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      All the better to eat you with...

      

      Alpha Aran has always been the biggest of his brothers, the oldest, the most responsible, and therefore, he’s also the one tasked with running the family business, Gruff Construction. It only feels natural to take care of everyone in his life, even some distant relative he barely knows. Sure, he doesn’t mind bringing chicken soup to his foster mother’s estranged father in the middle of the woods… the woods filled with the sound of howling wolves… Nothing weird about that. What he isn’t expecting, though, is finding someone who wants to take care of him for a change.

      Omega wolf shifter Oscar has been waiting to meet his match… or rather, his mate. No one in his old pack piqued his interest, and he thought a new pack might offer more enticing options. Except it’s just more of the same. His biological clock is ticking, and it doesn’t help that he’s become the de facto den father, surrounded by everyone else’s babies. For once, he wants to take care of someone he can call his own. However, no one is more surprised than he is when he stumbles on a mouth-watering human stranger in the forest, and he finds himself tempted to take a bite.

      Harper B. Cole, Colbie Dunbar, and Trisha Linde bring you Red, the second book in the Fairest Of Them All series. The novel features an alpha who’s overcome enormous hurdles to build a successful career, an omega wolf shifter who is lonely even when surrounded by his pack, a newly formed pack that’s trying to preserve and conserve both their traditions and the environment, a chance meeting with instant chemistry, an unexpected pregnancy, and an HEA despite the odds. If you love stories where opposites attract and when both the alpha and omega are prepared to give everything up to find their happily ever after, grab your copy today.
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      “The structural engineer says the walls aren’t strong enough. We need to redo the plans.” My brother Giles delivered the bad news as he stormed through my office door and thrust a set of blueprints at me.

      Giles slumped into the chair opposite me and stuck his feet on the desk, the treads on his boots clogged with red dirt from a site visit, while his overpowering cologne had my eyes watering. Knowing my middle brother the way I did, now that he’d dumped the information in my lap, he expected me to do something about it.

      Me and my two younger brothers—the second one being William, or Billy as we called him when we were in teasing mode—were equal partners in our company, Gruff Construction. But as the oldest, and the one with the most commanding presence, I was the nominal head.

      That was how Giles especially described me when he was sucking up. Commanding presence! That was his way of saying he expected me to smooth over problems with clients and contractors. Even William, my younger bro, who was mated and had a baby, thought of me that way.

      And while it was true I was physically taller than both of them and had broad shoulders, those same shoulders sagged under the weight of the responsibility involved with running a company and being head of the family. Though I suspected both my brothers would argue we were all equal outside of work.

      While we weren’t blood relatives—we’d all been fostered by the same woman, Gloria Gruff—our oft-quoted motto was, “We are a family of choice, a found family.”

      “That’s a bummer.” Now it was William’s turn to wander in and commiserate about the setback to our planned project that was due to break ground in a couple of weeks. Not only would it be delayed, costing us a bunch in the process, but we’d also need the architect to redo the blueprints. And that architect was standing right in front of me. William.

      Pushing the chair back so it slammed into the wall—which it did on multiple occasions, the peeling paint and dent in the drywall a testament to how often it happened—I leaned against the window and peered outside at passersby hurrying to get their lunch before they had to be back at their desks.

      In the past year, Gruff Construction had increased its profits by thirty percent, and we’d hired more staff and moved into bigger offices. But that put more responsibility on me, and some days I longed to be a cubicle worker who started at nine, finished at five, and didn’t think of their job again until the following morning.

      A phone pinged. Not mine.

      “Ohhh, look at James.” Without glancing over, I knew William was holding up the phone, expecting me and Giles to oooh and ahhh over our nephew doing something cute. Or naughty. Or anything in between. I adored Cole and William’s son, but right now, I didn’t have the energy to smile over a series of cute photos.

      But Giles stepped up and made the appropriate noises. “Look at that little guy with his face covered in chocolate.'' With my brothers’ chatter as background noise, I made a mental list of everything I had to do before leaving the office tonight. It stretched until late evening and my head hurt as I detailed the tasks waiting for me.

      “Aran, you’re not looking. He’s so damned precious,” Giles insisted.

      And he was. James’s dimpled cheeks were streaked with chocolate.

      I took great pride in watching my youngest brother being a dad, and it stirred long-buried feelings, ones I’d squashed because the path to fatherhood required a mate, and I didn’t see that in my future. When had I last been on a date? Thinking about that left a nasty taste in my mouth, so I did what I always did—I focused on work.

      “Giles, why don’t you schedule a meeting with William and Charles, the engineer, this afternoon. Charles can figure out how long these changes will set us back.”

      My middle brother snorted. “Come on, Aran. You’re so much better at smoothing over ruffled feelings than I am.” That much was true, but only because I was the one who took on those unpleasant tasks. And I gave off an air of confidence. Most of the time I did, but not today. I was tired and needed my brothers to step up.

      Being the eldest of three, I was the classic oldest child. Our foster mom had always looked to me to take care of the younger two when she dashed to the grocery store or went to the hairdresser. And that reminded me, I hadn’t heard from her in a week or two.

      “William, have you spoken to Gloria lately?”

      His smile faded and his face went blank as he looked up from the phone, and I could see him calculating the days and weeks in his head. “Can’t recall. It’s been a while. James has been teething. Molars, and neither Cole nor I have gotten much sleep lately. I’ll phone her tonight.”

      I adored my little brother, and being a parent was a full-time job, so I cut him plenty of slack when it came to leaving work early and coming in late, but I wished he’d call our mom once without being reminded.

      There was a commotion outside my door, but I ignored it, because if I paid attention, I’d be sucked into making it right. Giles went to investigate and stuck his head back in the door. “Copier’s busted.” I acknowledged him with a nod, but he stood there expectantly. Was I supposed to be on intimate terms with the workings of a photocopier?

      “We lease the damned machine for a reason, Giles,” I snapped. My brother's blank expression had me leading him to the answer. “Because the company we lease it from does…” I trailed off, leaving him to complete the sentence.

      “The repairs! Got it.”

      My brother wasn’t in his comfort zone among computers, carpeted floors, and the constant office chatter. His skills were managing workers on our building sites. But anything to do with technology, he left to me and Willam, other than his phone. He loved that device, and the constant ding ding ding from his bedroom at night often interrupted my sleep.

      He and I were both single and still lived in the house that, until recently, William, Cole, and James had also called home. I missed having us all under one roof, but there were benefits to not living with your mated brother and young nephew.

      I grabbed my coat from the back of my chair and both William and Giles moved aside as I strode into the main office. Giles slapped me on the back. “I said you were the alpha for the job.”

      Without looking back, I said, “I’m going out for lunch.” The sharp intake of breath from one or both of them was enough. I rarely went out for a bite to eat and never when there was a crisis.

      “Are you sure you don’t want me to order in? I’ve got Thanh’s Bánh Mì on speed dial.

      “Nah, I feel like a change today.” That wasn’t completely true. I would be eating bánh mì. Those crispy small baguettes filled with pork, pickled cucumber and carrots, and so many yummy herbs were my go-to on days I was in the office. But instead of ordering takeout, I was going to eat mine in the park.

      The elevator door closed behind me and I enjoyed that sinking sensation as it slid to the first floor. Out in the bright sunshine, I strolled to the bánh mì shop, grabbed my lunch, and then sat on a bench in the park. It was a different world to the one I usually inhabited.

      Firstly, I should have brought sunscreen, so I moved onto the grass under a shady tree. There were dads and moms chatting to other parents while their kids played nearby, office workers gossiping and giggling. When was the last time I giggled? I couldn’t remember. If I ever did, Giles would probably rush me to the ER.

      An elderly couple strolled along a path, arm in arm, while pushing a stroller. I wanted that. A mate to grow old with and kids, then one day, grandkids. But working seven days a week, as I often did, wasn’t the way to meet single omegas.

      A young boy kicked a football toward me and I caught it and threw it back. “Thanks, sir.” He ran back to his dads. Sir! He called me sir! Working long hours had given me the occasional gray hair, and when I shaved, the bathroom mirror illuminated the fine lines near my eyes. But sir?

      Sirs belonged in corporate offices and had large expense accounts. They glided through life, their salt-and-pepper hair giving them a distinguished air. I didn’t recognize those people. I was a boots-on-the-ground guy with dirt under my nails at the end of each day.

      My phone pinged. Damn, I should have left it in the office. I ignored it and it dinged again. I resisted as long as I could before checking the display. Giles. Copier’s being fixed.

      Seriously, he interrupted my lunch to tell me that?
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      “Ah, ah,” I scolded Daciana gently. “That was Marrok’s toy first.”

      The little angel looked up at me, innocence in her clear blue eyes… and then she promptly snatched the toy back, eliciting a piercing howl from her twin brother. He lunged, sharp little baby teeth bared, intent on drawing blood.

      Luckily, I was faster than a toddler, though not by much. These two were lightning quick!

      I scooped Marrok up and tucked him under one arm, Daciana under the other. These two were going to be trouble as they grew up. Their alpha father was pack Alpha, and a strong one at that. His genes were obviously dominant over his human mate’s, as there was no doubt these two held a wolf’s blood in their veins.

      “Time to cool off for a few minutes,” I declared in my firmest voice. As much as I preferred to be kind and gentle with children, these little troublemakers needed me to exert my dominance over them. They reached for each other across my stomach, their legs kicked my back in an attempt to get at one another.

      I sighed, plunking the children in separate playpens. They fought constantly, these two, but in five minutes, they would be over it, disagreement forgotten, and they would probably be cuddling together for a nap soon enough, but in the meantime, however, the entire room was filled with their hollers.

      It didn’t even faze the other children; they were used to it. There were five other pups today, most of them under the age of one, but I had no doubt I would need to hire someone to help out soon. Our pack was still growing—and quickly at that. Word had spread of the bold and forward-thinking Alpha, and our Dusk Fall townsite was expanding at an impressive rate.

      Our Alpha, Hemingway, believed in clean energy and renewable resources, protecting nature and giving back whenever we could. He believed in putting family first over business, and nurturing community. The very air in the forest around us was practically vibrating with happiness and utter joy.

      So… why wasn’t I happy?

      I’d moved to Hemingway’s new pack when life in Bowser had become too humdrum. The town was wonderful, I had no complaints—well, one complaint. I’d grown up in that town, and I knew everyone. And they knew every little thing about me—my likes and dislikes, my habits, my faults—and to this day, not one of them had picked me as their mate.

      To be fair, I hadn’t picked any of them, either.

      So, when Hemingway made the decision to start his own pack, it seemed like a golden opportunity. The chance for a fresh start.

      The chance for love.

      And yet, even with all these new alphas and omegas to choose from, I still found myself alone.

      A cooing voice brought me back to the present. Oh, right. I’m not alone. I’m just trapped taking care of everyone else’s babies. I felt guilty considering myself as trapped. This was what I wanted. I loved babies, and babies loved me. This job brought me joy.

      Except for when it made me sad.

      I picked the babbling baby up into my arms, breathing in her fresh scent, my heart aching in my chest. Oh, how I loved these kids.

      Olivia was only four months old, but she was already trying to crawl. Pups learned how to motor sooner than humans, their inner wolves driving them to run, to jump, to frolic. To hunt. Those how-to baby books were totally wasted when it came to raising shifters.

      I cradled Olivia to my chest, as if it would somehow make her warmth seep through my skin, but all it did was make me feel… empty. I was keenly aware that she wasn’t mine, that I would have to give her back at the end of the day. I was missing too many of the important things in my life, and reality was cold, especially as the sun began to sink behind the trees. Evening was approaching, and that meant only one thing.

      There was a knock at the door, and the dread pressed down on my shoulders. “Whose daddy will that be?” I asked.

      Three crawlers started making their way toward the door at an excited pace. I jogged ahead and opened the door before they could get there and block the entrance.

      “Oscar, good evening,” Hemingway said, his smile wide. He tickled under Olivia’s chin with a finger, and she giggled and made a grab for his hand.

      “Hem, hey. Come on in.” I stepped to the side to let him in, then quickly closed the door before any pups could escape.

      Hemingway missed nothing, and his eyes zeroed in on his children in their separate playpens. He narrowed his gaze at them, and they dipped their chins, suddenly very silent. “Not too much trouble, I hope,” he said, a warning in his voice, but I knew it wasn’t directed at me.

      “Nah, just kids being kids.”

      He hummed and headed over to grab his children. “The place is looking great.” He scanned the room quickly, assessing the quality of the construction.

      Hem’s mate, Tiago, owned a property development company, Looking Glass Construction, and they’d contracted a company to build the homes in town, but they hadn’t been able to keep up with demand lately. I knew Hem was thinking about bringing in a second company to help with constructing the new businesses planned to go in along the highway. As the community grew, there was a high demand for jobs, and whoever he hired would need to get in line with his eco-friendly plan.

      My home was nothing special, but it had been built specifically for my needs. It was a massive room, with all the electrical sockets installed at a height where little fingers couldn’t easily get to them. There were no stairs, no cabinets without locking doors, no lamps to tip over, no sharp corners. The perfect place for babies.

      Looking around, a stranger might’ve assumed I was raising a massive family, toys strewn about, but I had no babies of my own. And at the end of the day, the cautious house design no longer made sense for a single omega living alone.

      “Come on, you little devils,” Hem said, heaving his children over his shoulders, his muscles rippling under his shirt. I looked away, blushing. He was my Alpha, and mated on top of it. I needed to find my own alpha—an omega had needs, and mine certainly weren’t being met.

      “Same time tomorrow?” Hem asked, making his way toward the door.

      “Yes, absolutely. See you then. Bye, Daciana! Bye, Marrok!” They waved their chubby little hands back at me over their father’s shoulders, and I felt just a tiny bit heavier.

      Over the next twenty minutes, one by one, all the parents came to take their children home for the night. As the last of them walked down the front path, I choked back a sob. I should’ve been happy. These kids were my whole life, but even as I smiled, it felt a little… forced. Fake. Shallow.

      This is so much better than running the B&B in Bowser, I tried to convince myself, but my words rang hollow.

      I stood in the middle of the room, despising the quiet. I walked over to the stereo to turn on some music, but it just picked up where it had left off. “The wheels on the bus go round and round, round—” Gods, no. I turned that straight off. Then, in an attempt to fill the gaping emptiness inside me, I pulled out my phone and texted my brother, back in Bowser. Hey, Mack, you up for a call?

      He answered straight away. Nope, on my way out.

      Out where? I wondered with a twist of my lips. We lived in the middle of the woods, nowhere near anything. Maybe he was seeing someone…

      And somehow, the thought of my younger brother being in a relationship, when I was still single, stung more than I wanted to admit.

      After scarfing down some dinner I barely tasted, I turned off the lights one by one and then retreated to my room off the back of the house. It was early for bed, but it was also the easiest way to avoid the gnawing loneliness. Whereas the living portion of my house was massive, my room was barely large enough for the bed and dresser. The architect had thought I was crazy for requesting the room be so small, but it brought to mind a cave, and I needed the close space each night, the walls around me like a hug. Yep, that was how pathetic I was, looking for comfort from a room.

      The sheets were cold when I slipped between them—nothing new there—and my cock was hard. That wasn’t unusual either. I placed my hand around my shaft but didn’t stroke it.

      I could masturbate… but what would that really achieve? An orgasm would be temporary relief, and in the end, I didn’t want to jerk off. I wanted someone else’s hands on my body. I wanted my own mate, my own babies. My own future.

      And this… what I was doing… was just playing pretend.
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      Giles was snoring, and I thumped the wall for what felt like the thousandth time. Like at the office behind my chair, there were scuff marks from my fist repeatedly hitting my bedroom wall, and the paint in that section had long-since peeled off. Though we were in the construction industry, our house was last on the list when it came to making repairs and upgrades.

      I had grand plans to knock out a few walls downstairs, put in huge-ass sliding doors, and make the living area more of an indoor-outdoor space. But I arrived home too late in the evenings, and on weekends my big ideas got pushed aside in favor of sleeping on the couch, enjoying a beer, and catching up on my favorite TV programs—assuming I wasn’t working overtime in the office.

      “Cut it out, Giles!” He alway snored when he’d been out with his buddies and drank one too many beers. I envied him for his ability to switch off when he left the office or construction site and not give his job a thought until the next work day rolled around.

      My yelling and banging worked, because the snores cut off and were replaced with a snuffling and the creaking of my brother’s mattress. I really should find a place of my own, but paying for an apartment was an expense I couldn’t afford—or chose not to. Right now, business was thriving, but the construction industry was either boom or bust, and I preferred to save my money. Besides, I’d miss my brother. Sort of.

      Pulling the covers over me, I closed my eyes, hoping to get another hour or two of shuteye, but as I was in that warm floaty space just before sleep claimed me, the phone rang.

      Damn! If it was Giles asking me if I could hear his exploding farts, I’d ram my fist through the wall. But when I opened one eye and peered at the display, three letters appeared that read, Mom.

      Gloria Gruff, our foster mom, lived on the other side of the country. This was either an emergency or, as usual, she hadn’t calculated the time difference. “Mom?” I didn’t wait for her to speak before asking, “Everything okay?”

      “Yes.” Her faraway voice echoed through the phone. There was a five-second pause and then she added, “And no.”

      Here we go. Someone else who expects me to solve their problems. I loved Gloria and so did my brothers. Our lives would have been immeasurably different if she hadn’t fostered us. She gave us a home, love, support, an education, and built up our confidence. Living with her gave us a sense of self, and when we finally left home, we were ready to conquer the world.

      Life hadn’t quite gone according to plan. I wasn’t mated, didn’t have kids, and I wasn’t living in a house with a home theater room or a mechanical bull in the basement, but I’d done okay. All three of us had.

      I stifled a sigh. “Tell me what’s wrong.”

      “It’s my dad.”

      I had to stop myself from asking, “Who?” In the years we’d lived with Gloria, we’d never met the man. He was a dude who supposedly lived in the middle of nowhere. Didn’t have a phone or a mailing address. Might have even lived in a cave, for all we knew. And did he wear animal skins? Perhaps I’d made that part up. I wasn’t a hundred percent certain on the details.

      After Gloria showed us a photo of him when we were kids, Giles, William, and I used to make up stories about him. One of us would be Patrick, Gloria’s dad. And the other two would pretend to be wolves stalking him through the forest. And while I hated to admit it now all these years later, Giles and I had scared our little brother in the middle of the night by howling outside his window.

      “What’s going on with him?” If they were communicating, he must have gone to the closest town to post a letter or phone her. Something had happened between the pair of them in the years since she left home. Gloria would never tell us exactly what, but if I’d learned anything, it was that the number-one cause of problems within families was money. Lack of it, too much of it, and the unwillingness to share it.

      Except Gloria didn’t have a lot of savings, though Patrick may have been entitled to a small pension. Unless he actually owned that chunk of forest where he hung out, though technically, I believed he was hiding.

      “He’s sick.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that, Mom.” She liked it when we called her that, as we used to when we were kids. Turned out this phone call wasn’t about asking me for a favor, but wanting me to listen and empathize. Losing a parent at any age was tough. My brothers and I had experienced that in our birth families.

      “And I need your help.”

      “What?” No. Take it back, Gloria. Please. I couldn’t take on any more responsibility.

      “He called me from the local general store to say goodbye.”

      How dramatic of him, leaving his solitude to lay guilt on his daughter. But then I was hit with my own bout of remorse. The guy might’ve been dying. I was being unfair. I didn’t know the man, but as much as Gloria annoyed me sometimes, she was my mom and my loyalty lay with her. But I supposed if he had a limited amount of time on this earth, he may have wanted to end the feud with his daughter.

      “But I doubt he’s really sick,” she said. “Probably expects me to rush out to the middle of nowhere, swing through the trees on long vines wearing a leopard-patterned sarong, and sip on coconuts while I listen to him moan that his pet monkey stole his favorite hat.”

      There was so much to unpack in that statement, I didn’t know where to begin. “Mom, I think you’ve mixed up… you know what, never mind.” I chuckled silently to myself, picturing her turning up in the woods, expecting palm trees and squawking parrots.

      “I know,” she sighed. “But it’s how I used to… how I used to imagine it when I was a kid. How I wished it was nestled among lush tropical plants like in the books I’d read of faraway places. Made it seem like a beautiful dream instead of the harsh reality.”

      I had no idea what she was talking about, so I waited, not wanting to ask what she wanted from me, secretly hoping she'd forget.

      “I’m busy with work and can’t take time off,” she said.

      Not what I expected. “When you do, come and visit us. James is growing every day.” While William didn’t check in with Mom as often as he should, he did send photos regularly.

      “You’ve misunderstood me, Aran. I know I can count on you, and you live much closer than I do to the closest town… called… Bowser.” She paused after saying the name. “Please, go and check on my father. Do it for your old mom.”

      Wow, she was really laying it on thick, but I assumed she was joking. While my business was construction, I was hardly a backwoods kinda guy. I’d once led my brothers on an expedition through the few trees at the back of Gloria’s house, and after going round and round in circles, we phoned Mom and she “rescued” us by hollering out the kitchen window and we followed the sound of her voice.

      “What do you say, Aran? He might be really sick, and I’d feel so bad if I ignored his plea for help when he actually needs it.”

      I knew what she was doing and she was good at it, but I was a grown man. I could say no.

      “I don’t know, Mom. I’m also busy, and there’s been a massive fuck-up at work.”

      While she continued pressuring me, I grabbed my laptop and checked out Patrick’s location on a map. I scanned the names of the surrounding towns and stopped at one named Dusk Fall and then pulled up an email I’d received from a potential client. Yeah, that was the place.

      The guy was the mayor of a new town, and the local council had approved a new community center. It’d be a huge project, and I’d been planning on video conferencing the guy. Maybe it’d be worth a visit.

      “You know you want to. Think of it as a vacation.” She sensed I was wavering.

      “I suppose I could.”

      “Thank you, darling. I knew I could count on you, my eldest child.”

      She didn’t ask William because of the baby, and while Giles knew his way around a building site, he wasn’t a fan of the great outdoors. Besides, he would have refused.

      “Just remember, be careful of those camels. I hear they’re grumpy and can bite.”

      Another fantasy? Maybe. She was being kind of weird, but we all had daydreams. “Okay. Love you. Send me the details about exactly where your dad’s living.”

      “Will do.”

      What had I gotten myself into? Getting away from the office would be as good as a vacation, but I was no modern-day Indiana Jones. Giles would laugh when I told him I’d be trekking into the unknown.

      Hoping I hadn’t made a big mistake, I gave up on sleep and went to make coffee.
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      The woods could hardly be described as silent, especially with my keen senses in wolf form, but compared to my usual symphony of giggling and bickering children, I felt like I’d gone deaf. I tried to focus on the crickets in the underbrush, the birds in the treetops, the burble of water through the streambed. Each sound was its own kind of music, but I just couldn’t appreciate it. Not today.

      Because it was Sunday.

      Sunday was the one day of the week that Dusk Fall essentially shut down. No work, no construction. It was designated family time. Which meant for me, who had no family to call my own… it was the worst day of the week.

      Every single Sunday, Hemingway invited me over to their place for dinner. Sometimes he tried bribery: “Tiago’s pot roast is to die for. You should stop by.” Or tapping into my sense of obligation: “The kids are a bit rowdy, I could use an extra set of hands.”

      No matter his method, I always turned him down. I didn’t want his pity.

      This morning it had been: “Full moon tonight… I’ve invited a few alphas over from a neighboring pack.” Wow. He thought I needed help getting laid. Now I was just plain insulted.

      Too bad that he was also kinda right. I really needed to get laid.

      Which was how I found myself here, running through the woods. No, I wasn’t headed over to Hem’s place. I was taking off in the opposite direction. To Bowser.

      My paws padded through the moss, springy and fragrant. I told myself the woods were beautiful. This was crisp, fresh, natural. It was a wolf’s habitat. But even my wolf was feeling glum. Normally on the full moon, he was full of energy and rearing to run, but he wasn’t even putting any real effort into it.

      Just going through the motions, just like I was.

      My wolf and I both sighed. Maybe there was something that could perk us up. A full moon tonight meant one thing in Bowser. The full-moon festival. That was always a guaranteed good time.

      My heart gave a little pat-pat, and our pace picked up. Yeah, that’s right, I urged him, focusing on the thought of wine and beer, the fragrant herbs burning in the bonfire, the singing and dancing. And just maybe… getting a little rowdy with an alpha?

      What happened at the festival, stayed at the festival. Having a bit of fun didn’t mean a lifelong bond, and since I was living in Dusk Fall now, I wouldn’t have to worry about looking them in the eye tomorrow.

      Maybe I just needed to blow off a little steam before getting back to my everyday life tomorrow.

      I could hear the sound of a semi passing on the highway, and I knew I was close. My wolf tilted his snout to the air, picking up the familiar scents of our old packmates, and as Bowser came into view through the trees, we nearly tripped over a log after scenting a new aroma.

      Grief.

      Now we were running, a pit opening up in my stomach. What happened? Had someone died?

      We broke from the tree cover along the edge of the highway, and I shifted quickly, jogging the last few steps in my human form. I was nude, but it wasn’t like anyone in Bowser was going to mind. It wasn’t anything they hadn’t seen before.

      I burst through the door of the diner. “Maisy?” She’d been working here for years, and even though she’d moved to Hem’s pack, she still commuted every morning. Nothing would make her give up her favorite customers. Mama B was the same, keeping her job at the Bowser store, and the two of them drove together.

      Maisy’s eyes were red-rimmed. “Oscar? What are you doing here? Did you hear the news?”

      “No, what news?” I gasped.

      “It’s Patrick…” she said, her shoulders drooping.

      Gods, no. Patrick was Bowser’s oldest pack member. He’d actually been the shaman here for years before Jeremy took over, and he had helped with my birth, Mack’s too. He was a bit of a loner, but he had never hesitated to step up. Coaching the pups through their first shifts, leading the council. He’d been like an uncle to me.

      I sank down into a nearby chair. “Is he… dead, then? How did it happen?” I could only guess his age to be somewhere in his late seventies. Not exactly a puppy, but I thought he had years left.

