my office.”

      I followed alongside him, and we stepped into a small room, barely large enough for a desk and chair. “I assume you’re here about the car accident victim?”

      “Yeah, but I’m not entirely sure why I was called,” I said, hinting that I needed a lot more to go on.

      Alan sat on the edge of his desk and crossed his arms over his chest. “I took the case straight away when he came in. I could smell his wolf all the way down the hall. I expected I would need to cover up his advanced healing, maybe an accidental shift while he was unconscious, but…” He paused, frowning.

      “But what?”

      “Well, it seems his wolf is… suppressed.”

      Now it was my turn to frown. “What’s that supposed to mean? Our animals are a part of us. You can’t just cover it up.”

      He nodded slowly. “Yes, but something is wrong. Maybe it’s just the knock he took on the head, but it’s like there’s some kind of disconnect between his two halves. First off, he isn’t healing as quickly as he should be, but that isn’t even the half of it. He doesn’t remember who he is—his name or his nature.”

      I blew out a long breath. “Huh. So, it’s more like a missing person’s case. I was wondering why I was called in to check out a car accident.”

      “About that…” he said, wincing like he was about to deliver bad news.

      “What now?” I growled, frustration building. I needed someone to give me some straight answers for once.

      Alan continued as if he wasn’t bothered by my prickly attitude. “For an accident like this to have caused the extent of his injuries, he would’ve had to be going full speed down that hill. It’s like he didn’t even try to press the brakes.”

      “You think he did this on purpose?” I asked, unease building.

      “Or someone else did.” The insinuation made my skin crawl.

      Hmm, cut brake lines maybe. Maybe there was a lot more to this case than first appeared. First, an accident, then a missing person, and now perhaps attempted murder. I made a mental note to check out the car after I left here.

      “Did he have anything on him?” I asked after mulling things over a bit. “I assume no driver’s license or you would already have a name. Maybe he had something that will give me a clue to who he is?”

      He nodded before rounding his desk and grabbing a plastic bag. “No wallet or ID, but here’s everything he had on him.”

      “Thanks, Alan,” I said, turning to leave.

      “Yeah, of course. When you’re ready to talk to him, he’s upstairs, room 403.”

      I walked over to an unmanned counter and dumped out the bag. My nostrils flared, flooded with aromas—gasoline, probably from the accident, disinfectants from working on his wounds—but overpowering everything was the coppery tang of blood. There was a t-shirt, jeans, socks, and one shoe, none of which were worth saving. But…

      There was something else tickling at my mind…

      I was struck by the urge to bury my nose in the fabric, breathe him in, but that wasn’t considered appropriate among human company. I glanced over my shoulder, one way then the other, and when no one was looking, I took a quick whiff. It was faint but impossible to ignore. I closed my eyes and sighed.

      Mate.

      It couldn’t be possible. This was a wolf, not a coyote. I took a longer, deeper inhale, clenching the clothes in my fists. My heart thumped heavily in my chest. There was no question I had a connection to this man.

      It was nearly impossible to release my fingers from the clothing, but I forced myself to move on to the other items in the bag. I still had a job to do, and this man… this omega… didn’t know who he was. Deep in the bottom of the bag were some odds and ends. Loose change, a crumpled tissue, and… a watch. I pulled it out and examined it.

      The watch face was scuffed, but I could see the time had stopped at 1:13. It had a linked-gold band, tarnished from being worn for years, likely. I flipped it over a couple times in my hands and noticed something odd about the back. There was something there… I scraped away some dried blood on the back, and it revealed an engraving.

      Happy birthday, Brett.

      Love, Dad

      Brett? Was that his name? Or maybe the watch was a hand-me-down, a family heirloom. Brett could’ve been his father’s name. Or there was also a chance he picked this watch up at a flea market and it wasn’t his name at all.

      Well, at the very least, I could talk to the man and see what he had to say. Maybe the name would ring a bell.

      I began bagging everything back up and noticed my hands were shaking. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, trying to still the anxiety and unease I felt. Mate, my coyote reminded me.

      As if I could forget.

      I took measured steps down the hall to the elevator, closing my eyes on the ride up. The fluorescent lights were too bright, every beep of hospital equipment too loud. It was like my senses were on overload. As soon as I stepped off the elevator, I was hit by that same scent. It felt almost familiar somehow, like I would recognize it anywhere and I’d been searching for it my whole life.

      I followed my nose, my body moving on autopilot, drawing me closer. I didn’t even need to look at the room numbers or ask for directions. I stopped in front of room 403. This was it.

      Without thought, my arm reached out, and I knocked quickly, listening for a reply. A voice called, “Come in,” and the timber and pitch of the voice echoed through my very soul, calling to me. My heart kicked up its pace in my chest, my breath barely more than a ragged pant. I opened the door, and as soon as I laid eyes on the man in the hospital bed, it was like the rest of the world just fell away.

      There was only my omega. My mate.
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      I grunted as I turned on my side. The ache in my shoulder matched the one in my head, though there was less discomfort than when I’d woken from my coma.

      Healing.

      Shut the fuck up, I raged at the voice in my head. As if I didn’t have enough shit to deal with.

      Dr. Janson had been in yesterday saying he was pleased with my progress but I couldn’t leave yet. The prospect of being kicked out of the hospital terrified me more than the imaginary friend bellowing in my head.

      Pfft!

      Did you just dismiss what I said? Damn, was that what the saying, “If you can’t beat ’em, join ‘em,” meant? Now I was engaging in conversation with the voice. Oh well, at least I’d have company when I was sleeping under a bridge and lining up for food at a soup kitchen.

      Grabbing a book from a stack a hospital volunteer had brought, I flicked through the pages, but got bored and checked out the ending. “Meh, anyone could see he was the murderer.”

      I swung my legs over the edge of the bed and heaved myself up. Now that I was no longer connected to a bunch of machines, I could get around, but I had nowhere to go other than the bathroom. Instead, I peered between the blind slats at the world outside.

      A woman was pushing an elderly man in a wheelchair across the hospital parking lot, and they were chatting and laughing. She was pointing to a teen walking a dog, and the pet bounded over and licked the man’s hand. That reminded me of the therapy dog who’d visited me. Despite Johnny popping in constantly checking on me when he was on duty, the dog, whose name was Rufus, had provided me with the first dose of affection since I became aware of where I was.

      Beyond the parking lot was a major road, and cars buzzed and trundled along at all hours of the day or night. I imagined where each of them might be going and wondered if one might be headed in the direction of where I lived, wherever that was.

      A sharp rapping at the door gave me a fright, and my head banged on the glass. Owww. Owww. Owww. I hobbled back to bed and grabbed the end of the stupid hospital gown which exposed my ass. Once I was under the covers, I told the person to come in.

      Despite my uncertain future, the visitor was a welcome respite from the bland walls, tasteless food, and the non-stop checking of my pulse and temperature. He was dressed in a uniform, and he held a hat in both hands. My cock responded, which was weird because it hadn’t stirred since I’d been in the hospital.

      Mate!

      Not now. Shut up.

      Mate!

      I rubbed my belly as a wave of what I could only describe as nausea came over me. Seconds ago I’d been admiring a visiting alpha and now my heart was beating so fast, I half expected it to burst out of my chest. Clutching the hospital gown, I took deep breaths, and the alpha furrowed his brow and took a step closer to the bed.

      “Are you okay? Should I call a nurse?”

      Was I all right? It was as though there was something inside me, and it was pushing my organs aside to make room. I counted the breaths as I hauled in each one and let it out, and when the thumping of my heart slowed, I yanked the covers under my chin.

      “Mmmm. I think so.”

      “I’m Officer Metro Curran.” He tapped the… the thingie—I couldn’t remember the name—on his chest, shaped like a star, and then held up his hat with a shiny badge in the center. “A local state trooper.”

      Law enforcement? “You’re not here to arrest me, are you?”

      The guy blanched, and the pain registering on his face was as if he’d been kicked in the gut. “No. You’ve done nothing wrong.”

      He snapped his mouth shut which didn’t give me confidence. Had he been lying or he’d just blurted out something he shouldn’t have?

      Mate!

      Give it a rest.

      For some reason I wanted Metro to get closer to the bed, closer to me. I patted the mattress, but he pulled up a chair.

      “Do you recall anything about what happened?”

      If it’d been a doctor or nurse asking me that question for the hundredth time, I might have lost it, but I gave Metro a huge smile before shaking my head. “Nada, sorry.” I was sorry because that was the beginning and end of our conversation and now he’d probably up and leave.

      But he didn’t go anywhere, his big dark eyes fixed on me as he wriggled his butt on the chair. Pulling something out of his pocket, he dangled it in front of me. It was an old watch. Not knowing what I was supposed to do, I looked to him, hoping he’d fill me in.

      “Do you recognize this?”

      It looked like a hunk of junk, but I didn’t say that. I’d learned in the past few days that people sometimes reacted negatively when I said exactly what I was thinking, though I didn’t spill about the voice in my head. Doctors prescribed meds for people who heard voices, didn’t they?

      “Nope.”

      Metro turned it around, giving me an opportunity to admire his hands. “There’s an inscription on the back.”

      Peering at it, I read out the words. “Happy birthday, Brett. Love Dad.”

      “Does the name Brett sound familiar?”

      This back and forth had gone on too long and I was tired, so I shook my head.

      “When the paramedics found you, this was on your wrist.” He paused as if expecting me to say something. “I think you’re Brett.”

      I wanted to be. I desperately wanted to have a name, an identity, and a life with a dad. But the name meant nothing.

      You!

      That damned voice was trying to sway me into admitting I was someone I wasn’t. I repeated the name in my head, if only to shut up the voice. Only one of us could talk at any given time, and my inner voice drowned out his. So there!

      “Brett?” I shrugged. While the name was a dead end to me, maybe this officer could do something with it. But before I could ask about it, Dr. Janson strode in. Gods, I hoped he wasn’t going to prod and poke me again.

      “Good news! You’re well enough to leave, so I’m discharging you.”

      A bitter taste flooded my mouth as my stomach roiled, and I fisted the sheet.

      “You’ll just need to sign the paperwork—” The doctor and Metro shared a glance. “Ummm or not… you know, the signing… part.”

      The doc tripped over his words, and I didn’t understand the big deal with papers ‘cause I was more worried about having nowhere to go.

      “Don’t worry, we’ll sort that out,” Metro said.

      The doctor patted Metro on the shoulder and scuttled out, as if something were chasing him.

      My eyes filled with tears and one trickled over my cheek. I was alone in the world, and no one cared enough to come looking for me. Metro handed me a box of tissues, and his skin brushed against mine.

      Mate!

      I blew my nose, hoping the loud honking sound would scare the voice.

      “We need to find out who you are, where you came from, and what happened in that accident.” Metro reeled off a list, but I was at a loss as to how we’d do that. Wait, he said “we.” Was that him and me or did he hear the voice too and the pair of them were banding together like a superhero and his sidekick? “How would you feel about staying with me while I investigate?”

      A rush of gratitude came over me, and I cried harder. “Thank you,” I blubbered.

      “In the spare bedroom, of course.”

      “What?” My head was pounding, confusing my thoughts, and the bright light flooding in the window didn’t help.

      “You can sleep in my second bedroom.”

      “Okay.” I sniffed. “But I don’t have any clothes. This hospital gown leaves little to the imagination.” Metro’s face flamed as if a branding iron had seared his cheeks. He coughed and wheezed, and I was tempted to hit him on the back. Maybe he should’ve been in the bed instead of me.

      “I have a clean tracksuit in my car. Would that be okay for now?”

      “Sure. As long as it covers my bits.”

      Now it was his turn to grab a tissue, and he balled it in his fist as he mumbled, “Dear gods,” before stumbling out to get the clothes.

      Later, when I was dressed, Johnny insisted on getting me in a wheelchair as Metro steered me through the hospital, and I made a squiggle on paperwork whenever he said, “Here,” and “Here.”

      Johnny stayed with me at the hospital entrance while Metro got his cruiser. The nurse leaned over and whispered in my ear, “Metro’s a good guy.”

      “I hope so, as I’m going to stay with him.”

      Johnny bit his lip. “Yeah, about that—” But he was cut off as the state trooper drove up. “Don’t be a stranger,” Johnny said as Metro helped me into the front seat and put a blanket over my knees. But as soon as he said the words, he slapped a hand over his mouth. “Sorry, I mean call me or visit if you need anything.”

      I waved and stared at Johnny through the back window as Metro drove out of the hospital grounds and onto the road. It was then I remembered Johnny hadn’t finished what he was going to say.
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      Being trapped in the car with Brett was nearly enough to drive me half-mad. It was only a ten-minute drive to my place, but I thought I would be forced to hold my breath the entire ride. His aroma filled the small space, seeping into my pores, trickling through my sinuses. My cock was rock-hard, and my coyote was scrabbling at my insides, begging me to take our mate, to claim him. No, I scolded him. Not here, not now. Now while he’s like this. Because Brett didn’t know who he was. He was in no state to be claimed.

      I rolled down the window to get some fresh air, but it did the opposite, swirling the air inside the car, wafting over his skin and through his hair. I bit the inside of my cheek, relishing the sting of pain. “Gods, help me,” I muttered under my breath.

      “What was that?” he asked.

      “Nothing,” I answered. When I looked at him, though, I noticed that he was in as bad a state as I was. His hands were locked onto the edges of his seat, knuckles white, and the muscle in his jaw clenched and unclenched.

      I wanted to reach out to him, comfort him, wrap him in my arms and—Nope, not going there. Instead, I settled for asking softly, “Hey, are you okay?”

      He startled like he’d been shocked with a cattle prod. “What? Uh, yeah. Fine.” I was fairly certain I heard him hiss, “Shut up! I heard you the first thousand times.”

      Lucky for the both of us, we were home. I pulled into the driveway and flung myself out of the door as soon as we came to a stop. I took deep gasping breaths and stared down at where my erection was doing its best to break through the fabric of my pants.

      Shit. How the hell was I going to hide this?! One look and he would assume I had invited him into my home so that I could take advantage of him, perhaps manipulate him into thinking he owed me for my hospitality.

      I heard the passenger door open, and with nothing but my hat to cover my junk with, I dashed to the front door, keeping my back to him so he couldn’t see my physical reaction to him. I could feel his presence as he came up behind me, even though he wasn’t even touching me.

      “Uh, come on in,” I said, glancing over my shoulder at him, and his head snapped up from where he’d been staring at my ass. The most delicious blush rose to his cheeks. I turned back around to hide my smirk, but then I made sure to bend over to take my shoes off, giving him plenty of time to ogle.

      Brett cleared his throat. “Th-thanks for, um, taking me in. I didn’t have anywhere else to go. Or maybe I did, but it’s not like I can remember where home is, so…” He trailed off, looking around my small house.

      I wanted to tell him, Of course I took you home, you’re my mate, but since he clearly wasn’t ready for the whole “shifters are real and you’re one of them” conversation, that left his role as my fated mate in limbo.

      It was fair to say that I was very motivated to help him remember who he was.

      “I’m going to take a quick shower before dinner, get out of these clothes. I can show you your room, and there’s a second shower if you want, and I can find something more comfortable for you to wear.”

      His throat bobbed with a swallow. “Sure,” he whispered. “Get out of these clothes…” He seemed to come to his senses and shook his head as though to clear it. “Yes! That would all be great! Shower! Clean clothes!”

      He was still muttering under his breath as I led the way down the hallway, chuckling to myself. It was nice to know he was as affected by our connection as I was, but it seemed to be causing him distress. I made a vow not to ask him any questions tonight. He needed a chance to settle in, and maybe his wolf would be able to help soothe his instincts.

      “This is your room,” I said, gesturing to the small guest room. “The bathroom is right across the hall. And my room… is right next door. If you need anything, just call and I’ll come running.”

      He chuckled uneasily. “What could I possibly… need…” I knew the needs I could help him with were probably flooding his mind right now, because it was the same thing playing on repeat in my brain. His pupils dilated, and I decided now was a good time to make myself scarce—before I did something I regretted.

      I took a step back, creating space. “Right. I’ll put some clothes on your bed for you.” Then I turned and fled.

      I waited until I heard the bathroom door close and the shower turn on before I grabbed a pair of jeans and a t-shirt and threw them on the guest bed. Then I practically ran to my own bathroom, tearing my uniform off. I wouldn’t have been surprised if the fabric ripped in my haste. I needed to get naked stat!

      Cranking on the water, I didn’t even bother to wait for it to warm off before I jumped in, grabbing the bar of soap. “Fuck,” I panted, wrapping a soapy hand around my thick shaft. I jerked myself hard, and I knew it wouldn’t take long with how worked up I was. I had a suspicion I’d be doing a lot of this while Brett was staying with me, but I didn’t want to make him uncomfortable, so if masturbating every hour was what it took to keep my dick under control, then so be it.

      If I closed my eyes, I could almost imagine Brett in the shower with me. He was right there on the other side of the hall, and if I tuned my senses, I swore I could smell him, hear him—

      My eyes flew open. I could’ve sworn I heard the wet slapping of flesh as he did the same thing as I was. My groan was loud and echoey in the shower stall. Gods, was he masturbating to the thought of me as well?

      I wondered what he looked like, naked, covered in soapsuds, his tight ass glistening with slick. Did he have his fingers buried inside his channel? Holy hell, the vision that brought to mind made my head spin with overwhelming desire.

      I moved my fist faster, stroking the smooth skin, and I reached down with the other hand to fondle my balls. It felt like my entire body was on fire, super sensitive to every touch. I’d heard stories of fated mates, the instant connection, but this—I never would’ve guessed it felt like this.

      The fire burning in my gut moved lower until my balls clenched tight in my palm. Moments later, I grunted as my cum jetted from the tip of my cock, spattering over the tiles. I blew out a breath and leaned my forehead on the shower wall. When my heart rate returned to normal, I glanced down at where my cock was still stubbornly at half-mast, ready to go at a moment’s notice.

      “Damn.”

      I had no idea how long Brett was going to be staying with me—hopefully forever—but until he remembered who he was, I knew it was going to be the longest eternity of my life.

      I gave up trying to do anything about it. I would just wear some loose pants and hope for the best. I only needed to make it through dinner, then I could hide in my room for the rest of the night.

      After I had dried off and changed, I opened my bedroom door and peeked out into the hallway. No sight of Brett, so I tiptoed to the kitchen to get started on dinner. It would’ve been easier to just order in some pizza or something, but I needed the distraction. I started chopping vegetables for a stir-fry and pulled out a pack of sliced steak.

      A door opened down the hall, and my entire body went rigid. I listened as his footsteps trailed toward the kitchen, and when he caught sight of me, he froze in the doorway.

      “Hope you like stir-fry,” I said, focusing on the knife in my hand, the rhythmic chopping motion.

      He snorted. “I couldn’t tell you if I do or not. I guess we’ll have to wait and see. For all I know, I’m a vegetarian.”

      “You’re not,” I told him, chuckling. I’d never met a vegetarian wolf.

      “Yeah, that’s what he said too,” he muttered. I was going to ask who he meant, but it was clear by how he turned away that I wasn’t supposed to hear what he’d said. He didn’t seem to know I had keener senses than most.

      “Can I help?” he asked after watching me chop for a minute. “I don’t remember if I’m any good in the kitchen, so I might burn your house down, but… I wanna pull my weight around here.”

      I glanced up at him, and for a moment when our eyes connected, everything slowed down, calmed, and I knew I was right where I should be. I had to force myself to look away or else get lost in his eyes forever. “Uh, you know, I’m actually pretty much done here, but… you can stir if you want.”

      I passed him a spatula, and he reached for it, a soft smile playing on his lips. “Thanks, I’d like that.” Our fingers brushed, and his body locked up tight. For a second, I thought he was going to pull his hand away, but instead, he lingered there, extending the contact.

      “Thank you,” he whispered. “For everything.”

      “Of course. Anything you need, it’s yours.” I was finally the one to loosen my grip on the spatula and turn away.

      I needed to find out who Brett was and quick. My heart couldn’t handle this for long.
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      Waking up in a bed that wasn’t in the sterile hospital room was a pleasure.

      I’d forgotten to close the curtains last night, and sunbeams streamed in and danced on the carpet. On the wall opposite the bed were a series of framed photos, showing the woods, wildflowers, mushrooms, a fox, and a small stream. Was Metro an amateur photographer? In a roundabout way, it made sense based on his profession. Working in law enforcement required a keen intellect, an insatiable curiosity, and to be a shrewd observer. The last two, in particular, were necessary to be a skilled photographer.

      Putting my hands behind my head, I wriggled my toes. All there, all still doing what they were supposed to. Since regaining consciousness, and not being able to remember a damned thing, I’d tested my physical ability every morning. Limbs working? Check. Fingers and toes? Check. Blink five times? Check again.

