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    No one leaves the Foxtail Inn without a mate. No one can make reservations, though. They have to be invited by Franklin, the owner, who whose kindness is overshadowed by sadness. 
 
      
 
    Saint 
 
      
 
    I grew up in a strict community, that’s what they called it. Now that I was older and free from their leashes, I knew the right word was cult. Still, it’s hard to get the teachings out of my head and even worse, not to live by their purity standards and ridiculous gender roles. My fathers’ words echo in my head, even as I sleep. 
 
      
 
    I tried to date a few times, mostly online. No one wanted anything to do with my cleanliness quirks or my neatness needs. I was too innocent for them. Too sweet. I had learned some things about life but still was naive when it came to the world and how things worked, especially with relationships. 
 
    All I wanted was an alpha to accept me for me and keep his word. Someone with patience. Was that too much to ask? 
 
    I’m fed up with my job and needing a vacation when a letter arrives in my mailbox, complete with a wax seal. Somehow I’d won a week’s vacation, all expenses included, at the Foxtail Inn. 
 
    I’d never heard of the place, but I didn’t care. I needed the time away. 
 
      
 
    Memphis 
 
      
 
    I want an omega, but I’m not looking for one ever again. The one I had cheated on me, verbally abused me, and left me in a financial pit. My bear longed for an omega to take care of, to love and to accept my protection, but no way I was putting myself out there by dating again. 
 
    A family is what I craved. Someone to partner with. Another shifter to run with and have a future with. 
 
    So, I pour myself into my work as a lawyer, working and billing for at least eighty hours a week. But when a free week’s vacation letter comes in the mail, I’m curious and skeptical all at once. 
 
    The place checks out but nothing is free. 
 
    When I get there, only one other person is staying at the inn. He’s drop-dead gorgeous but I know if I get involved, I’m only signing up for heartbreak. 
 
      
 
    Hesitant Alpha is the first book in the Omegas Inn Love Series. It is a sweet with knotty heat MM shifter mpreg romance featuring an alpha bear shifter who is ready to put the past behind him, an omega wolf shifter who longs for someone who will love him as he is, the magic of Franklin and his Foxtail Inn, and a guaranteed HEA. Each book in this series can be read as a standalone. If you like your alphas hawt, your omegas strong, and your mpreg with heart, download your copy today. 
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 Chapter One 
 
    Saint 
 
      
 
    Tuesdays were the heavy-lifting days. Despite the fact that most in the country got their coupons from apps on their phones, the supermarkets and just about everyone else still printed out their multi-age flyers. I didn’t mind because some of my customers really seemed to enjoy them. And one lady used them to line her birdcage, claiming her parrot liked all the colors. She also thought he might be able to read “a bit,” and liked to keep him mentally stimulated. Who was I to argue? 
 
    Adding to the weight of my bag were the smaller packages I seemed to get more of every day. The larger ones I dropped off on a big loop through the route before I set out to walk from mailbox to mailbox. Many of my coworkers no longer walked at all, preferring to drive up to each address and lean if possible or hop out if necessary to stuff the mail into the box. I’d spoken to citizens who claimed their packages were thrown onto their property by other carriers. I did not report them, but I did let the customers know that they certainly could file a report with the postmistress if there was any damage. 
 
    And that was what got me in trouble. 
 
    Not that I’d ever been the most popular mailman at our office, but I had a decent relationship with most of my coworkers. Better than the pack members who should have been both family and friends. Still, I never quite felt as if I fit in. They had so many inside jokes. At first, I asked what they meant, but that only made them laugh louder. 
 
    I’d begun to believe I’d never fit in anywhere. My pack was different than most others, and not in a good way. Oh, maybe for some, but if you had the slightest desire to have feelings of your own or experience any kind of freedom, it would never be comfortable. Our alpha was older than dirt—he said that himself, once, but gods forbid anyone repeat that in his hearing. Or where one of his toadies might be listening. 
 
    Old-fashioned, some of the elders said, but I had met a few other wolves, mostly passing through town, who claimed their packs followed the old ways. And they bore little resemblance to ours. They had, however, heard of us. 
 
    I gathered most other packs had. 
 
    Prides were not, in most cases, religious. Most gave reverence to the goddess. Certainly all tried not to tick off Fate who held our matings in her hands. Some even celebrated human holidays like Christmas, but most stuck to the solstices and other nature-based festivities. 
 