      A heavy hand landed on my shoulder, and I looked up into the eyes of my old Alpha, Leo. He looked worn down. It was so unlike him, his hair disheveled, his face haggard. Leo was normally Zen, all into deep cleansing breaths and being one with nature. Right now, though, he looked as though he hadn’t seen the inside of a shower in days.

      Leo gave a nod to Maisy, and she headed back to work, dragging her feet. The Alpha lowered himself down into the chair across from me. “No, he’s not dead,” he said softly, “but I imagine it won’t be long.”

      I rubbed at the back of my neck, tugging at my hair. I felt so useless. “What is it? Is there anything we can do? Is he sick?”

      Leo nodded, but then changed direction and shook his head instead. “I honestly don’t get it. It was just a little cough. A seasonal thing, probably—most of us had a sniffle. But Patrick… he just couldn’t seem to shake it. He said…” Leo choked back the overwhelming emotion. “He said he’d made his peace with it. He said his goodbyes and then… he left.”

      My face scrunched up. “He left?” I asked, surprised. “So… you haven’t seen him? In how long? He might be fine!”

      Leo looked up, his eyes wet but alert. “Wolves know when their time on this earth is nearing to a close. We have to respect Patrick’s wishes to be left alone in his final days. He doesn’t wish to be a burden to his pack.”

      I scoffed. “Seriously? Wandering off like that sounds more like cat behavior than a wolf. We’re a pack, and we don’t leave one of our own to die alone.”

      Leo winced at my insult. “He was quite adamant this was what he wanted.”

      I let that sink in for a moment. What would I want if I were sick and knew I was going to die? I could well imagine the assistance and comfort my pack would be willing to provide for me, but… wasn’t it kind of the same as what Hemingway was doing for me every Sunday? His help… his pity?

      Suddenly I could relate a little to Patrick. His mate had died decades ago, his only daughter moved away shortly after. The old wolf was just as alone as I was.

      I found myself saying, “I’ll go see him.” Leo was shaking his head, but I clarified, “I would like to say goodbye, at the very least. He was good to me, and I want to thank him for everything he did. I’ll bring him some of Maisy’s chili.” No one could say no to her chili.

      Leo watched me, contemplating my suggestion. Finally, he nodded slowly. “Okay, but if he asks you to leave, you listen.”

      “Of course.” I didn’t know what I would find when I got there, but I would cross that road when I came to it.

      “And bring something to wear, would you?” Leo said, averting his eyes as I stood up, my crotch at his eye level.

      “Right. Sorry.” Just because we were all used to nudity, that didn’t mean he needed a close-up view of my junk. Besides, his mate, Xander, got scary jealous whenever he was pregnant, and I heard they were expecting another set of twins. I had no need to incur the Alpha Omega’s wrath; I liked my head where it was, thank you very much, attached to my neck.

      So, I quickly ordered a big bowl of chili, then swung by Mack’s place to grab some clothes. He was staying in my old B&B for now, but from the looks of the place when I walked in, he hadn’t been sleeping here recently. The air was stale and there was a thin layer of dust on everything.

      “Mack?” I called. I was met with only silence.

      I frowned. I knew he was okay, because I’d texted with him just a few days ago, but he was going to have some questions to answer. That sounded like a tomorrow problem. For now, I had somewhere to be.

      I grabbed some jeans and a button-up shirt, as well as a pair of socks from Mack’s dresser, and I dug my old hiking boots out of the back of the hall closet. There. Respectful enough for a last visit, I hoped.

      If I hurried, I would be able to hike in to where his cabin was and be back in time for the festival tonight. Even sooner, if he didn’t want to see me.

      I walked through Bowser and then kept on going. The trees crowded in the farther I got from the townsite. My pace was slow through the overgrown path, and while my wolf would’ve been easier for the trip, there was something calming about the slow trek. It gave me time to think.

      I thought about a world without Patrick in it, and it felt like the forest shadows pressed in around me. I had hopes of finding a mate, starting a family, sharing my life with someone… but what if I never did? What if I was destined to be as alone as Patrick was? Could I find happiness surrounded by the pack’s pups, even as I yearned for children of my own?

      I felt the circle of life closing in a full rotation. Birth, life, death. And even as I spent most of my days surrounded by the youngest members of our pack, there were similarities to our oldest.

      Perhaps this visit would bring me peace, and hopefully, some comfort for Patrick as well. As long as he didn’t see this as a pity visit.

      This isn’t pity, I told myself. This is closure. The circle of life coming to an end.
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      “You can’t leave us,” Giles protested as I closed my laptop and tossed a ball of paper I’d crumbled up into the trash. Bullseye! The young, carefree Aran was peeking around, asking if it was safe to come out.

      “I am, and I will.” I’d completed all the tasks that I and I alone could deal with. Giles and William were my partners, each of us had a third share in the business. The sign outside the office read Gruff Construction, not Aran Gruff Sole Proprietor.

      I chucked Giles under the chin. “Who's the big boy who’ll take charge while I’m gone?”

      Giles shoved my hand away and his nostrils flared. “But—”

      This was where we usually made a joke about someone’s ass, but he wasn’t in a joking mood. And the closer I got to the office entrance, the lighter I felt. Might even skip to the elevator.

      “He’ll be on the phone to you 24/7,” William noted.

      “Billy, Billy,” I said. He glowered at me. Good. I had both my brothers riled up. Instead of being complacent and assuming I’d dot the i’s and cross the t’s, they’d have to pore over contracts and proposals on their own, as well as ironing out problems. “I doubt there’s phone reception where I’m going.” Gloria’s visions of a tropical rainforest along with a desert had me chuckling. “The elephants destroy the cell phone towers as soon as they erect one.”

      “Oh, wow!” Giles’s furrowed brow had William rolling his eyes.

      “He’s jerking you around,” William insisted.

      “No, that would be the monkeys. Always messing about,” I joked.

      Giles shivered. He hated monkeys, ever since one had stolen his candy bar at the zoo.

      My youngest brother slapped a palm on his forehead. “Giles, he’s headed to a small town a few hours’ drive from here. There’s no freaking monkeys or elephants.”

      “You never know.” Giles peered over his shoulder, giving one of the office interns a piercing look. “But there might be wolves.”

      Poor William. Blood drained from his face. I did feel a smidgen of guilt based on what Giles and I did to him when we were younger.

      I didn’t bother pointing out that a new company was in the process of arranging better cell phone service for the small town where I was headed. But Patrick lived outside of that place, so it wasn’t a lie to say cell phones were useless.

      “I’ll see you when I see you.”

      Giles took me in his muscled arms and hugged me. Were those tears in his eyes? He cleared his throat and saluted. “Be careful of the trunks.” I closed one eye, imagining me shimmying up a tree searching for Patrick’s cabin, cave, or tent. “They can kill you with those things.” He used his arm to mime an elephant’s swaying trunk.

      “Bye, everyone. Take good care of Gruff Construction.”

      The elevator closed behind me and the air inside smelled of freedom.

      Though technically I wasn’t starting my day’s long drive until early tomorrow, I was staying the night at a motel on the outskirts of town. If I spent the night at home, Giles’s weeping and begging me to stay would keep me awake.

      I spent the afternoon shopping. Not knowing how easily I’d find Patrick, I stocked up on food and essentials. I’d have to hike from the small town. What was it called? Bowser?

      I checked the items off my list. Cereal bars, dried fruit and nuts, beef jerky, crackers, a sturdy tent and sleeping bag, compass, map, headlamp, hiking boots, and water-purifying tablets. Plus a huge backpack to carry all the gear. I also bought a can of bear spray, hoping it’d work on wolves.

      And the pièce de résistance, a red hoodie. I saw it in the window of a clothes store as I was staggering back to the truck with my purchases. I loved it and put it on straight away. The color suited me, and I admired myself in the mirror. It was perfect.

      While the motel was clean and the bed comfortable, I was awake long before the alarm rang. It wasn’t worry that got me up early but anticipation.

      Driving down the road as the sun came up, I said goodbye to the city where I lived and worked and headed into the unknown. Well, I was heading out on a highway, but for me, it was as though I was an explorer of old and I was setting out on an expedition, not knowing what I’d find.

      I stopped a few times to stretch my legs and pee. First time, a goose chased me, leaving me peering over the steering wheel as it honked and flapped its wings on the hood. What sort of adventure was it that I was stuck in my truck for thirty minutes being intimidated by a large bird?

      But at my next rest stop, there was a family camping by the river. They were playing in the water, splashing and joking with one another. I took a deep breath of the fresh air that held a hint of promise, and my lungs thanked me. Maybe the great outdoors wasn’t so bad after all.

      When I reached the town of Fairhome, I decided to stay the night rather than arrive after dark in Bowser. But as I sat in the truck and scrolled through the handful of motels and B&Bs, I thought of the tent shoved behind my seat. Sleeping under the stars, sort of, might be cool, and it’d give me a chance to make sure everything was in working order before I was in the woods.

      After grabbing a burger and fries, I drove around town searching for a place to camp. The town was surrounded by woods, but as the sun slid lower and the shadows lengthened, I decided to look somewhere a little less wild. Tomorrow. Tomorrow I'll camp out.

      Instead of the great outdoors, I set up the tent in a corner of a park. Hopefully the local police wouldn't bother me. I didn’t want to get arrested or be fined for camping on city property. I was proud of myself for spending a night in the open. Except a dog out for an early morning walk with its owner came sniffing just after the sun came up.

      Munching on a cereal bar, I headed toward Bowser. And when I arrived, I almost drove straight through. Wait, that was it? Turning the truck around, I drove back along the main street, counting a diner, general store, gas station, post office, maybe a real estate agent lining the street.

      There was a clean lick of paint on the general store and the diner. Same color. They must have gotten a discount on it. The sound of hammering came through the trees and a truck carrying lumber drove past. Despite its decaying atmosphere, there was construction happening in the area.

      After parking the truck, two men wearing flannel shirts and with their hands stuffed in their pockets walked out of the gas station and inspected both my vehicle and me. They were both big, burly guys with bushy beards.

      I was intrigued by their scent, which wasn’t exactly menacing, but it wasn’t welcoming either. Perhaps the woodsy cologne they were wearing was sold in the general store. Their glinting eyes reminded me of caged animals, and I kinda wished Patrick lived in Fairhome instead. People had been more friendly there.

      One nudged the other and mumbled, “Remember, we're supposed to be nice.”

      “Right,” the younger one said. “Hello. Welcome to Bowser. Are you looking for somewhere to stay?”

      “Hi. No. Hoping to get a meal before I head off into the woods.”

      The pair shared a glance and one leaned forward and sniffed me. “You here for hiking?”

      “Sort of. I’ve come to visit a guy named Patrick.” The other guy inspected my red hoodie. “It’s new,” I explained. “The hoodie.” I loved the color, but it did stand out in this town.

      “We know Patrick. He lives a ways from here.” He jerked her head toward the towering trees. “Along that path. But you don’t seem like his type of visitor. He’s kind of a loner.”

      I didn’t feel the need to explain how I was sort of related to Patrick. “Have you seen him lately?”

      The younger one shrugged. “Nope.”

      The cereal bar had done little to fill my belly, and it grumbled. “Nice to meet you.” It hadn’t been. I waved and walked to the diner. While waiting for my order, I spread the map out on the table with a little red circle that indicated Patrick's place. It shouldn’t be hard to find, and if I left as soon as I’d eaten, I’d arrive before dark.

      Before leaving the diner, I ordered slices of chocolate cake, as Gloria told me that was her dad’s favorite, a couple of portions of chicken noodle soup to-go, and went to the general store and picked up a can of Guinness. I’d heard it was good for what ailed you.

      Back at the truck, I locked it and hefted the pack on my back. With the compass in one hand and the map in the other, I strode toward the path the guy had indicated. Maybe I was like Indiana Jones. Damn, I should have bought a fedora, except it wouldn't go with the hoodie.
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      The dim light beneath the canopy began to brighten. Morning was slipping away.

      It felt good to move my limbs—as a human, that is, not a wolf. Most of my days were spent taking small steps intended to match toddler legs, so to stride down the path was almost a relief.

      I knew I must’ve been getting close. There was a brightening through the trees ahead—a clearing. When I caught the faint scent of wood smoke, I increased my pace, jogging.

      As I broke into the clearing, however, I jolted to a stop. Gods, I thought he had a cabin…

      The shack in front of me could barely be classified a cabin—hell, it was barely a building. The wood walls were made of interlocking logs and had probably once been sturdy and impressive. Like, a hundred years ago. Now they were drilled through with woodpecker holes and covered in moss. It left a damp odor of rot in the air, mingling with the smoke.

      I tried not to judge, but I knew my lip was curling up in distaste. This was no kind of environment for Patrick. Or anyone, for that matter. Especially in their final days.

      I stepped up onto the stoop, which was nothing more than a few large rocks probably once dragged up from the riverbank. They teetered, off balance, when I walked over to the door.

      I raised my fist to knock but hesitated. Maybe he didn’t want to be disturbed. Leo should’ve been the one out here checking on him, not me; he was the pack Alpha. Who the hell was I? Just some kid Patrick would barely remember. I wasn’t even from the same pack anymore.

      Then a cold dread uncoiled within me—maybe he was already dead…

      I scoffed, shaking away the thought. If Patrick was dead, then who lit the fire? I blew out a breath and knocked, three sharp raps. I waited a moment, listening for sound. Finally, when I was considering knocking again, I heard some footsteps and a phlegmy cough.

      Oh, great, I was probably waking him up from a nap. Now I felt even worse.

      The door creaked open, and I schooled my features before I could pull another face. Patrick looked awful. The whites of his eyes were yellow and there were great sagging bags under his eyes. He smelled like he likely hadn’t bathed or shaved in days.

      Somehow, though, he still found the strength to scowl. “Oscar? What the hell are you doing here? I told Leo I wanted to be left alone.” He blocked the doorway with his body, still an impressive size for a man his age.

      “Leo didn’t send me,” I told him. “In fact, he told me I wouldn’t be welcome.”

      “Hmm. I wouldn’t want him to think I wasn’t hospitable, after you came all this way.” He stepped back, leaving just enough room for me to squeeze past him into the cabin.

      The inside was slightly better than the outside, at least. It was warm, heat pouring out from the small wood stove, but it smelled faintly of illness, like sweat and infection. There was just the one room—no surprise there. There was no running water or sewage out here, so there was only a jug and a ceramic washbasin on the counter. The bed was tucked into the opposite corner, unmade and as rumpled as Patrick’s clothes. It was clear they were a matched set, and he likely had barely gotten out from under the blanket since he came out here.

      “Have you eaten?” I asked.

      He was about to wave me off, but then he caught sight of the container in my hands. “Is that Maisy’s chili?”

      “Sure is.”

      “Give it here.” He shuffled around, sitting down at the rickety table. I looked around for somewhere to sit but ended up standing awkwardly, leaning against the wall. He lifted off the lid and sighed, breathing in the fragrant scent. “Every man deserves a last meal.”

      Dramatic, much?

      “Why do you think you’re going to die?” I asked. “You look sick, but not that sick.”

      Patrick seemed to cave in on himself a little. “Look,” he began with a long-suffering sigh, “it’s just my time, all right? I’ve lived a long life, and I just don’t think there’s anything worth sticking around for.”

      “What are you talking about? What about the council?”

      “Pah! I’ve been a damn figurehead on that council for the past decade. When I talk at the meetings, they all just smile and nod like they’re listening, and then go do whatever the hell they want anyway. My ideas are too outdated. I’m outdated.”

      I hated hearing him talk this way. Our elders were an important part of our pack—of any society. They had worked their whole lives, raising children, building up decades of experience, and they deserved our utmost respect in their final years. They were a living, breathing part of our history.

      There had to be something I could say to convince Patrick to come back to town with me, to come and see Jeremy. As shaman and pack Beta, Jeremy would have some clue about treatment for Patrick’s cough.

      I watched Patrick as he enjoyed his chili. His hand was steady on the spoon, and he was humming in delight at the food. He didn’t seem so bad off.

      “Patrick, maybe you could come home with me. If you need, I can—”

      “Don’t you dare say you’re going to carry me,” he growled. “I would rather drop dead right this second than subject myself to that humiliation.”

      I held my hands up in surrender. “I was going to suggest I could ask Jeremy to come out to see you. You wouldn’t have to go anywhere.”

      Patrick’s sigh seemed to carry the weight of years, decades, even longer. “Why can’t you let this go?” he asked, turning those watery eyes to me. “Just let me die, already.”

      I lowered myself onto the edge of the bed. “I don’t know what you believe about what happens after you die—maybe we’re reincarnated or go to heaven, who knows—but just in case this is the only life we get, we should be grateful for every day we get to walk on this earth.”

      Patrick nodded slowly, thinking over my words. “I am grateful… or was, anyway. Except, I don’t know that I have anything left to live for. Okay? My mate died, but I kept on going for my daughter. Then my daughter left, and I kept on going for the council. Now the council doesn’t need me… and I don’t know that I can find another reason to keep going.”

      That hollow space in my chest gave a pulse. I understood too well what he was saying. When wolves found their mates, it was for life. I hadn’t met my mate yet, but I knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that they were out there. Somewhere. And for Patrick to have lost his so young must’ve nearly broken him.

      I didn’t know what had happened with his daughter, and it wasn’t really my business, but maybe he could go live with her.

      Before I could make any more suggestions, Patrick dropped his spoon to the table with a clatter. “That’s enough,” he said, leaving no room for argument. “Thank you for the chili. Now you should get on home. It’s a full moon, and I know the pack’ll have a mighty good time lined up for tonight. Go. Enjoy yourself. And tomorrow, hug all your pups for me, wouldya?”

      I found myself nodding, all of my words drying up. I had nothing left I could say. I stood, the flood creaking as I walked toward the door.

      I looked back over my shoulder at the senior, his wolf buried deep beneath his wizened flesh. Maybe that was the problem—it wasn’t him who had given up, but his wolf. I felt this chasm between us. I simply didn’t have the right kind of connection to the old man to be able to bridge that gap. He needed someone closer to him—he needed his family.

      “Maybe I could come back and check on you next weekend? You know, just in case you’re not dead yet.”

      His lips quirked up at my dark humor. “You bring another bowl of chili with you and you can come whenever you’d like.”

      I chuckled. “Fair enough. Anything else you’d like me to bring?”

      He pursed his lips, considering. “Maybe something to read… one of those paperbacks they’ve got at the convenience store. Just ask Mama B, she’ll know the kind I like.”

      I raised an eyebrow, catching the way his eyes skittered off to the side. Oh, I knew exactly the kind of books Mama B liked to read. She was always drooling over the pages behind the counter. “Sure thing,” I said, sparing him from my teasing.

      I closed the door behind me with a squeak, the wood rubbing against the frame. The forest felt cold in comparison to the warm shack, and goosebumps raised along my skin, but as I took a few steps away from the door… I realized something wasn’t quite… right.

      I halted in my tracks, right there on the path. It didn’t feel threatening, whatever it was, but someone—or something—was out there. I angled my head to the left and right, nose to the air. The air was calm this deep in the forest, but when I turned just right, a light breeze wove between the trees. It brushed against my skin, tickling, tantalizing.

      It was… delicious.
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      At first, I kept my head down as I walked along the overgrown but defined trail, making sure I wasn’t about to tread on a snake. And there were furtive glances behind me as I peered into the shadows. While it was a beautiful day, the trees were so close together and their umbrella-like canopy kept the sun out, resulting in moss covering the path and rocks.

      But the farther I walked, I sensed the uneasiness being swept away by the enjoyment of being not only out of the office and all the pressures that entailed, but being alone. Living with Giles, and previously with both my brothers, a closed bedroom or bathroom door wasn’t always seen as a sign the person inside needed privacy, according to Giles. He’d open it up and stride right in.

      I developed a regular walking rhythm and hummed one of my favorite tunes. It must have rained here last night or early this morning, and the damp earth gave off its own distinctive aroma.

      While listening to birds chirping on the highest branches, I almost joined in. If they could sing, I could too. There was no one around to hear me. Along with the birds, there was a buzz of insects, and a gentle breeze ruffled the leaves. In the distance, a stream tinkled as it bounded over rocks and made its way to who knew where. A scurrying through the leaves had me freeze, and my heart sped up, but it was only a small animal of some kind, maybe a chipmunk.

      That had me thinking back to Gloria and her elephants and camels, and I laughed, which disturbed a flock of birds. My laughter felt alien in the forest. I paused to nibble on beef jerky, take a few sips of water, and study the map. If I was reading it right, I wasn’t far from Patrick’s cabin. Not being able to resist a quick peek at my phone, I grinned as I held it up. No bars, which translated as no signal. Yes!

      Closing my eyes, I breathed in deeply and remembered that every breath we inhaled, we took in molecules that had once been inside Julius Caesar. Wherever you are, Julius, this air is the best I’ve ever had.

      Hitching the pack on my back, I continued hiking as ferns draping over the path brushed against my side. I wondered how much land cost out here. Couldn't be too expensive. Building a small cabin where I could escape the pressures of modern-day life might be a possibility, though transporting the materials would be expensive.

      But while my mind wandered, time was ticking by, and I still hadn’t reached Patrick’s cabin. According to the map, I should have found it by now. Tendrils of fear fluttered inside me at the thought of getting lost and never finding my way back to Bowser.

      My brothers would contact the local search-and-rescue, maybe they’d pay for a helicopter to swoop over the forest, but they would give up when there was no sign of me. Damn you, Giles and William. Don’t stop looking for me.

      One day in years to come, a hiker would find my bleached bones at the bottom of a cliff or having been torn to pieces by wolves.

      My wild imagination, along with my quickening pace, was making me sweat, and I considered removing the red hoodie. But as my head was filled with wolves—maybe being confronted by elephants would have been better, as they wouldn’t devour me—I rounded a bend and faced something or someone.

      “Ahhhhh.” The bear spray was attached to my belt, and I fumbled with it, and when I finally grabbed it and held it out, my finger on the trigger, the shape wasn’t so much of a shape as a face. A frowny one. One that was attached to shoulders and a body. And there was an aroma that was very unforest like, if that was a thing. Except it did have a hint of the woods, and a tiny bit of darkness, as well as a scent that had the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. And that wasn’t the only thing standing at attention.

      I lowered my trembling hand.

      Silence. Even the birds, the insects, and the squirrels I’d seen earlier were quiet. I could no longer hear the stream gurgling. An eerie quiet settled over the forest as the man studied me with his huge dark eyes.

      “Where are you going?”

      No greeting or asking if I was lost. Just a demand to know what I was doing. His voice reminded me of a concert I’d been to once with Gloria. Not a rock or pop gig, but it was a full orchestra. I’d been entranced, and the guy who stood before me, with eyes that seemed as though they'd experienced a thousand lifetimes, had a voice like those stringed instruments.

      “I’m going to visit my grandfather.” He was sort of my grandfather. My foster grandfather, but that was probably too much information. We were in the middle of the woods and I’d met a handsome stranger who was also slightly terrifying. No, not slightly. A lot. One hand slipped back to the bear spray. I’d read it was like pepper spray, only more powerful. That would stop him if he got closer.

      “Huh.” He eyed my pack, leaned forward, and sniffed. Was he smelling me or the food? I did that thing where you turn your head to get a whiff of your underarm. I didn’t smell bad, but it occurred to me I hadn’t washed the hoodie before wearing it. Gloria taught us to do that. I was doing my best not to think about the guy who was observing me as though he wanted to eat me.

      “What have you got in there? Smells delicious.”

      “Ummm, yeah. I’ve got cake, soup and Guinness for my grandfather because he hasn’t been well, and the cake especially is his favorite.”

      Was this a holdup? The forest version, where instead of a gun or a knife, a guy appeared out of nowhere and scared the victim into handing over treats? It’d make a great story for Giles and William and any grandchildren I might have.

      “And other… other g-goodies,” I managed to get out. I gulped in a mouthful of air as his fragrance headbutted the earthy forest scents out of the way.

      He licked his lips. “I like goodies.”

      But his gaze was fixed on me. Maybe he had a thing for red sweatshirts. He couldn't have mine, but I’d give him the website of the place I bought it. I wrapped the hoodie around me which hopefully sent a message saying hands off, though I was half hoping it could protect me from the stranger. I had a vague memory of hunters wearing orange so other hunters didn’t shoot them. Maybe red would do the same for me.

      “Oh,” I squeaked. As an alpha who oversaw construction, I shouted, yelled, bellowed, barked, and howled. No, not the last two. No barking or howling. But I definitely did not squeak. No way.

      “Mmmm, I do.” He was a man of few words, allowing his eyes and aroma to do the talking.

      “Okay. Well, I must be off.” Fuck, why did I say that? I sounded as though I was going to pop out to the shop for milk.

      “Ah, yes, your grandfather.”

      “Patrick.”

      From the moment we met, this guy was in control of the situation, but my words tipped him off balance. “Patrick’s your grandfather.” He took a step toward me and inhaled, and I reared away from him. What was with all the sniffing? “Are you sure?”

      “Ummm, yes.” Was this where I told him we weren’t related by blood? Probably not. But the good news was he knew Patrick. “I wasn’t sure if I was going in the right direction.”

      “You are, but there’s a shortcut which will get you there quicker.”

      “Great.”

      “I can take you there.”

      “Thanks.” He made no move, and we stood as we had for the past however many minutes it’d been since he appeared out of nowhere.

      “After you.” He indicated the way I’d been heading.

      Gods, no. I wasn’t going first. He might’ve been runway-level handsome but my gut told me he was hiding something. It was in his eyes, but they were speaking a language I didn’t understand. “Oh no, after you. I want to take photos, so I’ll mosey along after you.”

      “Fine. Mosey if you will.” And he smirked. Damn him, it was as though he was reading my mind. “Do you think I’d steal your cake if you’re in front?”

      “Cake?” My mind had gone blank as I studied his lips and the five-o’clock shadow covering his jaw.

      “Or was it cookies? For Patrick?”

      I gulped. “He likes chocolate cake.”

      “Then he shall have cake. Follow me.”

      He stalked ahead, and even with my huge stride I was scurrying more than walking after the guy. But whereas I trod on sticks and puffed a little, he made no sound. “I’m Aran.”

      “Oscar.”

      Maybe I should have walked in front, because I couldn't take my eyes off his ass. “Nice,” I mumbled under my breath.