      These little experiences gave me hope that while my mind was mending, my body was picking up the slack and keeping me going.

      A door thumping and water running were signs Metro was awake. I’d deliberately avoided concentrating my tired brain on the alpha who’d offered up his home. His kindness overwhelmed me. Who did that?

      Mate!

      Turned out the irritating voice hadn’t stayed behind in the hospital to torment other patients who’d lost their m… memory. Gods, I’d almost said “mind.”

      But contemplating my future and thinking about Metro were for another time, because a clattering and banging was coming from the direction of the kitchen, and I didn’t expect Metro to be making breakfast for me. Not that I knew for certain if he was, but he’d saved my ass, and as a good house guest, I needed to help out.

      Besides, there was something comforting about being around him, and the voice wasn’t yelling in my head about stuff as much. He was calmer, sort of. Damn, I was referring to the voice as “him.” I’d assigned it a gender and personality.

      Wandering into the kitchen in my borrowed pajamas, I paused in the doorway and inhaled the burnt caramel aroma of coffee. Secondly, I admired Metro’s broad back and narrowed hips. His ass wasn’t half bad either.

      Nice.

      Glad you like his butt. We agree on something.

      “Hi. Sleep well?”

      What? That was weird. “How’d you know I was here?” I hadn’t made a sound walking along the corridor to the kitchen.

      Mate.

      Seriously? You need a dictionary. Please learn some new vocabulary.

      “I’ve got pretty good hearing.” He still had his back to me, and as he wasn’t wearing his uniform, I assumed he had the day off, or was working the late shift. “I’ve made eggs, toast, and coffee.”

      My belly grumbled. The hospital coffee had been so bitter I couldn’t drink it, but the brew Metro made had me wanting to down a mug. Eggs and toast I’d eaten in the past days and I liked them, but the ones I was about to devour were made by Metro, rather than a faceless employee, and I was eager to try them.

      “Sit.”

      I did as he asked, and we ate our breakfast almost in silence. In between mouthfuls, I peeked at his hands. For a tall guy, his fingers were surprisingly slender. An image popped into my head unannounced of those same fingers running through my hair. “Mmmm.”

      “Sorry?”

      Shit, I’d said that out loud. “The eggs. They’re delicious.”

      “Thanks.”

      Good save... I’d been about to say my name, but I didn’t have one. I mean, I did. Everyone did, but Brett didn’t sound quite right. It needed to be as familiar as an old sweater. That knowledge was tucked away in a locked box, waiting for me to find the key.

      Metro pushed his plate away and said, “I’m busy this morning. Are you okay with staying here by yourself?”

      “That’s fine. But I have a question for you. Are you comfortable leaving me alone in your home? I could steal your stuff.”

      He leaned back and folded his arms. “And what exactly would you take and what would you do with it?”

      While I hated being reminded I was a nobody, a no-name omega with no clothes, vehicle, job, or family, his questions were valid. I shrugged and glanced out the window while blinking away tears.

      Metro cleared his throat. “Damn, I’m sorry. That was insensitive of me. Can we backtrack and forget I’m an ass?”

      I bit my bottom lip to stifle a giggle because his ass was in my mind constantly, and weirdly, I was tempted to bend him over my knee and spank him. “Sure,” I managed to get out.

      “I truly am sorry.”

      Glancing up, I caught his apologetic smile and returned a grin of my own.

      “I’ll be back by lunch time. Feel free to make coffee, eat whatever’s in the fridge, watch TV, or use the laptop that’s on the dining room table.” He put his dishes in the sink. “I can give you a quick lesson on how to use the internet.”

      An image of a computer screen appeared in my head, with a hand pressing and maneuvering the touchpad. Out of all the things I was longing to recall, that was what resurfaced? “I can manage. Thanks.”

      I peered through the curtains as Metro drove away. The house was quiet, too quiet, once he left.

      Just you and me, pal.

      Yes.

      I was beginning to enjoy my short conversations with the voice, and that terrified me almost as much as my memory loss. Moving on. Tucking the laptop under one arm, I sank onto the sofa and opened the search engine. My fingers hovered over the keyboard. I needed words to perform a search, and that would usually involve a name. My name. But that was a dead end.

      I typed in “accident” followed by “Fairhome.” After hitting return, there were so many results I had to narrow the search. As I typed and deleted, I noted there were an awful lot of incidents involving wolves in the surrounding towns. They caused accidents when running across the road, one was sighted near the hot springs, and people complained about them howling during a full moon.

      “Don’t get distracted,” I told myself.

      Beast.

      Wow! You learned a new word.

      I added Metro to the search. He had told me his family name, but it had slipped through the cracks in what had been my memory bank. But there was only one Metro apparently, and when the results appeared, I trawled through the list until I came to one that fit the date. I scanned the details, hungry for any information, but the article had scant details.

      I’d been in a car accident, tearing down a steep hill, and presumably lost control of the car. While the article didn’t put their theory into print, they hinted that I’d been trying to kill myself. My fingers were ice-cold, completely numb, and I removed them from the trackpad as my lower lip trembled and a tear slid onto the keyboard. Was that why no one was looking for me? I had no family and friends and wanted to end my life?

      No!

      Are you sure?

      Yes.

      After wiping away the tears with my sleeve, I scribbled notes on a notepad sitting on the coffee table. No ID. Going too fast. No one reported me missing. Or had they? If I wasn’t upset by the newspaper article, I definitely was after looking at a missing person’s site. Children, parents, friends, spouses, siblings, the elderly. The list was a time stamp of grief of those searching for loved ones. But none of the descriptions fit me.

      Social media was no help. I searched #fairhome #accident and #missingperson, but again, what appeared was a receipt for depression. One bright spot was how often Metro appeared on the job, at barbecues and parties, and as well as photography, he enjoyed hiking in the woods. I traced a finger over his face on the screen, wishing he were here.

      Closing the laptop, I got up and paced the floor, before remembering Metro had given me the watch, inscribed with Brett and Dad. I flung myself into my room and searched for the tracksuit I’d worn when I left the hospital.

      “Where is it?” I yelled as I raked my hands over my scalp, certain I’d drawn blood I was so frantic.

      Bed, the voice told me.

      I yanked off the bedclothes and tossed the pillows on the floor, before sinking onto the mattress. The watch had been nestled under the pillow. Clutching it to my chest, the pounding of my heart underneath my hand reassured me that despite my past being blank, I was very much alive.

      Brett had a dad who loved him, and I so wanted to be Brett. But if I was, where was my father? What if he—?

      No.

      Thanks. I’d gotten into the habit of relying on the voice to reassure me.

      Woods.

      Huh?

      Run.

      What? No. We were getting along so well and you spoiled it. This was a safe space, and Metro was a good guy. Leaving the only place where I was welcome was beyond foolish. And no way was I going into the forest. It was teeming with creepy crawlies and wolves! Go away.

      I stomped into the living room and turned on the TV. Served me right for listening to the voice. He led me down a path to… what? Insanity? Now I had to scramble back.

      Leave me alone.

      Run!
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      I’d told Brett that I would be back by lunch, so I had to get a move on. I had a lot to do before then. It may have been my day off, but since when had that stopped me from working when I had a case?

      And this case was probably the most important one I’d ever been assigned.

      Regardless of the fact that Brett couldn’t remember the wolf inside him, that didn’t mean his beast didn’t exist. And a wolf shifter was usually part of a pack. Packs watched out for each other, supported and cared for every member, and if one of them was missing, they would most definitely be searching for him. Having said that, I also knew that many of the packs in the state—especially the more remote, wild groups—were distrustful of law enforcement. They might not have reported him missing.

      The fact that I was a coyote wouldn’t be doing me any favors either. The only thing wolves distrusted more than coyotes was humans.

      I decided I would start somewhere easy. The Bowser and Dusk Fall packs trusted me. I would at least be able to test the waters, see if they’d heard anything.

      I arrived at Bowser first and pulled in at the small convenience store attached to the gas station. Inside, I found a burly female shifter, her paperback bodice-ripper romance propped up in front of her face. I went to speak, but she held her finger up to indicate for me to wait. When she finished her page, she slipped her bookmark between the pages and smiled at me—it looked almost painful. The pack’s Alpha, Leo, had been encouraging them to be more inviting to visitors, but it came more easily to some than others.

      “Morning, Officer,” she said with her gravelly voice.

      “Mama B,” I offered in return. “I’m looking for Leo.”

      She grunted, then without another word, she grabbed the phone off its cradle and dialed a number. “Metro’s here to see you,” she said, then grunted again and hung up. “He’ll be here in a minute,” she said.

      “Thank you.” One minute turned into five, and I was starting to get a little antsy. Brett’s face kept popping up in my mind, and I was more than eager to get back to him.

      The door opened at last, and I turned to see the Alpha walk in. “Metro,” Leo said, greeting me with a warm shake of his hand. “Good to see you.”

      “Sorry for dragging you out here. I would’ve come to your place, but I wasn’t sure how the pack would appreciate me coming in unannounced.”

      He waved away my concern. “They would’ve been fine with it, but I’m seriously glad to get out of the house for a bit. The kids are driving me crazy with their questions this morning. ‘Why is the sky blue? How do birds fly? Why are bananas that shape?’ You saved me, so thank you.” He chuckled good-naturedly, and I joined in, though I knew his children were the center of his universe. He gestured to the door. “Let’s walk and you can tell me why you’ve stopped by. I imagine it’s not just to say hi.”

      “Unfortunately, no.” The morning air was crisp, but I knew as soon as the sun rose higher in the sky, it would burn off the dew and the heat would soar. We wandered a ways down a narrow path, winding through the trees, and I suspected Leo was leading me far enough so we wouldn’t be overheard by anyone. Like most small towns, the pack did love their gossip.

      Once the sounds of others faded away in the background, I reached into my pocket and pulled out a picture I’d printed up of Brett. It wasn’t a particularly good picture of him, but it was enough of his likeness that he would be recognizable to someone who knew him. “Do you know this man?” I asked Leo.

      He stopped walking and took the picture from me, then looked at it for a long time, his eyes darting back and forth, his brows furrowed. “I don’t think so,” he said at long last. “Is he a missing person?”

      I shook my head. “No, more like a found person.” I blew out a breath, debating how much information to give. “We think his name is Brett, but he’s had an accident and has amnesia. I’m just trying to figure out who he is and where he belongs.”

      Leo looked at me with those intense blue eyes of his that seemed to miss nothing. “A wolf, I assume, or you wouldn’t be asking me.”

      I nodded.

      “Well, he’s not one of ours, and I doubt Dusk Fall, but it would be best to check with them too. They’ve had a lot of new members joining lately as the town grows.”

      “That was my next stop,” I told him. “Would you mind keeping your ears open for me? Let me know if any other packs let something slip?”

      “Of course.”

      We walked back toward where I’d parked my car, and we said our farewells. He headed back home to answer his kids’ million questions, and though he joked about how exhausting it was, I felt an intense pang of jealousy. I would do anything to have a family waiting at home for me.

      I drove to Dusk Fall next, but my conversation with their Alpha, Hem, went much the same as it had with Leo. No, Brett wasn’t a part of their pack, and yes, they would keep an ear open.

      With these leads going nowhere, I turned the car around and drove back to Fairhome. I hadn’t really gotten my hopes up about what I might find out here, but I knew I had to try. I would have to search out some of the farther packs next.

      The closer I got to home, the harder I seemed to be pressing the gas pedal down. My coyote was urging me on, knowing we were heading back to Brett. Mate, mate, claim, ours, he chanted. He was becoming nearly unbearable with how hard he pushed for me to claim Brett as our own, but it wasn’t so simple.

      “You know we can’t do that,” I scolded my inner beast. “Yes, I agree that he’s my mate, but I don’t know if he feels the same. If he’s lost his connection with his shifter half, then maybe I’m just some random guy to him. If I kissed him—or worse, bit him—before he was ready, he might run straight out the door and never look back. I might lose him forever.”

      My coyote went quiet as he seemed to be considering my logic. Neither of us wanted to do anything to jeopardize the connection we felt for our omega.

      Mate, my coyote huffed once more before settling.

      “I know,” I said with a sigh. There was no denying that we were fated to be together. I just needed Brett to know that too.

      Not soon enough, I pulled into the driveway and hopped out of the car, jogging up the front steps. My heart was racing with the anticipation of seeing my omega again. Opening the door, I was hit with a wall of his scent, and I bit back a groan.

      “Is that you, Metro?” Brett called from the kitchen amidst a clatter of pots or pans.

      “Yeah, it’s me. What are you doing?” I asked, closing the door and kicking off my shoes.

      I rounded the corner to see a scene of total chaos. The counters were covered with dishes, both clean and dirty, and Brett’s face and shirt were dusted with flour and something red that smelled like tomato sauce. “Uh, hi,” he said, blushing an adorable shade of pink. “I fully intended to have all this cleaned up before you got home.”

      I laughed, walking over and examining whatever concoction he had in a giant mixing bowl. “Never mind the mess, but what are you making?”

      “I… don’t know,” he finally admitted with a shrug. “I decided I wanted to make you lunch, but when I came in here, it was like I was working on autopilot, you know? And I just went with it.”

      “Well, whatever it is, it smells good.”

      “Yeah?” he asked, his shoulders sagging in relief.

      “Yeah.” I was struggling with a serious urge to pull him in and lick that red sauce from his jaw. The urge was so strong that I found myself stepping toward him. It wasn’t until my hand was on his cheek that I was able to stop myself.

      His eyes went wide and his lips parted with a gasp.

      I gulped. “Uh, you have a little something…” I said awkwardly, brushing the flour off his skin. He felt warm against my palm, and I saw the thrum of his pulse racing in his throat.

      “Th-thanks,” he stuttered.

      I stepped back and looked around at the mess. “What can I do to help?” I asked, changing the subject.

      He cleared his throat to escape the tension. “Considering I don’t even know what I’m making… nothing. Just promise me you’ll try whatever comes out of this oven and we’ll call it even.”

      “Fair enough.”

      While he continued his culinary experiment, I started on the dishes, cleaning up in his wake. Watching him, I could almost sense his wolf beneath his skin, guiding his actions. Brett might not have remembered his other half, but I had no doubt that he was there. It was only a matter of time before he was once again whole.

      And then I could officially make him mine.
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      Metro and I sat side by side on the couch after dinner, a bowl of popcorn between us. We were watching, what he called, a famous TV series, hoping it might jog my memory. Before settling on the program, he’d channel surfed through what seemed like hundreds of programs, asking me to pick something. But Metro scrolling, and me trying to read the pieces of text, hurt my eyes, and I felt pressured to make a choice. In the end, I said, “You choose.”

      I pretended to be interested in the roommate characters who began the episode as friends, did something which had them arguing by the middle, while they’d resolved it at the end. Might as well have skipped to the last few minutes.

      Blech.

      On that we agree. The voice wasn't interested in television, and I imagined him sleeping, which was silly, but he did disappear for hours at a time. I pictured the voice the only way I could: as the wind. But he’d be wearing a snazzy hat tipped to the side because I was sure the voice was a sexy beast. And for some reason I imagined him in a fashionable coat with a long fluffy tail, and he’d be napping under a tree.

      No!

      You don’t like the hat? Okay. We’ll get rid of it. I giggle-snorted, and Metro’s head snapped to the side. I shrugged because every time he’d let out a hearty laugh in response to the show, I’d been silent. Now the actors were just driving and chatting, and I’d chuckled. But my attention was drawn to the screen because the person driving wasn’t looking straight ahead, but he kept talking to his companion. Keep your eyes on the road. My hand was grabbing popcorn and I made a fist, and the popped corn sprayed over the floor.

      “Sorry,” I mumbled as I kneeled to pick them up. Metro did the same, and our hands brushed over one another. My body jolted and a tingling sensation surged through me.

      Mate.

      I knew you were going to say that.

      “No problem.” Metro tossed the popcorn from the floor in the garbage.

      “Time for bed.”

      An expression I couldn’t describe flashed over his face and disappeared just as quickly. “Sleep well.” But as I left the room, he said, “Can I ask you something?”

      “Anything.” There was so little in my head that our conversations had revolved around mundane issues such as eating and cleaning up, so “anything” was pretty limited in scope. Trial and error had shown I had basic cooking skills at least.

      “You got anxious watching the driving scene.”

      “Mmmm.” I fiddled with the hem of my tee because even talking about it made me uneasy.

      “Is that because it brings back memories of your accident?”

      “No.” I had no flashbacks, nothing. “Maybe I’m uneasy about people who take their eyes off the road when they’re behind the wheel.”

      He nodded, and we headed to our spare bedrooms.

      But I couldn’t sleep, thinking about the TV program, the car, and how it might relate to my accident. Tossing and turning until more of the bedding was on the floor than on the mattress, I made a decision to see the car—my car, or maybe someone else’s car—but the one I’d been driving. They kept those, right? The police or someone, some organization or government department did? Even if members of the public weren’t allowed to check out the evidence, Metro could sneak me in.

      Picturing the two of us, wearing black capes and climbing over a high fence in the middle of the night, brought a smile to my face. Doing anything with Metro was enjoyable, though I could have done without the hour of TV. The loud voices, flashing lights, and dialogue being batted back and forth between characters wasn’t for me. Not now anyway.

      Having made my decision about the car, I slept, and when Metro greeted me in the kitchen the next morning, I said, “Can you show me the car I was driving?”

      “Yes.” He hesitated before continuing. “But before I do, I need you to be absolutely certain you want to do it.”

      “I am.”

      We left after breakfast, my first time being in a car since I left the hospital. That day I allowed everything to happen to me. Being in a wheelchair, having forms shoved at me. I remembered Johnny wanted to tell me something. I’d hardly registered I was in a moving vehicle.

      But today I was conscious of Metro braking, using his turn signal, and checking out the rear-view mirror. When he sped up, I pressed the imaginary brake pedal on my side. Needing something to distract me, I said, “Did you take those photos in my room?”

      “Yeah. You like them?”

      He glanced at me, and I blurted out, “Eyes on the road, please.”

      “Sorry,” he mumbled.

      “Do you enjoy hiking?”

      “Not so much, but I enjoy the peace and quiet of the forest. After some of the incidents I deal with, getting away from people and the horrible things they do to themselves and one another, it helps me destress.”

      Hearing talk about stress took me back to the reports of my accident. Had I been under so much pressure that I decided to take my own life?”

      No!

      I stared out the window. The voice had insisted that wasn’t true when I considered it the first time. Was he my subconscious trying to reach me? Pull away the curtains and reveal the real me? Gods, I’d gone over this so many times, but it was a labyrinth, turn right, turn left, this way, that way, and I always ended up back in the same place, which was more questions and confusion.

      “You’re not scared of wolves?”

      Metro slammed on the brakes, and I yelled and was flung forward, the seatbelt stretched tight over my chest. “Sorry. A cat. I missed it.” He put out a hand toward me, but I huddled in the corner, my body shaking uncontrollably.

      We crawled along the road after that, and drivers behind us beeped before passing, and when we pulled up outside a sign that read, “Impound Lot,” I leaped out. Maybe I could walk back to his place when we were done.

      Metro led me through aisles of damaged, destroyed, and seized vehicles, and when we stopped, I peered around. The remains—because that was what they were—were barely recognizable as a car. “This can’t be it. No one could have survived this.” The front of the car—engine, bumper, windscreen, doors, seat—was accordioned into the back, as if a giant baby had grown bored with their toys and swiped at it.

      No! No! No!

      The voice’s distressed tone had me whispering words of comfort in my head, and Metro gave me a sideways look.

      I wandered around the wreckage, inhaling the air, hoping some had been trapped in the car and I’d be hit with a familiar smell. But nothing jostled my memory. Not the jagged cuts on the side panels, or the twisted metal or the dark gray upholstery. I was experiencing a sensory overload, and I placed a hand on the metal and yelped. It was blistering hot from the sun and burned my palm. Metro poured water from his bottle on it, and I regretted ignoring him earlier when we were driving.

      He cleared his throat and took a folded paper from his pocket. “The investigators have found evidence of foul play. The brake lines were severed.”

      “The what now?”

      “The brakes were disabled, so when you slammed on them, which I’m sure you did, they were useless.”

      I must not have been a mechanic or a car lover because he had to explain it to me as one would to a five-year-old. “Someone… someone wanted me dead?”

      “It looks that way.”

      Yes!

      Not now, I told the voice.

      This was too much. Before this moment, I was struggling to find my identity, but now on discovering someone wanted to kill me, I knew I had an enemy. Perhaps more than one, and as they were unsuccessful, they may be lurking, ready to try again.

      I dropped to the ground, fearful they might be watching. A dark oily substance had dripped from under the car onto the ground. I scrunched up my nose at the heavy, cloying, burnt-like odor.