    Not us. Sometime when I was not much older than a toddler, an elder wolf came to our gates. I remembered only because it was the day everything changed. Up to that point, we were pretty much like everyone else, but when that bearded dude with his walking stick marched up to the alpha house and banged on the door, our happy little pack turned into a cult. 
 
    Harsh words, I know, but his arrival at a vulnerable time in our previous alpha’s life served as a pivot that haunted everyone on the lands to this day. Alpha was standing at the bedside of his only son when the prophet marched into the room. I’d been playing on the steps, throwing a small ball in the air and trying to catch it in the cup, waiting for my parents who were inside with all the others. Bored, hungry, and looking for someone to play with, I defied the instructions of my omega father to, “Stay right here and play with your ball,” and followed him inside the house and up the broad staircase to the room of my usual playmate, Arch. 
 
    At four, I had little understanding of the situation except that the grown-ups were crying or wringing their hands. The alpha was surrounded by many of his betas and others, crying out to the Goddess for help. Terror squeezed my insides, and I thrust myself into a corner of the room, behind a dresser, to watch without somehow getting caught up in whatever was upsetting the big people so much. 
 
    The old man shoved his way into the room and disappeared in the crowd. The alpha demanded to know why he was there, and he spoke but in a much lower voice than the alpha, who was fond of shouting just about everything, ever did, so I couldn’t hear. But after some back-and-forth, there was no more talking, and I curled up in my corner and drifted off. 
 
    I didn’t know until much later that the gasps and high-pitched words that woke me were in response to the very sick little boy on the bed sitting up and asking for candy. A high fever refused to break, the pack healer had no results, and then this man came in and said some kind of incantation over him and saved his life. Or so everyone believed. And maybe he did, but that was no excuse for giving him utter control over our lives from that day forward. He claimed that Arch had crossed over before he got there and that he’d reached over and dragged him back from the abyss to stay with his grateful parents and grow up to be the most important alpha in the history of the pack. 
 
    That meant he was bowed and kowtowed to over and over and became quite impossible. Nobody wanted to play with him, but we did because he told us to, and if we defied him, he told someone else we had. Mose, the old man, was on his right-hand side all the time, telling him what to do and how to do it in order to be that most important alpha. Arch was never even challenged. Who would challenge a god? 
 
    It was totally weird. 
 
    And I left the moment I could. But I missed a lot of what being part of a pack meant. Even if I did have a bear for a father. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter Two 
 
    Memphis 
 
      
 
    By the time I left the office, the streetlights outside the towering business were on and the walking traffic had slowed. I lived in an apartment nearby, since I spent more time at work than home. It wasn’t even a home at this point, more like a hotel. 
 
    My bear didn’t appreciate the city, not one bit. It was a rare occurrence that I took a day trip to the country and let him out for a run. He hated the abrasiveness of urban life. The noise. The myriad of smells all competing against each other and overloading our senses. 
 
    Plus, the city was full of humans. Humans who didn’t understand shifter culture or shifter ways. 
 
    Those who even knew we were real said shifters were feral but, in my experience, the humans could use a lesson or two in kindness and decency. 
 
    I was a prosecutor, which meant I worked harder and for less money than the others—and at the mercy of the state. 
 
    I’d become cynical of people, mostly humans since becoming an attorney. In college, I’d foolishly thought I could somehow change the world but now…I was numb. 
 
    The job drained me of all my energy and time. By the time I got home, I was hollow and empty. 
 
    After taking the stairs to my apartment, I wrenched the door open. The super still hadn’t come and fixed it, and it stuck every time I opened or closed it. The pipes rattled when I turned on the hot water, and one of the burners on the back of the stove didn’t work at all. 
 
    Not that I had the time or gumption to cook. 
 
    I tossed the pile of mail on the rickety kitchen table, not having the energy to deal with it right that moment. I needed a shower to wash away the gunk of the day, and my belly needed food. 
 
    Another thing my bear was not pleased about was the takeout I lived on. 
 
    He wanted fresh meat, something we didn’t get very often. 
 
    After I showered, I emerged from the bathroom in my pajama pants with a towel wrapped around my neck since my hair was still dripping. The fridge whined at me as I opened it to see if there was anything close to edible inside it. 
 
    There were tons of cartons and to-go containers but none of them had much more than a morsel between them. And many were of questionable vintage. 
 
    “Fuck, I need to eat.” 
 
    I sat down at the table, pulling my phone to me. I wanted a steak and potatoes, maybe with some macaroni and cheese and crab cakes, but I was still on a tight budget and needed to stick to my guns. After all, I was still up to my eyeballs in student loans. 
 