      “What’s nice?”

      How did he hear that? “Oh, just a… ummm, a rock.”

      “Here we are.” We’d walked into a clearing and there was a small cottage, with smoke coming out of the chimney. It looked exactly like the ones in the fairytales Gloria used to read to us.
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      Here I was, knocking on Patrick’s door a second time. He was faster opening it this time, since he likely hadn’t had a chance to fall back asleep, but his expression was pinched a little tighter, his lips in a hard line.

      “What’d you forget?” he growled, glaring at me.

      “Uh, nothing, actually, but… I ran into someone.” I stepped aside, giving Patrick a view of his grandson behind me. I was expecting his face to brighten, crack into a beaming smile, but it was as if he didn’t even recognize Aran. “Your grandson?” I prompted. Patrick was old, but he didn’t seem senile.

      “My… what?” Patrick asked.

      All three of us stood there, trading glances, an awkward silence stretching out.

      Finally, the newcomer edged forward and extended a hand. “I’m Aran… Gloria’s son.”

      Patrick froze, his limbs locking up tight and his jaw clamped. “Gloria’s…”

      I took another long scent of the human alpha—there was no doubt that was what he was. There wasn’t a single drop of lupine blood in his body, and his pheromones singled him out as alpha.

      When I scanned him head to toe with my keen eyes, I still couldn’t see any similarity between Aran and Patrick. Patrick was pale with freckles, and his hair had once been blond. He was lean muscled and lithe, a wolf’s physique. Aran, on the other hand, couldn’t have been more different. He was dark-eyed, tall, and broad as a six-foot brick wall. No, even taller.

      Before I could second-guess my response, I blurted out, “You’re related?” and there was no hiding my skepticism.

      “Well, not by blood,” Aran said with a shrug, a blush warming the color of his cheeks. “Gloria’s my foster mom. She took me in when I was just a kid—me and my two brothers. Well, again, not brothers by blood, but… you get it. Right?”

      I looked back and forth between Patrick and Aran, not sure if I should say something or not. Patrick’s jaw was wagging, and it seemed pretty clear to me that he hadn’t known of Aran’s existence.

      A thought gripped me tight—this was what I’d been hoping for! Patrick didn’t have a reason to live? Well, what did you call this? A grandson! In fact, he had three!

      But I could tell by the subtle shake of Patrick’s head that he was about to turn Aran away. He was going to say something rude and dismissive, and then this delicious alpha would turn around and leave, taking those strong arms with him. Nope, I wasn’t about to let that happen.

      Just as Patrick took in a breath—probably to tell us to fuck off—I cut him off with a sharp, “Yes!”

      They both turned to look at me, so I guess I had to commit. Shit or get off the pot, so to speak. “Yes…” I said again, stalling for time until I could come up with something of substance to say. “Isn’t that nice of him to come all this way? Where did you say you were from?”

      Aran frowned. “I didn’t.”

      “So far!” I said, stretching out a smile. “Won’t you invite your grandson in, Patrick?” When it didn’t seem like the old man would, I took matters into my own hands. “Of course you will.” I pushed past him, nudging him out of the doorway.

      Aran was reluctant to follow, so I stepped back and grabbed his hand, an electric current running through my fingers and up my arm. I nearly dropped his hand, but instead tightened my hold, dragging him through the door. “Come, come, family doesn’t wait outside.”

      Aran had to duck to get through the doorway, and even once inside, he had to hunch a little.

      “There, isn’t that better?” I said, though neither of the two men looked as if they agreed with me. Well, I’d just put them in a room together, and now the best thing I could do was give them time to get acquainted. Hopefully they would bond over a love of… the woods, maybe? They couldn’t very well reminisce about the good old days, but maybe they could fill in the gaps. “Well, I should be off. Have a nice visit.”

      I’d taken three steps toward the door when I felt a hand grip my bicep. “No!” Aran yipped, his voice at least two octaves higher than I thought him capable of hitting. He cleared his throat, reclaiming a sense of feigned calm. “I mean, no, you don’t need to leave on my account.” He chuckled tightly, but I could see a low level of panic in his eyes. He leaned closer and whispered, “Please. I don’t—we aren’t…”

      Aran’s fingers were still on my arm, and the heat of them was seeping through my shirt sleeve. He was obviously worried about the fact that he didn’t know his grandfather, but… maybe there was more to it? Maybe he wanted me to stay for another reason?

      A little spark flared inside that hollow cavity in my chest. Human, my wolf reminded me, but maybe that wasn’t so bad. I’d been looking for a mate for years, searching through the packs, but maybe the reason I hadn’t found him this whole time was that he wasn’t there… he lived in a city, far away from our woods.

      I found myself nodding slowly and closing the front door. “Okay,” I whispered, and Aran reluctantly let go of my arm.

      The cabin was small for one person—for three, it was practically a cage. The three of us bumped elbows as we tried to maneuver around, until finally Patrick gestured toward the bed. “Have a seat,” he stuttered, avoiding looking at either of us.

      “Actually, I… brought soup?” Aran phrased it like a question, as if he weren’t entirely sure about what he’d brought. “If you’d like?”

      Patrick didn’t know what to say, and I imagined he was still full from the chili, but turning the alpha down seemed rude, so I filled in with, “Sure, that would be great! Thank you so much, Aran, for your thoughtfulness.” I sounded way over the top, but this was new for me. I was used to talking to babies who barely understood what I was saying. It was all about the tone of voice you used, and right now, my tone had me sounding like a moron.

      Aran fumbled around and found a pot and dug through his bag for the soup. He placed the pot on top of the woodstove. Along with no running water, there was no electricity either, but it didn’t seem to faze Aran much. No, the only thing bothering him was Patrick’s presence.

      “Smells homemade,” Patrick said, hunting for a topic, as the aroma of chicken and broth filled the cabin.

      “Oh, I didn’t… make it. Uh, I bought it from the diner.” And the conversation died with a fizzle.

      “So,” I said, trying to prompt the conversation back to life, “Gloria? Patrick, she’s your daughter?”

      He grimaced. I’d always known there was a story there, but he didn’t look to be in the mood to share. “Yeah, I called her… to say…” He cleared his throat again. I wasn’t sure if it was from the cough he’d had or just for lack of anything else to say. “She’s well?” he asked Aran.

      “Yeah. She’s good. She asked if I would come and check on you. Said you were sick?” His eyes flickered over the old man’s form, looking for evidence of the supposed illness.

      Patrick grunted but didn’t say anything. What was he supposed to do? Confess to his newly discovered grandson that he’d come out to the woods to die? That was probably the only thing that could have made this meeting more awkward.

      Aran hunted through the small cupboard, but there were apparently no bowls, so in the end, he just put the whole pot directly on the wooden table. “Bon appetit,” he said with a flourish of his hands.

      “You speak French?” Patrick asked, raising an eyebrow.

      Aran’s expression froze. “No… it’s just… something people say.”

      Gods, this was beyond painful.

      Patrick ate in silence, spooning up the soup, and he kept darting glances over at me, silently begging me for help. But what the hell was I supposed to do? My smile had been plastered on my face for so long that it felt like my cheeks were going to crack.

      After probably the most painful hour of my life, stuttering and jolting through conversation and finding nothing that would stick, Aran grabbed his bag and dropped it onto the table, the table legs giving a dangerous wobble. “Uh, here. For your cold.” He pulled out a can of Guinness and a slice of chocolate cake, setting the rest of the cake on the counter for him to have later. The light aroma of chocolate made me frown. That hadn’t been the delicious smell from earlier.

      In fact… the mouth-watering aroma was heading toward the door… as Aran looked to make his escape.

      “It was nice to meet you,” Patrick said, pushing up from the table to see him to the door—which was all of one step away.

      “Yeah, you too.” Though it didn’t really look as if either of them meant it.

      I felt a scrambling sense of urgency. This wasn’t right, this wasn’t how it was supposed to happen! Aran was supposed to ignite Patrick’s will to live!

      The door opened, Aran stepped out into the dim sunlight, and Patrick ambled over to the bed. “Oscar.” He gestured with his chin toward the door, expecting me to take the hint. I had more than overstayed my welcome, not once but twice.

      “Right.” For the second time, I stepped out, closing the door behind me.

      Aran was standing at the edge of the woods, pacing back and forth, scanning the underbrush. I heard him mutter something like, “Where’s the damn path…?”

      “This way,” I said. “I’ll take you back to Bowser.”

      “Thanks,” he said, sighing a little. He looked back over his shoulder as we walked away from the cabin. “That was… something. I thought I’d be sticking around, do the whole camping-in-the-woods thing, but I guess it’s back to the city for me.”

      “What?!” I yelped, spinning around. “No! You can’t leave!”

      “I can’t?” He raised one of those eyebrows up at me, as if challenging me, and I had the sudden urge to lick it.

      “I know Patrick seems a bit standoffish, but he’s been… dying to meet you. For ages.”

      Now Aran’s other eyebrow rose up to meet the first. “He has?”

      “Yes! He’s been going on and on about you and your brothers. Some days, it’s all he talks about, having the chance to meet you.”

      “Really? Because I thought he’d never even heard of us.”

      “No, no, not at all. He’s just shy, that’s all. You should definitely stick around, get to know him.

      Aran grunted but didn’t say no, so I took that as a good sign. I could salvage this. I could keep Aran in town. For Patrick, of course… not at all for me.
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      I wasn’t sure whether to be pissed at Gloria for asking me to come all this way to check on her sick father, Patrick for wanting to get rid of me, or Oscar for making me feel things I’d never experienced before.

      Firstly, that grumpy old man didn’t appear to be ill, let alone dying. And honestly, if I had to guess, I reckon he’d never heard of me and my brothers. The relationship between my foster mother and her dad had broken down years ago, before she fostered us. I thought back to our neighbors and regular visitors when we lived with Gloria and didn’t recall anyone mentioning Patrick.

      As the backpack bumped on my back, it reminded me of all the food and equipment I’d purchased—and for what? A quick trip into the forest, only to turn around and retrace my steps, tail between my legs. I was a fool.

      Thoughts were tumbling around in my head, much like the stream of water being tossed over the rocks, because I was avoiding filling my mind with images and the aroma of Oscar as he kneeled beside the water and scooped up the clear sparkling water with both hands.

      As he splashed it across his face, droplets dribbled down his chin, which had my stomach doing flip-flops. I could practically see Giles’s face if I told him that. My middle brother would tap my head and ask if the real Aran had been abducted by aliens. William might be taken aback, but he’d understand. He’d met his one true love.

      “Mmmm.” There was an internal argument raging inside me between two warring sides. One voice was urging me to lean forward and lick the drops off the omega’s chiseled jaw and the consequences be damned. But there was another voice that said he might toss me in the water and take off. Doing something so brazen without being given consent, I’d probably deserve to get dunked.

      As Oscar squatted beside the stream, my gaze slid to his ass. The denim of his jeans straining across his butt had me wiping my brow as sweat dotted my hairline. In the distance someone was talking, but I wanted to concentrate on Oscar's gorgeous behind and ponder what lay beneath the layers of fabric. Yeah, layers, cause he’d be wearing underwear, for sure. Or would he?

      I wished that, as he leaned over, I could spy the waistband of his briefs or boxers, and then I’d know for certain if he was going commando. But his shirt was too long for me to catch a glimpse.

      “Aran, can you hear me?”

      Oscar startled me, as I was lost in my own head, and I jumped backward, almost tripping over a tree root. I hadn’t pretended to be an experienced hiker or outdoors person, but now I’d confirmed it. “Oh, that was you?”

      He swiveled his head, left and right, a practiced movement I guessed, for someone who was obviously attuned to the forest. He stood up and I silently begged him to resume the position so I could continue eying his ass.

      “I was saying that you shouldn’t drink from a stream if you’re not certain of the source, as the water may be contaminated.”

      Without thinking, I blurted out, “I’ll remember that when I go on safari next.”

      That earned me a smirk. “Judging by the size and weight of your pack, you were planning a major expedition.”

      “Yeah.” I sank onto the forest floor and he did the same while I rummaged in the pack. “Beef jerky?”

      “Sure.”

      As we munched on the snack, a flowering plant caught my eye. It reminded me of a shrub Gloria had in her garden when we were growing up. “That’s very pretty. What is it?”

      Oscar’s hand holding the jerky froze and he waggled his other one. “That's a water hemlock. Promise me you won’t touch it or gods forbid eat it. It’s deadly.”

      I withdrew my hand, even though the plant wasn’t within touching distance.

      “The forest is a living breathing organism, filled with wondrous plants and animals, sights and sounds,” Oscar explained. “But along with the beauty, comes the darkness.”

      My eyes found his, and while he was talking about the woods, I got the sense that he was including himself in that darkness.

      “But with me at your side, nothing bad will happen to you.”

      He made it sound as though we were days from town, and my mind went to Gloria and her elephants and camels. I could do with either one of those right now, as I peered at the ground I was sitting on while ants swarmed over a bit of jerky I’d dropped. Maybe it was just as well Patrick didn’t want anything to do with me and I could head home.

      Oscar’s expression changed and his voice deepened. His eyes glinted as they had earlier, and I shivered as though there’d been a sudden drop in temperature. “You’re safe with me.”

      “Good… good to know.”

      “And no way can you leave just yet.”

      That got my attention. Gloria used to enjoy reading us fairytales. The three of us, me, Giles, and William in the bed, huddled under the covers, while our foster mom read us stories of bad things happening to kids in the forest. And it often involved a wolf. Sometimes a bear, but usually wolves.

      Oscar was a person of contrasts. He turned me on something fierce, but that arousal hovered a hair’s breadth away from something more sinister.

      I gulped, and hoping he didn’t notice, I slid my hand in the pack, searching for the bear spray. What had I done with it? Did I leave it in Patrick’s cabin? “Why’s that?” My voice was higher than usual, but I did my best not to show the fear on my face that was creeping over my skin.

      “As I mentioned earlier, Patrick really enjoyed your visit. I’m sure he’d love to get to know you better.”

      “I doubt that.” He was less enthusiastic about seeing me than if I’d asked Giles to join me in a ballroom dance class. “Are we talking about the same Patrick?”

      “He’s family. There’s nothing more important than family.”

      I agreed with what he said, but family to me was Giles and William. And Gloria. Not a bad-tempered man who’d overwhelmed his daughter with guilt and who was in the running for best dramatic performance by a crankypants.

      “But that’s not all.” Now Oscar reminded me of a game show host, and I cocked my head as I waited for him to open Door Number 1. “You can’t leave before the festival.”

      “Bowser has a festival?”

      “To celebrate the full moon. You have to stay.” He placed a hand on mine and my body was wracked with tremors. Heat pulsed through me from where his palm had contact with my hand. Perhaps he saw the uncertainty in my eyes and he rephrased what he’d said. “You should stay. I hope you will.”

      “What happens during a full-moon festival? Does everyone get naked and dance around the fire?” While I didn’t see myself participating, if there was an opportunity to catch a glimpse of Oscar undressed, I’d consider ripping off my clothes and wriggling my ass with everyone else

      And that led me to imagining the omega’s cock. I was no longer shivering but my body was overheating. Perhaps I had a fever. One minute I was cold and the next sweaty. Classic signs I was coming down with something.

      Oscar parted his lips but snapped them shut before speaking. Was he weighing up how to answer my question? It was pretty simple. Either yes or no.

      “Yeah, sort of. But not in the way you think.”

      That was as clear as mud. But it wasn’t as if I had anything else planned. The pile of work waiting for me back at home didn’t exactly fill me with joy. Oh, who was I kidding? Despite the slight unease that Oscar was keeping something from me, the heat generated by his presence overrode any anxiety.

      “I’m intrigued.”

      “Mmmm. Everyone else will be too,” he replied, and he sniffed.

      Gods, I couldn’t get a handle on this guy. One minute I was panting, saliva pooling in my mouth, with my length straining to escape my pants. And the next thing he said had me wishing my fingers were curled around the bear spray.

      And what was with all the sniffing? Oh, maybe he had an allergy to pollen or moss? Being in the woods was probably what caused it. Now I understood. I thought it was something to do with me.

      “You’ll definitely stand out—especially with your red hoodie.”

      Gulp!
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      “Are you hungry?” Aran had asked me that multiple times as we walked, even though the entire hike would only take us a couple hours—a bit longer than usual for me, since I was slowing down to his pace. I wasn’t sure if he was trying to feed me because he’d brought too much food and didn’t want it to go to waste, or if it was his way of taking care of me, the poor defenseless omega, like any alpha should.

      “No, thanks,” I said, glancing over my shoulder at him, in time to see him stumble over a root. “We’re nearly there anyway. There’ll be food at the festival…” He still hadn’t agreed to come, but he hadn’t refused either. I decided to take that as a good sign.

      Regardless of Aran’s alpha posturing, it was beyond obvious that he was out of his depth here in the woods. His pace was slow, he wasn’t surefooted, and I could tell he was nervous, his eyes darting around through the trees, constantly aware of danger, especially as the evening approached. The shadows lengthened, and as the sunlight dimmed, I allowed my wolf’s vision to peek through, allowing crisp detail to come into focus.

      Bowser wasn’t far away now, and my keen hearing could pick out a few whoops and hollers of the pack members as they made their way toward the festival clearing. There was one long howl—someone a little eager to kick things off early tonight—and Aran’s footsteps faltered.

      I could feel his eyes burning holes in my back as he followed me through the forest. I’d half expected him to dispute my offer of keeping him safe, seeing as I was the omega, the supposedly weaker of the two of us, but it spoke volumes to his character that he was okay with letting me lead. I liked that about him.

      I liked a lot of things about him…

      First and foremost was his enticing aroma. Not even the smoky bonfire could wipe out his scent entirely. It was like sawdust and pine and amber sap; as if he belonged here, as if he were a part of the woods, regardless of how out of place he was.

      It was like he was coming home.

      “So…” I began searching for a topic, “Gloria’s your foster mother, huh?” My feet knew the way to the clearing without conscious thought, so I let them find their way, giving my attention over to the alpha at my back. I slowed my steps and was able to walk abreast now that the trees were thinning out as we approached town.

      “Yeah, but I’ve never met Patrick before. Obviously,” he muttered. “Gloria never talks about him.” He seemed embarrassed to admit this fact, averting his eyes.

      “I’m too young to remember Gloria, she moved away when I was just a kid, but Patrick’s always seemed kinda lonely, you know?”

      Aran nodded, keeping his eyes trained on the ground; probably for the best, since his eyesight wasn’t attuned to the twilight, and he was likely to fall face-first onto the ground. I kept close to his side just in case he went over.

      “What’s that smell?” he asked, angling his face in the direction of the clearing.

      I gave a long sniff, trying to decipher which of the many scents he’d picked up on. “Well, there’s the bonfire, and they’ve started burning some herbs. There’s also a barbecue—dinner, as promised.”

      He chuckles nervously. “You’re going to feed me?”

      There was definitely something I wanted to feed him… “Are you hungry?” My voice was raspier than I had planned.

      “Famished,” he nearly growled, his pupils dilating to their fullest. It seemed he wasn’t entirely unaffected either. Maybe it was just the effect of the herbs, though. They tended to make the mind a little loopy.

      We could already see the flickering light from the bonfire, and we steered toward it. Just as we stepped into the clearing, Aran’s foot snagged. I darted an arm out and wrapped it around his waist, stopping his fall. He was a big man, but I had my wolf’s strength, and I dragged him close, chest to chest. “I got you,” I whispered.

      His hands tightened on my shoulders. “So you do.”

      “Ah!” a voice interrupted, and I reluctantly let go of Aran to turn to my former Alpha. “Glad to see you made it back in time for the festivities. The old wolf was still alive, I hope?”

      Aran bristled at his tone. “Old wolf? Still alive, you hope? Are you talking about my grandfather? You think he’s dying? What aren’t you telling me?”

      Leo froze, looking back and forth between us, and he seemed to be drawing the same conclusions as I had. Human, alpha, not a blood-relation… and then he raised an eyebrow at me, and I knew he’d also picked up on the pheromones seasoning the air.

      I gave him a look straight back. Aran made me horny, and I wasn’t going to apologize for it.

      Besides, soon enough, this clearing was going to be filled with writhing, hormone-fueled bodies. What was one more horny wolf?

      “Aran, this is Leo, Bowser’s… mayor,” I said, introducing the two men.

      “A pleasure,” Leo said, extending his hand to shake. “I wasn’t aware Patrick had grandkids. It’s very kind of you to make the trip. I’m sure it will bolster your grandfather’s mood.”

      “Right,” Aran said shortly. “You mentioned him dying? He seemed okay to me.”

      “That’s good to hear, maybe he’s on the mend. Your mother is… Gloria?” Leo asked, and Aran confirmed with a nod of his head. “Ah, lovely. She is greatly missed in Bowser. I went to school with her.”

      “You did?” I asked.

      He nodded. “She was a few years ahead of me. She left as soon as she graduated, had her heart set on university and seeing the world.” He paused, being careful how he phrased his comments. “Haven’t seen her back here since then… Is she well?”

      Aran nodded. “Well enough. I don’t see her as often as I would like, she doesn’t live nearby.”

      Leo nodded, and I could see he had more to say, but he thankfully could take a hint, as I cleared my throat loudly. “Well, make yourself at home, Aran. Help yourself to drinks and food. There’s plenty to go around. We tend to eat like animals.” He gave me a wink before stepping away.

      Before I was even aware I was doing it, I took Aran’s hand and drew him over to where there was a keg of beer and a stack of cups. Maisy was turning the crank on a giant spit, an entire pig on the skewer. Juices dripped down into the embers, filling the air with the smell of roasting meat.

      “Wow, this is something else,” Aran said, sweeping his eyes around at the scene in the clearing. His palm was warm against mine, and his fingers tightened their grip. “I feel like I’ve stepped into a whole other world. Just a few minutes ago, we were walking through the forest, and now… Where did all these people come from?”

      I chuckled. Bowser wasn’t a large pack, but in the small clearing, it was starting to feel a bit cramped for space. Once everyone’d had their fill of alcohol, they would thread their way through the trees and shift. This festival was for celebrating our wolves, embracing our inner beast. I could feel my wolf just beneath the surface, closer than usual. He’d been excited to run tonight, but now, he seemed content just to be around Aran.

      “Your mom, didn’t she take you camping when you were younger?” I asked, fishing for information. The son of a shifter shouldn’t have been so out of his element here. He was acting like he’d never seen a wild animal before.

      “Gods, no, she hates the woods.”

      I startled, turning to him. That seemed odd to me. Wolves were naturally drawn to nature; we needed to shift and run regularly to keep our other selves at peace. “Does she… live close to a national park maybe? The mountains?”

      Aran looked at me like I was crazy. “No, not really. Why?”

      “No reason. And you’re close with Gloria?”

      He shrugged, pulling his hand from mine and leaving me cold. “She saved me. She took me from the foster system and gave me a home, a family. I owe her everything.” He looked around the clearing, breathing in the fragrant herbs. “But she never told me about this place. Maybe we aren’t as close as I thought.”

      I nodded. They were family, but they didn’t seem close enough that she’d divulged anything to her son about her past, or about her nature.

      My mind was working through all the details I’d learned today. Patrick’s estranged daughter, her leaving the pack as quickly as she could, her children not comfortable with nature. Maybe Gloria is latent, I wondered. It wasn’t common, but it happened from time to time. The wolf could’ve been dormant in her body, never manifesting. If Aran had been of her blood, he would’ve been able to shift, but as a foster son, he was human.

      I poured a glass of beer and handed it to Aran, our fingers brushing, and a tingle spiraled up my arm. “A toast,” I offered, holding up my own glass. “To family, the ones we’re born with and the ones we find.”

      I’d meant his foster mother and brothers, but when he tapped his glass to mine, his eyes warm and intense, I couldn’t help but feel like there was more to it. I wanted to believe that Aran could be my family too…
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      The beer went straight to my head, and I was thankful when someone—Leo, Oscar, or maybe a woman—handed me a plate of succulent roasted pork. I’d eaten at the diner early in the day and had some beef jerky. But I’d hiked through the woods for hours, both to and from Patrick’s cabin, and my stomach was crying out for food.

      I was aware of the Bowser inhabitants around me who were a noisy bunch, grabbing the meat in their hands and tearing chunks off it. While nobody could ever call me a  dainty eater, compared to the alphas and omegas stuffing their faces, grunting and burping, I was a sipping tea with my pinkie extended kind of guy.

      When Oscar and I had been in the woods, his aroma was ever-present but tempered by nature’s fragrance. Here at the festival, there were so many competing scents and none of them were shy. They were in my face and beating their chest, demanding to be seen and heard.

      But there was a hint of something else in the air. Not from the fire and not the sweaty bodies that danced around it or stale beer. If I had to guess, it was primitive. Something ancient that was here, in the present. And once again, cold shivers crept over my skin despite the heat from the flames.

      The drinking, shouting, and dancing of Oscar’s fellow Bowser residents became more frantic as the night wore on. It was almost as if they were no longer in control. But it wasn’t the alcohol, though they’d started drinking before we arrived. It was what I’d sensed in Oscar numerous times since I’d encountered him on the path. But that was as far as I got. Perhaps I was being fanciful and it was just lust, for Oscar, that was clouding my vision and my thoughts.

      Being slightly tipsy from the beer, I allowed myself to study Oscar as he ate and interacted with his friends. He didn’t move from my side, but he was obviously popular because people came up to him and chatted. They side-eyed me, and I was glad that, due to the heat, I’d discarded my red hoodie.

      Oscar introduced them. Again with the sniffing. This town needed a supply of allergy meds. And while I couldn’t be certain, I thought I heard someone mention the word “human” and a name that sounded like “Tiago,” whoever that was. It was probably the beer and I wasn’t thinking or hearing properly.

      The alcohol gave everything a rosy glow, and I let my mind drift to what my life would be like with Oscar in it. A naked Oscar. Picturing his cock, hard and erect, his hole, slippery with slick, willing my dick to plunge inside, had sweat trickling down my back. I grabbed the hoodie and placed it over my lap to hide my arousal, though I doubted anyone noticed with all the hollering.