      But I reared back as an image flashed before me. Windows down, cold wind whipping at my cheeks, my sweaty hands gripping the wheel as I pumped the brakes and yelled, “No!” One hand fumbling with the door. Out. I have to jump out. The words came to me from far away, as if I were dreaming.

      A blinding flash, the wrenching and twisting of metal scraping over asphalt. And then darkness.

      “I’m here.” Metro. “I’m putting my hand in yours.” There was warmth, his skin on mine, as he hauled me up and took me in his arms. His comforting scent as he rubbed my back and soothed me while choking sobs burst out of me. The salty flavor of tears on my lips and tongue reassured me I was safe, for now.

      But my mind raced away from the here and now. Back. Back to before the accident. Loud voices. Mine was one of them. Shouting, threatening. “You’re a fool” and “You’ll regret this,” repeated in my head, similar to an old-fashioned record getting stuck and going around and around on the turntable.

      Metro’s strong arms didn’t let go. He held me tight, and when I lifted my head and studied his jaw, the voice piped up.

      Mate.

      My emotions were in flux. I was battling my memory loss and the very real fear that someone was out to get me. But here, with the alpha holding me, there was nothing to fear.

      Kiss.

      Listening to voices in your head was never a good idea, and following their instructions was even worse. But I got on tiptoes and kissed his lips, the softness a contrast to his muscles, tall frame, and huge hands.

      Yes. The voice was almost purring.

      No. What did you make me do? But it was nice, and I felt something stirring within me. Not my dick, though that was aroused. My heart was opening up and welcoming Metro. But it was wrong. He was doing his job and being a friend, and I’d taken advantage of his kindness.

      I pulled out of his grasp. “I’m so sorry. Forget that ever happened.”
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      My heart soared as he pressed his lips to mine, and I tightened my grip on his shirt. It was chaste, closed-mouth, far too tame for all the dirty things I dreamed of doing to him. And it was over too quickly when he pulled away with a gasp.

      “I’m so sorry. Forget that ever happened.”

      Who was he kidding? I was never going to forget our first kiss. And I knew with certainty that it wouldn’t be our last.

      I could see the panic begin to flare behind his eyes. He was going to run. “Brett,” I began, reaching a hand cautiously for him, but he flinched and took a step back.

      Brett’s cheeks were flushed and his eyes wild, looking anywhere but at me. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to… it’s just, with all the emotions and the… the memory, maybe, and I guess I thought—I mean, you’ve been so nice to me, and you’re just doing your job, and I didn’t mean to misread the signals. I couldn’t stop myself! The voice told me to do it!”

      He stepped away, backpedaling like crazy, shaking his head and muttering apologies and explanations. He dug his fingers into his hair, tugging at it while he paced back and forth across the pavement.

      I didn’t want to hear his excuses, because it wasn’t something that needed excusing! It was… incredible! For the first time in my life, I knew with certainty that this was where I was supposed to be. His lips, so soft yet firm, had speared through any of my defenses without even trying.

      Then what he’d said filtered through the utter joy I felt. “Did you just say, the voice made you do it?” I had to bite back a chuckle. I didn’t want him to think I was laughing at him, but I suspected I knew exactly what he was talking about.

      His lips thinned into a straight line, and his entire face blushed even further, turning a deep crimson. “I-I didn’t want to tell anyone. P-please don’t tell the doctors! I don’t want them to give me pills, or worse, to commit me to a locked ward in the hospital.”

      “I promise, I would never let that happen to you,” I assured him. “What does this voice sound like?” I asked.

      “Nothing bad!” he blurted out. “It doesn’t tell me to hurt anyone or myself. The exact opposite, in fact! It’s… well, it’s kinda nice sometimes, when it soothes me and tells me I’m not crazy, but it just keeps pushing me to kiss you… to do… more.”

      “Let me guess, he keeps saying the word mate?”

      Brett froze, his head whipping up to look me straight in the eye. “Y-yeah. How did you know?” His brows furrowed, and he looked at me suspiciously, as if I’d somehow been able to read his mind.

      I glanced around to be sure there was no one within hearing distance. The last thing we needed was for both of us to be committed. “I know what you’re going through because I hear a voice too.”

      He quirked an eyebrow at me, shifting from suspicious to skeptical. “You? You’re telling me you hear voices?”

      “Just one,” I confirmed. “And it’s not because I’m crazy, and neither are you.”

      He snorted. “Yeah, because hearing voices is soooo normal.” He rolled his eyes, but I was glad to see that he had stopped his pacing and no longer looked like he was about to bolt.

      “I promise, I can explain everything. Will you come with me?”

      He thought for a moment, then nodded slowly. “Where are we going?”

      I gestured around the impound lot. “This isn’t exactly the best place to have this conversation. Besides, I could use a bite to eat, and some coffee. Maybe something stronger?” I suggested, and Brett’s lips tipped up in a smile.

      “Yes, please.”

      We walked back to my car, and while I could sense his reluctance, he couldn’t seem to help but walk beside me, his shoulder brushing against mine. It didn’t matter that his human half felt confused or lost, because his wolf recognized our connection for what it was. I felt like I had an ally in the wolf. We were a team, and all we needed now was to get Brett on board.

      I thought my house was the safest place to go. That way, we could guarantee no witnesses, no security cameras. We could talk in peace, and I could show him the proof of what we were. And because Brett had no home of his own that he could remember, there was at least some amount of familiarity.

      When we got home, I let him in and sat him down at the kitchen table. He didn’t say anything while I boiled water to make him some tea. We’d joked about having a shot of something stronger, but I didn’t think either of us needed it. As shifters, alcohol didn’t hit us in quite the same way as it did humans.

      I sat down across from Brett at the table and pushed the mug of tea at him. He curled his fingers around it and breathed in the aromatic steam. “Thank you.” He seemed much calmer now, but I knew that could change the moment he heard what I had to say.

      He waited for me to start, but I wasn’t sure where to begin. I didn’t want to scare him, but I hoped that he would feel the truth of my words. I stared down at my clasped hands, until his hand appeared in my view. He reached across the table toward me, then stroked the back of my hand with a single fingertip.

      “It’s okay, I promise I won’t judge you. After all, I’m hearing a voice in my head too, so I’m at least as crazy as you. Just spit it out already,” he said, smirking.

      “Right,” I said, taking a deep breath and bracing for the worst. “So, you and I, we’re not your everyday, average, run-of-the-mill humans.”

      “We’re… not?”

      “No. We’re what are called shifters. We have a creature inside us—that’s the voice you hear—and we have the ability to change our shape into that of our animal.” He wasn’t saying anything, and his eyes had this far-off stare focused somewhere over my shoulder. His finger had stopped stroking my hand, but he hadn’t pulled away, so I kept going. “We have increased senses—hearing, sight, smell—as well as stronger healing.”

      “So… the car accident. That’s how I survived? Because I’m not human?”

      I nodded slowly. “You’re better than human.”

      He seemed to be lost in thought, and I wished I knew what he was thinking. After a moment, he gasped. “I’m a wolf!” he blurted out. “Right?”

      “Yes!” I smiled in relief. I knew I could count on my partner on the inside to give him a nudge.

      “And you’re not?” He frowned, tilting his head to look at me properly. “Wait, don’t tell me...” He got up from his chair and came around the small table to stand beside me. He bent over and leaned in, closing his eyes and taking a deep breath. He didn’t seem aware of how close he was getting, moving in until his nose was nuzzling against my throat. I could feel his breath fluttering over my skin, then the tickle of his lips, and I had to fight back the groan it induced.

      My cock was always semi-hard around him, but now it thickened and hardened, pressing against the constraints of my pants.

      Brett pulled back enough that I could see his eyes clearly when he opened them, and they were a mirror of his wolf’s, blue flecked with silver. “You’re a coyote,” he panted, swallowing hard. His eyes darted down to my lips, and it took everything I had to rein myself in.

      Mate, mate, mate, my coyote chanted, and if I had to guess, I would bet Brett’s wolf was saying the same thing.

      “Yes, I’m a coyote,” I told him. He seemed reluctant to pull away, but he somehow managed, and he moved back to his seat, nibbling on his bottom lip.

      “But doesn’t that make us enemies? Shouldn’t you hate me?”

      I smirked. “We are not our animals. It’s not as simple as that.”

      He narrowed his eyes at me. “There’s something you’re not telling me.” It wasn’t a question.

      I sighed, my chest heaving with the inhale. “I don’t want you to feel pressured. You’re not yourself yet. I was going to wait until you get your memories back.”

      “What if I never get them back?” he said, his voice tight. “What aren’t you saying?”

      He had a point. We’d already kissed, and if we continued to be around each other, there was no doubt we’d do it again. He deserved to know why his wolf was urging him to kiss me—and so much more. To be knotted by me, to bare his neck, to mark me. “There’s… a connection between us. Your wolf feels it, which is why he keeps urging you to make a move.”

      His eyes cleared, understanding dawning on him. “We’re mates,” he whispered.

      “Yes, but more than that. We’re fated mates.”
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      Fated Mates?

      Fate wasn’t a democracy, but rather a dictatorship. People didn’t get a choice with fate. In my head it was kinda scary. My life wasn’t my own, and I was supposed to mate with someone I hardly knew.

      And yet, my heart was convincing my head that being Metro’s fated mate was right. Better than that: perfect.

      I got up from the table, leaving my tea and Metro behind, and collapsed on the sofa. Covering my face with a cushion, I lay still, images flashing through my head. I thought back to when I’d imagined the voice as the wind. The same pic popped into my head, but the hat fell away. Shame, I liked it and it was cute.

      The coat vanished, but the tail remained. The wind was swirling and curling around, much the same as it was depicted in a comic book. And my wolf’s voice was carried by the wind. It was frustrating that I couldn’t picture him. Whenever I closed my eyes and willed an image into my head, it was blurred, and I experienced a pang of sadness.

      From there, my thoughts leaped to Metro. My natural instinct would have been to cower if I met a coyote, but Metro’s assurances that I’d be in no danger calmed me. Even if he hadn’t told me that, everything he did or said since I’d met him was comforting. When he said he’d never let anything happen to me, the sincerity was evident in the even tone of his voice, and his gaze as he looked straight at me without glancing away.

      Mate!

      Yes, you were right. Being able to chat to a wolf inside me was very cool. But I can’t see you.

      Soon.

      He was the perfect companion. Always with me, and similar to Metro, willing to protect me. Love me?

      Love? Mayyyybeeee!

      Do I detect sniggering? I asked, but he didn’t reply. Great, I had an animal inside me that made jokes.

      I thought losing my memory was a lot to take in, but this, this opened up a different world. If I never rediscovered Brett, maybe I could re-familiarize and lose myself in the shifter universe. How I did that… well, Metro would have to guide me. The same Metro who was sitting in an armchair opposite the sofa.

      Yesterday, I wouldn’t have picked up his movements because he walked like a cat. Nope, a coyote. And I would only have detected his distinctive aroma when we were up close.

      Did you do that? Help me pick up his movements and scent?

      Yes.

      I lifted the cushion from my head. “If I ever meet the person who tried to kill me, I might be able to smell them… is that the right word?”

      “There is no wrong or right word, but I use scent. To scent someone.”

      “Okay. I might be able to scent the killer if they tried to do it again. Or if I passed them in the street?”

      “Possibly.”

      I envisioned myself wandering Fairhome, sniffing everyone, and I giggled. Metro raised a brow. “Is your coyote funny?” I ventured.

      “Not really. He’s pretty serious.”

      “I’m just lucky, I guess.”

      Yes!

      I sat up and fiddled with the cushion. “How does it work? The shifter thing? Do we just chat to one another?”

      “You give him permission to appear. Your body shifts into a wolf.”

      “So, is that sort of like me being asleep?”

      “Nope. You’re aware of everything that’s going on.”

      I leaped up. “I want to do that. With you.” While we hadn’t had a discussion regarding the fated mates, it would come. But that was talking, going back and forth, evaluating, informing, maybe arguing. Changing into a wolf was… I couldn’t imagine it, but my body shivered in expectation.

      He got up and outstretched an arm. This man, this coyote shifter, was my future, and while I’d never imagined or planned it, being with him was similar to being under a warm blanket, watching a storm rage outside the house. Rather than shying away, I placed my hand in his, and he pulled me close. The drumming of his heart under my ear soothed away the anxieties of the past days.

      “Ready?” he asked.

      “Uh-huh.” With our hands clasped together, we headed out.

      As Fairhome wasn’t a big town and it was surrounded by woods, according to Metro, it didn’t take long for us to be in the middle of the forest where tall trees towered over us. I peered through the windscreen at the long shadows, and my courage failed me.

      When Metro undid his seatbelt, I sat frozen, hands fisted at my side.

      “If you’re not ready, we can do this another day.” Metro placed a hand atop mine.

      “No, just give me a minute.”

      I’d already lost myself once when my memories were erased. And now if I messed things up, I might… what? Lose myself to a wolf? What if I couldn’t find my way back?

      No. No. No.

      Are you sure?”

      Yes.

      Taking in deep breaths and hauling oxygen into my lungs, I undid the seatbelt and flung myself out of the car. I jumped up and down as if preparing for a run.

      “The forest is only scary if you’re not at one with the sounds, sights, and smells.” Metro faced me and told me to look up. “What do you see?”

      “Branches that block out the light.” I shivered, and he squeezed my hand.

      “And the leaves on the trees are absorbing the sun, allowing other plants to thrive in the half-light.”

      “So… so…” I stumbled over my words. “That’s a good thing.”

      “Yeah.” He pointed out mushrooms on the forest floor, moss and lichen and plants with multi-colored leaves, as well as flowers and shrubs. “And when plants die, that acts as fertilizer.”

      “The circle of life.”

      “Exactly.”

      There was rustling behind a bush, and I tensed. “But it’s the things I can’t see that worry me.”

      “That’s a natural fear humans have. It’s self-preservation. But the insects, birds, and animals that live here are more scared of you than you are of them.” He continued by saying that once I saw the woods through my beast’s eyes, I’d hopefully grow to love it.

      “Okay. I’m ready.’

      Metro removed his belt and slipped off his pants. “Whoa. Did I misunderstand what we’re doing?”

      He chuckled. “Nope. I’m shifting with you, and if we shift in our clothes, we’ll destroy them.”

      Yes!

      I removed my shirt and folded it, and despite being out of direct sunlight, heat radiated from every pore. Taking sneaky peeks at the alpha’s ass, I slid my pants down.

      Slow down, I said to my heart, hoping my wolf could help with that. But he told me nope, not possible. I had to face Metro. No way could he help me shift if I had my back to him.

      I turned, keeping my eyes at chest level. That was impressive. Broad with well-defined pecs, and I imagined my hands gliding over his skin.

      “You first.” Heat was prickling over my body, and anything more than a peek at his cock and I’d combust.

      “Nope. You’re up.” He stood beside me and told me to close my eyes. “Tell your beast he can shift.”

      Shift. Nothing happened. Shift. Again, nada. “It’s not happening.” I stomped back to the car, on the verge of tears. “I’m a failure.”

      “Look at me.”

      “What?” Not wanting to look into his eyes, I lowered my gaze. Big mistake. Big cock! Gods, it was huge.

      “Invite him. Breathe in slowly. Your shoulders are tense and your hands are clenched. He has to believe you want this.”

      I’d love to meet you. You’re part of me that was there… before the accident. And you didn’t leave. Please.

      My head fell back, claws protruded from my hands that were covered in thick fur, my canines extended, and it was as though I’d jumped through a vortex in a sci-fi flick. I bounded through the forest on all fours. Not me. It was my world, but I was in the back seat and he was driving. He raced one way, caught a scent and reversed course, nose in the air and then sniffing the ground.

      Another animal was at my wolf’s shoulder. Metro’s coyote. He branched off and—yikes!—attacked a squirrel. I couldn’t look. Instead, I stared at a deer leaping over a log, twisting one way and the other, trying to outrun my wolf. It ended badly for the deer, and I closed my eyes while my wolf fed.

      Guess I’ll get used to that.

      Yes.

      On our return to the car, I took in the colors of the forest that were more distinct through my wolf’s eyes than mine. There were so many shades of green. And the scents? Sweet, earthy, musky dampness and the fragrance of pine.

      You! My wolf returned my body to me. I had never experienced such profound joy, and my body tingled. I was alive! When Metro appeared, I grabbed his hands, and we danced in a circle. “Gods, that was amazing. I want to climb a mountain.”

      He returned my smile with one of his own. “Shifting always brings on a high, and the munchies.”

      There was one thing I wanted to eat, to taste, and it wasn’t food. Without asking permission, I slammed my lips on his. Sweat and saliva combined, and there was a hint of something more savage. His coyote, perhaps. With our mouths pressed together and my tongue probing his lips, I ground my hips against him, and his cock swelled. I’d already named it monster cock.

      “Brett!”

      He used the name—my name—and I stiffened.

      “Sorry, I just blurted it out,” he admitted.

      I put a finger to his lips. “It’s okay. Maybe I’ll grow into it.” Peering between us, I noted, “And speaking of growing.”

      “Maybe we should wait.”

      “Nah. We’ve waited long enough.”
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      A better man would’ve been able to resist him. I tried, I swore I did, but the way he looked at me, the way he licked his lips like he was ravenous—and then I glanced down and saw the way his cock bobbed in need—and any attempt at stopping was a lost cause.

      I clenched my teeth, balled my fists at my side, and when I heaved in a breath, the rich loamy scent of the forest was mingled with that of his arousal. My cock was rock-hard, weeping with precum. I blinked slowly, trying to make sense of my muddled thoughts.

      We were fated to end up together, so did it really matter if he didn’t remember his name? Did it matter if he couldn’t tell me where he came from or who his family was? Someone tried to kill him, for gods’ sake! Didn’t that mean we should be grateful for each day we lived on this earth?

      And I refused to waste a single second of our time together.

      “Fuck,” I growled before I grabbed him by the back of his neck and pulled him in. Our mouths clashed together, our tongues entwined, and he bit down on my lip, hard. I didn’t stop, though; if anything, it only served to fuel the fire burning low in my gut.

      I grabbed him around the hips and pulled him flush against me, our erections rubbing against each other with the most delicious friction. Brett whimpered, trying to grab and pull at me. Without clothes, he had nowhere to get a grip, so he eventually settled for my ass, one cheek in each palm. His fingertips dug in, massaging, urging me to go further.

      He pulled away, gasping. “Please don’t stop,” he begged, though I had made zero attempt to pull away.

      “Wasn’t planning on it,” I said, smirking, my voice gravelly.

      I threaded my fingers through his hair and tugged his head back, exposing the pale column of his throat. I could see his pulse pounding, and my wolf yipped in excitement. Bite! he commanded, but I gritted my teeth against the sudden urge to mark my mate.

      No, I told him sternly. That’s too far. He’s not ready, not yet.

      Instead of sinking my teeth into him, which I was soooo tempted to do, I licked up his neck, sucking his earlobe into my mouth. Brett melted against me, whimpering. “More,” he panted.

      He didn’t seem to like it when I called him by his name, so instead, I murmured, “As you wish, my omega,” against his flesh as I nibbled and kissed my way down his neck and chest.

      “Yes!” he hissed when I laved at his nipple, biting just enough to get his attention.

      I continued my way south, down his abs, until I was kneeling on the rough ground, his dick positioned straight in front of my face. I barely felt the wood chips and rocks digging into my knees. As fixated as I was on his body, nothing else mattered.

      First, I ran my nose along his length, breathing in his heady aroma. “Gods, you smell so good,” I groaned. This was as much a tease for me as it was for him.

      “Please,” he begged, “I need you.”

      He was tugging at my hair, and I relished the sharp sting on my scalp. It helped to keep me centered in the moment, because otherwise, I felt almost drunk, my senses so overloaded with all that was my mate. The scent of his slick, the feel of his skin beneath my hands.

      I allowed myself one glance up at him, one peek, to watch his eyes roll back in his head as I sheathed him straight into my mouth, all the way to the back of my throat. He was a perfect fit.

      Brett cried out, then he ground his hips against my face. I tried to hold him still, to stop him from coming too soon, but he whined when I refused to move faster.

      It would’ve been so easy to do this forever. The feel of him sliding through my lips, back and forth, was nearly enough to bring on my own climax. But if I kept at this, that meant forgoing all the other things I so desperately wanted to do to him.

      I had plans for the different positions I wanted him, yearning to tongue his slick entrance, then slam my cock into his hole. Claim him, own every part of him, body and soul.

      I wanted nothing more than to lay him out on the ground, take my sweet time with him but that wouldn’t be comfortable for either of us. It would have to wait until I got him home—but since waiting clearly wasn’t an option right now, I needed something softer.