    Instead of what I wanted, I ended up with hot-and-sour soup and an order of wontons. It came with free rice, and anything free was more than welcome. It was a far cry from the protein that I needed but it would have to do. 
 
    While I waited for the delivery, I pulled open my laptop, ignoring the sinking feeling in my gut at doing so. Since Carl left, I’d realized what he’d done in my absence. He’d taken advantage of my hardworking personality and ruined me financially. Yes, I was stupider than a bag of hammers for not checking up on things, for trusting him completely and moreover, blindly, but he was my omega, or had been. 
 
    If you couldn’t trust your mate, what did you actually have in this life? 
 
    Turned out, for the last eighteen months, I had little to nothing. I hadn’t chosen this apartment because I liked the furniture or enjoyed the constant stirring in the hallways or everything being broken down inside of it. 
 
    It was the cheapest thing I could find in walking distance of the courthouse. 
 
    Because I had to downsize my car. 
 
    And sell my condo. 
 
    All to make things right after finding out about the debt that Carl had accumulated in my name while I wasn’t looking. Yeah, I’d seen the shopping bags and the new things he brought into the condo. He claimed he’d gotten it all on sale. 
 
    And he kind of did. He got it 100 percent off since he’d signed up for credit cards using my name and social security number to get them. I hadn’t been a person who checked their credit or even their bank account regularly. I had all my payments scheduled to pay automatically. 
 
    Or so I thought. 
 
    After he left—a week after I confronted him—I looked into everything. The mortgage hadn’t been paid in almost three months because he stopped the auto-pay. Everything from electricity to water, to the garbage bill were past due. He must have been sneaking to the mailbox before I got home and also deleted emails, so I never knew anything wrong was happening. 
 
    Gods, I had been a lovestruck, stupid fool for all my hundreds of thousands of dollars’ worth of educating myself. 
 
    Of course, I wasn’t liable for the things he did fraudulently, but I had to pick up the pieces of my life. And by the time I did, it was too late to save the condo—thus my lovely apartment—and I’d nearly lost my job because the city didn’t look kindly on prosecuting attorneys having bill collectors show up at the office on a regular basis. 
 
    I breathed out a sigh of relief as I checked all of my accounts, savings and checking, along with my credit report and my security account. I had signed up for a service that texted me anytime someone tried to use my name or any of my credit cards. He had tried a couple of times since the breakup, but they alerted me at once. 
 
    I learned my lesson with Carl. 
 
    Never trust anyone—especially not a handsome, smooth omega. 
 
    Honestly, I didn’t trust that he would never try to do anything to me like that again. 
 
    A knock on the door sent my growling stomach into overdrive. After retrieving my measly meal from the delivery guy, I plopped down on the hard couch and tucked in. This was the last month I had to live this way. Eighteen months of budgeting and living off scraps, and I was finally done paying for anything that had legitimately been mine but had not been paid due to his access to my bank account. 
 
    All of that sacrifice, and soon I would be free. 
 
    Stuffing a dumpling into my mouth, I opened some bills. All good news. Everything was on time or scheduled to be paid on time like they should’ve been all along. 
 
    There was one envelope near the bottom that I didn’t recognize. The return address read Franklin Constant. In a state I’d never been to. 
 
    I turned it around to see that the heavy-weight envelope was sealed with wax and had a fox on it. 
 
    An envelope with a wax seal. I didn’t even know they sold or made those anymore. To me, it was something right out of a Robin Hood movie, something a king would send to his lover. 
 
    Not me, in this shitty apartment while eating my six-dollar soup. 
 
    What in the hell could it be? 
 
    Only one way to find out. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter Three 
 
    Saint 
 
      
 
    Since leaving the pack, I’d done everything I could to make a new life. The job was the biggest change because at home everyone’s work was assigned to them by the alpha via one of the betas. It was a communal existence where nobody had any actual money of their own but were provided what they needed from the items purchased for all. In theory, it could have been awesome, but in fact, of course, things were not distributed fairly, and those who were not as close to the alpha got the leavings of those who were. 
 
    I had only the vaguest memory of Arch being my friend because we were so little when he became a demigod or whatever he was. Of course the future alpha couldn’t be seen with me, son of a bear. Plus, Mose gave me the shivers. I couldn’t be around him for long. 
 