      The atmosphere changed and the Bowser residents headed deeper into the woods while discarding their shirts and tossing off their boots. No way was I wandering into the forest at night. How did they see in the dark? What if there were old mine shafts in the area? Being the elder brother, I was a known worrywart. There was more growling and snarling, which had me sliding over the log to Oscar, though he didn’t appear bothered that his friends had left him with me.

      “You don’t want to go with them?” While my voice sounded perfectly normal in my head, I knew from experience, I was probably slurring my words. There was no way I could drive anywhere tonight, and I didn’t fancy putting up my tent on the edge of the forest with naked people roaming around.

      Beasts was what came to mind, but I pushed it away. Horrible word. Just because these guys lived in the middle of nowhere didn’t mean I was superior to them.

      “Not tonight. I have a guest.”

      Jealousy flickered inside me as I thought of the alpha who must have been waiting at his place. Was he in bed and naked? “Who? And why didn’t you bring them to the festival?”

      He snorted into his beer and it must have gone up his nose because he spluttered and coughed. “You, Aran. You’re my guest.”

      “Oh.” Sorry I got a teensy bit jealous, I was thankful for the flames heating my cheeks, because a face the color of my hoodie would be a giveaway. But what he’d said presented me with a new conundrum. Was that an invitation to stay with him? In his place or perhaps his bed?

      I reined in my fantasy because that mixed with beer wasn’t an ideal combination. It might lead to a quick fuck behind the bushes, but I wanted more. More what, though?

      I decided to change the subject. “While I’m not Patrick’s blood relative, I feel I should stick close by for a while. Not just for him but for Gloria. I owe it to her.”

      Oscar grinned, a huge smile that reached his eyes. The same eyes that reflected the flickering flames. “That’s an excellent idea. Patrick needs family, even if it’s family he has never met.”

      I nodded, allowing his last word to hang in the air. When he didn’t continue, I hauled myself to my feet. While I was aware I wasn't sober enough to drive, I hadn’t realized how much I’d drunk and I swayed and almost lost my balance. How many times was that today? Three?

      My backpack was on the ground at my feet. Maybe I could come back for it tomorrow. “I’ll head to the truck.”

      That got a reaction from Oscar. He jumped up and grabbed my arm. While the heat from the fire was intense, my body sizzled under the omega’s touch. “You’re in no condition to drive.”

      “Not driving.” A giggle escaped from my lips. Not exactly sexy, but I hadn’t fallen on my face. But then I blew it by hiccuping. “Oops.” I walked my fingers up Oscar’s arm. “I’ve had too… too… too much to drink, so point me in the right direction and I’ll toddle off to my truck. That’s where I’m sleeping.”

      I was so unsteady on my feet, perhaps I should use the backpack for a pillow and sleep here.

      “No way.” He tightened his grip. “You’re staying at my… my home.”

      I closed one eye. “It’s not a shack in the woods, is it?” Hiking back into the forest in the dead of night with a pack of howling drunk alphas and omegas hiding in the shadows wasn’t part of the plan. I’d take my chances trying to find the truck.

      “It’s in Bowser. A B&B, and technically, it’s my former home.”

      There were too many details spilling from his mouth for me to grasp. I did latch onto one word, though. B&B. “Let’s go.”

      Oscar slung my pack over his shoulder as if it weighed nothing. “Take my arm.” He guided me from the bonfire into Bowser. My truck was still where I parked it but the town was asleep. Everyone was probably off celebrating.

      The full moon sprinkled its silvery light on the main road, and as we crossed it, our boots hit the asphalt and punctured the silence. It was the only sound in the deserted town as Oscar headed for a bunch of trees.

      “My brother has been staying in my place since I left. But he seems to have vanished, so you can stay as long as you like.”

      “You lost your brother?” I sniggered, thinking I’d have to check under the bed at the B&B. “That was careless of you.”

      Oscar paused, his face in shadow. “He’s probably in love. I’m not worried about him.”

      “Oh, lucky him.”

      We kept walking and I discovered the bunch of trees was hiding most of the Bowser houses. Oscar stopped in front of a two-story one with a yellow mailbox. “Awww. Your mailbox is cute.”

      “There’s a lot you don’t know about me,” he said as he opened the gate. It squeaked, a forlorn little sound that welcomed its owner home.

      The cool evening air had sobered me up, and I was aware of our bodies rubbing against one another as we walked.

      “Watch your step,” he said as we climbed onto the porch. He’d been paying attention to the number of times I’d tripped and almost fallen. “You’re welcome to stay as long as you like,” Oscar told me as he pushed open the door.

      I wasn’t sure what I’d been expecting. A barely there cabin like Patrick’s? But what I wasn’t prepared for was Oscar’s aroma permeating the wooden house. It was in the sofa, the curtains, and I suspected in the frame of the building itself.

      It welcomed me, curling around my body and tickling my nose. Even though Oscar no longer lived here, I’d go to sleep with his aroma watching over me.

      He led me to the second floor, the wood creaking as we made our way up. He pulled a quilt from a closet and towels and handed them to me. Now his aroma in the small closed space was overwhelming.

      I studied my feet as I took what he was giving me, my hands brushing over Oscar’s as we stood there, both of us holding what he’d offered while grasping the other person’s arms.

      “So.”

      “So,” he repeated.

      I was taller than him but not by much. And much as I tried to look away, my gaze made its way back to those eyes that were studying me intently. “Thank you for allowing me to stay here.”

      “You’re welcome.” He didn’t move.

      “Will I see you tomorrow?”

      “I hope so.”

      And all the tomorrows after that. Fingers crossed.
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      “Will I see you tomorrow?” Aran asked.

      “I hope so.” I paused and then tried not to laugh as I added, “I’ll be sleeping just down the hall.” I hiked a thumb at the open doorway behind me. “Unless you plan on sneaking out in the middle of the night, I’ll see you in the morning.”

      Aran’s eyes widened just a fraction, glowing in the moonlight spilling through the window. “Oh.”

      I hadn’t intended to stay the night. My original plan had been to come for the festival, roll around in the underbrush until midnight, and then give my wolf free rein on the way back to Dusk Fall. Somewhere along the way, though, at some point between finding Mack gone, hiking to Patrick’s, and spending the better part of the day surrounded by Aran’s aroma, a new plan had taken shape.

      I would stay here in one of the spare rooms. The beds were always made up with clean sheets for when someone needed a room, though it was all a bit dusty these days. I wasn’t picky, though. I would sleep in the dirt outside Aran’s window if it meant being close to him for a little while longer.

      “I can make you breakfast,” I said, if only to fill the silence between us, to prolong our conversation.

      “That would be…” He gulped, the movement of his throat drawing my eyes. “Great.”

      “I guess, goodnight then.” I took a step back and Aran swayed toward me. For a second I thought he would follow, but then he lurched back, through the doorway to his room.

      “Right. Goodnight.” He closed the door harder than necessary, almost a slam.

      I frowned. Had I offended him in some way?

      I wandered to my room for the night and closed the door. I stripped off my clothes and crawled between the cold sheets, goosebumps raising along my skin. There was nothing I wanted more than to go knock on Aran’s door.

      I bet his sheets are already warm… or even hot…

      My erection had been teasing me all night, but I’d been able to distract myself with the overload of stimuli. The fire, the alcohol, the burning herbs… it all worked to draw my attention away from what I really wanted.

      Aran’s cock, filling me, owning me.

      Now, in the too-silent room, all I could think about was Aran. My head swam and the ceiling spun around me. I’d breathed in more of the herbs than usual, the deep breaths I took to indulge in Aran’s scent, and now I was paying the price. That was the only explanation for how I was feeling.

      My wolf was strangely quiet, almost as if he were giving me time to think, but he was there, close to the surface, urging me to understand something. But understand what? The only thing I knew for certain was that I was horny, slick dripping from my hole and soaking into the sheets, and there was an alpha just down the hall who could make it feel better.

      I couldn’t act on my urges, though. That would be wrong of me. If I was feeling this lightheaded, experienced as I was with our pack’s herbs, I couldn’t imagine how it was affecting the human. He was probably stoned off his rocker.

      And so I tossed and turned for what felt like hours. My dick was aching, but when I touched myself, it felt wrong. Unsatisfying. I tried lying on my stomach, pressing my weeping cock into the mattress, but nothing worked. There would be no relief tonight. All I could smell was Aran, all I wanted was him.

      A knock sounded on the door, just the lightest of taps.

      I sat up, panting, sweating. “Yes?”

      The door opened slowly, and Aran’s face appeared in the doorway. “I can’t… sleep.” His eyes were wide in the darkness, straining to focus, but I could see him clearly. He was drenched in sweat. His bare chest was gleaming, the defined muscles of a man who worked with his body for a living.

      “Is there anything I can do to help?” I asked. My mind was filled with images, none of them appropriate. “I can make you cocoa?” Yeah, that wasn’t at all what I wanted, but I would do it for him if it would help.

      I found myself getting out of bed without making the conscious decision. Not an ounce of thought was given to the fact that I was very naked and very hard. I was halfway across the room before I could blink, and when I did, I found myself staring down at Aran’s crotch, where his boxer briefs were straining, trying and failing to contain his cock. I could see the tip poking out at the waistband.

      “I don’t want cocoa,” he said, his voice gravelly with need.

      My mouth flooded with saliva, my own erection giving a pulse. I knew what he needed, and I was more than willing to provide it.

      I dropped to my knees right there on the floor, pressing my mouth to his hard length through the fabric. He let out a guttural sound and his hand gripped my hair. I worried for a fraction of a second that he would pull me away, and in my panic, I gripped him by the backs of his muscular thighs. Please, I silently begged. Let me take care of you.

      I needn’t have worried, though, because instead of pulling me away, he pushed closer. With his other hand, he ripped down the waistband of his underwear, his massive cock springing free.

      I barely had time to take a breath before I swallowed him down, moaning in the deepest sense of satisfaction I’d ever felt. I ran my tongue along the vein, from base to tip and back again, lapping and sucking, desperate for more.

      His fist was in my hair, tugging while he fucked my mouth, nudging at the back of my throat, but it was over too soon. With a gasp, he jerked his hips back, pulling himself from my mouth. I whimpered, “Please.”

      “On the bed,” he grunted.

      I rushed to comply, throwing myself onto the mattress. I got on my hands and knees, offering him my throbbing hole. Never in my life had I needed anyone this badly. I could feel my slick dribbling down my thighs.

      And then his hand was there, one finger probing my tight hole. “Gods, Oscar,” he panted. “You’re already ready for me.”

      “Fuck me, alpha,” I groaned, looking over my shoulder at him. “Take me now.” His expression was one of awe, and I felt a beat of pride that he wanted me as much as I wanted him.

      He placed a hand on my back, far too gentle for my current mood, as he lined himself up with my hole. I could feel his warm tip against me and leaned into it, until I felt the head of his cock breach the tight ring of muscle. Even just that small amount was a stretch. “You’re so big,” I purred.

      “Do you want me to stop?” he asked. Even in this advanced stage, I knew he would stop if I asked, but there was no chance of that. I needed him like I needed oxygen.

      “Don’t stop,” I gasped. “Don’t ever stop.”

      Aran showed more restraint than I did. Inch by inch, he eased himself inside me, allowing me to stretch and adjust. He gripped me hard by the hips, stopping me from shoving back into him. I whined and whimpered, begged for more, but still he moved with the most agonizing slowness and care.

      Until he was seated deep within me, his balls pressed against mine.

      We stayed there for just a beat of my heart, maybe two, closer than two people had ever been in the history of time. Then he began to move, and if possible, we became even closer.

      Aran’s hands were everywhere at once, stroking, clasping… tweaking. He urged me up to a kneeling position, my back to his chest, and his arms came around me, holding me against him, cradling me.

      His lips tickled the shell of my ear. “Where have you been all my life?” he whispered.

      “I’ve been waiting for you,” I avowed, and I knew it to be true. Every day of my life had been spent waiting for this exact moment. This alpha was mine and mine alone.

      Aran thrust into my ass, again and again, claiming me in every way but the only one that mattered. My wolf tilted his head back and howled, and I knew that if I were facing Aran, I would’ve sunk my teeth into his neck, marking him as mine. Instead, I bit down on my lip, hard.

      His pace increased, becoming frantic, frenzied. Pressure built low in my gut, heat spreading to the tips of my fingers and toes. My balls clenched tight. “Aran,” I warned, “I’m… I can’t—”

      “Come for me, my omega,” he moaned against my neck.

      It was as if my body were waiting for his permission. My orgasm released like a tidal wave, rolling over me, pummeling me with its force. My vision swam around me, and my cum streamed from my dick onto the sheets beneath.

      “Yes, Oscar!” Aran cried. “Yes!” He unloaded into my channel, pulsing and throbbing, and then his knot expanded, stretching me to the fullest. Then the impossible, I felt Aran’s teeth sink into my shoulder, and my wolf howled in appreciation. Mate.

      We collapsed onto the mattress, sweaty and sated, locked together for all eternity. Our urges satisfied, we drifted off into a dizzying sleep, with him still buried inside me.

      It wouldn’t be until later the next day that I would remember the words I whispered as I drifted off to sleep, the ghost of a memory, like a fever dream. “I love you, Aran.”

      And I would swear that he replied, “And I love you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            13

          

          

      

    

    







            Aran

          

        

      

    

    
      Morning.

      I peered through my half-opened eyes and a fringe of lashes as my brain processed where I was.

      Home? No. There was no Giles snoring and no dent in the wall from my fist.

      Motel? Nah, that was some nights ago. How many, I couldn’t calculate.

      Oh right, the tent in the Fairhome park? Nope. I was in a bed with squeaky springs.

      My mind rifled through possibilities. Patrick’s place? Gods, no. This didn’t have a hole in the roof.

      Bonfire? No way.

      My truck. Don’t be ridiculous, Aran.

      Oscar!

      I shot up and was aware I was alone in a single bed and not in the room Oscar had offered me. Another one. The tangled sheets lay in a messy pile on the floor, and while the room scented of the omega, there was another overarching aroma. Not just a hint, either. I didn’t catch a tiny whiff, there wasn’t a mild trace in the air.

      No, it was full-on, bowl you fucking over, waving hands in the air, holding a big sign that read “I’m here” fragrance.

      Sex. That was what was keeping me prisoner with its web of tantalizing threads crisscrossing around me. Oscar and I had fucked, and he was gone. No note that I could see. Flopping back on the mattress, accompanied by more squeaking, I inspected my cock. It’d had quite a workout last night.

      But as I ran my mind over the sights, sounds, and sensations of our lovemaking, a couple of things caught my attention. I’d sunk my teeth into Oscar. It wasn’t a sexy let-me-give-you-a-thrill kinda thing. It was as though I’d had no choice, as silly as that sounded. To say an invisible force had its hand on my back was me not taking responsibility for my actions. Gods, what had I done? Perhaps that was why he took off. My biting him was too… what…? Violent? Me doing that had frightened him off. Our fucking was supposed to be a one-and-done and yet I’d left a mark on him. No matter where he went and who he was with, he’d carry that scar until the end of his days.

      And yet… and yet a memory pushing to the top of my sea of jumbled thoughts caught my attention. “And I love you.” Who’d said that? Me. But there'd been a declaration before that. Think, Aran. Think. “I love you, Aran.”

      Had he bitten me too? I wasn’t sure, but I hoped for it. But if he had, where was it, and where was Oscar? Desperate to see his teeth marks on my flesh, I examined my chest and shoulders. Nothing. I wrenched the mirror from the wall and stood near the window, examining my body from all angles.

      I twisted and turned, cursing because I couldn't see properly, which was stupid because the sun was filling the room with light. The more I searched, the more frantic I became, and my movements reminded me of Oscar’s friends at the bonfire. When the mirror slipped from my fingers onto the sheet, I admitted he hadn’t done to me what I had done to him. I couldn’t comprehend why I wanted him to have left a mark on me. Why was it so important?

      Is that why he left?

      He was horrified, ashamed, despondent. All of the above. Not bothering to fight back tears, I contemplated never seeing him again. My life going forward would consist of a constant yearning in my belly for the one who’d taken possession of my heart.

      But as I considered a future without the man I adored, the creaking floorboards announced someone coming up the stairs. Oscar's brother, perhaps. This might be his room, in which case I’d fling myself into the other one, grab my pack, and hurl myself out the window. Naked. Not much of a plan, not least because Bowser probably didn’t have any paramedics.

      An elbow shoved the door open, and with my gaze fixed on the floor, I spied a pair of bare feet. I looked up. Jeans, hands holding a tray of food. I hardly dared to breathe, and when my eyes met the man who was bringing me food—my love—the reservations evaporated.

      “Morning.”

      “Hi,” I said timidly. I had no idea where shy Aran had come from, but Oscar was here and feeding me. He hadn’t run for the hills, or in Bowser’s case, the forest, though one niggling doubt remained. Was this just a quick fuck for him or did he want more?

      “Thought you might be hungry.”

      I was. For both food and for another taste of him. “Ravenous.” I sat on the bed.

      Oscar didn’t react and placed the bed tray on the mattress across my lap. As he leaned over me, I caught an almond-like perfume. Not his. He’d showered. Washed away any trace of our love-making. “You’re not joining me?'' I asked in a small voice.

      “Can’t. Need to get back to the kids.”

      My fingers gripped the tray, hoping I didn’t make any sudden movement. He had children. He has kids. And is the alpha father also part of the package? You'd think he would have mentioned that. Important information he left out of the getting-to-know-you phase.

      “Kids?”

      “Mmmm. I adore them but they’re a wily bunch—way more than a handful—which is why I need to be there. And there’s no one else.”

      “Of course.” No one else, so no alpha, at least.

      “I hate to, ummm…” he mumbled under his breath, and I didn’t catch what he was saying, “…and run.” He shoved both hands in his pockets and studied something out the window. “Ummm, stay as long as you want. I guess I’ll see you around.” He walked out. Not just through the door, but possibly my life, but then he poked his head back in. “The diner has great steak and fries and the general store has… other stuff.”

      Bye.

      My heart pounded in time to the thumping of his feet on the stairs, and when the front door slammed, I stood at the window and glimpsed him through the trees as he wandered away, head down instead of glancing back at me. I stifled the urge to shimmy down a tree and run after him. My body, my heart, my everything needed him. This wasn’t an infatuation that I could get over in a few days by consuming too much beer and telling everyone my tale of woe.

      Now what?

      My body clamored for Oscar as I sat on the edge of the bed and took a bite of eggs  and sipped the coffee. Oscar was probably a great cook but I couldn’t taste the food. No, I could, but it tasted of misery.

      I sniffed my underarms. Ewww. Remnants of the fire and food from the festival, as well as slick and sex. But if I showered, I’d wash off Oscar's scent from my skin and hair. Though unwashed-me was such a big ewww, so it probably wasn’t sensible to forgo a shower.

      There was a faint ding which reminded me of another life. What was that? It was coming from the other room, the one I’d been supposed to sleep in. The phone. Why had I taken it into the forest? Oh right, I’d wanted to refer back to Gloria’s messages.

      I headed back to my room and removed the phone from a pocket in the pack, and my fingers grazed the bear spray. Probably should keep that in case I met one when I returned to Patrick’s. Backtrack. I was going to visit him again? Maybe.

      Ignoring a message from Giles and William asking how I was, I phoned Gloria. She was probably on her lunch break, based on the time difference.

      “Aran? Did you find him?”

      “It’s okay, Mom. He’s fine. A little grumpy.”

      “He always is, so it sounds as though he’s okay.”

      I wasn’t so sure. He put up a “keep away” sign around his heart, but he seemed lonely. Living where he did wasn’t helping. It was beautiful, and he could fish and enjoy long walks, but he didn’t get many visitors.

      “Thank you, Aran. I knew I could count on you. As always. You can go home now.”

      “I might stay a while.”

      “Really? In Bowser?”

      “Yeah, it’s not so bad.”

      She harrumphed and the silence from her end of the phone told me she wasn’t a fan.

      “Oh, I nearly forgot. I met the mayor. Leo. He remembered you.”

      “Hmmm. He was always destined to be… what you’d call top dog.”

      While I doubted being the mayor of a tiny place like Bowser gave him much power, maybe the guy asserted his authority at town meetings or assigned the residents to clean the streets. Not that there were many of either people or streets.

      “This might sound odd but I’d like to get to know Patrick more. Hear his story.”

      “Don’t.” Her sharp tone had me holding the phone away from my ear. “That place is… just no, Aran. Go home to your life and forget about Bowser and its… people.”

      “Okay. Talk soon. Love you.”

      Wow. Whether Gloria’s dislike of Bowser and its inhabitants had to do with the breakdown of the relationship between her and Patrick or something else, I was going to do what my head was telling me. But that was a liar, liar, pants on fire statement, because while there was truth to me wanting to see Patrick again, it was Oscar who was anchoring me to Bowser.

      Thinking of Patrick had me running my hands over my chest once more, hoping I’d missed a similar mark on me to the one I’d left on Oscar. I kept asking myself why I was obsessing over it. I just knew it was important. But mark or not, if he felt anything for me, he wouldn’t have left. He’d have joined me for breakfast in bed, showered with me, and introduced me to his kids. Yes, he had to put his children first. That I understood. But his taking off reminded me of a cartoon character who left a cloud of dust behind them.

      And I was standing in that cloud.
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      Longest. Day. Ever.

      “Peek-a-boo!” I pulled my hands away and made a surprised face, eyes and mouth wide, for Olivia. She giggled, as expected.

      I covered my face again, letting my expression sag while hidden behind my hands. It was getting harder and harder to put on a happy face today. I painted on my smile again before spreading my fingers wide and saying, “Peek!”

      Olivia giggled again. It had been like five minutes of this. Babies had a longer attention span than most adults. They loved repetition and the anticipation, predicting what was coming next. It taught them cause and effect.

      This time when I covered my face, I closed my eyes and took a long, deep breath. That was the whole point of peek-a-boo. The anticipation. But I wasn’t feeling it today.

      I was trying to plan and anticipate seeing Aran again, but how the hell was that supposed to work? What was the point? It wasn’t like we had a chance at a future together. I was a wolf, and he was human. He was from the big city, and I was from the middle of nowhere. We couldn’t have been more different.

      Not only that, but he’d bitten me! It was in the heat of the moment, he didn’t know what he was doing, and I was sure he would regret it once he realized his mistake. We hardly knew each other! Plus, there was a serious influence of alcohol and the burning herbs. He wasn’t thinking clearly.

      Without my marking him in return, the incomplete mating bond would hopefully fizzle out, and soon enough, he would be able to go back to his life in the city. He could move on, never think of me again.

      Me, however…

      I ran my finger over the faint impression of his teeth. I hoped it would scar, because there was no way I would ever be able to banish him from my mind.

      Olivia gave a loud squawk, wondering when I was coming out again, so I gave her another dutiful “Peek-a-boo!” and then scooped her off the floor and settled her into a highchair.

      I just couldn’t play this game today. I had to admit to myself that I didn’t want to anticipate seeing Aran again… because I wanted him here. Now. Anticipation was for the dogs.

      “Snack time!” I called to the toddlers. They’d been tearing this place apart today, but I was okay with it. Though I was normally a tidy person by nature—a place for everything and everything in its place—if they kept themselves entertained by dragging out every single toy and leaving them all over, then I was more than okay with that. My head wasn’t in the right mindframe today—no, my head wasn’t the problem.

      It was my heart.

      “Ossa!” Marrok called. That was what he called me, my name too hard for him to pronounce yet. “Snack!” He came bounding over, Daciana right on his heels. They were always hungry, and they had the growth spurts to prove it.

      I plunked them both into their seats. It was just the three kids today, thank gods. Any more and I might’ve lost one of them in my distraction.

      I had fruit cut up and ready to go, plus a few crackers. There, that should keep them busy for a few minutes… just long enough for me to have a mental breakdown.

      I was about ten seconds away from sobbing uncontrollably when there was a knock at the door. I brushed at my cheeks to make sure no tears had slipped out, then opened the door to find Tiago standing outside, absolutely glowing. “Hey! Sorry, I know I’m early, but I just got off a conference call with the board at Looking Glass Construction and I needed to take a walk. My head was all a jumble”

      “How’s everything going at work?” I asked. Despite his happy glow, he was looking a little frazzled.

      “Well, in the city, things are great, but out here, not so much. We can’t find a construction team to develop the land in town. We’re too far from any major cities, so all the quotes are skyhigh, claiming it’s too expensive to bring the material such a huge distance. It’s driving me all a bit crazy, to be honest. Anyway, I was on a walk and I figured I might as well…” He trailed off, peeking around me, looking a little uncertain.

      “You miss them,” I said, stating it as fact.

      “I do,” he admitted with a little laugh, embarrassed.

      I gestured for him to come inside. “Don’t worry about it, it happens. You know, you don’t ever have to apologize for missing your children. They are quite literally a piece of you, and I know it must feel awful to be apart from them.” I’d meant my words to mean a parent missing a child, but it came from a place inside me that was missing my alpha.

      A piece of me.

      Tiago walked over to the kids, who couldn’t decide which they wanted to do first, shove their food into their mouths or greet their dad. In the end, they did both at once. It was quite messy.

      The Alpha Omega laughed, not minding the sticky fingers even a little. “Oh, my sweet little pups.” He buried his nose against their heads and breathed in their scents.

      “I think Hem is rubbing off on you,” I teased. “Are you sure you aren’t half wolf now too?”

      “Oh, I think that’s exactly what I am now…” He smiled, giving me a knowing look, his hand resting on his belly.

      “You’re pregnant?!” I hadn’t meant to say it so loud, so sharp and angry, and I quickly cleared my throat. “I mean, congratulations. That’s wonderful news.” I couldn’t smell it on him yet, so it was probably early days—either that or I was still dreaming of Aran’s scent.

      Or maybe I was just blinded by jealousy. Yeah, that was probably it.

      He quirked a brow at me. “Yeah, you really sound like you mean it,” he muttered sarcastically. Since the kids were still busy with their snack, Tiago came over to stand beside me. “Are you okay? You seem a bit off today.”

      “I’m fine,” I moaned, tugging at my hair and sending it in all directions.

      “Mm-hmm.” Even as he agreed with me, he led me over to a beanbag chair and nudged me down, then he crouched beside me, bringing his eyes level with mine. “Oscar, we’ve known each other a few years now, and while I might not have a wolf’s instincts, I’d like to believe I at least know enough to tell when you’re feeling off. What’s going on?”