      It took everything I had to stop my ministrations and pull him from my mouth, then I rose up from my knees. “I thought you said no stopping,” he sighed. His bottom lip was stuck out in an adorable pout, and I leaned in and sucked it into my mouth, before plunging my tongue between his lips.

      Brett was at odds with himself, both hard and malleable at the same time, as his legs threatened to give way. I slid a finger along his crack until I found what I was looking for. When I eased a finger inside him, he arched his hips, but it was nothing more than a glimpse of what was to come. He growled at me when I pulled away, and I smirked. I loved how needy and demanding my omega was.

      I glanced around and saw a mossy bed at the base of a tree. “Come with me.”

      I led the way over to the moss and knelt down, testing it. Then I patted the spot in front of me. “Lie down,” I directed, and he was quick to obey.

      Part of me wanted to bend him over and take him from behind, hard and fast, but as this was our first time—certainly not our last—I wanted it to be special. Here in the woods, a celebration of having reunited with his wolf… it was perfect.

      His eyes were fixed on my cock. I could admit, I was larger than most, and I was usually pretty modest about it. The way he bit down on his lip, though, made me want to beat my chest and brag about it.

      “I’ll go slow,” I promised, but he shook his head.

      “Please, gods, don’t.” He reached for me, and I lowered myself over him, keeping my full weight off him.

      I lined myself up and nudged at his tight entrance. “Gods, you’re so slick,” I praised, slipping through the excretions. I pushed a bit harder until I felt myself breach the ring of muscle. I eased in, bit by bit, stretching out his hole and coating myself with his slick, until I felt myself bottom out.

      Brett dropped his head back onto the moss, a long groan sneaking out. “Moooooore,” he instructed.

      Who was I to say no?

      I moved as slowly as I could at first, my jaw clenched with the effort it took to hold back. Sweat beaded on my forehead and chest, and my arms trembled from holding myself up.

      Brett, though, had had enough of being cautious. He reached out and grabbed my hips, pulling me straight in as far as I would go. Again and again, he pushed and pulled, until our rhythm was an outright sprint. “Yes! Harder!” he yelled. “Fuck me, alpha!”

      I could feel heat in my gut growing hotter, spreading outward, downward. My balls were clenched tight. “Come for me,” I panted, reaching between us to jerk his cock, though it seemed there was no need. As soon as I touched him, he exploded, cum unspooling from the tip, coating our stomachs.

      Brett’s cries of pleasure echoed through the trees, and he clutched at me desperately, his hands and legs wrapped tight around me. Following his cue, I unleashed myself. My hips jerked as I filled him with my seed, pushing myself as deep as I could go, before my knot swelled, sliding inside him and stretching him even further.

      I had thought he was just kissing me at first, but then I felt the moment his teeth sank into the base of my neck—there was a pinprick of pain, but it was so much more. It was love and pleasure and beauty and… fate. It was the beginning of a mating link. It echoed inside my very soul and called to me to complete the bond, to bite him in return. It was a siren song, impossible to ignore.

      And so, my cock still buried in his ass, our bodies locked together, I lowered my mouth to his neck and bit down, piercing his flesh. The taste of his blood was like nectar on my tongue. I felt our future together expand before us, a promise of eternal love and happiness.

      I pulled my teeth from his flesh, then dropped my forehead to his.

      “Wow,” he said, out of breath. “That was… life-changing.”

      “You don’t know the half of it,” I said, chuckling. I pulled back enough to gaze into his eyes, still an echo of his wolf’s blue and silver. “I’m so sorry. I should have asked… waited… I didn’t meant to–”

      “Stop,” he said shortly, then grabbed my face between his warm hands. “I may not know much these days, but there’s one thing I know beyond a shadow of a doubt. You are mine, and I am yours. My wolf showed me what it means to be bonded mates, and I bit you with that truth in mind. Even if I find out who I am tomorrow, it won’t change how I feel about you. I love you.”

      “I love you too,” I whispered before lowering my mouth to his, kissing him soundly, until my knot deflated and allowed us to separate.

      As I lay down beside him, though, there was a tiny shimmer of doubt on the edges of my mind. How could he make that kind of promise for the future when he didn’t remember his past?
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      I awoke to a breeze tickling my nose. Weird, as I slept with the window closed, and I always checked that it was locked, not once but twice. Knowing someone wanted me dead, I’d peek through the curtains, wondering if they were outside, waiting until I fell into a deep sleep, before breaking in.

      But I wasn’t in Metro’s spare room. I was outside. And I wasn’t alone. Metro was beside me, bare-chested, a dollop of drool in the corner of his mouth. Our lower halves were covered with the blanket he’d used to keep me warm on the drive from the hospital to his place.

      Dappled sunlight filtered from the tree canopy above onto the bed of moss where we lay. Images flashed through my mind, of soft skin, exclamations of pleasure, sweat, the intoxicating aroma of slick—I gulped at the memory—of Metro’s thick cock. Closing my eyes, I relived the moments he pounded into me, making me yell his name.

      Did we have sex or was that my overactive imagination? Since the accident and the deletion of my memories, I was wary of any recollection, whether it had been stored in my head five minutes ago or the day I woke up.

      Mate!

      Yes. We’re finally in agreement.

      Mate!

      Now what? My wolf had finally succeeded in getting us together, Metro and I. But he wouldn’t let up. I turned toward the alpha, hoping my wolf would take a break from bugging me, and a twinge in my neck had me brushing my fingers over my flesh. It was tender and the skin was broken. Memories of Metro sinking his teeth in me tumbled into my head. We were mates.

      Mate! He was so excited we’d marked one another he was crowing about it.

      “Stop,” I hissed, resulting in a scuttling in the bushes and a flock of birds flapping their wings and flying off.

      Metro opened one eye. “Did you say something?”

      “Nope,” I fibbed. “Go back to sleep.”

      But he lifted his head. “It’s getting late. Unless you want to sleep here tonight, we should be getting back.”

      While I was more comfortable in the woods than when we arrived, sleeping on the ground while nocturnal animals sniffed and maybe nibbled at my toes was too much. He studied my face. “That’s what I thought,” and he kissed me and helped me up.

      We were still naked, and Metro was still hard. Gods, we could have gone another round. He smirked as his gaze followed mine to his cock, and he waggled his butt until we reached the truck and got dressed.

      As he drove home, Metro rested a hand on my thigh, and I put mine over his. When he’d first broached the subject of fated mates, I imagined being trapped, stifled, and suffocated, but the opposite was true. I was cared for, valued, uplifted, and loved.

      “Mate.” I’d said it out loud rather than my wolf bleating it into my head.

      “Yes.” He kept his eyes on the road. “But—”

      “What?” I twisted in my seat. “I thought us biting one another sealed the deal. We’re mates, right?”

      “Yes, but I want to repeat what I told you. As fated mates, we’ll be together until we’re parted by death.”

      “I get that. Did you think I’d have a problem being attached to you for life?”

      He glanced at me and then quickly looked straight ahead. “Sorry. Eyes straight ahead, mate.” He grinned.

      “Mate!” I repeated. I liked the way it sounded. “Wanna do it again?”

      “What, mating?”

      “No, silly. Sex.”

      “How about we wait until… you know… we’re in the mood.”

      For a big badass state trooper, my mate was kind of bashful talking about sex. “I’m definitely in the mood for you to stick your engorged cock in my hole.” Spots of pink appeared on his cheeks and crawled up his neck. Even the tips of his ears were blushing. “Awww, look at you all flushed and gorgeous.” I placed a hand on the bulge in his pants, and the car swerved to the other side of the road.

      “My omega, you have to warn me when you’re going to do that.”

      I giggled. “Oh, okay. I’m going to lower your zipper and put your big fat dick in my mouth.”

      There was a sharp intake of breath, and my mate white-knuckled the steering wheel, but as I lowered my head, a car drove past, and three guys had their heads out the side window. “Metro, are you getting some?”

      “Way to ruin the mood,” I grumbled as I sat back in my seat and pouted.

      “Tonight. Behind closed doors.”

      We reached home after a brief stop at the fish market, and Metro got a message saying he had to work a late shift, so after showering and putting on his uniform, he left, telling me not to wait up, as it’d be midnight when he got back.

      “Lock the door behind me.” He’d given me an old phone of his and put his number on speed dial. “If you sense you’re in danger, call me, but your best defense is shifting and running out the back until you reach the forest.

      I had my own personal bodyguard.

      Yes!

      It was early evening, too early to go to bed. Besides, adrenaline was pumping through my veins, not only because I was mated, but I’d shifted for the first time. While I wasn’t confident of going into the forest by myself, I hoped Metro could come with me tomorrow.

      Grabbing a pen and paper, I wrote down everything that happened today. On reading it back, I folded it and tucked it under my pillow. But as I did, it occurred to me, I might not sleep in this bed again. Now that we were mated, wouldn’t my mate and I share his room?

      There were so many things unsaid, but unlike my time in the hospital when I was scrambling to rediscover my past, now I was looking forward. If I never found the old Brett, he could stay buried, along with the person who tried to end my life, because new Brett was thriving and happy

      My belly rumbled, reminding me I hadn’t eaten in a while. I checked the fridge. There were two pieces of salmon which Metro had bought on our way home. After checking for other ingredients, I turned on the oven and cut pieces of parchment paper. I sliced onion, chili, garlic, and ginger and lay them on the paper and put the salmon on top. Next were slices of lime, fresh basil leaves, a squirt of oil and seasoning. I wrapped the salmon in their parchment envelopes and popped them in the oven.

      I made a salad and rice noodles and was admiring my handiwork as Metro’s car pulled up. He strode inside and sniffed. On sighting me, his mouth turned up at the corners, and he scooped me up.

      “Something smells good,” he noted after kissing me.

      “I cooked.”

      “Nah.” He buried his nose in the crook of my neck. “While that’s got my mouth watering, it’s my mate’s fragrance that has my cock swelling.”

      “Take me to bed.”

      He nodded. “After we eat.”

      “Forget the salmon, you can eat my ass.” My mate’s stunned expression, his mouth opening and closing, and his eyes blazing with… lust signaled that was a first for him. And thanks to my memory loss, it was for me too.

      I was tempted, but I was starving not only for cock but real food, and I tore myself away and grabbed one plate of food and a fork. Metro already had his clothes off when I told him to sit his ass on the sofa. I got undressed and crawled on top of him before sinking onto his dick.

      “I love eating dinner with my dick buried inside you.”

      I offered him a forkful of salmon, and he wolfed it down while I rose up and took his length in me again. Wolfed? That was adorable. He fed me a mouthful as I squeezed around his cock. He gasped and put a hand on my hip, pressing his fingers into the soft flesh.

      We took turns feeding one another while his ginormous dick slid in and out of my slick hole. Salmon had never tasted so good, especially when I pressed my mouth on his. The aniseed flavor of basil, combined with the sour lime, the spicy chili, and the mellowness of the salmon had heat radiating through me. If I looked in a mirror, I expected my body to be outlined in a ring of fire.

      The fork clattered to the floor, and Metro removed the plate from my hand. Gripping his shoulders, I heaved myself up and studied him. The come-hither expression coupled with his dilated pupils and his tongue peeking out of his lips was a testament to his arousal.

      With his hands gripping my hips, he hefted me up, and slammed my ass onto his dick. “Is this dessert?” I whispered as I wriggled my butt and did nothing to shackle the lust surging through me.

      “Maybe. But there’s always ice cream.”

      I fell onto his length and rested my head on his shoulder, my energy draining away. Metro took over, pulling up and down, my hole taking in his cock, and when my balls tightened and every nerve ending tingled, he shot his load into me, and I let go, cum spurting over both of us, ecstasy giving me the sense that I was floating.

      My chest heaved as I caught my breath, and I slumped against Metro as his knot claimed my ass.

      I leaned forward, stroking the delicate skin on his throat, running my fingers over the place where I’d bitten him, and I recalled the surge of power that flowed from him to me. No words were needed then and none were necessary now, as our mating bond was complete.

      “Time for ice cream,” he whispered. “I’ll slather your skin with it and lick you clean.”
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      My car bounced and rocked along the narrow dirt road. It could barely be classified as a road, in fact. It was more like a path. The vegetation was encroaching on both sides, battering the bumpers and doors, the overhanging branches scratching along the roof.

      I winced with every drawn-out squeal along the car’s body panels. I really hoped it didn’t scratch the paint, or that the uneven surface would break an axel or destroy my shocks. Ugh. What if I got a flat tire out here in the middle of nowhere? It wasn’t like I could call for a tow.

      I should’ve walked. It would’ve been faster.

      There was a piece of paper on the passenger seat beside me, and I took a glance at it. The names of three packs had been crossed off already, eliminated as a possibility of being Brett’s home, but I knew I would find the right one eventually.

      I’d been spiraling out from Fairhome, working my way farther each week. I still had my regular day job to do, so I was fitting in these extra trips on my days off, though I hated being apart from my mate for any length of time. The first two packs had been pretty close to home, and while they’d been distrusting of me—as law enforcement, as well as being a coyote shifter—they were pretty accustomed to taking trips into the city for supplies and had therefore been relatively welcoming to me, all things considered.

      The third one had been tucked into a valley, and I suspected they’d chosen that location for their pack specifically because it was hard to reach. They’d done a whole lot of glaring when I showed up on their doorstep, but in the end, they’d reluctantly answered my questions. No, they didn’t recognize Brett, and no, they weren’t missing any pack members.

      Every time I pulled up at one of these packs, dread pooled in my gut, cold and bitter. If Brett remembered his past, would it change who he was? It had to! Who we were was made up of a collection of experiences. Our likes and dislikes, our fears, our hopes and dreams. We were taught by our parents—our sense of humor, how to treat others, how to love—and though Brett said he loved me now, would he still once all his memories came back?

      Mate, my coyote reminded me.

      Yes, we were mated for life, but maybe he would regret his rash decision to bite me. I didn’t want to be his regret. Though, I had to believe that fate knew us better than we knew ourselves. There was a reason we’d been drawn to each other in the first place.

      For the briefest moment, I debated not looking for his home. He would never know the difference. We could stay just as we were, happy together forever.

      Guilt pricked at my conscience at the thought, and I sighed, knowing I would never stop searching. I knew it would be best for Brett if he recovered what he’d lost. What if his parents were out there somewhere, missing him? The lingering guilt was burned away by a fiery lick of rage. Someone had cut his brake lines, had tried to end Brett’s life. I had no way of knowing if Brett was safe now or not. I needed to find the culprit no matter the outcome. It was the only way I could guarantee my mate’s safety.

      My musings were cut short when the path opened up to a clearing. There were a few rough-built homes, smoke curling from chimneys. One single man stood in the clearing, his thick arms crossed over his plaid-flannel-covered chest, a warning scowl painted on his lips. He had salt-and-pepper hair but smooth skin, making his age impossible to guess. It was clear he’d known I was coming, but this far out, and the ruckus I’d made driving through the trees, he’d likely heard me from miles away.

      I slowed the car to a stop, then got out cautiously, keeping my hands where he could see them. Just in case I needed to make a quick exit, I left the car door open—though with the condition of that road, it would be the slowest escape ever. “You the Alpha?” I asked. I kept my chin angled down in a semi-submissive state.

      “That’s me. Call me Shan.”

      “You can call me Metro,” I returned, nodding a greeting. “Any chance you might be willing to answer a couple questions? I promise, I’m not here to cause trouble for your pack.”

      His nostrils flared, searching for ill-intent in the scent of my hormones. He must’ve decided I wasn’t a threat, as he nodded sharply once and beckoned me closer. “We’ll see,” he said.

      Shan led me over to an outdoor eating area, and we sat across from each other on short stools cut from log rounds. The hair on the back of my neck rose as I felt the presence of other wolves, hiding just out of sight. I placed my palms flat on the wooden table to show I meant no harm.

      “All right, let’s hear it,” Shan said. His eyes were a deep brown with flecks of gold, and I sensed his wolf lurking just beneath the surface.

      “A shifter turned up at the hospital in Fairhome. He’d been in an accident, and he’s lost his memory. I’m just trying to locate his pack, that’s all.”

      The skin around Shan’s eyes tightened, assessing me. “I’m going to assume the accident was more than what you’re saying.” I neither admitted nor denied his assumption, there was no need. I could tell he was intelligent enough to connect the dots.

      Finally, he sighed deeply. “Look, I don’t particularly like cops, but… you seem like a good enough guy. And I’d rather answer your questions so you can be on your way. Your coyote is making my pack nervous. No offense.”

      “No offense taken.” I reached into my pocket and pulled out the picture of Brett. “Do you recognize this man?” I asked.

      He grunted once. “Nah, but we don’t mingle much with the packs around these parts. Keep to ourselves, mostly. And he’s definitely not one of ours.”

      His words rang with truth, and I knew for sure that he wasn’t lying to me. “Thanks, I appreciate your time.”

      “Sorry I couldn’t help,” he said, standing up, and I took that as my cue to leave. In the end, it was a long drive for nothing.

      He tried to pass the picture back to me, but I waved him off. “Maybe you could keep it? Show it to your pack members? Maybe someone will recognize him.”

      Shan nodded slowly. “I can do that.” I gave him my card with my contact information, just in case he needed to reach me, though I would’ve been surprised if they had a phone.

      As I stepped back to my car, Shan called across the clearing to me, “I hope you find his pack. And whoever hurt him, I hope you make them pay.” I could tell by the dangerous gleam in his eye that he didn’t mean arresting them and putting them in jail. Pack justice was a different thing out here than it was in Fairhome.

      I nodded in farewell, got into my car, and made an awkward 32-point turn to maneuver my car around the small clearing until it was facing the right direction. As I made my way back into the trees, I looked in the rear-view mirror, watching the pack Alpha until he disappeared from view.

      The drive home passed quickly, as I was busy mulling over my next steps. I believed what Shan had told me, and the first thing I did when I pulled up in my driveway was cross his pack off the list of possibilities. Four down, a dozen to go—and that was just in this state! Maybe he’d been traveling from somewhere else. Hell, he could’ve been Canadian for all I knew.

      I trudged up to the front door, feeling discouraged. I wanted some good news to give Brett. Then again, maybe no news was good news.

      I opened the door and called out, “Honey, I’m home,” a smirk pulling at my lips. My life with Brett felt so domestic, like something out of a 50’s TV show. I could smell dinner cooking in the kitchen—maybe pot roast? No, that wasn’t quite right… Stew? No.

      My nostrils flared as I tried to make sense of the complicated array of aromas.

      Mate, my coyote said, urging me to move faster. He wanted nothing more than to have Brett in my arms, my cock buried in his ass.

      Have a little patience, I tutted him. There’s something to be said for foreplay.

      I followed my nose to the kitchen, sniffing. “Wow, love, it smells delicious in here. What are you making?”

      “It’s baked chicken breast with cheese,” he said, his smile widening as he pulled off his apron and practically threw himself into my arms. I instantly closed my arms around him, pulling him in.

      “Chicken?” I asked, frowning. “No, that’s not it.”

      He pulled a face. “What are you talking about? I just made it. I promise, it’s chicken.”

      I sniffed again. The scent was even stronger now. I turned my head from side to side. It was coming from… Brett.

      I buried my nose straight into the crook of his neck, making him giggle, and my cock jumped.

      “It’s you!” I blurted, pulling back to look down at him, my face a mask of surprise. My coyote summed it up perfectly: Babe. “You’re pregnant.”
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      I’d been concentrating on cooking, and Metro’s car coming into the driveway hardly registered. I heard it because my shifter hearing had been restored, but it’d become a part of our routine, him arriving just as dinner was ready. And he always made a huge fuss about how great the food smelled and how he couldn’t wait to tuck in. But before that, he’d kiss me, feel my ass, and say how much he loved me

      Tonight was no different… until it was. He was sniffing me—not just the chicken I’d been slaving over, but me.

      “It’s you!” he said.

      He wanted to fuck. Much as I enjoyed sex with my mate, I was tired and sweaty from being in the kitchen and hungry. I was hoping for a quick shower before we sat down, and then we could have an early night. Early nights didn’t refer to sleeping, but marathon sex romps. But I wasn’t in the mood.

      Roll back to this morning, and my beast had been harping about stuff I couldn’t understand, and my head hurt. He’s been repeating the word Pup at me, and I’d explained that I loved dogs, but while my life was in a state of flux, we shouldn’t get a pet.

      Pup.

      Metro had taught me he often referred to his coyote as “his beast,” and now I did the same. Right now, my beast was pissing me off with his nagging.

      Owning a dog was a huge responsibility, and I wasn’t sure there was room in my life for one right now. Eventually, I’d have to get a job, and dogs needed someone at home during the day. Not knowing what skills I possessed other than the ability to cook a meal (and pretty much any one could do that), plus being able to navigate the internet (and again, if I hadn’t been able to do that, there would have a been question mark over my head), I had no visible skills to offer an employer.