    At eighteen, I left with a backpack filled with clothes, my other few belongings, and a sleeping bag tied on top. I headed for town, where I knocked on doors, got people to give me little jobs around their yards or whatever, slept anywhere I could find a spot out of sight. Over a few years, I managed to find a niche of lawn care and handyman services as well as a small apartment over a garage to live in. 
 
    Every Saturday when I did not work, I got up early to visit the farmer’s market. Even when I lived in that garage apartment with the single burner stove and toaster oven, the fresh things I could buy there brought me cheer. 
 
    Once I got the job with the post office, I managed to move into my little house. It was a stretch to make that mortgage every month because my job was not the highest paying, but I lived simply and enjoyed my little cottage and the freedom it represented. 
 
    I would grow a garden one day, beyond the grass and the little flower beds, but for now, I loved wandering the rows of tables and admiring what the locals came up with. It was mostly fruits and vegetables, but there were also cooked foods like tacos and sandwiches and all sorts of baked goods. You could buy plants, too, and I zeroed in on a big beautiful bush with the most fragrant blossoms. It wasn’t part of my growing-food dream, but it would be perfect under my front window. I bought it and hefted the plant in front of me, glad I’d arranged to pick up my large apple purchase on my way out. I could take my new blooming friend to the car then come back for the crate of apples. 
 
    I was strolling along, face half buried in a flower, when I caught sight of him out of the corner of my eye. Bloody hell. Don’t ask me why I cursed like an actor in a late-night UK import movie when I was really unhappy. But seeing Shawn had that effect on me every time. I’d only been out of the pack for about a year when I met him, and he looked every bit as good now as he had then. What a shame he was such a mean guy. 
 
    Lifting the plant in front of my face, I waited for him to pass, not wanting to be noticed. Not now, here in my happy place. But even when he’d moved on and never indicated in any way he spotted me, I still stayed there, probably looking like a total fool. For probably ten minutes. Hating that an ex could have that effect on me. 
 
    He’d been terrible, telling me I was too innocent to be with a “real” alpha, by which he meant a narcissistic, pushy jerk. I just didn’t know that at the time. Once burned though. Part of his narcissistic charm was his ability to convince me he was right about all my “faults.” And part of me feared that he could do that again. Breaking up with him was the hardest, scariest thing I’d ever done. And the best for me, like drinking a huge all-kale smoothie. What doesn’t kill us makes us stronger after all. 
 
    But I could still remember me, younger me, letting him walk all over me then pointing out that his bullying was based on a character flaw of my own. And the only defense for that was apparently this big plant who would have pride of place in my garden in gratitude for saving me from a bad mistake or another character flaw. Maybe the same one. 
 
    When he’d disappeared around a corner, or at least that’s what my peek through the branches made it look like, I darted toward the parking lot and was just about to drive out when the apple seller came running after me, pushing a hand cart with not one but two full crates of apples. 
 
    “Saint, hang on!” He was huffing and puffing when he got to me. “You forgot your fruit.” 
 
    “Jazz, I only bought one crate, someone must have made a mistake.” 
 
    “No mistake. These are both for you.” He studied me before going on. “I saw him, that son of a… Anyway, he tried to buy from me and I told him I was all sold out. So here you go.” 
 
    “You have to let me pay.” 
 
    “No, it’s worth it to me to keep my fruit from such a one. He’d probably just ruin it.” 
 
    Jazz was one of my first connections here; I’d picked his apples my first few summers, and he knew a little bit about what happened. Not a lot, we weren’t best buddies or anything, but he was kind. 
 
    “Then I owe you a pie. Six pies.” My heart filled with gratitude. 
 
    “I’ll take two.” 
 
    “Deal.” 
 
    He helped me load the apples then gave a wave and walked away. I watched him go, a little wistful. If I’d asked him to come over for pie, would he have? Driving home I felt a little lonely, but the scent of apples from the back lent me a little cheer. I could do so many things with them. Pushing aside the feelings that I’d grown used to over the years, I pictured the jars of apple pie filling, applesauce, and other delights that would soon line my shelves. If there was one thing I’d learned, it was how to preserve the harvest, even if I wasn’t growing it myself. 
 
    One day maybe. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter Four 
 
    Memphis 
 
      
 
    I stared at the letter long enough for my hot-and-sour soup to go lukewarm and my appetite along with it. 
 
    Why did this simple letter have such a hold on me? 
 
    Bite the bullet, Memphis. 
 