      “It’s just…” I began, but that was as far as I got. I didn’t know what was supposed to come next. What was wrong, exactly? I’d had mind-blowing sex, nothing wrong with that. My ass was still aching from having Aran’s massive cock inside me, and it was probably the best part of how I was feeling right now. The slight sting was a reminder of him, but it would soon fade. And then I would have nothing.

      Instead of telling him any of that, I found myself asking, “What’s it like for you? Being human in the pack? Being the Alpha Omega… is everyone nice to you? Treat you well?” I felt awful that I’d never given it much thought before. I’d always been wrapped up in caring for the babies that I hadn’t bothered with the adults.

      He pondered that for a moment. “Things were a little rough in the beginning, I guess. Nobody in Bowser trusted me, but they warmed up eventually. Hard to turn your back on fated mates. It helped that Hem started his own pack. Everyone came to him, knowing full well that his omega was human. If they couldn’t handle it, they wouldn’t have joined the pack.” Tiago shrugged like it was no big deal, but it really was. He was outside of his own element here, away from other humans.

      “Do you miss it?” I asked. “The city?”

      He didn’t even hesitate to say, “Not even a little.” He laughed. “My stepfamily made my life a living hell in the city. Everything was a bigger challenge than it needed to be. Out here?” He gestured around my living room, but I suspected he meant for me to think bigger. The town site, the woods. The pack. “Out here, I can finally be myself. I’ve found people who love me for me. I’ve built a life here.”

      He waited, a pause stretching between us, the only sounds that of the messy slurping and munching from the kids. They only had a few pieces of fruit left, they’d be ready to get cleaned up in a minute.

      “Did I help?” Tiago asked softly, his voice tinged with hope.

      Had he helped? I wasn’t sure. He certainly made living in the pack sound blissful, but Aran wasn’t miserable back home. He had a wonderful family he probably missed, brothers, a nephew, a job that mattered to him. Leaving the city wouldn’t be a dream come true for him.

      And leaving the pack wasn’t an option for me.

      I gazed at the babies for a minute. They were my world, what mattered most. I was needed here to take care of them, even if they were the closest thing to family I would ever know.

      Tiago rested his hand on my knee, startling me out of my daze. “What can I do?” he asked. “If it’s within my power, it’s yours. I am the Alpha Omega, after all. I do have some sway around here.”

      I laughed, trying to loosen my shoulders of their weight. “It’s all good, Tiago. Thank you, you helped a lot.” I thought for sure he would hear the obvious lie, but he gave me a beaming smile.

      “I love it when I can help. Makes me feel like I’m actually earning my role in the pack.” He pushed up from his crouch, groaning and rubbing at his lower back. “How can I already be this sore? It’s only been a few weeks.”

      The beanbag shifted under me, making it hard to get up. “It’s the hormones,” I told him, rubbing a palm over his back for him. “I hate to tell you, but it’ll get worse before it gets better.”

      He snorted. “Yeah, it’ll be better in about nine months.”

      Marrok squealed angrily now that he was done with his snack. He made grabby hands. “Dada! I want up!”

      “Coming, my little beast,” Tiago said, then growled low in his throat and pretended to pounce at his son.

      Marrok giggled and squirmed in his seat, then made little rrrrr-ruff sounds, pretending to paw at the air. Even as a human, Tiago was doing a phenomenal job fitting in with the pack, and with raising two wolves. He was teaching them to be strong and determined, proud and fierce.

      And there was nothing I wanted more than to have that with Aran. Too bad it wasn’t meant to be.
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      I poked my nose inside the general store. Wow! Stuff was expensive here. Not surprising, considering how far the goods had to be transported, but still, the prices were outrageous. I grabbed some snacks for myself, even though I had a backpack full of them. But I had half a mind to offer those to Patrick. Assuming he’d accept them. I could imagine him complaining, in that cranky voice of his, “I’m not a charity case.”

      The general store was also the local real estate office, but the yellowing curled-up paper the listings were printed on showed none of them were recent.

      From there I meandered along the main street to the diner. While I’d had a quick bite to eat there yesterday, that was before I met Oscar. He’d recommended the steak and fries and that was my kinda meal.

      “Hello again.”

      “Again?” I studied the woman wearing an apron who was handing me the menu. She did look vaguely familiar, but when I trawled my memories, I came up blank.

      “At the festival. I was roasting the pig on a spit. Maisy.”

      Her face came into focus and I matched it to the one I’d met the previous evening. “Oh, sorry, I didn’t recognize you.” I wasn’t sure if she was referring to the pig being called Maisy or that was her name. But a quick glance at her name tag confirmed it wasn’t the dearly departed (but succulent) pig.

      “Not surprising. Full moon nights are always a little crazy.”

      That was an understatement, based on the sights, smells, and sounds around the bonfire. Not bothering to look at the menu, I said, “A friend recommended your steak and fries.”

      She raised a brow. “And would that friend be Oscar?”

      A burning-hot flush swept over my skin, which had me eying the glass of water she had placed on the table. It wasn’t big enough to dunk my head in, though I could upend it over me. “Ummm… yes.”

      “He likes you.”

      Him liking me wasn’t significant. He probably liked the dogs that lived in town too. If he returned my affection, I would have paid for an ad to be placed in the general store window! But we were in limbo. At least I was. A painful, empty one that left me adrift, while he’d gone back to his regular routine.

      “He’s a nice man,” I said. That pitiful statement was almost as bad as the loneliness that was keeping me company.

      “Mmmm,” was her non-committal reply. “Steak and fries coming right up.”

      “That wouldn't come with a salad, would it?”

      She gave me a look as if to say, “You want to spoil your steak with green stuff?” But instead she asked, “You’re not a friend of Tiago’s, are you? He was always wanting vegetables with his steak.” She didn’t bother waiting for me to answer and muttered, “I’ll see what I can do.”

      No point asking for vegetable soup. “And a portion of chicken soup to go, please?” She acknowledged me with a wave of the menu.

      I fiddled with the salt and pepper shakers and the cutlery until the food arrived. Oscar was right. The steak was cooked to perfection.

      With my belly full and satisfied, but the rest of me missing Oscar, I hoisted the pack on my back, but not before Maisy gave me the package of food I’d ordered and an additional flask containing coffee, as well as cake for Patrick.

      The pack was a little lighter than yesterday, and while I could have left the tent in the truck or at the B&B, it'd come in handy if I decided to stay the night in the forest. Or if Patrick asked me to stay the night, as I suspected his roof leaked. Unlikely he’d extend an invitation, but possible. While I didn’t feel at home with nature up close and personal, I was beginning to see the beauty in the woods.

      This time I hurried along the path, noting landmarks from the day before, and arrived at the clearing where Patrick lived. While it wasn’t raining, the clearing was filled with a light mist, adding to the eeriness and the isolation.

      Patrick was outside smoking a pipe, which was surprising considering the wisps of fog drifting around the trees, and he was sitting in an old lawn chair that must have been as old as him.

      “You came back,” he growled. “Not sure why. You disturbed my solitude and brought me watery soup. What now? Did you bring a jigsaw puzzle we can do together?” He took another puff on his pipe.

      While it wasn’t expecting a warm welcome, he was doing everything he could to push me away. He couldn't fool me. I’d been in the foster system and seen kids who were… lost. Hey, I’d once done exactly what he was doing, trying to save myself from further hurt.

      “I spoke to Gloria and she’s pleased to hear you’re doing well.”

      “Bet she is,” he spat out, the bitterness evident in his voice. “Seeing as I haven’t laid eyes on her in years, why is she so interested in my health? Tell her there’s nothing to leave her in my will.”

      I held up the flask of coffee. “Maisy told me when you come to town you order coffee at the diner before doing anything else.”

      “Those pesky Bowser residents, giving away my secrets. I should sue them for breach of privacy. Or something.”

      Ignoring his grousing, I went inside and grabbed two mugs, both chipped, and brought them out. Once he had his coffee, I pulled out the cake and offered him a piece.

      “Suppose I may as well. Seeing as you came all this way.”

      The mist was disappearing, leaving just the two of us in the clearing.

      “Brothers, huh?” he muttered.

      While I’d spent little time in Patrick's company, he used the same conversational shorthand that Gloria often did. I’d learned to piece together the missing information.

      “Yes, two. I'm the eldest. Giles is my middle brother and William’s the youngest.” If I asked whether he wanted to see photos, he’d refuse, so I just pulled out my phone instead, and while squatting beside him, flicked slowly through the family pics on my phone.

      “Who's the kid?”

      “My nephew, James. He’s adorable.”

      “Wait til he grows up,” he grumbled. “He won’t want anything to do with you.”

      I sipped my coffee and wondered what had happened between this man and his daughter. And while Gloria and I didn’t agree on many issues, there was no relationship hurdle so huge that we couldn't get past it. “When it comes to family, we often have to compromise.” Not just family. Mates. Except that was hard when the person I wanted as a mate had taken off.

      “That’s garbage. I can’t change who I am and neither can she. Or in my daughter’s case, she’s mad about what she’s not, rather than who she is.”

      I reached out for a piece of cake and he slapped my hand. “Thought you bought that for me.”

      “Mmmm.” That was mean. Luckily, I’d eaten a big meal at the diner, but Patrick and I both liked cake and he wasn’t sharing.

      “Tell me about my daughter as a mother. Never imagined her having kids. She was always fixated on a career. And leaving me and Bowser.”

      “She was very strict about things like bedtime, chores, and homework, but she was a lot of fun. Sometimes on a Saturday, she’d get us out of bed and say we were going on a treasure hunt.” It had been a pretty amazing childhood. She’d also instilled in us the idea of service. That we should help the less fortunate, and we’d volunteer at soup kitchens and raise money for charities.

      That was something I hadn't paid attention to lately. I’d been so focused on building the business, I hadn’t been to a homeless shelter or the local humane society in a while. Probably should get onto that.

      “She did good by you.”

      She did. “She guided us, steered us in the right direction, but she led by example.” Gloria would poo-poo that by saying,“You’re making me out to be a saint.”

      “And yet she couldn’t accept who I was. Who we all were. The Bowser pack.”

      “Awww, that’s sweet that you think of yourselves as a pack.”

      That earned me a withering look from the older man. “This cake is sweet. Bowser inhabitants are tough and resilient. Not sweet.”

      “Sorry.”

      “But she’s not like us. I… I didn’t care.” He paused. “Of course I cared, but she was my daughter. You love your kids no matter what, and I did that.”

      “Well, you showed her by example, because she loves us unconditionally.”

      I was no clearer on what or who Gloria couldn’t accept or why she was different. I guessed for anyone to make Bowser their home and not yearn for the big wide world, they needed to be content with a simpler life than one in the city. Or perhaps that was a condescending opinion from me, a city dweller, trying to figure out what went wrong with me and Oscar.

      Time for me to head back. “Keep the flasks. Maisy said you can return them when you’re next in town.” Without giving Patrick the opportunity to refuse, I tipped the snacks out of my pack and put them on the table in the cabin.

      “Before you go…” He raised his mug. “Thank you for telling me my little girl turned out so well.”
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      If I thought the days were long, I had another thing coming. The nights spent alone were even worse. This week felt more like a year! And it was only Thursday!

      Grateful. I am grateful.

      That had been my mantra, pushing to get through each day, hour, minute without Aran. I wanted him—no, I needed him. But mourning his absence was a waste of energy. It meant I wasn’t appreciating everything I had. These sweet pups, the roof over my head, the food in my belly, my pack supporting me. I had a good life. And I was grateful.

      But I was also lonely as hell.

      Hem and Tiago had both been giving me side-eye when they came to pick up their kids at the end of each day. They were wondering what the hell was wrong with me, but they weren’t prying into my personal business, and I appreciated it. The other pack members, on the other hand, weren’t so discreet.

      Mama B muttered about the full-moon festival each time she passed me in the street, and I’d been getting suspicious looks from Steve and Jared too. I’d grown up with Steve in Bowser, so it was only natural that he would recognize when something was off with me, but Jared had come from a neighboring pack to the north. I’d known him for all of a month, and the way he was watching me felt like he was expecting me to fall apart at any moment. Like it was inevitable.

      That was when I knew I must be worse off than I thought.

      “Fuck this,” I grumbled, storming down the trodden path of flattened grass that counted as a sidewalk. Hem was talking about having it paved, but concrete sidewalks belonged in the city, not here in Dusk Fall.

      I wasn’t really sure where I was going; there was no defined destination in mind. All I knew was that I couldn’t spend the night at home alone again. The dark, the silence. It was overwhelming. Suffocating.

      That was exactly it. I felt like I was dying a slow, torturous death. Death by solitude.

      The sting on my backside was gone, but I swore I could still feel Aran there, filling me to the brim. The ghost of his hands still gripping me. It was both a tease and a treasure. It served as both a reminder of everything I’d lost, as well as the promise of all I could have again.

      If I had the strength and courage to go after it.

      No. I’d probably already missed my chance. Patrick had told Aran not to bother coming back, and I’d practically said as much, running away like I had. I bet Aran left for the city at the first chance he got.

      Well, that was it then. Nothing else I could do.

      I let my wolf steer my body. I was walking on two human legs, but it was easy enough to let myself drift off. Take the wheel! I told him.

      Mate, he replied. Of course that was what he said. That was his only response these days. Mate, mate, mate. Blah, blah, blah. Didn’t he know it wasn’t that simple? If only I could be like Tiago, just throw myself headlong into an interspecies relationship like there weren’t a million barriers in the way.

      When I finally paid attention to where I was, I found myself in “downtown” Dusk Fall. It wasn’t much yet, but several plots had been cleared in preparation for future businesses. It had much the same layout as Bowser—and probably a thousand other small rural towns. The highway cut through the forest, so, naturally, we were installing most of our businesses right there along the strip. It only made sense. And paying customers stopped for gas, coffee, and pie, so that was obviously the first thing we built. A bit of a truckstop diner. Hem had been trying to lure Maisy into taking over the restaurant portion.

      Nobody wanted semi trailers and air brakes blasting past their bedroom window, so all the houses were set back in the trees. It was… familiar. Comfortable. Safe.

      Ugh. I’m beginning to hate safe.

      I walked over the asphalt, my boots clomping, and pulled open the diner door. There were only a dozen tables, a grill behind a counter, and through an open door, you could see all the way through to the gas station convenience store. There was a small space between the two halves of the business, with a storeroom and a staff bathroom, but Hem suggested we open up an ice cream window for the summer. It wasn’t a bad idea.

      I’d been expecting to walk in to the smell of frying burgers, melted cheese, fries and soup, but instead, it was almost like the forest had followed me inside. Sap… pine…

      My eyes zeroed in on the source. Aran.

      My heart squeezed in my chest, then set itself to a hammering pace, slamming against my ribs. I started panting, trying to catch my breath, but with my mouth gaping, I could taste him on the air.

      My alpha. I must’ve said it out loud, because several heads turned—including Hemingway. I frowned. Why was Aran having lunch with Hem?

      I strolled over—at least, I tried to stroll, but it was nothing as casual as that. It was more like a frantic jog, but since the space was so small, it came out as three hops. “Hey…” Yeah, my conversation skills were on point, but at least I wasn’t drooling.

      I rubbed my palm over my chin to make sure.

      “Hi.” Aran seemed surprised to see me, but not in a bad way. It was more like “birthday surprise,” a present and a slice of cake. He pushed his chair back and stood like a gentleman. “Please, stay.”

      Then he seemed to catch himself and turned to Hem. “I mean, if it’s all right with you? Sorry, I shouldn’t have—”

      Hem interrupted, waving his hand. “No, no, not at all. Oscar, why don’t you join us?” He gave me a knowing look that told me he understood exactly what was going on here.

      At least one of us did. Aran and I both seemed at a total loss for words.

      I plunked my butt down on the chair, my body suddenly heavier than it had been on the walk over. It was as if my wolf were commanding me. Sit. Stay.

      He had nothing to worry about. I couldn’t have left even if I wanted to. I was hypnotized by the heat in Aran’s gaze, the way his muscles pulled his shirt taut over his chest, his scent filling my nostrils.

      “…could break ground by the end of summer. How does that sound?” Hem was saying.

      Aran startled. “Huh?”

      Hemingway laughed lightly. “Don’t worry, I won’t make you sign any paperwork today. It wouldn’t be fair to you, you’re obviously not thinking too clearly right now.” My Alpha shook his head. “Everything makes so much sense now.”

      “What? What makes sense?” I sputtered.

      Hem speared me with a shrewd look, and I could feel a blush creeping up my neck. He knew. Were we really that obvious? I wiggled in my seat, slick seeping out, and I blushed harder. Yeah, the attraction between me and Aran wasn’t a secret I had any hope of keeping.

      Hem clapped once. “Right then, I’ll be off, before this gets awkward. Aran, it was truly nice to meet you. I like the way you think, it’s right on pace with everything I hope to build here in Dusk Fall. Let’s talk again before you leave.”

      “Uh, yeah, definitely.” Aran was talking to Hem, but his eyes were still focused on me. He did stand to shake Hem’s hand, though.

      Once we were alone, we didn’t seem to have anything left to say. I couldn’t very well open the conversation with, “So, you bit me,” or with an invitation for him to do it again, so instead I said, “You’re still here.” I meant here in my neck of the woods, not the diner, but full sentences were kinda beyond me right now. Aran luckily caught what I meant.

      “I thought I would stick around for a while… you know, make sure Patrick’s on the mend.”

      “Oh! Yes, absolutely!” Right, of course he was staying for Patrick. I was a fool to think it could’ve been for me—but I wasn’t going to look a gift alpha in the mouth. “I’m sure it means so much to Patrick. Family is so important to him, it’s all he talks about.”

      “Really?” Aran raised a brow, his tone drenched in skepticism.

      “Yeah, definitely. He brags about you all the time.” I nodded vigorously, as if that would make it more believable.

      “Mm-hm. And what does he say exactly?”

      Uh-oh. He had me there. Aran and I hadn’t known each other long enough for me to be able to pull out the finer details of his life, so I did the next best thing—I changed the topic. “What were you doing talking with Hem?”

      Aran let my fumbling slide for now. “Oh, so you know how I have a construction company? Well, it’s a strange coincidence, actually. I had received an email from Hemingway a couple weeks ago about building a community center here in Dusk Fall, and I figured we could have a meeting while I was out here visiting Patrick, take a look at the proposed site and discuss materials. And then I was talking with Patrick a few days ago, and he sort of reminded me of how Gloria was always giving back to the community when my brothers and I were little. And I thought it would be really cool if I could do something like that. I guess I got a little eager about the idea, I just couldn’t wait to get started, so I decided to ask Hem if he had anything around here he needed help with.” Aran was getting excited as he explained, gesturing with his hands. I loved seeing him like this, all lit up from the inside. “And we came up with a wildlife rehabilitation center! Isn’t that great?”

      “It’s amazing!” His excitement was so infectious, I couldn’t help but lean in to be closer to him. I reached across the table and grabbed his hand. A current passed between us, and I gasped and froze. He must’ve felt it too, because his fingers tightened on mine.

      “Oscar…” He practically moaned my name.

      Our attraction, the passion we’d felt the other night, it was still there. I had half convinced myself that it was all a dream, that the herbs and the alcohol had addled my brain, but here he was… and it was like magic.

      He cleared his throat, suddenly awkward. “Are you hungry? You could stay, I could… stay.”

      I was nodding, but not because I wanted us to stay—because I wanted us to leave. Together.

      I looked down to our hands, still entwined, and I stood, drawing him up with me. “Come with me?” I asked. It was a plea. He had my heart in his hands, and I hoped he wouldn’t squeeze too hard.

      “Where?” he asked, already following, no hesitation, no doubt.

      “Home.”
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      Oscar hauled me out of the diner and along a path to where a group of houses were nestled and half-hidden in the foliage. Both Bowser and Dusk Fall were made up of trees, a handful of buildings, and few people. And that was what I was concentrating on as the man I craved was dragging me somewhere.

      While I was overjoyed to see him, his mouth-watering aroma assaulted my senses and made me dizzy. Though we were skin to skin—sadly, we weren’t naked—I concentrated on my surroundings, fearful of what I would find at the end of our journey.

      If Oscar’s purpose in taking me wherever was to give me devastating news, this may be the last few moments I had in his company. As the world passed us by, I noted the sun peeking through wispy clouds, the overgrown grass that had been trodden down on the path, one homeowner chopping wood in his backyard, and the unmistakable sound of children’s laughter drifting through the trees.

      We reached a small house, which was newish compared to the ones in Bowser, and Oscar crashed through the door. My eyes alighted on kids’ stuff. Highchairs, toys, and objects that I recognized from William’s condo but couldn't put a name to.

      Fuck! Kids! With him running off, I still wasn’t clear on whether they were his children. And they were young ones, based on the thingies… equipment… whatever scattered around the room. Compared to what me and my brothers had played with when we were younger, these kids’ toys had leveled up. But it occurred to me I'd become a fuddy duddy who started every sentence with, “Back in my day…”

      I was doing a pretty good job of avoiding the big issue. Whether he wanted to be with me? Or not? But as much as my head was doing its best not to think of a life without Oscar, the aroma wafting off his body was so intense, the future consisted of me and him in bed. I couldn’t see beyond that.

      His scent was so powerful, it punctured my skin and invaded my body, taking me prisoner. I put up my hands and surrendered, until Oscar’s furrowed brow had me dropping them to my side.

      “What are you doing?” he asked, his voice reminding me of the syrup I put on my pancakes, as he removed his boots and I did the same. My cock wasn’t surrendering, though. It was in command mode, wanting to shove into Oscar’s hole. He couldn't hide his desire because the air was laced with the scent of slick, its tantalizing aroma conjuring up images of something fierce, as it had done on the day we met. And I embraced it.

      “I’m giving in, or up. Give in or give up.” I wasn’t making sense, but with him being so close, his fragrance made mincemeat of my thoughts.

      “You’re ridiculous.” But there was no malice in his voice or eyes. Only desire and maybe something else. Regret? Gods, I hoped not. But why did I get the impression there were two Oscars—the one in front of me and a part he kept hidden?

      “Probably, but if wanting you at my side, preferably naked, makes me ridiculous, then sure, I’ll slap a sign on my brow and announce it to the world.”

      I hooked a finger into his belt and pulled him closer. The heat radiating from his body had a knot of anticipation expanding in my belly. There was no sound in the house so I assumed, hoped, we were alone. “Where are your kids?”

      “They’re—wait, not mine. I look after them during the day. Is that what you thought? I would have told you if I had kids.”

      And I should have asked. Part of the wall I’d built up to explain why Oscar had run away shattered, allowing me to step over the pieces and leave them behind. I gulped a mouthful of air, which felt different than the previous breaths I’d taken. More hopeful.

      “Is there a bed in here? One suitable for an adult?” Fucking him over a highchair or a bean bag was a possibility, but that felt kinda wrong, and a mattress would be more comfortable.

      He jerked his head toward a door at the back of the room. “It’s small. The room.”

      I smirked. “Glad you clarified, ‘cause what’s in my pants is anything but tiny.”

      “I can confirm that.” His eyes crinkled.

      I placed my lips on his throat and trailed kisses over his stubble, and he trembled at my touch. We should talk, hash out who we were to one another, but a primitive need was at the forefront of my mind. And in my pants. “I want to rip off your clothes and fuck you, but is that what you want?” My crotch was grinding against his as he nodded.

      Now that I had permission, I hoisted him over my shoulder and staggered toward the far door. The room was slightly bigger than the bed, but it was darker than the living area and sort of cozy in its own way. I was in alpha mode as I threw Oscar on the mattress and demanded, “Watch.”

      For some reason I needed him to see all of me before we fucked. My shirt was tossed aside, boots had been left at the door, so I unhooked my belt, pulled it free from the loops, and slapped the leather strap on my palm. If we ever made love again, I'd like to spank him, hard. With the button undone, I lowered the zipper on my pants, imagining the teeth parting as my arousal nudged its way through the opening.

      With my jeans puddled at my feet, I kicked them off, but Oscar seemed mesmerized with my crotch. His eyes raked over my bulge and I stuck a finger in my mouth, coated it with saliva, and shoved my hand inside my briefs. There was a sharp intake of breath from him as I palmed my swollen dick before tugging it.

      His fingers crawled between his legs. “Don’t,” I demanded. His eyes darted to my face at the sharp tone. “Wait.”

      He mewed and I almost gave in, but I needed to be in control so I could tease and torment him, and bring him to the brink before my teeth grazed his skin and my fingers pinched his nipples.

      His lips parted as I pumped my length inside my briefs, and he begged, “Please, Aran. I want to see your cock.”

      “And then what?”

      He was panting and there were spots of pink on his cheeks, as though he’d been exercising. “You shove it in me.”

      His words had me groaning as I envisioned his tight hole aching for me. Suddenly the room that had seemed snug and homey was stifling and sucking the air out of my lungs. I yanked my briefs over my thighs; my arousal bounded out, and I palmed it. “This what you want?” I whispered.

      “Gods, yes.”

      Buttons flew in all directions as we both attempted to remove his shirt. I wrestled with his jeans, and as he lifted his hips and I pulled them off, the outline of his hard cock under the briefs had me licking over the cotton fabric. Oscar whimpered as I grabbed the waistband with my teeth and lowered them. His magnificent cock sprang out, whacking me on the cheek.

      From the corner of my eye, I noted the dresser with the narrow space between it and the bed. “That important to you?”

      “Huh?”

      “If I fuck you on it, and we break a leg—the dresser’s leg, not one of ours—will you be upset?” Oscar shook his head and I picked him up and plonked his ass on the wooden surface.

      “Fuck!” he yelled.

      “That’s what I’m planning on.”

      He giggled and rested his head on my shoulder. “No. It’s cold.”

      “In that case, I’ll have to warm you up.”

      I planted a kiss on the mark I’d left last time before nibbling his lower lip and raising his legs, while I maneuvered my body between them. “You warm enough yet?” I said into his mouth

      “Nope. Still cold.”

      Pulling him close to the edge, I fingered his hole. “More, please,” he begged.

      “Like this?” The head of my cock nudged his hole. Oscar gasped and his breathing became shallower as he reached between his legs and took hold of my dick, bringing me to his entrance.