      Metro worked for the government, so he earned enough to cover a mortgage and to make us comfortable, but I wanted to contribute financially. Me staying at home all day would get old quickly. I was already bored and had cleaned all the kitchen cabinets and reorganized the closets.

      This afternoon when I’d been on the sofa reading, my wolf whispered, Babe at me. Perhaps I wasn’t yet familiar with shifter routines and language, but babe to me was a term of endearment, it was how mates referred to one another. Like honey, love, or sweetheart. It was a little creepy, and I put Metro’s noise-canceling headphones on to block him out. Not that it worked, but he got the hint and shut up.

      I must have fallen asleep—I’d been doing that a lot lately, having a nap in the afternoon. Perhaps as Brett, I’d worked a night shift or had a job where I could take a thirty-minute snooze. But as soon as I was fully awake, my wolf was pestering me again.

      Babe! Pup!

      Don’t you have an off switch?

      And now it was evening and Metro had just walked in. He was sniffing me and announced, “You’re pregnant.”

      I pulled away and burst into tears. “What do you mean I’m pregnant?” I understood the words but not how they related to me. While it was true I was probably Brett, there was only one of me.

      “My omega, what’s wrong? I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have sprung the news on you.”

      Using the apron to wipe away my tears, I stalked toward the spare bedroom, saying, “I need to be by myself.” But before I slammed the door, I stomped back and grabbed a chicken leg, took a bite, and carried it into the bedroom.

      Since we mated, Metro’s room had become our bedroom, but the room where I’d slept when I arrived from the hospital was my sanctuary. It was here I went to chill and try to conjure up memories of the past. Other than a few flashes of voices, colors, and a hand on my arm, they were meaningless and didn’t provide any evidence of where I’d lived or how I’d ended up in that car speeding along the road in the middle of the night.

      Sitting cross-legged on the bed, I munched on the chicken, concentrating on savoring the taste instead of what my mate had told me. But again, my beast had to pipe up with, Babe. At least now, I understood he was talking about a baby.

      A baby? I could barely look after myself. If Metro hadn’t been at the hospital and recognized me as his mate, where would I have ended up? I wasn’t ready to be a dad. A baby needed an adult to love and nurture them, not someone who was still learning about the world and my place in it.

      A knock at the door had me glance up. I regretted my action because my mate had just learned the news and blurted it out. Wait, how did he discover we’d made a baby? Oh shoot, his beast, just as mine was trying to tell me. The pup thing was weird, though, until it hit me, baby wolves were pups.

      I put a hand to my belly. Do I have a wolf inside me? I asked my wolf.

      Maybe.

      What? “Metro, you can come in.” More tears threatened. I possessed no parenting skills that I was aware of, but I definitely had no idea how to father a wolf.

      My mate crept into the room, waving a white napkin over his head, a sign of surrender. I offered him a wan grin, and he disappeared and returned with a tray containing dinner, water, napkins, and a slice of chocolate cake. Guilt flooded over me. My mate was a good man, and I’d had a temper tantrum any toddler would have been proud of.

      “I’m sorry,” we said in unison.

      “A peace offering,” he said, pointing at the chocolate cake.

      “Sounds good.” I picked it up, and with the chicken in one hand and the cake in the other, I alternated between taking a bite of each while my mate spread two napkins over my lap.

      Metro cocked his head. “My alpha friends who have kids tell me their omegas can’t look at food for the first three months of their pregnancy. And the munchies come later.”

      I shrugged. “I’m starving. Maybe my memory loss affected me in other ways.”

      When I finished eating and Metro gave me a napkin for my greasy, sticky hands, I couldn’t avoid the pregnancy conversation any longer. “I’m having a baby.”

      “We’re having a baby.” Despite him being a big guy, he snuggled beside me in the small bed and slung an arm around my shoulder. “We’re in this together, but I understand the timing isn’t the best.”

      I had to get one thing cleared up. “The little one that’s nestled inside me, does it have four legs and a muzzle or—”

      “The child you’re carrying is human, well, apart from being a shifter.” He explained we wouldn’t discover if our child had a wolf or a coyote inside them until they were a teenager.

      “But I know nothing about babies.” That was no exaggeration. Since regaining consciousness in the hospital, I’d not encountered a baby. “I’ll go to work, and you give up your job and stay home with our kid.”

      “If that’s what you want.”

      “You’d do that? Resign from a profession you love in order to care for your child?”

      He nodded, and that had my tears falling hard and fast. My mate was a good, kind, generous alpha, and I was floundering, being of no use to anyone. He put his lips on my hair. “There’s one thing that babies need.”

      After wiping away the tears with a napkin streaked with cake crumbs, I replied, “Yeah, a parent who can put a diaper on properly.”

      “Anyone can learn how to do that. No, they need love, and you have so much love to offer both me and our child.”

      “But what if they ask, ‘Why is the sky blue?’”

      “There’s this amazing invention called the internet.”

      My mate had an answer for everything.

      I’m sorry, I told my wolf. I didn’t understand what you were telling me.

      Yes.

      Unconditional love. Children needed that, and I had it in spades from my mate and my beast. I hoped I was capable of giving the same to our child.

      “Can we get a dog?”

      “Ummm, we can, but what’s the sudden interest in becoming a pet dad?”

      “I figure I can practice putting diapers on a puppy. They’re all squirmy, like a baby. If I can master that, it’s one item checked off on the how to be a parent list.

      He nuzzled my scalp and said, “How about you practice on a doll first?”

      “Good idea. Do you have any?”

      He had an old teddy from childhood, and with that and using a dishcloth and clothes pegs, we spent the rest of the night fashioning a diaper on the toy.

      “Tomorrow we’ll be better,” he told me. “But right now I want to kiss those chocolate cake crumbs off your lips.”
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      Brett was starting to waddle, and it was freaking adorable. Not that I would tell him that, though—I valued my life.

      “Can I help you?” I asked cautiously.

      “Nope,” he said snippily as he struggled to get his shoes tied. “There is nothing I can’t do.” The scowl on his lips and his heaving breath as he tried his damnedest to reach around his big belly said otherwise.

      It was making me antsy watching him struggle. I knew he was a strong, independent omega, but there was nothing wrong with asking for a little help every now and then. “I don’t mind. I can just—”

      “I said no!” he snapped. He immediately realized how he appeared, and his shoulders sagged and he turned apologetic eyes my way. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to be short with you. It’s the hormones, I swear! And it doesn’t help that I’m starting to feel helpless. I can’t even do the basics with this massive stomach in the way—and I still have months to go!” He flopped his hands in his lap, exasperated.

      “I know, dear. It’s okay, I forgive you.” I crouched down beside him and placed my palms over his stomach. “This ‘massive stomach’ means you’re doing an amazing job at growing our child.” His eyes flicked to mine, and his lips twitched with a little smile. “I know you’re tired and you don’t always feel like yourself, but I promise, it’s temporary. Your body is working hard! And if I can make your life easier by doing the small stuff—like tying your shoes—then you should let me.”

      He sighed and sighed dreamily, before leaning in to drop the softest kiss on my lips. “Okay.”

      “Okay? Really? I thought it would be harder to convince you.”

      He chuckled. “Yes, really, you can tie my shoes.” Then he smirked. “Because if I don’t let you, I’ll be late for everything.”

      As I helped him get ready for his morning walk, my phone rang from inside my pocket. I pulled it out and glanced at the call display, but I didn’t recognize the number. For a brief moment, I was tempted not to answer, thinking it was likely a telemarketer or robo call, but I remember giving my contact card to Shan, the Alpha of that backwoods pack, and reconsidered.

      “Sorry, hun, I have to get this.” I picked up and listened for a moment, hearing someone’s light breath, before saying, “Hello?”

      “Is-is this the state trooper looking for a wolf pack?” The person was whispering, but I thought they were probably a man.

      “Yes, that’s me. Do you have some information for me?” I drew in my breath and held it while waiting for the person to answer. Beside me, Brett had gone still. His shifter senses meant he could hear every word they said.

      There was a scuffle on the line, as if the caller had put a hand over the mouthpiece and was talking to someone on their end, then he came back and said, “Look for the Aurora pack.”

      There was a click, and when I looked at my phone, I saw the call had disconnected.

      “Aurora…” Brett said, his gaze distant.

      “Does it sound familiar?” I asked, but he didn’t answer right away.

      Eventually he blinked, coming out of his daze. “Maybe.” He looked up at me, his eyes clearing. “Are you going to go check it out?”

      “I don’t see why not, though the anonymous call seemed pretty sketchy. Do you think you can manage without me for a couple hours?”

      He raised a foot to check that his shoes were tied. “Yep, should be just fine now.” He gave me a saucy wink.

      “Gods, I love you,” I said, giving him a quick kiss before grabbing my weapon holster and sliding it on. “I promise I’ll be quick.”

      As I walked down the front steps toward my car, a niggling itch began at the edges of my memory. Aurora… It sounded familiar. I’d heard it somewhere recently, and not just because it was on my list of packs to check.

      I pulled out of the driveway and headed for the highway. Once I hit the straightaway, I put in a call to dispatch. “Hey, Doreen. Can you do a quick search for me?”

      “Good morning to you too,” she replied, but she didn’t sound mad. She likely sensed the tension in my voice. “What do you need?”

      “Was there something going on out at Aurora recently?”

      “Hang on, I’ll check.” I imagined her clacking away at her computer. She came back less than a minute later. “Yeah, you could call it something. There was some kind of toxic gas leak or something at a factory. There are dozens of people in the hospital. The doctors aren’t sure if they’ll be able to heal from this or not.” The way she emphasized the word “heal” made me suspect she was hinting at a shifter connection.

      “Thanks, Doreen.”

      “No problem.”

      I spent the rest of the drive going over the odd coincidence. Brett, a wolf shifter, barely surviving a horrific car accident, suffering memory loss. An unexplained accident involving shifters, maybe from Brett’s pack, that they might not be able to heal from.

      The possibilities left me tingling—and not in a good way.

      Aurora was about an hour from Fairhome, in the opposite direction of Bowser and Dusk Fall. It wasn’t a part of my normal route, and it was just on the far edge of the forest. There was a decent-sized town, and the nearer I got, the more certain I became.

      This was undoubtedly Brett’s pack.

      There was a scent carried on the breeze that was so familiar, and I realized it was the same mixture of cedar and wildflowers that I’d detected on his clothes that first day in the hospital.

      I was grateful the road leading into town was paved, but that was where my gratitude ended and my wariness began. The place was nearly deserted. “Where the hell is everyone?” I muttered.

      Pulling my car up in front of their police station, I got out and scanned the area. Before I could get to the station’s front door, it swung open and a man walked out. Wolf shifter, obviously, but certainly not a police officer, dressed in worn jeans and a sweat-stained button-up. He was tall and wiry, with stringy gray hair falling to his shoulders. There was something about his eyes I didn’t like as he glared at me.

      It was clear I wasn’t welcome, but as he raked his eyes over my cruiser and my uniform, particularly the bulge of my gun, he painstakingly forced himself to smile. He probably thought it was charming. “Good morning, Officer. What can I help you with today?”

      I didn’t want to tell him about Brett, didn’t want to show this man his picture. Every single internal alarm was blaring a warning. It was like a preservation instinct. “Hey, I just wanted to come by and see how your investigation was going into the accident at the factory nearby, Mister…” I trailed off, waiting for him to offer his name, though he pretended not to hear that part.

      The man altered his expression to one of concern. “Yes, what a tragedy. Our Alpha was there that day. The doctors are saying he might never wake up.” There was a gleam in his eye that told me he wouldn’t be so sad if that were to happen. I had no doubt he would be more than happy to step up and take his place.

      “I’m very sorry to hear that. Is there anything I can do to help?”

      He shook his head swiftly. “No, no, I’m sure we have it all under control, though I appreciate your concern.”

      “Of course. Well, please don’t hesitate to contact us if you would like some assistance.”

      He waited, watching to make sure I got back into my car. I drove slowly out of town, headed back the way I came, but I knew for certain that I would be back—likely with reinforcements. Something bad was going on out here, and I suspected it had everything to do with that man.

      Just as I was passing the outskirts of town, I felt a prickle of unease; someone was watching me. I turned my head a fraction and caught the shine of three sets of eyes watching me from the tree line. As soon as they realized they’d been seen, they turned and ran, their gray fur a blur.

      Hmm… I wonder if my anonymous tip came from one of them. Someone in Aurora knew more than they were letting on.
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      I was too agitated to cook or write in my journal. I flipped through a number of books and got so fed up with characters being ridiculous, I did my usual trick and checked out the last page. The daytime soaps and telenovelas didn’t hold my attention, and I gave the bad guy on a soap opera that had me addicted the finger. “You suck,” I yelled.

      Not only was I curious about what my mate had discovered, but anxiety niggled at me, telling me Metro might be in danger. His face when he left was a combination of worry and dread, though he’d done his best to hide it. And if his coyote was challenged by the Aurora pack, would he survive?

      My wolf was suspiciously quiet.

      Really? He was always giving me advice and hinting at things I couldn’t recall, but when Metro mentioned the name of the pack, my beast didn’t respond. Or he did, but he didn’t say anything. I was getting better at sussing out his emotions, and I swore he shuddered when Metro said, “Aurora pack.”

      Why would you do that? I paced the house, my belly leading the way, but I got exhausted quickly, and the baby was reacting, perhaps to my stress levels, and kicked my ribs. Back on the sofa, I pondered my wolf’s lack of reaction.

      Answer yes or no, please.

      Nothing.

      I charged ahead. Do you want me to discover my past?

      He sighed, I was sure of it.

      Is it because finding out what happened to me might bring the danger back into my life?

      Yes.

      I put a protective hand on my belly. My beast had always looked out for me, but as well as a wolf inside me, I was carrying a baby. One person was easier to care for than two.

      Metro would give his life for our child. And so would I.

      Yes.

      Don’t worry. But I didn’t believe my own words.

      Metro was meticulous in his investigations, I’d learned that from living with him these past months. He would find out what had happened, and that had me nibbling and shredding my nails. Exposing the person who wanted me dead would have consequences for the person doing the uncovering.

      Eventually Metro’s car pulled into the driveway, and the fingers of uneasiness clutching my insides loosened their grip. I didn’t get up, the belly decided I had to stay where I was. And when my mate walked in and peered over the couch, his somber expression had me clawing at a cushion, expecting not just bad news, but the worst news. What would that be? He’d met the person who tried to kill me and barely escaped with his life?

      Stop!

      Right, I was letting my imagination run away from me. So much for not worrying. The reality, however bad, was better than not knowing. “Tell me everything.”

      He lifted my feet and sat, putting them on his lap and stroking them. “It’s your pack.”

      “Aurora.” I’d been repeating the name in my head and out loud since he left, but nothing about it was familiar. He explained there’d been traces of a scent on my clothes when he met me, and the town was laced with the same aroma.

      “Detecting by smell.” I forced a grin, but he didn’t respond with one of his own.

      “So, I’m Brett of the Aurora pack from the town of Aurora.”

      He nodded and picked up a book that had fallen between the sofa cushions. He studied the title and put it on the coffee table.

      “So, am I rich or famous, or perhaps rich and famous? Did people miss me? Did they ask where I was?” I was desperate even for crumbs of information.

      “I didn’t get into too many details.”

      “Huh?” That was why he went, to find information. I pestered him with questions while he was making dinner and I lay on the sofa. His monosyllabic answers only confused me more.

      “Who did you speak to?” I asked.

      “A guy at the police station.”

      That was a jolt. As a fellow law enforcement officer, he would have a file on the investigation into my disappearance. “There’s something you’re not telling me.”

      “No.”

      I’d lived with my mate long enough to know when he was fibbing. “Forget dinner for a moment.” That was a weird thing to say because I was constantly hungry and always asked for seconds or thirds. I patted the sofa. “Come here and spill the details.”

      My mate knew me well too because he handed me a plate of crackers and cheese, for which I was grateful because I was starving. I stuffed a few crackers in my mouth before continuing my interrogation. “What did you find out about me?”

      Metro stole a cracker from my plate, and I smacked his hand. “Get your own.”

      When he swallowed what was in his mouth, he said, “Nothing.”

      “What?” The plate, which was resting on my bump, went flying, but my mate’s shifter reflexes caught it and most of the food.

      “I didn’t ask.”

      “Why not?” Pregnancy brain affected my logical thought processes, but this was a simple case of he went there to find out about me but didn’t do that and came home.

      He shrugged. “I didn’t like the place. It had bad vibes.”

      “Vibes?” My Metro used the word “vibes”? That was odd, but everything about today was strange.

      “The place was almost deserted, and I only met that one guy, and he was cagey when I asked indirect questions about the place.”

      It wasn’t like Metro to allow his personal feelings to interfere with a job. And the investigation into my accident was part of his job, even though the personal and the professional had mingled.

      “Why are my spidey senses tingling?”

      “Don’t know. Maybe you need a hot bath or an antacid?”

      “Stop it.” I wasn’t in the mood for jokes. “There’s more to it than that you didn’t like the guy or the town.”

      My mate rubbed his face with both hands, and when he glanced at me, his eyes glistened with unshed tears. “I’m scared.”

      I had a mouthful of cracker and nearly choked, thinking whoever caused my accident was on his way here. “For me?”

      “Of course, there’s the constant worry in the back of my mind regarding the person who tried to kill you. That person is still out there living their life.”

      I outstretched my hand, palm upward. “But with you and my wolf as my bodyguards, I feel safe.” And while that was mostly true, sometimes I woke in the middle of the night when a branch brushed across the bedroom window, and I wondered if the person was outside, watching and waiting.

      “But as I’m being honest, I’m scared that I’ll lose you.”

      Gods, if Metro was planning on getting me upset, this was a way to do it. He thought someone was going to kidnap me. I stifled a cry, or tried to, but I choked on it and it burst out as a howl, and I struggled to get off the couch.

      Metro tried to help me up, his face crumpling while his bottom lip trembled.

      “Aren’t you supposed to be protecting me?” I flung the question at him.

      His face registered confusion. “I do. I am.”

      Tears blinded me as I lumbered toward the bedroom. “And you’re not doing anything to arrest the person who hurt me.” I tried and failed to close the door after me, and Metro was at my heels.

      He kneeled on the floor as I lowered myself onto the mattress. “You misunderstood me, my omega.” He pushed hair out of his face as the ache in my belly got worse. Gods, this stress wasn’t good for the baby. “I’m not concerned that the person is trying to find you, because they may not know you’re alive. I will find them. But my fear is that once you find out who you really are and where you’re from, you won’t want me. And you’ll leave.”

      No! my beast insisted.

      No, I agreed.

      My anger was replaced with guilt and overwhelming love for the man who rescued me. My fated mate. “Get up here.” Metro put an arm around me, and I leaned on his chest. I needed to hear the familiar thump, thump of his heart. “I love you, and even if I lost my memory again and couldn’t remember your name, my wolf and I would find our way back to you.”

      “If I lost you, I’d never stop searching. That’s a promise,” he told me.

      “Good, now that we’ve got that sorted, I want to go to Aurora. Whatever or whoever is there, I have to put that part of my life to bed before the baby comes.”

      “You’re not going there alone.”

      “I’m not. I’ll have my wolf, you, and your coyote. It’ll be a posse. We’ll ride into town, learn about my history, maybe find the bad guy, and roll on out of there.”

      My mate raised a brow. “You’ve been watching too many soap operas.”

      I giggled. “Maybe.”

      “Fine. We’ll go tomorrow.”

      “Great. Now, what happened to that dinner you promised me?”

      He saluted. “Coming right up.”
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      This was a bad idea. No, not just a bad idea—the worst idea.

      I had tried to convince Brett not to come. He could stay at home while I continued with my investigations. I tried bribing him with his favorite chocolate caramel cake, I tried bargaining with sexual favors, anything to protect him, but in the end, I gave in. I would always give in to my mate.

      “That diner…” he said, looking out the car window at a rundown building with grimy windows, turning his head to watch as it passed into the distance behind us.

      “Familiar?” I asked.

      “Maybe…” He put his thumb in his mouth and gnawed at the nail.

      He’d been saying that every few minutes—more often now as we got closer to Aurora. When I glanced at him, I could see the flashes of his buried memories flicker in his eyes. It was a kind of push and pull, like he wanted to remember, but at the same time, he was shoving his past back down with both hands.

      And to be honest, I wasn’t sure which side I wanted to win.

      “Here! Turn right up here!” Brett gasped, reaching over and gripping my forearm tightly.

      I knew where to turn, but I hadn’t given him any indication of where we were heading—hadn’t slowed down, hadn’t used my turn signal. I guess I was testing him, seeing if he would remember on his own.