    I got up and found the silver letter opener, a remnant of one of Carl’s shopping sprees, from the desk drawer. The wax seal popped away from the rest of the envelope. Through my bear senses, I scented tobacco smoke. 
 
    Whoever wrote this letter smoked a pipe. It reminded me of one of my grandfathers. He would sneak out to the backyard and smoke while his omega, my other grandfather, cleaned up after dinner. It was their thing. He pretended he didn’t have to help clean up, and my other grandfather pretended he didn’t know he was smoking a cigar. 
 
    It worked for them. 
 
    Inside the envelope was a single sheet of thick cream-colored paper. I unfolded it and at first scoffed at the contents. 
 
    It didn’t seem real, and my lawyer brain became skeptical right away. 
 
    The note was from a man named Franklin. He owned a B&B a few states away and was inviting me for a vacation of a lifetime. Those were his words. 
 
    He said that his place was so exclusive no one could make reservations. Those who stayed there had to be invited directly by him. 
 
    My gaze drifted around my tiny apartment, looking for a catch as though it were hanging on the wall like the rules of the apartment complex above the air-conditioner control box. It wasn’t. No one burst from the mini closet, knocking my suits aside and telling me I was the butt of a joke. 
 
    First of all, a vacation? I hadn’t had a vacation in years. Carl went on them often, on my dime, with his friends, who weren’t really just his friends, I would find out later. 
 
    Second…ugh, I was getting ahead of myself. I had to read through the rest of the letter and then make a rational decision. 
 
    The invitation, which was the letter, was only for me. Nontransferable. 
 
    I had to accept this strange turn of fate or it would disappear. I couldn’t give it away, and at the bottom, a line of type stated the gift was already scheduled for two weeks from today. 
 
    The only thing I had to do was to show up at this B&B, and the rest was provided. Meals. Room. Entertainment. All of it. 
 
    No cell phones were allowed to be on during the stay. 
 
    Gods, it sounded like a dream come true. Here I was, finally free of the shackles that still bound me to my old relationship with Carl and all of the pain that went along with it. This could be a chance for my mind and my body to take a break. Reset. Rebuild. Refashion myself as someone starting over instead of still in intensive care. 
 
    There had to be a catch. 
 
    No one in this day and age gave away anything. Perhaps, it was one of those show up and we try to sell you everything under the sun scams. Or maybe this man was simply senile. I guessed senile, since I didn’t know a man under fifty years old who smoked a cigar. 
 
    I should’ve probably trusted something good that was right there in my fingertips, but trust wasn’t really my forte anymore. 
 
    Not something I’d ever feel again. 
 
    Didn’t really want to. 
 
    It got you nothing but taken advantage of. 
 
    I put the letter aside, the rest of my meal long forgotten. Pulling up a search engine usually gave a person all the answers we needed in life and some we weren’t prepared for, but in this case, there was little to nothing about the Foxtail Bed-and-Breakfast. 
 
    But there was one link to an online community where you asked a question and people were free to put in their two cents. I clicked it and soon found out there was a bit of a cult following for this tiny bed-and-breakfast I was invited to. 
 
    They said that no one left this place without their mate. 
 
    My wolf howled at the prospect even though I protested against his gusto. He wanted a mate. A real one. One that I could trust and open up to again, but it was my human side who was scared. 
 
    And honestly, who wanted a scared and distrustful alpha to be their partner in life? 
 
    No one. 
 
    The post went on about how this omega was invited and went to the bed-and-breakfast, only to get away, for the free vacation. 
 
    He ended up leaving with his alpha, a person he would’ve never met otherwise. 
 
    Franklin, the owner, was a matchmaker. The story was that he was widowed and instead of searching for a new omega in his life, he made sure that others had the chance to meet their mates and were as happy as him and his mate. 
 
    My heart went out to the owner. 
 
    The rest of the comments were more of the same. 
 
    People were dying to go there. One particularly dramatic male said he would donate an organ if it meant he could go there and be united with his fated. He said that dating and apps just weren’t for him. He wanted someone to point to his omega and that would be it. He was so sick of the song and dance. 
 
    While I sympathized with him, I wasn’t going to the Foxtail to find love or my mate. 
 
    I needed a vacation more than my next breath and free fit my budget perfectly. Not completely free. I would have to pay for the flight and the car to the B&B, but that was trivial when compared to any other vacation. 
 
    I went to bed that night still undecided but curious. 
 