      “Mmmm.” With two hands, he guided the head into his hole. Gods, yes, I was home. I rested one hand on the wall behind Oscar and the other on his hip, but I waited until his breathing had calmed before sliding into him. He removed his hands from my length and flung them around my neck before mumbling, “Now warm me up, alpha.”

      One long thrust and I was buried in his depths, filling him and stretching him to accommodate my length. I withdrew and gazed at my shaft, covered in glistening slick, the earthy aroma arousing me further.

      “I missed you,” he mumbled as he bit his lip and scrunched his eyes closed while I glided back into his channel. With our future uncertain, I wanted to leave another mark on him. Not on the smoldering surface of his skin but a memory of me, of our being together.

      “Me too.” I bit the soft part of his ear and he yelped, which had me pull out slowly and ram back into him. His back hit the wall and he grunted. I picked up speed, and each thrust inside him had our bodies slapping against one another, while sweat mingled with slick, and our moans, grunts, and whimpers combined to produce a cacophony of disjointed sounds.

      Oscar raked his nails over my scalp and then tangled his fingers in my hair. With each plunge into him, he tugged at my hair. Pleasure and pain, both almost sending me over the edge.

      I peered down at his cock, proud and erect as it bounced with each thrust of my dick. Pre-cum spilled from the tip, and I longed to have it in my mouth. “I… I want some of that.” I jerked my head at his length and he gave me a wicked grin.

      Capturing the pre-cum on his fingers, he swiped them over my mouth and I lapped and sucked before biting his fingers. He groaned and his free hand slid to his dick. Removing mine from his hip, I placed it over his and we pumped his length as I pumped into him.

      “Aran, I love your cock. I love every part of you,” he mumbled as his harsh breathing became more pronounced, signaling he was on the cusp of a climax. Slick slid from his ass over the dresser and spilled onto my feet, while his body jolted from each of my thrusts.

      I love you too. I said the words in my head, but my befuddled brain couldn’t form a coherent sentence.

      Oscar flung his head onto the wall, and his head fell to the side as his body stiffened and cum spurted from his cock. Moments later, I emptied cum deep inside him, followed by the swelling of my knot. Our bodies were fused together, and as we enjoyed the aftermath of our lovemaking, I held him close, never wanting to let him go.

      “Now I’m warm,” he murmured.
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      “Morning,” a deep voice said, and even before opening my eyes, I was smiling. Aran’s arm tightened around my waist. He was close—I mean, he had no choice but to be close, because my bed was tiny, but it was a nice close.

      I cuddled back into him and felt his morning wood nestled in the crack of my ass. “Mmmm,” I moaned, but then peeked at the digital clock on the bedside table. “Mmmm.” This time my moan wasn’t one of pleasure, but annoyance.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked, the rumble of his chest against my back. His lips roved over my neck, and—was that his tongue? Fuuuuuck.

      “I am so sorry. There is absolutely nothing I would like more than to ride you like a cowboy, but…”

      “The babies?” he asked.

      “Yes. The babies.” I rolled over to face him. “We have time for a shower, maybe some coffee and breakfast?”

      “You had me at shower,” he growled, leaning in to claim my lips with his.

      I hadn’t brushed my teeth yet—I absolutely had morning breath, and so did he—but neither of us minded. And the more our mouths melded, the more we tasted like each other. I liked it, tasting like Aran.

      If I’d been left to make all the decisions for today, I would very likely have chosen to stay right here all day, screw my job, but Aran took point. He rolled out of bed, taking me with him. “Which way?” he asked, with me in his arms.

      I pointed in the direction of the bathroom. He held me cradled against his chest, and it was the most amazing feeling I’d ever experienced. I couldn’t get enough of him. I wanted to wrap myself around him like a human blanket.

      And a good thing he didn’t mind being so close to me, because my shower was the size of a porta-potty. We bumped elbows—and dicks—but somehow managed to soap each other up very thoroughly. I wasn’t sure if we came out cleaner or not…

      By the time we were dressed, we had fifteen minutes before the babies would start to show up. I pulled open my fridge and delved inside. “Toast, eggs, and sausages?”

      “That sounds amazing, but you don’t have to make me breakfast,” Aran said, coming up behind me and wrapping an arm around my waist, dropping a kiss on the back of my neck. “I can just grab something at the diner on the way out.”

      “No, please. I want to.”

      “Okay,” he relented, “but let me help.”

      Absolute bliss, that was what this was. We worked well together in the kitchen. He couldn’t figure out my coffee maker, so he got the eggs cracked while I raced through brewing us a pot of coffee.

      We had just enough time left to sit and shove the food in our faces. “I’m so sorry for this, I wish I could’ve let you sleep in,” I said, apologizing for probably the fiftieth time. I was seated next to him at the table, instead of across. Was that weird? I wanted to be close to him.

      “No, that’s okay. We can sleep in next time…” Aran said, offering an adorable shy smile

      Next time. Music to my ears.

      Aran drained his mug and scooped up the last bite of eggs. He gave a long, drawn-out sigh. “Well… I guess I’d better go…”

      “No!” I yelped before I had a chance to think about what I was saying. “I mean… unless you want to?” Why was this so awkward?

      “You want me to stay?” he asked slowly.

      I nodded vigorously. “What a great idea you had!” I praised him, even though it had sorta been my idea. “I’ve been thinking watching the kids would be easier with a second set of hands.”

      As if it were planned, there was a knock on the door. The babies had arrived. Aran looked a little nervous, but also a little excited.

      I took the opportunity to give him one last kiss before rushing over to open the door.

      “Tiago! Come on in.” He passed me Marrok, who was squirming something fierce to be put down. Daciana, on the other hand, looked like she was still half asleep.

      As Tiago stepped in the door, his eyes drifted over to where Aran was standing, looking uncertain about what he should be doing. “Oh, perfect! I was hoping you would still be here.” Tiago beamed at my alpha.

      Aran and I shared a look. “You knew I would be here?” he asked.

      “I said I hoped. I didn’t know anything. But when Hem mentioned you both at the diner last night, I wanted to drop the kids off myself this morning, just in case.”

      “Just in case what?” I asked, confused.

      Tiago walked over to Aran and held out his hand to shake. “My name is Tiago Ashe. I’m the majority owner and CEO of Looking Glass Construction.”

      Aran’s eyes bugged out, and he shook Tiago’s hand with more force than was necessary. “That company is massive! I am very impressed… although, don’t get me wrong, but what are you doing out here in the middle of nowhere?”

      Tiago waved a hand, brushing off the epic story with a simple, “It’s a long story. Anyway, we’ve been searching for a construction crew willing to work out here, but our options are limited because of how remote we are, and Hem was very excited about your company after meeting you. I was wondering if I could say anything to convince you to accept the contract? If the community center goes well, we’ll have plenty more work for you.”

      While they talked shop, I got Marrok settled with some toys and Daciana in a playpen to finish off her sleep.

      My eyes kept wandering back to where Aran was standing, his wide smile, his arms crossed over his broad chest. I couldn’t help but think about him last night, my alpha, naked, pounding into me. We didn’t break the dresser, but maybe that was something for next time as well.

      I had a growing list of things I wanted to do to him, for him to do to me. Positions, places, maybe dabble in a kink or two… At this rate, he would have to move in, just so we had the chance to try them all.

      My wolf growled at me, both humans entirely oblivious to the ongoing debate inside my head. My beast was pissed at me for not claiming our mate when we had the chance. He was right there, his neck and shoulder fully exposed… and I just… let the opportunity pass me by.

      Why?

      Well, while I was finally coming to grips with the fact that he was from the city and I was from the woods—different worlds, sure—I had decided it was a pretty small hurdle in the long run. We could divide our time between our homes, one week in Dusk Fall, one week in the city. We weren’t that far apart, in the grand scheme of things. But then I had to take into account the much bigger hurdle. The reason I lived in the woods. My wolf, pack life.

      I honestly had no idea how to bring it up. Tiago seemed to have taken the news well, but he and Hem were fated mates. That kind of connection was hard to ignore. I felt strongly about Aran, and I felt a physical draw toward him stronger than anything I’d felt before, but did that mean it was fate? How would I know?

      And if it wasn’t fate, if Aran wasn’t fully invested here, then he might hear me say wolf and head straight back home, screaming all the way.

      So… I should absolutely do anything in my power to make him feel a deep connection to Bowser and Dusk Fall, right? A pang of guilt hit me square in the chest. That sounded a little too much like manipulation.

      “Okay, I’ll be back later this afternoon. Bye, Marrok!” Tiago called, but the little boy barely looked up, enthralled as he was by a puzzle cube. The Alpha Omega gave a little sad sigh. Knowing he was pregnant, I could see how the hormones were tugging at his heart.

      “Come back early, if you want. You can stay for snack time,” I offered. “I’ll even cut your grapes for you.”

      He gave me an appreciative smile. “Thank you. I might just take you up on that.”

      When Aran and I were alone again—well, not counting the babies, of course—he gave me a glazed disbelieving look. “I can’t believe that just happened!” he said, his voice breathy.

      “Would you consider doing that?” I asked cautiously. “Staying here in Dusk Fall to work on multiple projects?”

      “Well, yeah, sure…” He bit his lip, as if debating whether to divulge something or not. “I mean, I’m just getting to know Patrick, and this would be a great opportunity for my business. I’ll have to talk to my brothers, obviously, but they might like to take a break from city life. It’s like a vacation out here.”

      “Right. A vacation…” Not a place to live, but somewhere to visit and then go back home to the city. “And Patrick! Yeah, getting to know him is important. He’s getting up there in years, and I heard his doctor say he could go at any time.” The lie tasted bitter on my tongue.

      Aran stilled. “The doctor said that?”

      “Well, um, I can’t remember who said it exactly, but they said Patrick was going out to his cabin to die.” There, that wasn’t a lie. That was what Leo had said to me. I didn’t need to mention that Leo had been skeptical about it. “So, you should definitely stay longer, get to know him while you have the chance. I mean, you came all this way, after all. It would be a shame to go home before you’ve had a chance to fully experience all that the forest has to offer.”

      “Right,” he said, nodding slowly.

      There was a tiny crease between his eyebrows, and I wanted to brush my finger over it, smooth away his stress. It was my fault, that little wrinkle. I put that there by making him worry unnecessarily about his grandfather. I felt awful about it.

      My wolf, however, fully approved of any and all tactics to keep Aran here with me, though it was pretty clear that completing the mating bond was his preferred method. I snarled at my wolf in disgust. Lying was questionable, but tying Aran to me without giving him all the facts, that was downright wrong.

      No matter how good he smelled or how big and strong he was… no matter how much my heart called to his… no matter that I felt lost without him…

      I would just have to find a way to break the news about my true nature, then cross my fingers and hope for the best.
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      I collapsed onto a beanbag. The babies were eating their snacks, all safely ensconced in their high chairs. No one could escape. How Oscar did this five days a week I had no idea. I had a new admiration for parents and thought about sending Willam a text telling him just that.

      But I was too tired to pull the phone from my back pocket and definitely didn’t want to get into a back-and-forth with my little bro. Knowing him so well, he’d be confused by my newfound interest in babies and ask, “Were you abducted by aliens?” or “Let me speak to the real Aran.”

      A plate of cut-up apple was shoved in front of me. “Eat. You need your strength.” That caught my interest and I managed to pry open one eye. Looking after squirming babies was more exhausting than vigorous sex. I took the plate, because if we were going to have sex after the kids went home, Oscar would have to ride me. I lifted my head and eyed his ass as he put away a bunch of toys. Energy or no energy, he could ride me like I was a bucking bronco in a rodeo.

      Shoot. There were kids nearby and I was having sex daydreams. Bad, Aran. But while the kids were munching on their fruit slices, I side-eyed Oscar, and he returned my gaze with a saucy grin. Naughty, Oscar!

      Hauling myself off the beanbag, I helped Oscar tidy up, and then Tiago poked his head in the door. “How are my two munchkins?”

      The twins squealed on seeing their omega dad, which reminded me of James greeting William and his alpha dad, Cole. As Tiago greeted his children with hugs and kisses and admired their finger paintings—though the art form should be renamed whole-body painting for the twins—I wondered if I’d ever get to experience something similar.

      “Bye. See you soon.” Oscar waved, and the twins flung themselves at him and gave him a big hug. And to my surprise, they wrapped their arms around me too.

      Much as I wanted to stay and discuss what Oscar and I were avoiding, and possibly have rodeo sex, I sensed it was time to go. My omega knew where I was staying, so he could visit any time. And besides, I had something to discuss with Tiago. He wasn’t just a possible business associate, I liked him based on the brief interaction we’d had this morning.

      “Do I get a wave and a hug too?” I asked Oscar.

      Based on his reaction of a small sigh escaping his pinched lips, me saying I was leaving wasn’t a surprise. He was disappointed, though. Good. Leave him wanting more. I leaned over and whispered, “Next time we’re together, think rodeo sex.”

      He sucked air in through his teeth as I sashayed out the door, much to Tiago’s amusement. The pregnant omega held his children’s hands as they toddled along the path until Hem met them when we turned a corner. He scooped up the twins and smothered them with kisses before kissing Tiago. The alpha and his mate shared a look, one I couldn't decipher, and Hem said, “How about I take our children home and you and Aran go to the diner for a snack?”

      I was about to pipe up and announce, “I had my snack,” but half a sliced apple didn’t fill my belly.

      “Sure.” Tiago’s drawn-out one-word response had me glancing from him to the alpha, and I did an under-the-arm sniff test. All good. Though perhaps Tiago was a peddler of gossip and wanted the deets on me and Oscar. Coming from the city and living out here in Dusk Fall, we had something in common other than business.

      “Sounds good.”

      After more waves and kisses, we headed back to the diner, and when we were seated, the waiter called out, “The usual, Tiago?”

      “I alway order blueberry pancakes.”

      “I'm in.”

      “Times two, please, Jared, and peppermint tea for me.”

      “I’ll have a coffee, please.” I had to get back to Bowser but I wasn’t certain if I was walking or if anyone could give me a lift. I made the journey here on foot thinking it wasn’t that far. It kinda was. I didn’t have my bear spray so I might be running if the sun went down. I needed a shot of caffeine.

      “What’s your impression of Bowser and Dusk Fall so far?” Tiago asked.

      Way to put me on the spot, Tiago. “I’ll be honest. When I arrived in Bowser, people were a little standoffish, though I got the feeling they were trying to be friendly.”

      “Mmmm. That was Leo’s doing, telling them to be more welcoming.”

      “Does he do much mayor-ing in Bowser? Or is he more of a counselor?”

      “Oh, he’s pretty busy with you know the—”

      I interrupted him. “Pack?”

      Air whooshed out of Tiago’s mouth, and he took the plate of pancakes Jared was bringing and tore a mouthful off one. His eyes locked on mine and he rubbed the back of my head and looked away, refusing to catch my eye again.

      “You know about the pack?” he asked, his voice so high-pitched, Jared shot us a glance, accompanied by a raised brow. Tiago coughed and clarified, “You said the pack, right?”

      I shrugged. “Patrick mentioned it. It’s cute that the residents are so close to one another. Found family is what it's called.” I then proceeded to tell him about my own found family and Gloria.

      But Tiago’s mind was on other things and not my younger brothers’ antics, so I attacked my food. Tiago used a fork for the first time and cut a piece of his pancake. He chewed and sipped his tea.

      “Aran, the people in Bowser and Dusk Fall are a little different than anyone you’ve ever encountered. Though maybe that’s not strictly true, as Patrick’s daughter is your foster mother. But then…” His voice trailed away.

      “Small towns are their own little universe and people are wary of strangers. I get that.”

      “But not in the way you think.”

      We finished our food, and Tiago pushed his plate away and patted his midsection. “What did you think of the festival?”

      I struggled to find the right words, not wanting to offend him. “It was interesting.” That was safe enough, and yet a fairly bland description.

      He grinned and leaned back in his chair. “The day I met Hem was a full moon, and he took me to the festival as a way of introducing me to the town and its inhabitants.”

      My mouth fell open. “Me too. My first night in town was the full-moon festival.”

      “We’re twins.”

      Tiago drummed his fingers on the table. “So, you have some idea what goes on once everyone has eaten and drunk large amounts of alcohol.”

      Leaning forward, I nodded knowingly. “They were tearing their clothes off, so I’d say sex. Lots and lots of sex.”

      He squirmed in his seat and a spot of pink appeared on each cheek. “Yes, that too.”

      Too? I didn’t push him for more details.

      “Have you ever read any legends about the countryside surrounding Bowser?” he asked mysteriously. I shook my head. I hadn’t known Bowser existed until Gloria phoned me. “I arrived here by bus, and a guy I was sitting near tried to scare me with stories of wolves, especially on the full moon.”

      “Okay. I have bear spray, but I don’t go walking around the forest at night.”

      “That’s sensible. Not going into the woods after dark.” He tapped his lips, opened his mouth, and then closed it. I waited for him to say whatever he wanted to tell me, but instead he asked for the check and insisted on paying.

      As we parted, he said, “A word of advice. If you ever meet a wolf around here, best not to use the bear spray. That would make them plenty cranky.” He waved to a car and it pulled over. “Good timing.”

      I peered inside. An omega I hadn’t met leaned over the passenger seat toward the window. “Need a lift?” the guy asked.

      “Aran’s going to Bowser.”

      He beckoned me in.

      “This is Steve,” Tiago said as an introduction.

      I waved to Tiago, and Steve and I drove off in a cloud of dust. And then Steve made the classic Bowser/Dusk Fall move. He sniffed. Damn, I should have asked Tiago why everyone did that except him.

      “You been enjoying the Alpha Omega’s company?” Alpha Omega? What an odd way of referring to Tiago.

      “If you mean Tiago, then yes.”

      “Hem would tear you to pieces if you looked at his mate the wrong way.”

      What was the wrong way? Or the right one? “I think he’s safe.”

      “Hope so. You look better with your arms and legs attached.” He then proceeded to tell me about the crush he’d had on Hem before the alpha mated Tiago. “I wanted him badly. Tried to get Tiago to leave and not come back.”

      I took an instant dislike to Steve and glanced out the window for the rest of the journey. When he dropped me outside the general store, I leaped out and thanked him for the ride, hoping I wouldn’t bump into him again.
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      I was pacing again. Wait, was it considered again if I hadn’t stopped? I was still pacing.

      Where are you? I texted to Mack. My little brother was clearly dodging my phone calls, claiming bad reception, but he would have to face the music at some point.

      Three little dots bounced around. He’d seen my text, he was answering… and then the dots stopped bouncing.

      “Dammit,” I grumbled. I pressed call and it gave a staticky crackle but finally rang… and rang.

      Mack was still young. Yes, technically an adult, but I would only acknowledge him as such once he started acting like one. I saw myself as being responsible for him—much like I was for my pack’s pups—but was it too much to ask that every now and then someone actually wanted me to take care of them?

      On the third attempt, there was finally a click and a sigh. “What?” Mack intoned, already tired of listening to me—and I hadn’t even started nagging yet!

      “Where the hell are you?” I yelped, my voice hitting a high pitch. “I was starting to wonder if someone knocked you out and dragged you off somewhere.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. I’m fine.” I could hear the eyeroll over the line.

      “That remains to be seen. You know, because I haven’t actually seen you in weeks. What the hell, Mack. Our parents taught you better manners than that. I’ve been worried.” I felt bad about playing the guilt card. Our parents had passed away a few years ago, within months of each other, and the grief still lingered.

      “I’m sorry, all right?” he whined. “It’s just… I’m in Fairhome, okay?”

      “What? What’s in Fairhome?”

      “Nothing, apparently. I was just feeling a little… trapped. Bowser is so damn small. I guess I thought Fairhome would feel more exciting.”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose, trying my best not to lose my shit. “Yes, Bowser is small, but it’s getting bigger. Hem and Leo have been working together to bring new businesses to our neck of the woods, and there’ll be more job opportunities.”

      “What, like the diner?” he snipped. “You expect me to wait tables for the rest of my life?”

      “There’s nothing wrong with waiting tables, it’s a respectable job.” I sighed. This was not the kind of conversation to be had over the phone. If he was doubting his life’s direction, we needed to sit down and talk it through. “So… you’re looking for a job in Fairhome?”

      He pushed out a long breath, as if I’d missed the entire point of this conversation. “No, not necessarily.”

      I gritted my teeth and increased my pacing. “Look, I’m glad to hear you’re okay. Please stay in touch a little more often. And if you run into trouble—”

      “Yeah, yeah, I’ll call.” And then there was a click. That little shit just hung up on me!

      I was about to throw my phone when it rang in my hand. “Mack?” I burst out, answering the phone.

      “What? No, it’s Leo.”

      My breath blew out in a whoosh. I closed my eyes and tugged at my hair. “Right. Sorry. What’s up?”

      My old Alpha sounded more upbeat than I had heard in ages. “Good news! Patrick has come back to Bowser.”

      Wow, I honestly wasn’t expecting that. “That is great news.” Was he just calling me to let me know? I wasn’t that close with Patrick, I was surprised to be getting a personal call.

      “So, I was wondering, maybe he could stay at the B&B?” Ah, there was the reason for the call.

      “Of course, Leo. I don’t run the B&B anymore. It’s supposed to be Mack, but he’s not in town, so as long as Patrick doesn’t mind taking care of himself—”

      Leo chuckled. “Well, since Aran is also staying at the B&B, I thought the two of them could take care of each other, you know? Get to know each other a little better. I figured Aran was the real reason Patrick had come back in the first place.”

      “Right…” I said with an uneasy chuckle. My stomach gave a little flip at the mention of Aran’s name. “Yeah, family is important.” My voice sounded funny to my ears, but Leo didn’t seem to notice.

      “Great, thanks so much for extending your hospitality to Patrick. I’m sure he’ll be a model house guest.” We exchanged a quick goodbye, and once again, I found myself pacing my living room, cell phone in hand.

      What the hell was happening? My life had always been quiet—too quiet, in fact—and now I was getting phone calls from my old pack and chasing down my baby brother. And… getting fucked by my alpha.

      I pressed a hand to my stomach where it was churning. I wanted to believe it was in excitement, anticipating the thrill he’d promised me—rodeo sex. I had a mental picture of me riding his cock, cowboy hat in hand, raised to the sky. Yee-haw!

      But no… this churning gut wasn’t from sexy thoughts. It was from guilt.

      I had told Aran that Patrick was always talking about him and his brothers. I’d been trying to force this connection between them, and while they did seem to be bonding, I didn’t like how I went about it. It felt too much like lying.

      That’s because it is lying, I reminded myself.

      “Shut up,” I told my inner conscience. My gut gave another squirm.

      I needed to make this better. I could run over to Bowser and do a little damage control… or, you know, confess my lies. That was the only way this guilt was going away. Plus, two alphas alone in the B&B, that was a disaster waiting to happen. I could bring them some food. Yeah, that sounded like a good idea.

      I got to work in the kitchen, whipping up a quick stew to simmer while I baked a loaf of grainy bread. The house began to smell… sour? I curled up a lip and shoved my face into the pot of stew. No, the meat hadn’t gone bad—my wolf would’ve told me if it had. It was probably just left over from the babies. Olivia had spat up all over the place, so that must’ve been it. I would bleach everything when I got home.

      I packed up a massive care package, then hopped in my truck and drove down the road to Bowser. My wolf had wanted to run, but when I asked if he was willing to carry a massive pot of stew on his back, he left it alone. Driving it was.

      I pulled up out front of my old home with the yellow mailbox. Everything looked the same as I’d last left it, and walking up the sidewalk, I was struck with a memory of me fleeing with my tail between my legs. Great, now I felt guilty and embarrassed.

      A light sweat prickled at my brow. Even though this was technically my house, and beyond that, a public lodging, I still found myself raising my hand to knock on the door.

      The door swung open, and with it came a gust of the most delicious-scented air. My mouth flooded with saliva, and I looked up into Aran’s warm brown eyes. My stomach finally settled in that moment, like I’d been hungry for him all this time and my appetite had finally been sated. “Oscar,” he breathed.

      I opened my mouth to speak, to say something really profound and life-changing to have Aran sweeping me into his arms, but instead, I heard Patrick’s voice. “Who’s at the door?” he grumbled. “I keep telling Leo to leave me alone, but everywhere I go—” He pulled the door open a little wider and saw me, his lips tugging up into a little smile. “Yep, it’s Oscar again. How do you keep finding me?” His eyes darted up to Aran. “Or maybe you’re not here to see me…”

      “Uh, both of you, actually,” I struggled to say. “I brought a little something for you.” My arms, in fact, held more than a little something.

      Aran’s muscles bunched as he took the box from me. “What the hell is in here? A load of bricks?”

      We followed in a line behind him to the kitchen, where he began unpacking the box onto the counter. “Stew, bread, muffins, fruit, and… cookies?” Aran looked up at me with a quirked brow. “This is enough food to feed an army for a week.”

      I shrugged, blushing. “I might have gotten a little carried away, but once I started, I couldn’t seem to stop.”

      Patrick grunted but seemed pleased with the array of food on the counter, and he reached in and snatched up a ginger cookie. “I haven’t had much of an appetite lately, but I think I can manage one of these. Your grandmother’s recipe?”

      “Sure is,” I replied proudly. They were the best cookies I’d ever had, and I was glad for an excuse to make a batch. It wasn’t my fault the recipe made twelve dozen cookies…

      “Oh, your appetite is still low?” Aran asked Patrick, a look of concern on his face. “Did you talk to your doctor about that?”

      “Doctor! Pah!” Patrick scoffed. “Doctors are for… uh, other people.” His eyes darted over to me, and I knew he’d almost said that doctors were for humans.

      Twist. Churn. Gurgle.

      I placed a hand over my gut, hoping to muffle the sounds.

      “You didn’t see a doctor?” Aran asked, seemingly confused. “I heard you were really sick, like, on your deathbed.”

      “Oh…” Patrick looked back and forth between us, a look of realization dawning as he put two and two together. I was sure my guilt was all over my face. I half expected him to throw me under the bus, but instead, he said, “Uh, yeah, I was really sick. Touch and go for a while there. Just didn’t need a doctor to tell me that.” He cleared his throat awkwardly. “Got anything to drink in there?” he asked, trying to change the subject.