      I slid my hand into his and didn’t let go as I maneuvered the turn. We left the main highway behind and headed down the smaller two-lane road until we saw the first buildings come into view. The small green-and-white sign displaying the town name had faded over the years, but the town seemed older than the faded sign implied somehow, even more aged than the last time I’d been here, though it had only been a few days.

      It was like the town was dying.

      Peeking over at Brett, I saw the crease between his brows deepen. “This… this isn’t right.” He shook his head, as if trying to clear the cobwebs. “Where are all the people?”

      “There was an accident at a factory where many of the pack members worked—a chemical leak. Most of them are in the hospital. I’ve been waiting to hear if they’ll pull through.”

      Brett looked horrified. “Why didn’t you tell me?!”

      Guilt churned in my gut, but I stood by my decision. “I couldn’t. I wanted your mind to be clear on the drive, to allow your memories to surface on their own. We needed to be sure this was really your pack…”

      He released my hand and turned away, huffing. He knew I was right, but the concern he felt for his forgotten packmates was washing through him. He was still plucking at the threads of remembering his family, and now, not knowing if they were safe or not was an extra weight on his shoulders.

      We drove in silence down the main road through town. I could sense eyes following our path, but the wolves behind the windows were more than nervous—they were bristling with terror. I could almost taste their fear on the wind coming through my open window, and it had the hair raising on the back of my neck.

      “You shouldn’t have come,” I said uneasily, my voice gravelly. “It isn’t safe.”

      I felt Brett look across at me more than I saw it, as my eyes were trained on our surroundings. “You will keep me safe,” he said. His voice was steady, not a single doubt in his mind that I would lay down my life for him if that was what it took to protect him and our child.

      I really hoped it didn’t come to that.

      The police station was much as it had been the last time I was here—desolate, sad, empty. And just like before, I had barely stepped out of the car when I heard the front door swing open. It wasn’t the same man as before, though, but a skittish-looking shifter in a rumpled police uniform.

      “C-can I help you?” he asked, then tacked on, “Officer,” as if he’d had to remind himself of who he was addressing. I paid close attention to his reaction when he glanced at Brett, but there was no sign of recognition.

      When Brett met my eyes, he just shrugged, telling me silently that he hadn’t recognized the man either. I turned back to the deputy and said, “Is your Alpha around? I need to have a word with him.” I knew for a fact the Alpha was still in the hospital, deep in a coma, but I was hoping the question would at least lead me in the direction of whoever was temporarily in charge.

      I was surprised when the deputy said, “Sure. Yes. Um, I’ll go get him.” I frowned after him as he scampered back into the station.

      “Didn’t ring any bells?” I asked Brett quietly as I rounded the car to stand by his side.

      He shook his head. “No, nothing. Maybe this isn’t my pack after all.” He drew in a deep breath and his eyes drifted closed as if on their own as he took in the scents. “But I could’ve sworn…”

      The door opened again, and Brett’s eyes snapped open to see the man from my last visit. He looked the same—the only change being the addition of another stain to his shirt—and the second he saw Brett standing there beside me, he froze, his limbs rigid.

      “Mal!” The name burst out of Brett’s mouth, and it so thoroughly shocked him that he laughed shakily. “That is your name, right?” But then he seemed to realize something. “But… that cop said he was going to get the Alpha… and… and my dad is the Alpha… isn’t he?”

      Brett’s eyes darted back and forth, unfocused, as if he were seeing a whole other set of images. I could only imagine the flood of memories inundating him.

      My attention moved between Brett and this Mal character, who looked like a cornered feral animal. He glanced over his shoulder at the deputy who was lurking behind him and gave a nod, transferring some kind of message. The deputy jogged off, and I hated that I couldn’t keep an eye on him while also guarding Brett.

      I shifted my weight, moving between Brett and Mal, whose lip had begun to curl. When he took a step toward my mate, I growled low in my throat. “That’s close enough.”

      “Mal?” Brett said, sounding confused. “Where’s my dad?”

      Mal’s eyes narrowed, pinching his face in a menacing way. “I thought you were dead.”

      Brett placed a palm against my back, but he made no motion to step out from behind me. “No, it was just a bad accident.” Except it was no accident, and we all knew it.

      Mal’s eyes flicked down to Brett’s abdomen. “And pregnant, I see. No doubt, intended to be our pack’s next Alpha.” He spat the last word, as if it tasted bitter in his mouth.

      Brett chuckled shakily. “No, of course not. They’re just a baby.”

      “You see, your father also had a bit of an accident,” Mal said, offering what was probably supposed to be a sympathetic smile, but it turned out more like a grimace. “As did much of our pack, I’m afraid. This is all that’s left.”

      He raised his arms, indicating behind us, and that was when I realized what the deputy had gone off to do. There was a shuffling of feet as a handful of wolf shifters emerged from the shadows, surrounding us in a circle.

      They didn’t look like healthy shifters. They were half-starved, lank and unwashed. A word came to mind as I took them in: outcasts. These were the unwanted wolves ejected from their own packs for their crimes or indiscretions. Mal had taken them in and turned them into an army.

      I reached back and grabbed Brett’s hand, pulling him flush against me, but I didn’t know how to shield him from all of them at once. I debated how we could get back in the car, try to make our escape, but I knew I couldn’t make it to the driver’s seat in time. Maybe I could have time to get Brett in the car, lock the doors, so at least he might have a chance. I’d left the keys in the ignition—he could make it.

      Except by how tightly he clutched at my hand, I knew he wouldn’t leave me. Not if there was any other way.

      Mal took another step toward us. “You should’ve just stayed dead.”
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      “Why is that?” My belly was churning, and I swallowed the bile that slid up my throat. But I refused to bow to the fear that had taken control of my insides. Gods, don’t let me pee myself.

      I kept my voice steady as I continued. “Let me guess. With my dad out of the way, and me dead, that left the position open. But not to the most noble of the pack.” Mal sneered, and one of his zombie-like flunkies staggered toward me.

      Metro growled, and I noted instead of his gaze staring down “the soldiers,” it was his coyote.

      “No,” I continued, “it was the last man standing, the one who bullied, smeared, and lied his way to the position.”

      “Why, you—” Mal raised his fist.

      “Shut it.” The meek maybe-Brett guy who cooked dinner and peeked between the curtains checking for bad guys, he was gone, or was at least shoved to the back. The truth gave me courage, and at this moment, it defeated Mal’s might is right principle.

      My wolf was begging to escape, but this late in my pregnancy, it wasn’t safe to shift. Was it even possible? No way was I putting my baby at risk for a shit like Mal. But knowing my beast was with me gave me the stamina to keep going, pretending I was a badass, while inside I was sniveling. But I remembered my father saying, “Courage isn’t the absence of fear; it’s doing what’s right even in the presence of fear.”

      I’d never wanted to be Alpha, and in the Aurora pack, when an Alpha died or retired, it was put to a vote as to who led the group. But Mal and his cohorts always assumed I coveted the job, and as Dad and I were much-loved, it would’ve been a landslide. Even then, Mal thought I would bribe the council in order to get what I wanted. But those weren’t my tactics, they were Mal’s.

      With memories flooding back and swirling around my head, I blinked, trying to piece together not only the events before the accident but the day of. But Mal wasn’t going to sit back and give me time to get in touch with my memories. And besides, letting on I’d lost my past would put me at a disadvantage.

      “You forget, you were my teacher who also coached our football team, but when I became an adult, your lying and cheating resulted in you losing your job.”

      Mal spat on the ground, a trick he was fond of just before he punched someone. But no one had ever stood up to his bullying. Certainly not a pregnant omega who knew most of his dirty secrets, the son of the rightful Alpha and mated to a coyote shifter who would rip out his jugular vein.

      There was nothing more powerful than an alpha protecting his mate and child. Advantage Metro.

      Doing a 360-degree turn, I stared at each of his “soldiers” in turn. “You think he cares about you? Do you?” Their sunken eyes glanced from me to Mal, but no one spoke. “He doesn’t. He’s a nasty conniving little shit.”

      “Brett!”

      My mate’s cry along with Mal’s foul breath on my neck had me swirling around and shoving my face in his. “Tell them the truth. Give them the deets about how you treated any wolf shifter you deemed less than worthy of your attention.”

      Metro was staring at me, open-mouthed, as he strode around the circle shoving the shifter soldiers back a little while I confronted Mal. My wolf was clapping and urging me to remove Mal’s head, but I would come off the loser if I challenged him to a physical fight. The only way I’d win was a war of words. He considered words inferior to fists.

      I had to keep talking while I processed the dam that had burst, allowing my memories to escape. Choking back the tears as the image of my father’s face pushed Mal and his hateful expression out of my thoughts. I’d never win an argument if I collapsed on the ground, blubbering. My legs were aching and I longed to sit. But it was safer outside.

      “You.” I pointed a finger at the shifter closest to the police station. “Get a pregnant omega a chair.” And as an afterthought I added, “Make that two, and also a table, pen, and paper.” A flat surface would give me something to lean on, and I could hide my trembling hands in my lap. And if shit got weird, I’d stab Mal with the pen.

      As the son of the pack’s Alpha, I’d never given orders, but now our safety partly relied on my wresting control from Mal. He fed on people’s fear. Not mine, not today, not ever!

      A barely perceptible nod of my head toward his gun, and my mate, the love of my life, put one hand on his hip. The so-called army had been following his every move as he strode around the circle, shoving his face in theirs. If he sent photos to his head office, the corresponding faces would probably have police records. But that was for later, or never.

      My eyes flicked left and right as everyone’s gaze locked on Metro’s hand where one finger was splayed over the holster. I hoped the message was clear: behave or I’ll blow you away.

      With the table and chairs in place, I sat and folded my arms over my belly. “Sit.” Mal hesitated, and I sent a message to the universe that Metro didn’t intervene. If the punk saw my mate as my bodyguard, he might have his followers divert Metro’s attention while he dealt with me.

      Yes! Yes! my wolf repeated.

      Dealt with me, I repeated. The pictures in my head flickered, one by one, reminding me of the little flip books we made as kids. I leaned back in the chair, wanting to seem at ease, in command. “I know your secret, Mal.”

      “You know nothing.” He spat out the words, but his gaze was fixed on me, waiting and watching in case I revealed a truth he’d kept hidden.

      “You sent me to the city on an errand. Made an excuse about why you couldn’t go. We argued.” Glancing at the guy who brought out the table and chairs, I asked, “Tell me. Who knows cars better than anyone in the pack?”

      His face smeared with dirt, creased, revealing his toothless smile. “Mal. He can work magic under the hood.”

      “Shut the fuck up, you fool.” Saliva coated Mal’s lips, and I leaned away, his vile breath making me sick to my stomach.

      The guy cowered, and the “soldiers” murmured, a good sign. They may have hated Mal’s guts but had nowhere else to go, and he’d no doubt promised them the world.

      “And who worked at the factory other than my father? Anyone want to guess?” My dad ran the company, and he was meticulous about safety standards, and most of the town worked there.

      No one answered. Smart move, based on what happened moments earlier. “Our dear friend, Mal.”

      “Shut the fuck you, you little pissant.” Mal flung himself across the table, his clawed wolf paw reaching for my neck, but he flew backward as Metro’s coyote leaped at him, and the pair slammed on the ground. Teeth bared, salvia dripping, snarling at one another.

      My instinct was to scream Metro’s name and lunge at Mal and beat him with my fists. But me lumbering into a shifter fight wouldn’t help and would hurt both me and the baby. And if I showed fear, Mal’s guys might take me down.

      Strong, my wolf insisted.

      The guys in the circle looked from one to another. I swiveled awkwardly, hoping they didn’t notice I lurched rather than bounded. “Don’t move, unless you want to see what happens when a pregnant omega shifts.” I snapped my teeth shut, the pain in my jaw distracting me from the growls and scuffles behind me.

      Mal’s wolf was one of the fiercest in the pack—my father’s beast was the only one who could keep him in line—and he was the most likely to shift without his human’s permission. His claws dug into Metro’s beast’s shoulder and the coyote yelped. I had to do something, but what? Considering I couldn’t even tie my shoelaces, smashing a chair over the wolf wasn’t an option.

      Blood dripped on the dirt and clumps of fur flew through the air. If my baby and I lost Metro, I’d be devastated and would mourn him for the rest of my life, but I would’ve survived if we were in Fairhome. If the wolf finished off my mate, I’d be next, my pregnancy making no difference. I gripped the pen hard as my hands shook. As the wolf reared over the coyote and tossed his limp body on the table, the cheap wood teetered and crumpled.

      The wolf stalked over my mate’s beast, teeth coated in blood. The coyote opened his eyes and locked his gaze on me. As the wolf went in for the kill, I stabbed him with the pen in his eye. It wouldn’t stop him, it would only give my mate seconds to recover. But as I was willing Metro to get up, three wolves charged out of the undergrowth. Two pinned Mal’s wolf down while the other herded the soldiers into a huddle. Perhaps they were so weak, they couldn’t shift, because they did as they were told.

      Metro took his skin. He was bloody and bruised, his nose possibly broken, but he was alive, and his shifter resilience would see his injuries healed within hours. The strength I’d shown earlier evaporated, and I wept as my mate got to his feet and held me.

      Everything happened so fast after that. My mate called for backup and the three wolves shifted. Mal was handcuffed while the others were locked in the small cell inside the police station. My mate retrieved a spare pair of pants and a shirt from the car, and he sat me in the front seat and put a blanket over my shoulders.

      “You were amazing. My brave omega. I love you.” He kissed me and turned his attention to the three young guys who saved us. “Do I know you?”

      “Not exactly,” one said. “We called in the tip.”

      “Ahhh.”

      Mal sat with his hands behind his back, sulking on the ground.

      Another of the young guys, whose name I remembered was Saffron, added that the chemical spill had not only made everyone sick, but it poisoned the groundwater. It would take years for the environment to recover, and the pack would have to move.

      Backup arrived. Everyone had to be taken to Fairhome to give statements, but my mate took me home first. And later, when he arrived back after spending hours interrogating Mal and his little gang, he told me the wolf shifter had spilled his guts about his plans, trying to kill me and releasing the chemical that caused the factory accident.

      “They’re going to be okay eventually,” Metro murmured.

      My dad. I’d been so worried about my mate. “I want to see my father.”
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      Once the danger to Brett had passed, with Mal and his cohorts behind bars, his wolf had unlocked the rest of his forgotten past. The memories had flooded back, and he’d spent most of the drive home in tears.

      It made sense that Brett would want to see his father with his own eyes, especially considering he was in the hospital and had nearly died. Now that the doctors had been given some further information on the specific chemical Mal had released, they were optimistic that they could provide the proper care for the shifters. “Dr. Janson called to tell me they’re hoping your dad will wake up tomorrow.”

      Brett’s smile was one of utter relief, though his eyes were still bloodshot and teary. “I want to be there when he wakes up.”

      “Of course…” I paused and looked down at myself. “Do I have time to shower real quick? I want to make a good first impression on my mate’s father.”

      He huffed a laugh. “I don’t know, I think being covered in the blood of your enemies is a good look for you.” He carefully leaned in and gave me the softest of kisses, doing his best to avoid all the cuts, scrapes, and bruises. “Yes, go take a shower and change your clothes.”

      Most of my more minor abrasions had already closed over. I would have to avoid going into the office for a couple weeks so that any of my human coworkers who saw me today wouldn’t be surprised at how quickly I healed.

      I walked down the hall toward the shower, and Brett followed behind me. He caught my wince when I tried to peel my shirt off. “Here, let me help.”

      His hands were warm against my skin as I held my arms over my head, and he carefully lifted my shirt up and off. He gasped. “Oh, Metro!” I looked down at his face, a mask of pity.

      “That bad, huh.” I turned to face the mirror and grimaced. I had dried blood caked across my skin, as well as a series of slashes from Mal’s claws that hadn’t fully healed yet. That one had been pretty deep. “I promise it looks worse than it is.”

      Brett’s lips formed a straight line as he pushed me down to sit on the edge of the tub. “No, I’m pretty sure it’s very much as bad as it looks. There’s something lodged in here, stopping you from healing. Hang on,” he said, grabbing a bottle of disinfectant and a pair of tweezers. “You’re such a stubborn alpha…” His eyes softened as he took in my battered body. “But you’re also brave, gallant, strong…”

      “Go on. I like where this is headed,” I teased, but it was cut off when I hissed at the sting on my wound.

      “Aha!” Brett said, triumphantly holding up the tip of a wolf’s claw. “Better?”

      I moved my shoulder around and found that I could already feel my body healing the final cut. “Much. Thank you.” I reached out and placed my hands on his hips, pulling him between my legs so I could hug him around the waist, resting my forehead on his baby bump. “That’s the second time today you’ve saved me. What would I ever do without you?”

      He sighed. “You won’t ever have to find out. You’re stuck with me forever.”

      I’d been meaning to ask him something, and this seemed the perfect opening. Brett’s father was still unconscious, but the three young wolves who’d helped me win the scuffle with Mal had agreed to jointly take care of the pack in their Alpha’s absence, and they had some big decisions to make, namely, where to relocate now that the pack’s land was polluted beyond what was healthy. “Do you want to move with your pack, wherever they finally settle? No matter what your decision, I’ll come with you.”

      He played with the hair at the back of my neck for a moment, thinking. “I don’t know, honestly. I guess we’ll have to wait and see where they end up. I won’t make you leave your job.”

      “My job isn’t important. You are, and our baby. As long as we’re together, nothing else matters.”

      When he was done cleaning up the worst of my wounds, Brett leaned past me to turn on the shower. “Will you join me?” I asked, slipping my fingers under the edge of his shirt and brushing my fingertips along his sensitive skin. “You know… to help wash all those hard-to-reach places?” I looked up at him with heat in my gaze, so there was no mistaking what I was asking.

      His tongue darted out and trailed along his bottom lip, and it made me hard just thinking about what else he could do with that tongue. “You are injured, after all,” he reasoned. “What if you slipped? It’s only right that I should get in with you.”

      Contrary to his reasonable words, I felt when his cock twitched against where I had rested my hands on the waistband of his hands. I truly loved paternity pants, with their stretchy fabric and easy-to-remove design. All it took was a quick yank and they slid down his legs to pool around his feet. “Oops,” I said, not at all sorry. “Look what I did.”

      Sex had become more difficult in these later stages of Brett’s pregnancy. We certainly couldn’t lie chest-to-chest, but on the plus side, he was slicker than he’d ever been, and his engine was always revving. With his hormones running so high, it was easy to coax at least two orgasms from him.

      While the water warmed up, and with my mate standing in front of me, I took the opportunity to reach through his legs and slide my fingers between his slippery ass cheeks. I teased at his entrance with the tip of one finger, just toying with him, and I paired it with the tiniest lick of my tongue at the head of his erection, savoring the taste of pre-cum. He whimpered and tried to buck against me, but I pulled away. “Ah-ah, let me have my fun.”

      “You’re such a tease,” he whined, pouting.

      I gave him a sly look. “I know what you’re up to. You know I can’t say no to my pregnant mate.” I gave a little tsk, but since I was such a pushover, I obliged by plunging a finger knuckle-deep into his hole.

      He cried out, his knees nearly buckling, but I made sure to catch him. He braced himself on my shoulders while I gave a few pumps of my hand, swirling and spiraling my finger inside him. He widened his legs to give me clear access to go even deeper.

      I knew it wouldn’t take him long, the way his body was quivering, so I bent over and sucked him into my mouth. “Metro! Oh gods!” I bobbed fast and hard, saliva dripping down my chin. When I added a second finger to stretch him gently, that was enough to do him in. His hips jerked, and he filled my mouth with his thick, salty cum.

      I barely had time to swallow before he pulled me back and slammed his lips onto mine, tasting himself on my tongue. I moaned into his mouth. Gods, I was never going to get enough of this man.

      Brett had just come down my throat, but he was more than eager to keep going. He pulled back the shower curtain and led me into the steamy oasis. “Please, let me wash you.”

      With a soapy loofah, Brett took his time lathering and massaging my body. Starting at my chest and shoulders, he cleaned away any trace of blood, until the water ran clear. After that, he simply washed me for the fun of it.

      The way he worked at my nooks and crannies had me leaning back on the cool tile wall, moaning. He wrapped his soapy hand over my shaft and made sure it was extra clean. “Brett, I don’t think I can’t take much more of this. I need to be inside you.”

      “Anything for my big, strong hero,” he sassed before turning around and exposing his ass to me.

      The tub wasn’t big enough for us to lie down, but we’d experimented with the positions that worked best, and this one was a personal favorite. I got behind him and lined myself up with his tight hole.

      “I won’t last long,” I warned him.