    More curious about something than I’d been in a long, long time. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter Five 
 
    Saint 
 
      
 
    Just about every apple was processed, and I’d stopped by to drop off the promised pies, along with a jar of apple pie filling, apple sauce, and apple chutney from the batches I’d canned. I didn’t need any more apples for the season, my shelves nearly filled as well. There were some other things in season, fruits and vegetables that I might try. Depending on what the various growers brought the next market, I might try preparing some vegetables for the upcoming winter’s soups or stews. 
 
    It wasn’t an exciting life, but it was a better hobby than many, I supposed, and it was something I could do on my own. My grandfather had been the person I was closest to, growing up, the one loving, nonjudgmental element in my life. I turned all the jars I’d canned so the labels faced forward and enjoyed the neatness of my small kitchen. The part of my world I could control. In my own home, there were no jokes I didn’t understand, like at work, and no rules I found confining, like the pack. But it would be nice to have someone to talk to sometimes. 
 
    A buzz at the door had me heading through the house to find out what salesman was trying to get me to subscribe to a magazine or as had become more common lately, get me to sign up for some sort of home food delivery service. When I peeked through the window beside the door, I was pleased to see that instead it was Shawn, one of my coworkers. He was one who rarely engaged in the behavior that made me so uncomfortable. An older fox shifter, he had met his mate when they were very young and, to all accounts, were a very happy couple. At the holiday party, they’d kept to themselves for a while and left early. 
 
    But he was also the delivery man assigned to my neighborhood. “Shawn, how are you?” 
 
    “Doing well, Saint. Just bringing you a letter.” He thrust it toward me. “It looked important.” 
 
    “Thanks!” I wanted to invite him in to chat, maybe have some tea, but he was on his appointed rounds, and if his were anything like mine, he needed his full day to accomplish them. Taking the envelope, I glanced at it. It looked kind of old-fashioned, but was probably just an ad. In my line of work, you saw all kinds of them. Amazing what lengths someone would go to, to capture the interest of a potential client. 
 
    Shawn tipped is nose up and sniffed. “What smells so good?” 
 
    “Apples. I’ve been canning. Would you like a jar of chutney?” 
 
    “Chut what?” He looked confused. 
 
    “Chutney. It’s kind of a mix of sweet and tangy ingredients, often served with curry?” 
 
    His shaggy brows were so close together they nearly touched. “I don’t…” 
 
    “Apple pie filling?” I suggested. “It’s good not only under a crust but over ice cream or yogurt, even oatmeal.” 
 
    “Now that, I understand. Why do you have so much apple pie filling and chut—whatever it is?” 
 
    “I make it myself,” I said, setting the envelope on the table and opening the door wider. “Just give me a second. I’ll get you a jar. Do you like raisins?” 
 
    Shawn did like raisins, and I sent him on his route with a jar of the pie filling containing them as well as a slice of apple quick bread to enjoy along the way. 
 
    Once the door was closed behind him, I picked up the envelope and studied it. The handwritten address was old-fashioned as well, verging on calligraphy. Despite my skepticism, I was intrigued. If it was someone who wanted to buy my house for cash, I’d throw it away. 
 
    But it was anything but. 
 
    Dear Saint, 
 
    You are invited to the Foxtail Inn for the vacation of a lifetime. All the information you need is included with this letter, but we hope you will come. Those who do never regret it. 
 
    The letter went on with the details, but he had me at “vacation.” When I finished reading, I carried it with me into the bedroom and set it on the dresser. My wardrobe was not extensive, but I filled my suitcase with jeans and shorts and shirts, casual shoes, underwear and socks…my shower bag. 
 
    I hadn’t taken any vacation time at all because why would I? The idea of going somewhere new and strange on my own was unappealing—or had been until now. But my supervisor had been pushing me to use some of that piled-up time off because pressure was coming down from above to not let it pile up any more than it already was. 
 
    I sent an email to put in for the time off and then brought up airline websites and car rentals, looked at images of the area around the Foxtail Inn, and made notes of sights I’d like to see. I was still going alone, but I had a destination. I had no idea how I’d been selected for this trip, but it was as if Fate had stepped in. Whoever this Franklin was who hosted the inn, I looked forward to meeting him and to going somewhere different. 
 
    My lack of interest in travel dissipated the moment I read that note. Almost magical, really. But I wasn’t stopping to doubt or question. 
 