      “Yeah, of course,” I said, latching onto the new topic. I reached into the package and pulled out a bottle of Patrick’s favorite whiskey.

      “Ahhh, sweet bliss. Much obliged,” he purred, snatching the bottle from me.

      None of this was making me feel any better. I had hoped that when I saw Aran, or maybe when I saw Patrick, my upset stomach would finally calm down, my guilt would ease. But now, I was just reminded of everything I’d done wrong, of how I had to unburden myself before I could move on. I hoped it would mean moving on with Aran, whatever that looked like, but even if it meant moving on alone, it needed to be with a clear conscience.

      Patrick seemed to sense the awkward tension between us. It was hard to miss the way that Aran and I were staring at each other, even if he weren’t a wolf who could smell the pheromones. “Uh, I’m suddenly feeling awful tired. Still need my rest, I guess… I’ll… be off. Goodnight.”

      He spun on his heel and left me and Aran alone. I wasn’t sure whether to be grateful or not. As much as I wanted to ride this bucking bronco, there was a conversation we needed to have first.
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      “This looks so good. My mouth’s watering. Want some? I can heat up enough for two.” It’d be more like three or four portions because there was something about Bowser and the fresh air that had increased my appetite.

      Color drained from Oscar’s face. It couldn’t be the food, ‘cause he made it. It had to be me he objected to. Wow! That put a dent in my ego. “Or not.” I spooned out a couple of portions into a saucepan while side-eying Oscar, and he winced.

      He actually winced. And here I thought we were getting on well, after having sex in his tiny cave-like room and spending one exhausting day looking after the babies. Getting your face covered in paint, sitting on half-eaten crackers, and changing dirty diapers really forged a bond between two people.

      “I’m not hungry,” he mumbled as he stuck his head out the window. It had to be me he was objecting to. There was no way I was doing the sniff test under my arm. How many times had I done that since I arrived? This place was all about sniffing. One day I’d find out why.

      His voice was higher than normal which suggested he might be fibbing. But he hadn't hightailed it back to Dusk Fall, so that was a plus. And after all, this was his house, so he had every right to be here.

      “You don’t mind if I eat, do you?” I asked.

      His body was so far out the window, I was tempted to grab him, but we were on the first floor so I figured he’d only get a few bruises if he fell. Maybe this was a ritual. Lean out the window and confuse your guest game.

      “No.” His strained voice suggested he was in pain.

      “Are you feeling okay? You sound—” I was going to use the word “off” but that sounded like day-old fish. And his scent was delicious, though I had to admit it was a little different. There was an extra layer to it. It was as intoxicating as when we met, but it had blossomed somehow. That was an odd word to use when describing an aroma, but I wasn’t a wordsmith and that was what I was going with.

      “Not really.” Trust me to jump to the wrong conclusion. He hauled himself in but screwed up his nose and covered it with one hand while flapping the other one between us. “Living room.”

      I turned off the stove and followed him. He’d flung himself on the old sofa and was hugging a cushion to his chest. “Would you like a glass of water?” I asked, and he nodded.

      When I handed it to him, he took a small sip. “Yeah, I’m not feeling well. Probably just a bug. Caught it up from the kids, maybe. They’re little germ factories.” He paused and picked a piece of fluff off the cushion. “But there’s something else I have to tell you.”

      My shoulders slumped. I might be a big guy who oversaw our family business, and my bravado often got me in trouble when I hid my insecurities behind a gruff exterior. Gruff, yeah, ha-ha. But I wasn’t prepared to hear what Oscar was about to say. So, I jumped in with, “There’s no need to explain. We’re not in a relationship and haven't made any promises to one another. It’s okay. There’s no need to get upset about it, whatever it is.”

      I took a moment to catch my breath. I had to get it all out because what I was saying would act as a protection, like a wall around me, and keep my heart safe. Though a voice in my head said, “Too late for that.”

      “You’ve made yourself sick while keeping your feelings bottled up,” I said.

      Oscar’s expression changed. Now he didn’t appear sick but kinda annoyed. “Aran, sit.” That wasn’t a suggestion but a command, and I plonked my butt in the nearest armchair, which sagged so my ass must have been close to the floor. I felt like a little kid sitting in a grown-up’s chair.

      “I am ill because I’ve got a virus or something. That’s got nothing to do with you. Got it?”

      His tone suggested he wouldn’t take no for an answer. “Yes.”

      “I owe you an apology,” he said.

      I squirmed and the ancient springs in the chair jabbed my butt cheeks. “For making me sit in this chair? Yeah, you owe me big time.” I tried to pull myself up but I was stuck. “Unless I broke it. Like Goldilocks.” I tittered at the fairytale reference, but Oscar was glowering at me. “You know, she broke the chair…” My voice trailed away. Maybe he hated that tale.

      His lip curled as he spat out, “Those stories are for humans who are scared of the unknown and their own shadow, and they use animals to represent the darkness of the human soul.”

      Okay! He wasn’t a fan of fairytales. Needed to remember that.

      “I’ve been lying to you.”

      My head snapped toward him and I stopped wriggling. “Go on.”

      “About Patrick.”

      My mind bounded ahead, twisting and turning and taking detours until I ended in a place I didn’t recognize. “Is he not who he says he is?”

      “What?” Oscar tossed the cushion at me. “You’re overthinking everything.”

      Placing both hands on the armchair, I waited.

      “He’s not who I made him out to be.”

      I tilted my head and studied the man who possessed my heart. “I have no idea what that means.”

      “Stop talking and I’ll tell you.” He threw the rest of the water down his throat, but his face took on a greenish tinge. After taking some deep breaths, he continued, “I’ve been telling you big fat fibs.” He gave me a look as if daring me to interrupt him, so I tugged an imaginary zipper over my lips.

      “I wanted you to stay in Bowser so I exaggerated how much interest Patrick showed in you and your family.”

      He’d thrown me a curveball because I hadn’t been expecting him to mention my foster grandfather. “When you say exaggerating, can you be more specific?”

      “I pretended that he wanted to be a part of your lives and he was eager to hear all about you and your brothers. To be honest, he never mentioned you.” He placed a hand over his mouth, and my first thought was he was going to be sick. But I think it was more than he was horrified at what he’d done.

      “I see.”

      “Wait, there’s more.”

      How much more could there be? Patrick was the grumpy old man I thought he was the day we met. Oscar had been pulling on my heartstrings, using lies to make me believe the foster grandfather I’d never met wanted to be a part of my life.

      “He wasn’t as sick as I told you. Again, I did that to make—”

      I cut him off. “You were piling guilt on my shoulders because none of my family had been in contact.” I clutched my legs to stop my hands from shaking.

      “No!” He ran a hand through his already-disheveled hair. “That’s not it. It was for selfish reasons, as I said. I needed you close by, and I thought…” He didn’t finish the sentence because it was my turn to glare at him.

      This was too much. No matter what my heart was telling me about Oscar, my head said to untangle myself from his web of lies and get the fuck outta Dodge—or in this case, Bowser.

      It brought back memories of my life long past, before Gloria had fostered me. Memories that I’d locked away. My childhood was full of half-truths and outright lies to give me false hope I’d find my forever family. And I’d been let down constantly before being shuttled to yet another family that didn’t really want me. The uncertainty had scared me, and no matter how I felt about Oscar, I refused to put myself in a similar situation again. As a kid I had no choice. But now I did, and my choice was to walk.

      “Whatever we had, we’re done.” I was steaming and wanted to stalk out of the room, letting him check out my ass and what he was giving up. But said ass was stuck in this gods-awful freaking chair.

      “Aran, please, I fucked up, but—”

      I couldn’t hear any more excuses, not when his words had broken my heart and he’d handed it back to me in pieces. “A relationship can't be built on lies. There’s no proper foundation, and without rebar, it’s going to come toppling down.”

      “Rebar?”

      “It’s—”

      “I’m familiar with it,” he huffed.

      “I’m in construction. That’s what I know.” I struggled to stand but the killer chair kept me firmly in its grasp. “And will you help me get out of this damned contraption?”

      He hoisted me up and I pushed him aside, not caring that he wasn’t feeling well. I needed to get my stuff and leave Bowser, and it had to happen now before I began second-guessing my decision, and no way would I allow him to witness the tears that were threatening to fall.

      “Do not follow me.” I raced up the stairs and grabbed what I could find of my stuff. But when I got to the top of the stairs, Patrick stuck his head out the door of his room.

      “Did you have a hand in this?” I asked. Unless he was an award-winning actor, I suspected he didn’t. “I’m leaving. Gloria will be in touch.” How? By sending him a letter. “But maybe phone her every so often. She cares about you.” I fumbled in my pack, remembering an old business card I’d stuffed in my wallet. “If you need me, this is how to get in touch.” I gave an awkward wave and stormed down the stairs.

      But Oscar barred my way. “You don’t want to do that,” I snarled.

      His dark eyes were glinting, making me wonder what was behind them. “I lied.”

      “Yeah, I remember.”

      “But there’s another kind of lie. One of omission.”

      My pack slid to the floor. “What now? You have a mate? A secret family? You’re really a millionaire? You have a harem? What is it? I’m intrigued.”

      He removed his shirt, and I yelled, “If you think I’m going to have sex with you, well…” The words died on my tongue. He got rid of his shirt but something was tearing at his chest.

      Falling back on the stairs, I ignored the pain as my back hit the wood. Oscar’s pants shredded, the fine hairs on his arms were now thick fur, and there were claws, a snout, and sharp white teeth glistening with saliva.

      A wolf! The omega I loved had turned into a wolf. A wild beast that should be roaming the forest was in the living room, nose to nose with me. My mind couldn’t take it in. Was this why he didn’t enjoy fairytales? He was living in one! But what did that make me?

      “This isn’t real.”

      The wolf bared his teeth and his hot breath billowed over my face, and I searched his eyes. And there he was. My Oscar. My trembling hands reached up and stroked his back, expecting to have my arm ripped off if I startled him.

      Warmth. I recognized the heat wafting off of him, and his scent that had tied me in knots was the same but more savage. While I’d wondered what lay behind those eyes, now I had my answer.

      And then the claws and teeth retreated, the fur melted away, and Oscar stood naked before me. “I’m a wolf shifter, as is everyone in Bowser and Dusk Fall.”

      “Even me,” Patrick yelled from upstairs.

      If I thought Oscar’s lies were too much, this… this was the land of make-believe.

      Without a backward glance, I headed for my truck and took off. I wouldn't even get halfway home tonight, but there was that park in Fairhome.

      Oscar’s scent was all over me, so the first thing I’d do was buy new clothes and burn what I was wearing. Even my red hoodie.
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      The bacon was sizzling in the pan, the eggs just finishing cooking, and here I was with an arm over my face trying to block out the stench.

      I should’ve gone home last night. I should’ve said “fuck it” and slunk back through the woods with my tail between my legs, head bowed in submission. But considering I’d chased away the only connection to family that Patrick had had in twenty years, I figured making breakfast was the least I could do.

      My stomach twisted, and I gagged. What the fuck was wrong with me?! If I thought yesterday’s guilt had me feeling sick, this was a whole new level of ick. Maybe it really was a virus… Maybe I shouldn’t be here, possibly exposing Patrick to another illness when he was just getting over the last one. Imagine what that would do to my guilty conscience… sending Patrick back to the woods to die.

      No, I was pretty sure it was just the stress of the situation. I had betrayed Aran’s trust, and that was unforgivable. I could imagine the half-formed mating bond hadn’t made his emotions any less extreme. Lying to a mate was unheard of! The bond was sacred, magical, and it changed you down to your very soul. Maybe that was why I was sick! I had broken the sanctity of the bond, and even though it was only at half strength, it was putting me in my place. Punishing me.

      I deserved it, too.

      I swallowed down the taste of bile on the back of my tongue. Maybe I just needed to eat something to settle my stomach. I hadn’t been able to manage anything since the glass of water before Aran stormed out last night.

      I held my breath long enough to scoop the bacon and eggs onto serving plates, then I carried it all into the dining room.

      There was the sound of footsteps on the stairs, and Patrick rounded the corner. He reeked like the entire bottle of whiskey, but his eyes were bright and clear, and he honestly looked healthier than he had in ages. He gave me the most pitiful look.

      “Don’t,” I said, cutting off whatever meaningless platitudes he was about to spew. “I don’t want your pity.”

      “I wasn’t going to say anything.” He sat down at the table and started heaping food onto his plate, but I could feel his eyes on me. “You know, it’s just that—”

      I jabbed a finger into the air in his general direction. “Ah-ah! Shh!”

      Patrick groaned and grumbled under his breath, but he didn’t say a single word for the entire breakfast.

      I managed to choke down a few bites of toast with butter and a cup of peppermint tea. It wasn’t much, but I swore it was working to settle the worst of my queasiness.

      “Look,” I said, finally breaking the silence hanging over the dining room. “I just wanted to apologize to you.”

      “What for?” Patrick asked, scowling across the table at me.

      I blew out a long breath. “I’m sorry for chasing away your grandson. This was important to you, even if you would never admit it. And he left because of me. I should’ve stayed away, or even better, I shouldn’t have lied to him in the first place.”

      I pinched at the bridge of my nose and scrubbed a hand over my face. Man, I was beyond exhausted. I’d barely slept a wink last night. My sheets still smelled like Aran, and he invaded my dreams every time I closed my eyes.

      Patrick gave a little grunt. “If you hadn’t lied, he would’ve run back to where he came from after first meeting me. If you hadn’t noticed, I’m a bit prickly; makes it hard for people to get close to me. So, in the end, I’m really grateful for what you did, regardless of the morality behind it.”

      I offered him a little smile. “Thanks for saying that, even if it is a load of shit.”

      He threw his head back and laughed. “Oh, Oscar.” He shook his head, wiping away a mirthful tear. “I really am glad you showed up on my doorstep that day. I was ready to just give up. I thought my life was as lived as it was gonna get, but you showed me there is still so much left for me to do.”

      I leaned down and pressed my forehead to the table and my mom’s old crocheted tablecloth. When I spoke, my voice echoed off the tabletop. “I just wish I’d done things differently, you know? I don’t know what to do next. How am I supposed to just forget about him and move on with my life?”

      “Oh, I don’t think that’ll be a problem,” Patrick said, slurping his coffee.

      “What? Why?” I peeked up at him. He looked calm and collected, not at all fazed by the fact that his family had stormed off last night, maybe never to be seen again.

      “Hmm?” He glanced at me and gave me a little smile. “Don’t you worry, Oscar, he’ll be back.”

      “How can you be so sure?” I scoffed, pushing myself up from the table, and my head swam.

      “He’s an alpha and an honorable one to boot. He won’t leave you in your condition.” He stacked his plates and got up to take them to the kitchen, grabbing my plate of half-eaten toast on the way by.

      “What condition?” I called after him, thoroughly confused. “Heartbroken?”

      Patrick peeked back around the corner from the kitchen. “No, silly. Pregnant.”

      Wait, what?

      I sat there for a good thirty seconds, not moving, just absorbing what he’d said. My wolf gave me a bit of side-eye, and I swore he said, Duh.

      What do you mean duh? I hissed at him. If you knew I was pregnant, why didn’t you say anything?

      My wolf was awfully quiet at that. Smug bastard.

      For the first time in days, my stomach settled, a strange sense of calm wrapping around me. Pregnant? Me? No matter that I hadn’t figured it out for myself, I knew it was true.

      I placed a hand against my flat stomach. There was a little pup in there. Or human, I reminded myself. He or she would be half me and half Aran. Even if he never came back, I would have a little tiny piece of him to keep forever.

      I brushed a tear from the corner of my eye. The rush of emotion was unlike anything I’d experienced before. It was excitement, hope, fear… and yes, a whole section of my heart was set aside exclusively for love, a bottomless ocean of it.

      A tiny gasp escaped my lips. “I love Aran!” I shouted the revelation.

      “Yes, that’s wonderful,” Patrick muttered from the kitchen in his distinctive half-amused growl. “Now you just need to tell him that.”

      “Easier said than done,” I sobbed, wiping away another stray tear, then another, until it was a whole river of tears and there was no stopping them.

      At some point, Patrick came and wrapped a blanket around me and placed a box of tissues in my lap. A mug of warm tea appeared, then a box of crackers. Patrick may have described himself as prickly, and he wasn’t good at expressing his emotions, but he had a whole language of love all his own.

      Patrick may not have been Aran’s grandfather by blood, but I knew deep down that the old wolf would stick around for his adopted great-grandchild. He said he had so much left to live for… and if that included being a part of my family, I was glad for it.

      Without my parents, without Mack… without Aran… it was starting to look like I could use all the family I could get.
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      Giles slapped me on the back as he handed me a coffee. “Good to have you back. It was crazy around here while you were gone.”

      He and William had sent me updates which I checked every so often, and there were a few, Help! texts, some of which I ignored because the solution was obvious. Having been gone a while, closing the door and putting a barrier between me and the rest of the office, including my brothers, wasn't an option. No, it was, I could have done it, but my door had always been open in the past, unless I was on an important call.

      Everyone—and by everyone, I meant Giles and William—would have had their ear to the door and been peering through the glass and the drawn blinds. It was easier to do what I usually did.

      After taking a sip of my coffee, I pulled a face. Had my brother given me the wrong one? I shouted for him, and he stuck his head into the office, holding a hard hat and grinning.

      “I missed you yelling at me, bro.”

      Holding up the coffee, I asked, “What’s this?”

      He nodded his head in that ridiculous way of his which preceded him being sarcastic. I waited for it. No point telling him to stop. “Coffee. A  frappuccino. Just the way you like it. You’ve been in the wilds too long. What did they drink out the back of beyond? Moonshine?”

      “Stop it,” I snapped. “That’s offensive.” It may have been true about the moonshine, but I hated the city slicker/country bumpkin reference. “They had coffee.”

      “I’m headed to the Jacob Street site. Might be gone most of the day.”

      I waved my hand, not having the energy to respond and tell him he could accomplish that in an hour. Giles loved being on site, despite the dust and noise and organized chaos. I’d let him have his fun.

      Another sip of the coffee had me putting it aside. Getting through each day used to depend on having that brew when I arrived at the office. But it was too sweet, too milky, too frothy. Instead, I longed for the bitterness of drip coffee from Bowser’s diner, with Maisy smiling as she refilled my mug.

      “Don’t forget about tonight.” William flung himself into the armchair in the corner of my office. My mind went to the ancient chair at Oscar’s that trapped my ass and dug its broken springs into my flesh. Maybe I should order him a new one.

      That thought popped into my head unannounced, but it could shove off. I wasn’t going back to Bowser—or Wolfville, as I’d named it in my head. Or Dusk Fall.

      “Tonight?”

      “A welcome-back dinner for you at our place. On the terrace, as long as it doesn’t rain.”

      My brother and his mate had been married on that terrace, and it had me wondering why Giles and I still lived in our family home when our little brother’s family resided in a spanking new condo that we’d built. Laziness, probably.

      “We made you something.”

      “Am I supposed to bring anything?” It was out of character for me to turn up empty-handed, but today I couldn't be bothered. Even ordering wine online and sending it to William was too much. I could cut apples and grapes into bite-sized pieces like a boss, though.

      “Nah. Come straight after work.” He inspected my red hoodie which was flung over the back of the chair, which I had decided to keep in the end. “Is that new?”

      “Mmmm,” was my non-committal reply. I cuddled it last night as I slept, because like the fool I was, it scented of Oscar. Despite vowing to destroy anything he’d come in contact with, I refused to wash it.

      I checked my phone, watch, and computer countless times during the day and imagined what Oscar would be doing with the babies. Nap or snack time? If Patrick was still in Bowser, was he at the diner enjoying his daily coffee or complaining about interfering busybodies?

      But from there my mind went to wolves. All of them. Did they laugh at me with my bear spray and my questions about the woods? Tiago. He’d skirted around the subject about the residents being different. I did a quick online search about the CEO of Looking Glass Construction, and there was nothing in his bio that suggested he sprouted fur and claws when he was growing up. Not that it was the sort of thing you’d highlight when the majority of your customers were human.

      The word stayed on the tip of my tongue. Human. The omega I wanted to call mine wasn’t human. Were you born a wolf, or were you somehow initiated into their pack—that was what Patrick had called them—and then you became a furry beast? Wolf shifter was the term Oscar used. If given the chance, would I do whatever it was that made me a wolf shifter, assuming it was possible? I was part curious and part terrified.

      But what occupied me most were thoughts of Gloria. I rifled through my memories for any sign she ever snuck away to a nearby park—there were no woods close by—and bayed at the moon.

      What had I learned about her in her hometown? Patrick loved her even though she was different, but she couldn’t wait to leave. If shifter wolves were made and not born, did she object to their existence? I had no frame of reference and was fumbling around in the dark.

      When the day ended, I drove to William’s. Giles hadn’t returned to the office, so I assumed he’d turn up at our brother’s. Or not. As I sat in the truck, I wound down the window, and instead of fresh air, I choked on fumes. Ewww! I missed the fresh forest air.

      I was brought back to reality, a human reality, when Cole, William’s mate, let me into the condo. There was a huge sign on the wall which read, Welcome Back, Uncle Aran. James raced over, and I picked up him and tossed him into the air, his toddler laughter clearing my head of questions.

      “We’re ordering in, Aran. Thai food, is that okay?” William yelled from the living room as Giles, who’d arrived before me, handed me a beer.

      What I really wanted was a steak and fries and to have Maisy grumble about me asking for a salad on the side. And I never did eat Oscar’s stew. “Sounds perfect,” I said as I sat down on the couch. I gulped the beer, but it wasn't the same brand as they sold at the Bowser general store.

      “Tell us about Gloria’s father,” William said as James crawled on his lap.

      To tell the truth would end up with me in a great yawning pit of crazy. I’d be lucky if all my family insisted on me doing was stepping aside at work. And so I did the only thing I could. I lied. “He’s cool. Had plenty of stories about Gloria as a kid, and I met some of her former classmates.”

      “Maybe we should all go for a visit,” William suggested.

      Judging by the expression on Giles’s face, he wasn’t so keen. “I’ve got bear spray,” I assured him, “though I didn’t encounter any bears.”

      After my meeting with Hem about building the community center and the animal rehabilitation clinic, I’d texted my brothers. But now I played down the idea, saying it wasn’t well thought out and it’d probably never get off the ground.

      With Gloria on my mind, I wanted my siblings' opinions. “When we were kids, did Gloria show any interest in the woods?”

      “That’s an odd question,” Giles noted, and William nodded.

      “She was very much a city person,” my youngest brother added.

      That was what I thought. The food arrived, the tantalizing aroma making my mouth water. My head did an about turn, thinking of the last time I’d savored a delicious mouthful. Cock! Oscar’s, and also his slick. That pesky wolf shifter wouldn’t leave me alone. He’d captured my heart and now my head.

      “No appetite?” William asked, noticing how I picked at my food. “Hope you didn’t pick up anything nasty while you were roaming the forest.”

      Little brother, if you only knew.

      “Just tired, I guess.”

      After pushing the food around in my bowl, Willam suggested I read James a bedtime story. That was our thing. We'd snuggle together on a bean bag while I read about princes and dragons. But the book he handed me was The Three Little Pigs. I couldn't stomach reading about the big bad wolf, especially after the way Oscar had reacted when I mentioned fairytales. So, I convinced him the story about a train engine was more exciting.

      Leaving William’s place, I missed the turn-off to my house. Everyone had a quirk that drove their partner crazy, I reasoned, thinking again about Oscar’s wolf. On reaching the outskirts of town, the truck’s headlights picked up a sign showing how many miles to Fairhome. I didn’t slow down. So what if Oscar had a wild beast inside him. I was good at sharing, having grown up with two brothers. And he needed a new armchair. I’d arrange for one to be delivered when I stopped for gas.

      With the lights of the city illuminating the horizon behind me, it struck me that I wasn’t leaving anywhere but heading somewhere. Home. I was going home.
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      “Are you going to eat that?”

      “Huh?” I gazed up blearily at Tiago.

      “The pie. Are you going to eat it?”

      I looked down to my half-eaten cherry pie. It was delicious—I mean, of course it was. Lowell had made it. He was an alpha who lived a few miles up a dirt road, and he knew his baked goods. He stopped into the diner every Saturday with a bunch of pies and cinnamon buns—but my appetite just wasn’t in it lately. Besides the morning sickness, I felt Aran’s absence like a hole in my chest. Like I was missing a limb or an essential organ.

      “Nah,” I said, pushing the plate Tiago’s way.

      He didn’t mind doing most of the talking, which was a good thing, because I wasn’t a great conversationalist right now. He seemed to sense my need to steer clear of the baby topic, because all it did was remind me of the fact that I would be raising this baby alone. It broke my heart. And even though they would be mine, I couldn’t stop thinking of them as ours, mine and Aran’s.

      I should probably call or text Aran to tell him about the baby, but that just felt like something you told someone to their face, rather than a digital message with a few emoji.

      I wasn’t paying any attention to whatever Tiago was saying, something about the seasonal fruit, until he said one word that snagged on my brain. “Aran.”

      “What?” I asked sharply, my head snapping up.

      Tiago’s eyes were focused on something behind me, and even before I turned around to look, I heard the small tinkle of the bell over the door, and then my senses were inundated with Aran’s scent. It was warm, fragrant, like a run through the woods after it rained.

      I was half out of my chair before I even had a chance to blink. “Aran!” I gasped, my eyes roaming over his frame, from head to toe. He was here in town! He came back!

      Aran looked like he hadn’t slept since he left, deep bruises under his eyes and a thick layer of scruff across his jaw. We each took a step forward, closing the distance, and soon, unbidden, my hands were stroking his cheeks, the prickly whiskers against my palms.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked. “Never mind, I take that back. It doesn’t matter why you’re here. What matters is… will you stay?”

      “I—” he began, but there was still so much I needed to say.

      I cut off his words with a finger on his lips. “I’m so sorry for everything. I never should have lied or exaggerated about Patrick. I just really wanted to keep you all for myself, and I didn’t think I was reason enough for you to stay.”