      “Neither will I,” he said, looking over his shoulder at me.

      Brett was so slick that I eased in without any trouble, and I rested my head against his back, catching my breath. “Gods, you’re so tight,” I praised.

      He writhed against me, trying to get me to move. “Please, Metro, my alpha… please, fuck me.”

      “As you command.” I started off slow because we were in the shower, after all, and although we’d joked about slipping in the tub, it was always a very real possibility. Brett put his hands out to stop himself from slipping, and I began to increase my pace.

      Brett was so vocal when we made love, and as he moaned, it echoed against the tiles. To hear him in stereo like this seemed to amplify the pleasure, and I felt the beginnings of a climax begin to creep up on me.

      “Brett…” I warned as I pounded into his ass.

      “Don’t stop!” he cried. “Yes! Harder!”

      Joining his echoing cries of pleasure was the wet sound of slapping flesh. I couldn’t have stopped now if I tried.

      His muscles under where I held him went rigid, and his channel clamped down around my shaft, squeezing hard. There was a rush of slick dripping down his legs, joining the stream of his cum trailing down the bottom of the tub toward the drain.

      “Holy shit!” I panted at the sudden extra lubrication. Paired with this tight squeeze, I couldn’t possibly hold back. I unleashed myself deep inside him, filling every crevice with my cum. I felt the orgasm all the way down to my toes.

      My knot came next, and I held my omega tight as our bodies locked in place, loving the sensation as I expanded inside him.

      We stayed there in each other’s arms as we regained our composure. Brett leaned into me, his back to my chest, and dropped his head back onto my shoulder, sighing blissfully.

      I grabbed the loofah and massaged his belly gently while we waited for my knot to go down.

      “I should help you in the shower more often,” he said. “Although, I think we might be dirtier now than when we started.”

      “You might be right.” I chuckled and placed a gentle kiss on his mating mark. “It’s a good thing your dad won’t be awake until tomorrow,” I said. “I don’t think I could look him in the eye after I just did that to his son.”

      Brett laughed and slapped my arm. “Come on, mate. Let’s get ourselves dried off and dressed. Maybe you should wear your fancy uniform. You have an Alpha to impress.”
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      “Better?” Metro peered at me over my huge bump.

      “Much. Thanks.” My foot had cramped, and my mate massaged it until the pain faded.

      He lay beside me on the bed, and I snuggled into him.

      “Do you think today’s the day?” If anyone had been sitting by my bedside when I was unconscious, they might have said the same thing. Instead, I had professionals looking after me and no one to hold my hand and remind me of the experiences we’d shared. Metro had been my first visitor and my last.

      He pressed his lips to my brow. “If it is, we’ll be by his side.” My mate should have been at work, but he had two weeks off, partly because the humans would be suspicious regarding his quick recovery and partly because he’d been in a huge fight with Mal, who was now behind bars.

      “I’m so excited for our baby to have my dad in his life.” The pack would move to a new location, but no matter how far it was, we’d be regular visitors. Though I hadn’t made up my mind regarding following them to their new home, I was leaning toward staying where we were.

      Metro’s job and community was here, and while I hadn’t made many friends yet, I’d been wary because of the memory loss. Not knowing who to trust had dented my confidence. And while the encounter with Mal and his men and the fight with Metro had left me with emotional scars, fighting for my mate and baby, as well as remembering my past, shaped my future. I was me, but better. Brett 2.0.

      “Have I told you how proud I am of you? You whipped Mal’s ass without laying a finger on him.”

      “Technically I didn’t until I stabbed him with the pen.”

      “My hero.” He rested his head on my belly. “I’m going to tell you how your omega dad saved the day, little one.”

      I stroked one of his many scars, a result of the fight. “But your coyote saved me from his wolf.”

      “We could do this all day.” He grinned. “You’re the hero. No, you’re the hero.”

      “Not today we can’t.” I tried to get up but the bump wasn’t having it. “We have to see my dad.”

      Getting ready to go out took much longer when pregnant. But I’d read on a dad and baby site how a baby had so much paraphernalia, it took ages to get ready, so perhaps I should get used to it.

      “Baby stuff.”

      “What about it?” Metro asked as he led me to his car.

      “We need more.” We had the basics, but I wanted pretty wallpaper and a rocking chair. The second bedroom looked much as it did when I’d slept there, but with more boxes piled in the corner.

      “Whatever you want, love.”

      Driving up to the hospital, I noted flowering shrubs on the road outside, and the closer we got to the main building, staff were on their break enjoying the sunshine while reading or drinking coffee, there were families with their arms around each other, and patients in wheelchairs being pushed into the garden

      That had been me in a wheelchair, though not enjoying the sun outside. But images whizzed around my head of being wheeled to the exit, and Johnny pushing me. I caught a glimpse of the emptiness that had been my memory and how the future was bleak, with Metro being the only light in the darkness.

      A hand on my thigh brought me back to the present. “I spy a familiar face.”

      His words were a jolt to my heart, and the baby reacted by kicking my ribs, a favorite pastime. I rewound my thoughts over the events of the past few days. Had any of Mal’s “soldiers” been admitted to hospital? Or Mal himself?

      “It’s Johnny.”

      As my mate pulled up, Johnny opened the door and helped me out. “Wow! Look at you.” We’d kept in touch but hadn’t seen one another for a few weeks. “You’ve blossomed.”

      Metro drove off to park, and I caught sight of a wheelchair. “Is that for me? I’m not sick, just very pregnant.”

      “Not if you don’t want it.”

      I did. “I do. Everywhere aches. Feet, back, legs, ribs.”

      “Good thing I’m familiar with pregnant omegas,” he quipped as he pushed me through the sliding doors.

      “Any change?” There was no need to say anything else. Johnny understood my verbal shorthand.

      “No. But one of the Aurora patients did wake up last night. Says he knows you. A guy by the name of Owen.”

      Owen and I had been besties in elementary school, but we’d developed different interests as we grew older. Once I’d stopped by to see my dad, still in a coma, and told him everything I’d done since I last saw him—well, not everything as I omitted the sex—Johnny took me to a room down the hall.

      “Are you up for a visitor?”

      “Brett! Oh my gods, how are you?” His mottled skin tone and prominent cheekbones told their own story. He lowered his gaze to my belly. “And you’re having a baby? We… the pack… your dad… we didn’t know what happened to you. Mal said you were dead, but your dad, he didn’t…and then the factory… but you're okay.” His frail hand took mine. “Sit and tell me your news.”

      Him forgetting about his own near-death experience, and focusing on what I’d been doing, reminded me of why we’d been friends. “I’m mated to a state trooper and we’re having a baby.”

      “Anyone want lime jello?” Johnny stuck his head in the door.

      “Did you tell him?” I accused Owen.

      “Maybe.” Despite him suffering from chemical poisoning, there was a mischievous sparkle in his eyes that I recognized. When we were kids, we’d both loved lime jello and none of our other friends did.

      “Is there a third lime jello on offer?” Metro poked his head inside the door.

      Poor Owen. I should have warned him. I studied my mate, trying to see him through my friend’s eyes. It was almost as though I was seeing him anew, because my first time I had been confused, scared, and alone, and I had a voice in my head.

      Me!

      Yes, you.

      My Metro was a sexy beast, and if Owen wasn’t so ill, I’d make him leave the room and have sex right here on the hospital bed.

      “Metro. Owen.” My shorthand was getting shorter the closer I came to giving birth.

      But we were interrupted by Johnny racing into the room. “Brett. Your dad’s awake.”

      “Sorry,” I said to Owen.

      “Go. Go.” He grabbed the jello out of my hand. “All the more for me. And tell the Alpha I said hi.”

      Not bothering with a wheelchair, Metro took my arm and walked me up the hall. My fear was that even though Owen seemed fine on the surface, my dad was much older, and I worried about aftereffects.

      “Dad.” I leaned over the bed. The damned beeping of the machines was an unpleasant reminder of when I woke up in a similar room. His eyes were open, and at first there was no recognition. “It’s Brett.”

      “Brett.” The shaky hand that he raised to stroke my face was as frail as his voice. He swallowed. “Am… am I dreaming? Or dead?”

      “No, Dad. I’m here, and we’re both okay.”

      He smiled, but his eyes closed.

      Johnny brought in a cot for me, and Metro ordered food, after apologizing to Johnny that jello wasn’t a food group. Dad woke a few times during the night, and as he hadn’t yet been introduced to Metro, I was the one who comforted him.

      By morning, my father was sitting up, and I was beside him. Metro was slumped in a chair, snoring softly.

      “That’s your mate. Handsome fella.”

      “He got me through the days, weeks, and months when I didn’t know who I was.”

      Metro stirred and stretched. Dad and I were staring at him when he blinked and gazed at us. My mate jumped to his feet and saluted. “Officer Metro Curran, sir.”

      Dad and I shared a glance and giggled. “Come here, babe.”

      Metro strode over to the side of my father’s bed. He was so stiff and formal, his spine straight and his lips pinched together. My poor mate was apparently nervous about meeting my father, and while I felt for him, it was kinda adorable he was so worried. Did he expect the third degree about us having sex? The bump was proof that moment had come and gone.

      In my eyes, as in the guy who hadn’t been able to remember his own name or his wolf, this was a new side of Metro. The more human side where he wasn’t the state trooper, or the alpha to my omega or the dad-to-be. He was a guy about to meet his father-in-law.

      I rubbed his arm to reassure him. My father was an alpha, and the pack’s Alpha, but he was the dad who’d read me bedtime stories and scoured stores for the computer game I wanted for Christmas.

      “Metro and I have decided that if the baby is a boy, we’d like to name him after you. That way, when you and the pack move, our son will keep a part of you with him.”

      “Contri Dawson Junior. I like that,” he said.

      In our pack it had always been a tradition to give a grandchild of an Alpha, their grandfather’s family name. I sent Metro an I’ll deal with this look.

      “Contri Dawson Curran.” The words hung in the air, and I allowed my father time to adjust to the idea.

      “Ahh. Yes. New traditions. I like them. And speaking of new traditions, this incident with Mal has shown me the pack needs fresh blood in the form of a new leader. I’m retiring as Alpha.” He eyed my belly. “Because I want to spend time with my son and grandchild.” He shot a glance at Metro. “And son-in-law.”

      Nice save, Dad.
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      “I should’ve stayed home,” Brett griped. “I’ve been sitting too long, and it’s making my hips ache.” He fidgeted back and forth, wiggling his butt against the seat, looking for a good position.

      I peeked at him from the corner of my eye. There was no answer I could give that wouldn’t make him grumpy. The truth was, his hips always ached, no matter what position he was in. It had nothing to do with my car.

      “I couldn’t leave you at home, omega mine. You know that. What if you went into labor and I wasn’t there?” As much as I wanted to stay home with him, I was saving up all my time off so I could take time after the baby was born. And since I had to do patrols, I decided Brett had to come with me.

      He huffed a tiny snort out through his nose. It would’ve been a bigger sigh if he could’ve managed it, but his lungs were so compressed by the baby at this point that he couldn’t even take a full breath.

      “You’re such a worrywart. This baby is obviously never coming out.” He rolled his eyes, the one show of emotion not at all obstructed by his massive stomach. “He’s so comfy in there, I think I’m going to start charging him rent.”

      “You’re all of twelve hours past your due date. I think it’s a bit early to be making long-term housing decisions. And also, you keep calling the baby him, but it could just as easily be a daughter. We won’t know until we know.”

      He crossed his arms as best he could over his chest and pouted. “Whatever.”

      I had to stifle my laugh. This was his standard response whenever he got too tired to continue a conversation—which was all the time. And in my opinion, he could be as grouchy as he wanted. He was growing my child, after all. I would never be able to fully repay him for that blessing.

      We quickly passed through Bowser, and sure enough, Brett blinked, so he missed it. When we approached Dusk Fall, however, I began to notice a change in his body language. I’d been waiting for this. First, he sat up a little straighter, then he tilted his head back and forth, taking tiny sniffs. Then he rolled the window down and practically shoved his face into the breeze, his seatbelt jerking tight. “What is that amazing smell?” he asked me, the first hint of a smile on his face.

      “Nice, right?”

      “Nice doesn’t properly describe it. It’s… sweet, savory, salty all rolled into one. It’s like if butter and cinnamon got together and made a baby.”

      Now it was my turn to smile. I hadn’t been sure what to order for my mate, but that description sounded like one of Lowell’s salted caramel sticky buns to me.

      I had to keep one hand on his arm to stop him from leaping straight out of the car before I pulled to a complete stop. “Wait for me!” I scolded, but his door was already open and he was halfway across the parking lot. Good thing he was so pregnant, so at least I had a chance to catch up to him.

      He waddled straight over to the display case and pressed both palms and his nose to the glass. “Omigods, I’m in heaven,” he said, half orgasmic moan, half whispered prayer. “Where have you been all my life?” he said, whispering sweet nothings to the pastries.

      Dean laughed, delighted with Brett’s response. “Your mate, I take it?” he asked me, reaching over the counter to shake my hand. “Congrats, Officer.”

      “Seriously, call me Metro. The way my mate is making love to that glass, I think we’ve moved to being on a first-name basis, don’t you?”

      He smirked. “Fair enough.” He introduced himself to Brett, but honestly, I wasn’t sure my mate heard him. His attention was firmly locked on the cinnamon bun Dean was handing him.

      “Mmmm…” he moaned as he took his first bite. Heads turned, probably confirming that nothing obscene was going on over here. I waved awkwardly at the lunch crowd.

      A familiar-looking wolf shifter was making his way over to us. He was a larger alpha, tall and broad, with amber-colored eyes, and while my initial instinct was to step between him and my mate, he had an overall mild demeanor that disarmed me. “Brett!” he said as he got closer.

      Brett turned and smiled a sticky, cinnamony smile at the newcomer, before quickly grabbing a napkin to wipe off his fingers, giving the man a hug. “Saff!”

      My eyebrows went up at the reminder. “Oh! Right, you were one of the wolves to help me out with Mal. Thank you so much for your help. Couldn’t have done it without you.” I offered him my hand, but he just looked at it with an eyebrow raised.

      “I’m not going to shake your hand,” he said.

      “You’re… not?” I was all too familiar with the discrimination toward coyotes, but I guess I thought it wouldn’t be an issue with Brett’s pack, us being mates and all.

      Then Saff broke out in a wide grin with a booming laugh. “No! Of course not! You’re family now. You get a hug!” He gripped me by the shoulder and dragged me in. If I hadn’t seen his wolf with my own two eyes, I would’ve guessed he was a bear with a hug like that. My ribs groaned in protest.

      “What are you doing here?” Brett asked when Saffron had finally released me.

      He hiked a thumb over his shoulder to where two omegas were headed our way—the other two wolves who’d helped during the scuffle with Mal. “We’re here to check out the pack. When their Alpha heard we were looking to relocate, he extended an invitation to us.”

      When the other two reached us, they introduced themselves as Sage and Sorrel. Regardless of their similar names, they couldn’t have been more different from each other. Where Saffron was a huge alpha, Sage was a tall and lanky omega, with moss-green eyes, and Sorrel was a tiny little thing with bright blue eyes. They both hugged me as well, though not nearly so tight.

      “You’re moving here?” Brett asked. “Like, the whole pack?” I could sense more than just idle curiosity. We’d been discussing where to live these past weeks. He told me he was fine living in Fairhome, and that our house was large enough for a couple just starting out, but for some reason, we’d been holding off on decorating the nursery. Every time we discussed paint colors or wallpaper patterns, it never seemed to feel right.

      “It’s one possibility,” Sage said. “We agreed to help run the Aurora pack while our Alpha was in the hospital, but none of us were looking for that kind of responsibility permanently.”

      “Yeah,” Sorrel piped in. “And now that your dad is retiring from the job, it’s leaving us a bit lost. We need a leader, and here’s a man willing to do the job. Hemingway seems like a decent guy. His pack certainly loves him. Nothing like Mal, thank gods.”

      I sat back and let them catch up on pack news for a few minutes, but they soon started reminiscing about their shared childhoods. I just loved the way my mate’s face lit up when they laughed about their time spent running wild together. I’d been so scared about him changing when he got his memories back, but if anything, it had only augmented who he already was to me. He was still the man I fell in love with, but he had become more of himself.

      But then my eyes drifted over to the forgotten plate sitting on the counter. The way Brett had been ready to maul Dean to get that cinnamon bun, he’d sure abandoned it quickly. And then I noticed the way he was perched on the stool, rocking back and forth a little. He began to rub at his belly and tapping his foot on the floor. He stopped talking so much, just letting his friends fill in the silence.

      Minute by minute, he seemed to be getting more fidgety. Then his smile began to falter.

      I hated to interrupt them, but his body language was setting off little alarm bells in my brain. My coyote had picked up on the cues too. Babe, he said. Babe, now, babe.

      Shit. “Um, dearest?” I said carefully, leaning in to rub his back. I didn’t want to scare him, but he’d apparently missed the warning signs.

      “Yes, do more of that, please,” he groaned, pressing into my hand.

      “I’ll rub your back all you want, except—”

      My words were cut off when Brett gasped. He tilted his head down, looking at his lap. I followed his line of sight and saw a dark patch spreading outward. “I think my water just broke.”

      “Now?” Saffron, Sage, and Sorrel all said at once in a chorus.

      “Now,” he agreed.
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      “Not the hospital,” I begged as pain gripped my belly.

      While shifters didn’t usually give birth in a hospital, the memories of me in the Fairhome one and my dad being unconscious in the same facility, I didn’t want our child to take their first breath in a hospital.

      “Don’t worry. We don’t have a hospital,” Dean piped up. “There’s no doctor for miles.”

      I glowered at him, and he almost shrank before my eyes. While I didn’t want to be in a freaking hospital, it would’ve been reassuring to have one close by in case I needed it. Suddenly, the place where Dad and I had recovered didn’t seem so bad.

      Dean practically melted in front of me as I fixed my omega in labor gaze on him. He gulped. “Just n-need to ch-check the… the… something or other isn’t burning.” He scuttled off.

      “We do have a clinic with an experienced midwife. You’ll be well taken care of if that’s what you want.” The voice was calm and yet authoritative, but the scent was human. Metro had mentioned there were humans mated to Dusk Fall pack wolves.

      “Thank you.” I breathed a little easier on hearing that.

      “I’m Tiago, the Alpha Omega. Would you like to come to our home?” He glanced at the puddle on the floor. “Those wet clothes must be uncomfortable.”

      “That’s kind of you.” But I didn’t want to have my baby in someone else’s home.

      “Brett, there’s a tradition here in Dusk Fall that a baby has to be born on the soil,” Saff noted, “or they won’t be part of the pack. That’s so cool.”

      I glared at my friend as a contraction squeezed my belly, and I gripped the counter. Once it passed I said to my wolf, That wasn’t so bad. If all the contractions were like that, I can do this. But I caught Sorrel whispering to Sage that contractions were so intense right before and during the actual birth, and in the old days, omegas bit down on strips of leather.

      My wolf growled at the pair, and they blanched, but Tiago took charge. “No more helpful advice, guys. Brett and Metro have this in hand.” He shooed them off, but Saff’s mention of the dirt had me lumbering toward the door. That had to be true, right? He wouldn’t just say that.

      Unless Metro raced me back to Fairhome—and for what, the baby didn’t care where he came into the world—being born in the town would give our little one an option. Like getting a passport for a second country. That was what was calling me, the soil. The earth in Aurora used to talk to me that way, but not anymore.

      “Love, where are you going?” Metro was at my elbow.

      “To find the dirt,” I wailed. My first impression of Dusk Fall had been positive, and it wasn’t just the baked goodies. And then the Three S’s—as Saffron, Sorrel, and Sage were known—were putting down roots, maybe, maybe my extended pack family could do the same.

      There was an aroma wafting through the trees when we arrived. Not the one from the diner, but a more subtle, more permanent one rising from the earth itself. It was sending me a message that this was where we belonged, and if our child was born on this land, this place would be their home. Maybe it wouldn’t happen and we’d live out our days in Fairhome, but it felt right.

      That was why I was insistent on getting in the dirt.

      Tiago and a wolf shifter appeared, their arms full of blankets, waterproof sheets, towels and pillows. The Alpha Omega handed Metro an oversized shirt and a sarong, and he raised a brow. “For Brett.” Then he directed his words to me. “I wasn’t sure what you wanted or if you’d chosen a location.”

      “There.” I pointed to a huge tree, its outstretched branches offering my soon-to-be family a welcome. “Under that.” As I stepped onto the grass, I asked my mate to remove my shoes. I wanted a connection to the earth. Tiago laid out the blankets and pillows. He pointed to a pile of dirt, bare of grass. “Just in case you want to smear it on the baby’s skin.” And then it was as though he melted away, and it was just me, my mate, and the bump.