    Approval on my time off came in an email the next morning. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter Six 
 
    Memphis 
 
      
 
    I caught myself smiling in the reflection of the screen in front of me when the plane landed a few weeks later. My stomach bundled into a thousand nervous butterflies as I bumped and bumbled through the slim aisle toward the exit. Everything was in place. I had the car rented and had accepted the invitation in writing, just in case. The letter didn’t say I had to RSVP but according to the digging I’d done, it was appreciated though not necessary. Franklin only booked the place out one weekend a month because he was meticulous in making the matches and getting everything perfect for the couple. 
 
    All of the commenters were adamant. 
 
    There would be a coupling by the end of the stay. 
 
    No ifs, ands, or buts. 
 
    Still, I wasn’t going for that reason. I was going for the time off. The absence of screens and file folders and the constant shuffle of feet on pavement, shoes down the hallways, and the bang of the judge’s hammer in court. 
 
    Phones ringing. 
 
    Email notifications pinging. 
 
    Pipes rattling. 
 
    My brain and my bear needed a break from all of it and here I was. 
 
    After getting my bags, I got into the car and followed the GPS. After getting off of the freeway, it was a long, winding road that promised in exactly fourteen miles to lead me to the Foxtail. The faster I got there, the faster I could begin letting go and partaking in some actual rest. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Mr. Bankston,” I heard as soon as the engine was cut and I opened the door. It took me a moment to respond, as I was soaking up the beautiful place that I got to stay in for the next few days. The Foxtail was a beacon among the waves of land and hills comprising the landscape around me. The place was a Victorian home, pristinely taken care of, right out of a sympathy card or a get-well-soon one. 
 
    There wasn’t another place I’d rather be. 
 
    “Good afternoon. Franklin, I presume. And please, call me Memphis.” I got out of the car and retrieved my bags. I only brought a carry-on and one large duffle. 
 
    Franklin nodded and smiled. The lines around his eyes and his mouth were deep and though his smile seemed genuine, there was a sadness in his eyes—something deep, so deep that it had become a part of his irises. “Come on in, Memphis. I’ll show you around.” 
 
    We walked up the wooden steps just as a large, bouncy, exuberant golden retriever came around the corner. Another addition to the greeting-card effect. 
 
    “Hey, who is this?’ I asked, kneeling to pet the big guy. He came forward and gently bowed his head toward the porch floor. The canine would understand that I was a bear and therefore a predator in his eyes. Not that I would ever hurt anything bigger than a bunny or maybe the off-chance squirrel. 
 
    “That is Thumper. He bounces like a rabbit, don’t you think?” Franklin said and promised Thumper a treat if he came inside without breaking the walls or the furniture, to which the beautiful dog whined in compliance. 
 
    “Wow, this is amazing,” I said, taking in the place as the older man waved me in. The staircase went to a second floor and at the balcony was a stained glass window that was bigger than my entire apartment. The whole place smelled like hot apple cider and brown sugar, as though Franklin had baked cookies before I got there. 
 
    “Thank you. It was a labor of love.” Franklin climbed the stairs. “Your room is this way.” 
 
    He was leading the way to my room, I assumed, but I was still standing there, mouth agape, taking in the place. Some people went to the beach on vacation. Some, cruises. Some, other countries. But it wasn’t until I drove up the cobbled driveway to this peak of happiness that I realized there was nowhere else I’d rather be. “Well, this labor of love of yours is incredible. Thank you for the invitation, by the way.” 
 
    We climbed the stairs, and at the top was a T–one bedroom to the left and one to the right. Mine was to the right of the stairs. “The other guest will be staying in the one to the left bedroom. And, for the record, this was my mate’s labor of love. He was an architect and then an interior designer. As you know, or may know, Victorians often have quite a warren of smallish rooms, but he thought larger would be better, more relaxing and enjoyable. Walls came down.” 
 
    “I’m sorry he passed,” I said, meaning the sentiment. 
 
    I entered the bedroom and while I despised the coldness of hotel rooms, this house was the opposite. A comfy-looking couch was underneath the large window. There were vases of fresh tulips, and the bed welcomed me, boasting fluffy pillows and a beautiful handmade quilt laid on top. 
 
    “Would you like a moment to relax?” Franklin asked, standing in the doorway. 
 
    “No. I would like to see the view from the back porch, actually,” I answered, putting my bags down on the chest at the end of the king-sized bed. 
 
    “How did you know there was a back porch?” he asked, chuckling. 
 
    “Well, this place, from the front is begging for a back porch to match the front one. Plus, Thumper came from somewhere. I figured it was a back porch.” 
 