      Aran shook his head and his lips opened against my finger, but I kept going, not giving him a chance to say anything. “And I wanted to tell you about the whole wolf thing, but that isn’t exactly a regular conversation to have with someone, and I know you must have so many questions, and I promise I will do everything to answer them and…”

      I trailed off as Aran opened his mouth further and tracing his tongue along my finger.

      I was floundering, my jaw wagging. “I mean… there’s more I need…”

      I gasped as he closed his lips over my finger and sucked gently, his tongue undulating over my skin. Gods, that was all it took for my cock to spring to life, slick pouring out of me and soaking through my underwear.

      “Out!” Lowell growled. “We only offer the diners food, not dinner and a show.”

      Without removing my finger from his mouth or breaking eye contact, we stumbled back out through the door Lowell held open for us. As I drew my hand back, his teeth raked over my skin, turning my brain to mush. “H-Home,” I managed to get out.

      Aran grabbed my hand and started dragging me down the street. “Wouldn’t it be faster if we drove your truck?” I asked, keeping pace with him.

      He peeked over his shoulder. “Am I allowed to speak now?” He had a cheeky grin on those full lips of his.

      “Yes, of course.” In fact, he’d better get all his words out now before we set foot inside my front door, because once we had a bit of privacy, I would have something else to put in his mouth, significantly bigger than my finger.

      “I thought if I got you into the truck, we wouldn’t make it to your house before I needed to be inside you. Once I get started with you, I don’t know if or when I’ll be able to stop. Might as well get you naked somewhere with a bed… and food… and a shower.”

      All good points.

      We burst through my front door in a flurry of tearing claws and nipping teeth. If I hadn’t known with certainty that Aran was human, I would’ve wondered, but he seemed to have embraced a primal, animalistic side of him. He tore my shirt straight off, buttons flying. His nails dragged along my chest and back. He was voracious! And while I had to be slightly more gentle, I wasn’t restraining myself much.

      Aran had my pants around my ankles in two seconds flat, and shortly thereafter, he was on his knees in front of me, the head of my cock disappearing between those lips, just like I’d been hoping.

      “Fuck!” I yelled out, gripping the back of his head. I almost came right then and there, the sensations mixed with my overloaded hormones just about throwing me off the cliff, but that thought had my eyes bulging. “Wait!”

      He pulled back, though reluctantly. “What is it? Was I being too rough?”

      “Gods, no,” I panted, looking down at the most amazing sight I’d ever seen. My alpha gazing up at me, my saliva-coated cock nudging at his mouth. “I really don’t want to stop, but in the name of honesty, I have to tell you something.”

      A muscle ticked in his jaw. “Are you secretly a zombie wolf?”

      “What? No.”

      “Vampire? You won’t suck my blood, will you? Can’t turn into a bat and fly around?” There was a twinkle in his eye as he said it. Was he really joking at a time like this?

      “No, of course not,” I said, shaking my head in exasperation.

      “Then I don’t care.” He surged forward, sliding his mouth back down along my shaft.

      My eyes rolled back in my head, but I somehow managed to choke out the words, “I’m pregnant!”

      He stilled, and I could feel my erratic pulse beating against his tongue. Would he run again? Was this the final straw?

      He slowly pulled out my cock, the air cold on my wet skin, and he stood up to his full height, looking down at me. “Did you say pregnant?” His voice was barely a whisper. “Like, I’m gonna be…”

      “A dad,” I finished for him. “Is that okay?”

      “No,” he said, shaking his head. “No, it’s not okay.” My gut plummeted like a cold stone dropped into a pond, but he kept going. “It’s better than okay. It’s incredible!”

      “What? You’re not upset?”

      “No! Of course not! This is amazing!” He locked his arms around my waist and swung me around, my pants flapping around my ankles.

      Aran didn’t put me down. In fact, he carried me straight back to the cave-like bedroom at the back and laid me down on the bed. “I’m so sorry I left when things got tough. I promise, I won’t even leave you again, no matter what.”

      “Not even when I get fat?” I asked, tears welling in my eyes. “Or old? When I’m too exhausted to take care of you?”

      “In my eyes, you are perfect. No matter your age, your shape, or your energy level. And you don’t need to take care of me. We can take care of each other. That’s what mates do.”

      Now I was about ready to start sobbing. “You want to be mates? Even after everything?”

      “Especially after everything,” he said, lying down beside me. He rolled onto his back and pulled me onto him. “So… about that rodeo sex…”

      “You don’t have to ask me twice. I’ve been dreaming about it every night.” I straddled him, rose up on my knees, lined him up with my dripping hole, and sank down, sheathing his massive cock deep inside me.

      I began slowly, stretching myself to his girth, but soon, I was riding my alpha hard, both of us building up a lather. He drove up from beneath, meeting me on every thrust. My head swam, my breathing ragged; I was getting close.

      “I…” Aran began, and there was a tiny look of doubt on his face. “I think I want to bite you again. Is that… okay?”

      “Yes!” I shouted. “Yes! Mark me!” I lay down across him, chest to chest with my alpha. “And maybe I could…mark you?” I asked, my teeth already descending.

      Aran bared his neck and urged me closer. “Take me, I’m yours,” he growled. “Forever.”

      As my teeth broke the surface of his shoulder, I felt the moment our mating bond locked into place, like an elastic band snapped tight. The rush of adrenaline took me by surprise, and I cried out as my orgasm tore through me, cum spurting from my dick between us.

      Aran gasped and his arms gripped me with bruising force as he unloaded himself into my ass, his knot expanding inside me and tethering us together.

      “Forever,” I whispered against his chest.

      I was never going to let my alpha go again. Mine, my wolf said. Ours, I corrected him.
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      “Ice cream, fries, pickles, and a brownie if Maisy has any left, because I bought the last one for you yesterday.” I reeled off the list.

      “If I think of anything else, I’ll text you.”

      We were at the B&B in Bowser, and Oscar adjusted his butt on the sofa and tucked cushions behind his back. His rounded pregnant belly had me bending over and kissing it. I gave thanks every day for meeting him in the forest that day. If Patrick hadn’t phoned Gloria, I would never have met my mate. I owed my grandfather a debt of gratitude too. I’d stopped thinking of him as a foster anything. He was my grandfather.

      The couch was new and, therefore, not in the same condition as the butt-ugly armchair that trapped my ass months ago. That beauty was assigned to the bonfire at the next full-moon festival.

      For the moment we were living in Bowser, even though my mate insisted the babies had to be born on Dusk Fall soil—and they would be. That was babies, plural. I was so proud of my little soldiers for producing two children. But it was my beloved mate who had to carry and give birth to them. I was in awe of him and would have driven back to the city if whatever he craved was only available there.

      Oscar’s current house wasn't suitable for a pregnant omega and his mate. Sure, the living area was huge, but it was more of a child care center than a welcoming home. And as for that bedroom and the small bed… no way were we living there.

      As the due date drew closer, Oscar handed over the business to a new town resident, Shamus. He was single and ecstatic that he’d been welcomed into the pack and now had a job and a house. I’d checked out his references, because the wolf shifter community was a little lax in that department. Poor guy, I’d interviewed him too, and he was so nervous that I suggested he run out to the woods and shift in the middle of our little chat.

      Hem didn’t get why I’d put the guy through the third degree, but Tiago understood—and sat in on the interview with me—and when he pointed out to his Alpha that the omega would be looking after their kids and ours, his mate relented and let me proceed. But the pack Alpha muttered, “More like torture than a little chat,” until Tiago told him to chill and eat a brownie.

      With Oscar’s current business sorted, I set my mind to building us a new home. William had drawn up the blueprints, but I’d requested so many changes and questioned his decisions, he phoned me to shout, “Who the fuck is the architect here?”

      “You,” I yelled back, “but this is my forever home.”

      There was a long pause. “You’re never coming back,” he said in a small voice.

      I reminded him to check his email where I’d sent specifications for a second home. While I’d love my family to move here permanently, I didn’t see them giving up their lives to move to a tiny community in the middle of nowhere. Where would Giles buy his favorite beer?

      But I wanted a second house constructed for when they visited. And as it was, they were heavily involved in the construction sites from afar, so there'd eventually be some traveling back and forth. The best-case scenario was we work remotely for Gruff Construction while hiring a manager to deal with the in-house, day-to-day business, as well as a site foreman to replace Giles. William could work from anywhere.

      Apart from the remoteness of Bowser and Dusk Fall, having my brothers living in a place where the existence of shifters had to be kept secret was far from ideal for them and the local residents. I wasn’t sure if Hem and Leo would agree to it, because no one in either pack could shift when and where they wanted with clueless humans hanging around, and they’d have to monitor their speech and always be checking who was within earshot.

      But to bar my family from joining me was similar to the way shifters had been treated by humans in the know through the centuries, or so I’d been informed.

      Best-case scenario was to tell my family, but that was a momentous decision, and I put it in the back of my mind until after Oscar gave birth.

      “Take the whole jar,” Maisy told me. “I’m tired of fishing out pickles, only for you to turn up five minutes later needing more.” Wow! This wasn’t a small supermarket-size container of pickles, it was restaurant-size and more like a vat. “And I baked more brownies.”

      After I thanked her and struggled to the door, Patrick arrived with a wheelbarrow. “Here.”

      Maisy called after me. “I’d take Oscar to Dusk Fall sooner rather than later. He's about to pop.”

      “I know.” Tiago’s twins hadn’t been born in Bowser, but Jeremy, the local shaman, had rushed to them and given them Bowser soil to rub on the newborns.

      “Can’t have my great-grandbabies born here,” my grandfather advised as he pushed the wheelbarrow over the road.

      I knew better than to offer to do it for him. I’d learned from experience that he’d yell, “I’m not dead yet,” and he conveniently forgot about the incident that brought me here when he insinuated he was dying.

      I had offered to build a small cabin for Patrick in town, but he was content living at the B&B where he spent most of his time and only escaped into the forest when my mate and I were having sex!

      We’d convinced Gloria to visit her new grandchildren in the first weeks after their birth. And both my brothers were coming with Cole and James. But our foster mother would be meeting her dad again after so many years, so there was a lot to celebrate.

      My family had met Oscar. We’d driven to the city after he got over his bout of morning sickness and stayed in a hotel. Having Giles’s beer farts wafting under the door of the house wasn’t the way I wanted to introduce my mate to the family.

      Everyone got along great, though my brothers were mystified as to why Oscar couldn't live in the city rather than me uprooting my life and downsizing, until I explained that as well as finding my one true love, the rural area offered freedom that an urban setting could not.

      As Patrick and I trundled into the B&B garden, Oscar met us at the door, wearing a robe, the bag he’d packed weeks ago at his feet. As I stood open-mouthed, my grandfather muttered, “It’s time. I’m guessing you don’t need the pickles. Damn, I’ll be eating these for the next year.”

      “Do we have time to get to town? Call someone to bring dirt to smear on the babies. They can’t be born here.” I’d been worried that having a human father would hinder my kids in some way, but for them to be born away from the pack territory was unthinkable.

      Oscar put a hand on my arm. “I’ve having mild contractions. There’s plenty of time.”

      “Geez, calm down,” Patrick complained. “Have a pickle.” He turned to my mate and said, “If he faints, call me. I’ll be your birthing partner.” He lugged the huge jar of pickles and the rest of the food inside.

      Oscar handed me the car keys and steered me toward the car. “You’re so calm and I’m a mess,” I told him as he did up his seat belt.

      “So, I’m as cool as a pickle?” He giggled and was still laughing when I started the car. I didn’t get it. Must be something only a pregnant omega understood. Or perhaps that was a Bowser joke. Patrick would understand.

      “Isn’t it cucumber? Cool as a cucumber.”

      My mate put a hand on my thigh. “Pickles start off life as a cucumber.”

      Oh! He was awfully playful for someone who was about to give birth.

      While Bowser and Dusk Fall didn’t have a police station and therefore no one would pull me over for speeding, I drove slowly, avoiding the holes in the road. Hem really needed to get on that, but with the construction, there had been heavier traffic than usual.

      “Babe.” Oscar’s hand on my thigh became a sharp squeeze, and I yelped. “While I did say mild contractions…” He paused, his breathing more pronounced, and he hunched over. “They’re picking up, and I’d like to arrive in town today rather than next week.”

      “But I didn’t want to jostle the babies.”

      “They’re fine.” He patted his belly.

      Tiago's twins came into the world outside Hem’s truck on the side of a highway, and while I’d wanted our little ones to be born in our new home, the unmistakable smell of paint filled the open-plan living area thanks to the new kitchen cabinets.

      Tiago had shooed the workers out of my brothers’ house next door a few days ago in preparation for Oscar’s impending birth. It had its windows installed, water and power, but was more unfinished than ours. The Alpha Omega had set up a mattress in the main room for Oscar, but when we arrived, my mate headed for the garden which Patrick had started and was nurturing using recycled water and drought-resistant plants native to the area.

      “Love, I’m pretty sure that being born on town soil doesn't mean literally being in the dirt.” But the look I got from my mate made me shut up. “But this patch looks great. Very comfortable.”

      “There’s a sleeping bag that’s never been used and a yoga mat in the store room next door,” I told Tiago, and he raced off. But by the time he returned, Oscar had thrown off his robe and gotten on the ground. Having no clue what to do, I assumed the same pose as my mate: on all fours.

      Oscar grunted and I did the same. He raked his hands through the dirt and swayed his hips. But I hesitated. Was I kidding myself thinking that by doing what my mate did, I was helping him?

      “Don’t stop,” he bellowed. “It seems to help somehow.”

      Jermey arrived but made no attempt to interfere, saying Oscar’s body had taken charge and was doing what pregnant omegas had done for centuries. Apart from my mate’s cries as the cramps gripped him and the rustle of the branches which provided shade, Dusk Fall was silent.

      From the corner of my eye, I caught a glimpse of Tiago sitting on his hands. He opened his mouth, but Jeremy shook his head. When I glanced over again, both Jeremy and the Alpha Omega had moved directly behind Oscar. I’d lost track of time, but the shadows had lengthened so we’d been here a while.

      “Gods,” Oscar groaned. “I’m pushing out a watermelon.”

      I bit my tongue, not wanting to correct him by saying, “Two watermelons.”

      When Jermey finally spoke, he uttered the words, “One more push and the baby’s head will be out.”

      One. One baby. I hesitated, wanting to stay with Oscar, but he panted, “Go. Go be with our children as they arrive.”

      While Oscar was moaning, there were no sudden movements from Jeremy, and once the head and shoulders of baby number 1 were out, he delivered the little one into the blanket Tiago was holding.

      “A girl,” I whispered. I blinked away tears, but a few fell on her.

      Daughter number 2 was in a hurry, apparently not wanting to be left alone, and with both little ones wrapped up tightly, I held one in each arm while Tiago helped Oscar to lie on one half of the sleeping bag and covered him with the rest. A pillow was placed under his head as I introduced him to our daughters.

      My heart was bursting with love but also a fierce protectiveness.

      With one hand outstretched, Oscar scrabbled in the dirt and smeared one baby’s cheek with town dirt. “Now you.”

      Digging my fingers into the soil, the power of thousands of years of shifters’ existence rippled through me and I transferred it to my daughter as I gently rubbed her face.

      “Tamaska and Rudi,” Oscar shouted, and a loud cheer went up from town residents who must have gathered outside the house. My two little sweetpeas resembled their omega dad, and I joined my mate under the sleeping bag, holding my family close, as I would for the rest of my days.
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      Tamaska and Rudi were both cradled between my outstretched legs where I sat on the floor, waving their tiny fists at me. I was still so fascinated with them, and luckily, they seemed just as spellbound with me. I tickled their bellies until they giggled, speaking with them softly, and they stared up at me with those beautiful eyes. “My, what big eyes you have,” I whispered, images of fairytale wolves dancing in my mind. I had never enjoyed being compared to the villain in bedtime stories, but I would think up new stories for my children, ones where the wolves were the heroes.

      Tamaska’s eyes were just like her dad’s, her hair already a thick chestnut, but looking at Rudi was like staring in a mirror. The two of them were so different from each other, but every night they insisted on sleeping together in the same crib, their limbs tangled. I was so glad they would have each other to grow up with; it was obvious they would be close. It was the sweetest thing, and every night, I got lost just watching them sleep. Aran often had to lure me to bed with promises of massages and blow jobs.

      You would think after taking care of the pack’s babies day in and day out, this would all feel so old by now, but raising my own babies was an entirely different experience to caring for someone else’s for a few hours. They were mine, a piece of me and of my alpha, and nobody came and took them away at the end of the day.

      Good thing, too, because I was likely to take someone’s hand off if they tried.

      “Oscar?” It was clear from Aran’s amused tone that he'd been trying to get my attention for a while.

      “Shh, it’s play time,” I said, keeping my voice calm and made another face at the twins. “Play is very important for their mental development.”

      He sat beside me and gave each of us a kiss in turn, the babies first and then me. “Yes, I can see it’s play time, but it’s also dinner time, and everyone will be here in just a few minutes.”

      “What?!” I squeaked. I’d entirely lost track of time. I was still wearing my pajamas stained with baby food and hadn’t had a shower all day. “Why didn’t you tell me? I had this whole amazing dinner planned for tonight.”

      “Don’t stress,” Aran nodded, helping me to my feet. “I made all the dishes you planned.”

      My heart melted. “You did? Even the cookies for dessert?”

      “I did.” He gave me one last slow kiss, then he turned me around and swatted me on the butt. “Now, go have a quick shower. You stink,” he teased.

      I rushed off, leaving him on diaper duty. Seriously, I didn’t know what I had done to deserve this man. He was everything I never knew I needed in life. I’d been lonely before, sure, but Aran satisfied every one of my soul’s deepest desires—not just the sexy ones, either.

      I honestly wasn’t sure how he’d managed to get the whole meal prepared without me noticing, but now that I was up and moving, the air was fragrant with the smell of the rosemary tenderloin I’d had marinating since last night.

      Tonight was special, and I didn’t want anything to go wrong. There would be lots of food and copious amounts of alcohol. We needed Aran’s brothers pliant for what we were about to tell them.

      Aran and I had a talk with Hem, and we made the difficult decision to bring Giles and William into the loop about the wolves. They were in town to break ground on the community center, followed by the wildlife rehabilitation center, and if everything went well, Hem had all kinds of future plans for the town and hoped Gruff Construction could spearhead the development. It would be easiest for everyone if they were in the know.

      Besides, it was probably best to just get it over with, telling Aran’s brothers. With all these changes came great risk of exposure for the pack. A business magazine, Wired Green, had shown interest in coming to interview Hem as Dusk Fall’s mayor. There was a fair bit of buzz being generated about all the eco-friendly designs, and that kind of acclaim would extend to Gruff Construction as well. It was a massive risk, though. As worthy as Hem was of the kudos, shifters as a whole existed in the shadows by keeping a low profile. It was quite a conundrum, because to keep the packs afloat financially, we needed the income from outsiders, but without giving up too much information about who we were. It was toeing a line.

      Hence, our decision to tell Aran’s brothers. Ideally, they would be able to work as a kind of barrier between pack happenings and the human world beyond.

      And just in case things went sideways with dinner tonight, we had invited Patrick and Gloria to come too. Gloria had come to stay at the B&B for just a few weeks, originally, but as she began to rebuild bridges with Patrick, her stay kept getting extended. She’d been doing her best to work remotely, poor internet connection and all, but the other day I heard her mutter something about early retirement, though I didn’t think that was likely. She’d fallen in love with the concept of the wildlife rehabilitation center, and she was toying with the idea of staying to help run the place. I suspected staying had more to do with her reconnecting with Patrick, though. It was a hard thing to give up.

      Gloria had initially run away from Bowser because she never felt like a part of the pack. I was right about her wolf being latent, I knew it the first time I scented her, and she saw it as a weakness, but after meeting her, it was clear she was anything but weak! She was one fierce woman, not to be trifled with. In my mind, the reason she couldn’t shift was that her two halves were just merged so tightly that you couldn’t see where she ended and her beast began. And now that she was reunited with Patrick and surrounded by a more mixed and welcoming community, she wasn’t ready to leave.

      I ran through the shower, barely having time to rinse off the soap, before dashing out and getting dressed. I was walking into the living room when there was a knock at the door. I waved at Aran in the kitchen. “I got it.”

      When I opened the door, however, it wasn’t any of our invited guests. “Mack!” I gasped. “We weren’t expecting you.”

      My brother just shrugged, refusing to meet my gaze. “I heard there would be food.” More like he heard there would be city-dwelling humans.

      Mack had come back from Fairhome quietly, not saying much about his time away, moving back in at the B&B with Patrick and Gloria. While he’d resettled in at Bowser, I could still sense a certain wildness about him. He wasn’t content here. Maybe never would be.

      “Uh-huh. Come in, then.” Coming up the sidewalk behind him were the others, so I stood aside and let our guests in to make themselves at home.

      Aran and his brothers built us the most beautiful house ever, with lots of natural light and reclaimed lumber. It was a bungalow, with room to expand off the back if we managed to fill the five bedrooms with babies. And it was so much cozier and homier than my old place. There were personal touches, and of course… a massive king-sized bed.

      “Dinner is served,” Aran called, pulling off his apron. The twins were already in their highchairs at the table.

      “You are the most amazing alpha I have ever met,” I whispered to Aran when I grabbed him for a quick kiss. “Just wait until later when I can reward you.”

      “Mmm,” he murmured against my neck. “Will you wear the cowboy hat?”

      “And the spurs, if you’re really good.”

      “Yee-haw,” he growled, taking a quick nip at the sensitive skin of my neck.

      The food was outstanding. “I should have you cook more often,” I moaned around my full mouth. “I think you’re better at it than I am.”

      “Such pretty lies,” he said with a laugh, “but I will cook for you whenever you’d like.”

      Mack cleared his throat, leaning back in his chair. “So… tell me more about the city?” he practically begged Giles and William. Oh, boy, here he goes again. Gloria and Patrick shared a smirk. Mack had been doing everything he could to spend time with Aran’s brothers, including offering to show them around town—all two blocks of it.

      William was pretty tame these days, considering his young child, so he rarely hit the town, but Giles was more than willing to regale Mack with stories of clubs and raves and late-night partying.

      The way that Mack was staring up at him with wide eyes, I was halfway worried he would follow Giles home when construction was finished. It was hard for me to remember the two men were actually close in age, but it was all just a difference in experience. Maybe it wouldn’t be a bad thing for Mack to have a supervised visit to the big city one day. Better than him wandering off on his own, naïve as he was.

      We finished off our meal, and I brought out the platter of ginger cookies. Giles and William were looking perfectly sated and relaxed. Now for the tough part.

      Aran and I exchanged a look before he began. “So, guys, we wanted to talk to you about something…”

      “Is it about the drugs?” Giles asked, nodding sagely.

      “What?!” I sputtered. “What drugs?”

      “You know,” he said, tapping his nose. “All the sniffing… Don’t think we didn’t notice.”

      William turned to Giles with a frown. “I thought it was allergies.”

      “No, no.” I waved my hands in the air, interrupting this line of conversation before we got way off track. “There’s no drugs.”

      “Oh.” Giles looked almost disappointed, then his eyes widened. “Are you trying to fire me? Is it because I take too many breaks? I can work harder! Wait—you can’t fire me. I own a third of the business.”

      Aran was pinching the bridge of his nose, totally exasperated. This was going to go on all night.

      William nipped it all in the bud, though. “No, stupid, they’re trying to tell us that they’re all wolves.”

      “Ohhh,” Giles said, nodding, not even a little surprised. “Yeah, that’s old news.”

      “It is?” I gasped. “Who told you?” I didn’t mean to sound pissed off, but I’d been stressing about this all week. To now find out that they already knew, it felt like kind of a letdown.

      William bit his lip. “Oops?”

      “Are we not supposed to know?” Giles asked. “I mean, you were about to tell us anyway, right?”

      One glance around the table and I saw Mack’s shamed blush. No surprise there. “Mack…”

      He blushed harder. “It just slipped out.” Uh-huh. Our biggest secret ever just slipped out? More like he was trying to impress them.

      I slapped a hand over my face. “Oh, little brother. What am I going to do with you?”

      “We’ll do the same as we do with all our family members,” Aran whispered in my ear. “We will love him.”

      I leaned closer to rest my head on his shoulder, and he wrapped an arm around me, pulling me as close as our chairs allowed. He was right. Family was everything to me, and I knew without a shadow of a doubt that I would spend the rest of my life surrounded by the ones I loved the most in this world, from city or small town, wolves and humans alike.

      And with each passing day, that love would only grow.

    

  







            Seared

          

          

      

    

    






by Harper B. Cole, Trisha Linde, and Colbie Dunbar

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      A temptation too hot to resist…

      

      Alpha Lowell is a grumpy wolf shifter. Isolated, independent, and he doesn’t need anyone’s help. Except… he kind of needs some help. In this day and age, as big-city society encroaches on the wild, a lone wolf roaming the woods is more likely to get shot by a hunter—or worse. Lowell needs a pack. And it just so happens that the Dusk Fall pack is accepting new members. And even better, they love his baking enough to pay for it.

      When omega human Hank and his alpha twin sister Greer are gifted with a wilderness scavenger hunt, they feel obligated to participate, no matter how much they don’t mesh with the woods. Things go exactly as you would expect for a couple city slickers without any experience with the outdoors. Hungry, tired, and lost, they stumble on a cabin filled with the most delicious scent. Pies of every flavor! Surely it wouldn’t hurt to take a bite…

      When Lowell comes home to find a whole batch of pies ruined, he demands the twins make things right. It’s a good thing Hank knows his way around a kitchen. Alone all night with a sexy omega makes Lowell’s temperature rise, and it’s not only the oven that gets hot. There’s no question they have great chemistry, but is this bitter wolf sweet enough? Or will their attempt at a relationship fall flat?

      Harper B. Cole, Colbie Dunbar, and Trisha Linde bring you Seared, the third book in the Fairest of Them All series. The novel features an alpha wolf learning what it means to belong, an omega willing to take a leap of faith, a lucky encounter at just the right time to save them both, an unexpected pregnancy, an adorable baby, and a most scrumptious HEA. If you love stories featuring a couple determined to beat the odds to find their happily ever after, grab your copy today.
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      To keep up to date on her new releases, giveaways, and upcoming projects, sign up for Harper’s 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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