      Metro helped me take off my clothes and wrapped the sarong around me just as a contraction took hold. He dropped the piece of patterned cloth to hold me, leaving me naked, not that I cared, because my attention was on breathing through the pain, and as a shifter, I didn’t give a damn about anyone seeing my butt.

      Poor Metro, he didn’t know where to be. He got behind me, but I told him to get in front, and I leaned on his broad chest until I was free of pain. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a shifter waving and holding a container of sorts. “Ice chips!” he mouthed.

      My mate collected them. “That was Dean. He said this was a peace offering.”

      I nodded, thinking I’d apologize to him once the baby was here. Besides, he owed me a cinnamon bun. Needing to take the weight off my feet, I asked Metro to put me on the blanket. Being on all fours was the most comfortable position, and I rocked my hips and moaned as my mate massaged my hips.

      “What’s this for?” He stuck a hollow rolling pin under my nose.

      “Massage, babe. Fill… owww… it with… owww owww… ice.”

      “Oops. Whoops. Oh, dear.” Metro’s trembling hands dropped ice on the ground, but when he had enough stuffed in, he rolled it over my lower back.

      “That feels so good.” That was a little white lie, but it was much better than earlier, and I concentrated on bringing the baby into the world, knowing the contractions were moving the baby down, while I was rocking my hips from side to side.

      This is really painful, I told my wolf.

      Yes!

      I didn’t want to upset Metro into thinking I couldn’t do this, that I needed medical help. But a contraction, a really strong one, took hold of my belly and squeezed, and my plan of not worrying my mate was shredded. Fuck that! “It hurts,” I shrieked.

      “What can I do?” Metro flapped his hands.

      “Talk to me,” I begged. “And get on your hands and knees beside me and breathe.”

      “Okay, okay. I can breathe.”

      As a state trooper, Metro had once delivered a baby in his cruiser, beside the road, but that knowledge and skills were of little use when it was his mate and our child. But I needed a partner.

      Metro, being the man and the alpha I knew, he put away his doubts and became the birth coach I needed. We settled into a routine. My mate panted with me through contractions, offered me ice chips during the downtime, rubbed my back and described the shape of the clouds, telling me they were taking bets as to whether the baby was a boy or a girl.

      I lost track of time, but as the contractions grew closer together, I felt the need to push. “It’s time, babe. You need to catch the baby while I push.” Digging my fingers through the grass and into the soil, the earth gave me some of its strength, and I pushed.

      Gods, make the pain stop and let the baby be okay.

      Push, my beast urged. Push!

      I expected the baby to pop out, but there was another push, and another. Time blurred, and there was just pushing. I had little strength left, and I was covered in sweat and dirt, and when Metro yelled that he could see the baby’s head, that gave me another spurt of energy. I was doing this. I could do this.

      “It’s a boy. We have a son.” A sharp cry pierced the silence that had grown in the seconds since I stopped grunting. I sank onto the blankets, and tears streamed over my cheeks. My body, which had looked after our little one for months, trembled. Exhaustion, coupled with relief of having pushed out a little shifter and knowing he was safe, had me sobbing.

      Metro handed me the baby, and I held him close and stroked his cheek with my dirt-smudged fingers. “Hello, my little shifter. Welcome to the world. I’m your omega dad.” I peered at Metro who’d joined us on the blankets. “And this guy is your alpha father.” My mate sniffed, his tear-stained cheeks evidence that I wasn’t the only one overcome with emotion.

      “Contri Dawson Curran.” My mate stroked the baby’s dark hair matted to his scalp. “He has your nose, which is a blessing.”

      I giggled. “Don’t make me laugh. It hurts. And I love your nose.”

      We both lay on the grass as the sun sank over the horizon. “What was the thing about the dirt?” Metro asked.

      I stroked his cheek, leaving a smudge of Dusk Fall soil. “Insurance.”
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      Brett’s footsteps echoed through the empty house. “What are you looking for?” I called after him.

      “Nothing,” he said. “Or something. Anything we might have missed.”

      “What could we have possibly missed? The movers have already picked up all the boxes and furniture.”

      “I don’t know. Something,” he wailed from somewhere deep in the house.”

      I laughed, and Contri startled in my arms at the reverberating sound. “Oops, sorry, my pup.” I bounced him a few times until he calmed again, his eyelids drifting shut once more.

      Our little one was an awful sleeper, constantly on alert at even the smallest sound. I swore it was because he didn’t want to miss a thing, and I couldn’t blame him, after all the excitement while he was in the womb. His omega father had defeated a rebellion with the stroke of a pen, after all. That was the stuff of legend.

      I hoped we would have a few years of peace, at least, until Contri decided to take after his father.

      When Brett came back down the hallway, his hands were obviously empty. “Find anything?” I asked.

      “Nothing.” He pouted, as if disappointed that he’d come up short.

      “Maybe you should check the kitchen,” I suggested, barely hiding my smirk.

      He narrowed his eyes. “No need to patronize me.”

      “I’m not, I swear.” I drew an X with my finger over my chest. “Now that I mention it, though, I don’t think I saw your favorite mug in the glassware box. Maybe it’s still in the cupboard.”

      He huffed a sigh. I knew he was trying to stay strong and resisting the urge to look, but now that I’d mentioned it, the thought was niggling at the back of his brain. What if he had forgotten to pack his favorite mug?

      Finally, he growled at me. “You’d better not be playing a game with me.”

      I waited, listening, holding my breath as he stomped across the linoleum and swung open the cupboard. There was total silence for a moment, and then the much softer footfalls as he came back from the kitchen, cradling the small velvet box in the palm of his hand.

      “What’s this?” he whispered, tears beginning to pool. He knew exactly what it was.

      I stepped closer to him and lowered myself to one knee, Contri tucked carefully against my chest. And of course, our pup didn’t want to miss this, so his little eyes popped open, and he stared up at his omega dad. It only seemed to bring on Brett’s tears even faster.

      “Brett, will you do me the honor of becoming not just my mate, but my husband?”

      He wiped at his cheeks frantically, trying to keep the tears at bay. “But… wolves don’t need to get married. Neither do coyotes. Mating means so much more than that. We’re already bound for life.”

      I took his hand in mine. “I know that, but I’ve always had one foot in the human world. I have a lot of human friends, and I want them to understand how devoted I am to you and our child. You are my everything, and I want to tie myself to you in every way possible.” I didn’t know how to fully describe what I was feeling, but I had to try. “I’ve been on my own for as long as I can remember, but then you came along and changed everything. And I know you grew up around a tight-knit community, but I never had a pack.”

      “Well, you do now,” he said, dropping to his knees beside me and dragging me into a deep kiss, mindful of our baby between us. I knew he didn’t just mean our new home at Dusk Fall, but also my mate and our child. Not only did we have an entire wolf pack watching our backs, but we were now our own pack of three.

      “Is that a yes?” I asked when I finally managed to drag myself away from his lips.

      His smile melted every doubt. “Yes, it’s a yes.”

      I was about to kiss him again, but Contri gave a little gurgle, so instead, I dropped a gentle peck on his forehead. “I love my new pack. And maybe in a few months, we could talk about getting some new members… like a little brother or sister for Contri.”

      Brett chuckled and shook his head. “We’ll see about that.”

      The bare floor was hard on our knees, so we cut our blissful moment a bit short and made our way out to the car. My two-bedroom bungalow had been a nice home for a short while, but we’d outgrown it. It was time for the next phase of our life together. We headed down the driveway and bundled Contri into his car seat.

      I got behind the wheel of our brand-new SUV, with my mate (and fiancé) beside me. He looked across at me, but his smile drooped after a second. “Wait… you did see my favorite mug in the box, right…?”

      Chuckling, I pulled him across the console to kiss soundly. “Yes, omega mine, I saw your mug.”

      “Okay, good.”

      Leaving the city was bittersweet. I would miss the hustle and bustle, the hum of traffic, my small group of friends, but what I was gaining made it more than worth it. Dusk Fall was a better place to raise a family, and I had never felt so welcome as when the pack offered us a place among them.

      I worked everything out with my boss so that I got to keep my job. They agreed that since I was moving into the middle of my usual patrol district, it might even work out to everyone’s benefit. I would essentially be on-call support every time there was a missing hiker, but I didn’t mind in the least. I looked forward to doing my part for my new extended family. And thanks to the more reliable internet being installed out here, I could now easily do most of my paperwork from home.

      Contri must’ve realized he wouldn’t miss anything by taking a quick snooze, so he slept the entire drive out to Dusk Fall, waking only as we turned off the highway. The old gravel road had been paved, and I followed the main street through town, pulling up beside the moving truck in front of our new home.

      “It’s yellow!” Brett said, grinning at me.

      I shrugged. “Aran asked me what color we wanted it, and I know it’s your favorite color.”

      “It is. I love it, and I love you.” His kiss lingered this time. We hadn’t had a lot of time with just the two of us since Contri was born, but I had a feeling now that we were living with the pack, we would have more babysitters than we could count.

      Now that the car had stopped its rocking, Contri began to fuss against the car seat restraints. “Okay, we’re coming,” Brett said. “Hold your horses.”

      As we got out of the car, I saw the welcome party had arrived. Most of the pack had turned out, and it seemed they had already moved all the boxes and furniture in for us. “You didn’t have to do that,” I said, feeling a warmth and sense of belonging tingle in my chest.

      “That’s what packs do,” Hem said, gripping my shoulder firmly. “We share the load. And in this case, it was a literal load. Like, seriously, you guys own a lot of stuff.” We all laughed with his teasing.

      The best part of the pack were all the kids. They were weaving in and out of the group, playing a game of tag, and Contri looked like he couldn’t wait to learn how to run and chase after them.

      My coyote too. Run, he said, urging me to shift.

      No, it’s not time, I insisted. I had Contri in my arms, first of all, not to mention an entire group of people who’d turned up to help us move. It would be rude to go for a run now.

      Except the air smelled of sap and loam, and I knew the mossy ground would feel spongy beneath my paws. I couldn't help the look of yearning I shot toward the trees.

      Oscar must’ve seen the look, because he stepped up and held his arms out. “Here, I’ll watch him for a bit. You two look like you need to get out of your skin for a bit.”

      “Really?” Brett asked, but he was already peeling off his shirt and kicking off his shoes.

      “Yes, really,” Contri Sr. said as he came down the front stairs of the house next door to ours. He was still walking with a cane, and I could see the pain that came with the effort it took him to get around, but he’d been adamant that he was done with the hospital. He said being around his grandson would be the best medicine for him, and the pack made sure to place us side by side.

      “Dad!” Brett called, jogging over to him. “You beat us here!”

      The former Alpha was still an impressive wolf, but in the presence of his grandson, he practically melted. “Come here, my little namesake,” he cooed. “Now you guys go and get your run in. We’ll be fine without you.”

      “Thanks, everyone. We’ll be back in a few minutes,” Brett said, grabbing my hand and tugging me toward the trees, while working on his pants with his other hand. I had a feeling he had more in mind than just a run, and it would most definitely take more than a few minutes.
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      Are you done with work? I pressed send and focused on my lemon meringue pie.

      Metro’s reply arrived a minute later. Almost. Thirty minutes.

      Meet me at the diner.

      “Want to join us, Brett?” I glanced up while licking a dollop of fluffy meringue from my lips. Tiago was sitting in a booth opposite. Aran, Giles, and Hank were with him, and they waved as they each devoured a mouthful of pie.

      “That’s kind of you.” As Aran’s broad shoulders took up a significant amount of space, no way could both Tiago and I squeeze in beside him, so Dean brought me a chair. We’d gotten off to a rocky start, Dean and I, but after I apologized for wanting to tear his eyes out and explained I’d been in labor and him saying he was sorry for being insensitive, we’d become firm friends. He’d even offered me a job here after hearing I wasn’t bad in the kitchen.

      I glanced at the four humans. “I’m not intruding, am I?”

      “Not at all,” Aran insisted. “We get together once a week and talk about some of the challenges of being mated to a shifter.”

      Tiago lifted his coffee cup. “While we’re here enjoying these delicious treats, I dub you an honorary human.” We all clinked cups and each took a sip.

      “So, tell me, what is it that irks you about your shifter mates?” I asked. This was going to be interesting. I loved a good gossip session.

      “His ability to sneak up on me,” Giles noted. “Gives me a fright when Mac appears and I have no warning.”

      Metro and I didn’t have that problem, as both of us were shifters.

      The others nodded as they ate their pie and sipped coffee.

      “But you know what I do enjoy?” Hank smirked.

      We all leaned forward. This was going to be juicy. “Lowell’s ability to work all day, play with Ivailo and put him to bed, and then pound into me all night long.” Everyone sniggered, suggesting they were in agreement.

      “We had sex outside on a full moon the night we met,” Tiago admitted.

      The rest of us giggled, and Giles high-fived the Alpha Omega.

      “I broke into Lowell’s cabin and nibbled his pies,” Hank said.

      The fork I was holding froze halfway to my mouth. “When you say pies, do you mean these?” I indicated our plates. “Or… ummm.” There was no need to check my face in a mirror. My cheeks were burning as I imagined Hank with his mouth on his wolf shifter’s balls.

      Everyone laughed as Giles spat out a mouthful of pie, and Aran offered him a napkin. “Gods, I can’t take you anywhere, little bro,” he said. “But talking of our mates, Oscar escaped out a window from his own house, leaving me alone.”

      Giles shrugged as he’d probably heard the story before, but I soaked in the gossip like a sponge.

      “How did you react when your mate revealed his wolf?” I couldn’t imagine how life-altering it was to discover there was an alternate universe, living beside and intertwined with the human world. The pie on my fork plopped onto the plate as my hand trembled. How could I have forgotten so quickly? That was exactly what had happened to me. I had more in common with these humans than I first thought.

      They each went around the table relating how they’d learned about shifters. Giles’s experience was a little different, as he’d been informed earlier, when his brother Aran mated.

      “As an honorary human, may I ask how you feel about your children being shifters? Will you feel awkward if you’re the only human in your immediate family?”

      “Not at all,” Tiago answered. “While it’s not definite, we’re fairly certain our kids are shifters. I’m pretty sure the shifter gene is dominant. But whether they’re human or shifter, we’ll love them the same.”

      The diner door opened, and without looking up, Metro’s scent assaulted me.

      “Is there space for one more?” he asked as he kissed the top of my head.

      “Sure, but I have to get home,” Aran noted. “We’re breaking ground on a new project tomorrow and I have paperwork to finish up.”

      The remaining three all made their excuses, saying they had to get home to kids and dinner.

      “Was it something I said?” Metro asked as he slid into the booth, and I took a seat opposite him.

      “Nope. They had only allotted an hour to chat.”

      “Will it spoil my appetite if I order ice cream?”

      This had become a joke in our household. My mate loved putting cream, ice cream, frosting, or honey on my naked body and lapping it off. And as an advance warning of what he was going to do, he’d ask if it would spoil his appetite. I ran my foot between his legs and replied, “I don’t think so. In fact, I know it won’t.”

      Dean brought a big bowl of ice cream, and Metro tucked in while I chatted about my day.

      “I told you they’d be here.” My dad strode up to our booth with Contri on his hip.

      “Hello, my darling.” Opening my arms, I took our son and inhaled his unique aroma. Metro leaned in, and Contri gave him a sloppy kiss.

      “Did you have fun with Grandpa?”

      He nodded and showed me a wooden car my father had made and ran it back and forth over the table. I ruffled his hair, wondering when we were going to tell him he was going to have a brother or sister in about six months.

      The Three S’s charged in, their cheeks pink from exertion. Their eyes snapped to Dad and nodded. “Senior.” It has taken a while for them and the rest of my former pack to stop referring to my father as Alpha. But as he was Contri Senior, my father suggested the most logical moniker was Senior, and it stuck, and the whole of Dusk Fall used the term whether they belonged to our old pack or not.

      “There you are, Metro,” Saff and the others were out of breath, which for a shifter suggested they’d been sprinting.

      “Guys, I’m off-duty.”

      Technically that may have been true, but everyone in the pack, and the surrounding areas, understood a state trooper was always on call in a small community.

      “Someone’s been snooping around our house.”

      Metro shoved a spoonful of ice cream in his mouth before delivering a withering look at the three. “Let me get this straight. Three wolves sharing a house in the middle of a town full of wolves—”

      I interrupted with, “Plus one coyote.”

      My mate grinned, and he nudged me under the table while Contri gurgled and lunged for the ice cream. But those shifter reflexes of Metro’s had him whisking the bowl out of our son’s reach. Contri complained, not that he wanted to eat the ice cream, because amazingly after having one taste, he didn’t like it. No, Contri wanted to toss the bowl and its contents on the floor. It was a habit we were trying to wean him off.

      I offered our son a slice of cheese, and he occupied himself tearing bits off before dropping them in his mouth.

      Metro resumed eating his ice cream, and after another mouthful he continued. “You think someone has been spying on you?”

      “We don’t know exactly,” Sage admitted.

      Metro put down his spoon. “What do you know?”

      “Footprints,” Sorrel burst out.

      “And?”

      “The gate was left open.”

      “Well, let me get my handcuffs and arrest that sneaky foot-printer. Can’t have people leaving those around Dusk Fall.”

      The three S’s shared a glance. “Are you messing with us, Metro?” Saff asked.

      “What do you want me to do? Arrest someone for walking up your path? It might have been a neighbor. Or one of you forgot to latch the gate.” He leaned back and rubbed his belly. “I have a suggestion.”

      The three leaned forward.

      “Ignore it. Or if it happens again, take turns to stand guard.”

      Judging by their faces, it wasn’t what they’d expected to hear. They headed out the door, with Sage saying, “I need eight hours sleep, so I can’t possibly stay up all night.”

      “I’m not a morning person, so afternoons are perfect,” Sorrel announced.

      “But I want afternoons,” Sass interjected.

      Their squabbling faded as they walked away from the diner.

      “What was that about?”

      My mate shrugged. “Maybe they’re bored or it’s taking them more time to adjust to a new pack than expected.”

      “Do you think someone is sneaking around town, up to no good?”

      Metro snorted and raised a brow. “Up to no good?”

      I whacked his arm and laughed with him. I sounded like a cartoon sheriff in a program I watched as a kid.

      “Maybe I should start using that expression when I arrest people,” he noted.

      I loved his teasing, and Contri, both Junior and Senior, giggled along with us.

      As we made our way home, Contri sitting on Metro’s shoulders, Dad said he was eating dinner at Patrick’s in Bowser.

      “Moving to Dusk Fall was a wise decision. It’s the perfect place to raise a family, and even though I’m a coyote, not a wolf, I feel so at home here,” Metro said.

      “Me too.” Three generations of our family lived in Dusk Fall, and we were expecting another new baby. “Lying in that hospital bed with my memories wiped, I couldn’t have imagined this life. I’m so lucky you walked into my room that day.”

      “I'm the lucky one.” We shared a kiss, and Contri complained when he didn't get one, so we kissed him too and walked hand in hand toward not only our home, but our future.
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      All he wants for Christmas is a family…

      Alpha wolf shifter Noel has always hated Christmas. Everyone just assumes he’ll be festive to the max, with a name like his, but it couldn’t be further from the truth. He can’t help but associate this time of year with sadness and loss, and he’d much rather just hibernate for the entire month of December. The irony isn’t lost on him, however, when he finds himself wearing a bright red suit, chanting ho, ho, ho.

      Omega fae Calen loves this time of year. The lights, the tinsel, the overall joy–it fills him to bursting with Christmas spirit. This is the exact reason why he’s always first in line amongst his coworkers at the department store to volunteer to work at Santa’s Workshop.

      The two find themselves working together, and while their personalities clash, Noel can’t help but feel himself being drawn under Calen’s spell. Will the grumpy alpha find a way to change his mind about the holiday season? It would be a Christmas miracle.

      Harper B. Cole, Colbie Dunbar, and Trisha Linde bring you The Noel Before Christmas, a feel-good MM Mpreg Christmas romance. The novel features an alpha wolf shifter who not only thinks Christmas is overrated but actively ignores it each year, an omega fae who so loves Christmas he listens to carols year-round, a couple who approach life and the holiday season from different sides,a workplace where their attraction can’t be ignored,an unexpected pregnancy, an adorable baby, and a tinsel-covered HEA. If you love stories where opposites attract, grab your copy today.
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      To keep up to date on Harper’s new releases, giveaways, and upcoming projects, sign up for her newsletter here: https://mailchi.mp/9c6c3216d213/cafeombooks

      

      To follow Trisha Linde, you can subscribe to her newsletter here: https://www.subscribepage.com/trisha_linde

      

      Follow Colbie on Bookbub here: https://www.bookbub.com/profile/colbie-dunbar
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