    “You would be right. Let’s go. I’ve already got dinner in the oven so, while we wait on that and the other guest, let’s go check out that sunset.” 
 
    We went out back, and the sunset along with the view took my breath away. We took up residence in some white wooden rocking chairs and for a good while sat in silence, but the story I knew this man had to tell was whispering, begging to be told and heard. 
 
    “Won’t you tell me about your mate, Franklin?” 
 
    He pushed out a long breath. “He was amazing. I only had him for three or so years. Not enough. Not by a long shot. That’s why I started this place. My hope is that everyone finds their omegas and alphas early enough to be able to love and live with them for a long time, a lot longer than mine.” 
 
    “I found an omega, and I wish I never had. He betrayed me in every way. Even if I find someone, I won’t likely realize it. I’m too busy protecting myself.” 
 
    Gods, I never opened up to people like I did with Franklin. He was a virtual stranger and yet, I was comfortable around him. Somehow, I knew my secrets would be safe. 
 
    “We’ll see,” he said with a smile and lit up a pipe. “We shall see.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter Seven 
 
    Saint 
 
      
 
    My excitement about the trip lasted through the preparation and arrangements and the drive to the airport. Even while going through security and having to have the wand run over my chest and shoulders for no reason I could imagine. The TSA lady couldn’t or chose not to explain, but she assured me that I was clear and sent me on my way. 
 
    I’d never been on a plane before, not a train, either, but that would be another time. As I wheeled my bag behind me on the long hallway, I planned other vacations in my mind. I had to give myself a pat on the back for getting this far, feeling brave about the whole thing. I bought a coffee and one of those huge cinnamon rolls with all the frosting and settled at the gate to wait for the boarding call. 
 
    In the movies, there were very specific procedures for getting on the plane, and this flight was very similar. The flight attendants greeting us as we marched from the jetway into the cabin had the same smiles like I’d seen in those films and TV shows, and I gave them a gracious greeting in return. A vague wish that I’d had a chance to fly in the days when everyone dressed up and meals were served on trays fluttered through my mind, but as soon as we taxied down the runway, I recognized that this was plenty amazing on its own. The Earth dropped away, and we pierced the clouds to find ourselves above them. 
 
    I pressed my face to the glass, trying to take it all in, to make memories of this time to carry me when I was back in my ordinary life. “Oh, look down there,” I said to the woman seated next to me. “All those tiny cars on the highway.” 
 
    She had earbuds in, which I hadn’t noticed until now, but her disparaging glare that someone actually dared to speak with her did not invite further conversation, so I went back to my scenery staring. The flight attendant brought beverages and tiny bags of snack mix, and I crunched and sipped my cold soda and listened to the other passengers chatter to one another. Many were traveling with family or mates and had someone to share the experience with. 
 
    But if that was not my lot, then I would appreciate what I had. Enjoy every minute of this adventure. Despite my determination, I fell asleep and didn’t wake up until the flight attendant was asking me to put away my tray table and bring the back of the seat upright for landing. 
 
    From there, it was a matter of finding my way to the rental car desk, but there, I ran into a delay. The car I was supposed to be getting had not come back yet, and I had to wait…and wait…and wait. I ended up with an SUV for the compact car price, which they probably could have done a lot sooner, but I didn’t want to be that customer, the troublemaker. It wasn’t my nature, but as the sun set, I’d been frustrated. And when I finally drove out of the airport, a whole new level of excitement suffused me. I switched on GPS and let it guide me through the beautiful landscape to the quaint Victorian where I would be spending my vacation. 
 
    No sooner was I parked than an older gentleman who introduced himself as Franklin of the letter writing met me and guided me inside. “We’ve been waiting for you.” 
 
    “We?” I looked around the open living area, admiring the brightness even in the evening. 
 
    Before he could answer, a golden retriever arrived at his master’s side. Young, adorable, bouncing, and I reached out a hand, asking, “Is it all right?” 
 
    “You’ve just met the other part of ‘we.’” He smiled. “Thumper, say hello to Saint.” 
 
    To my amazement and delight, the dog sat right in front of me and lifted a paw to shake. “What a good boy you are.” I shook with him then stroked his fine, soft fur. “And so silky.” 
 
    “Yes, he’s all that and more. Come into the dining room and I’ll bring in your plate. I’d hoped you’d be here earlier when everything was fresh, but I think it’s still okay.” 
 
    “I’m sure it will be wonderful,” I said, so grateful that he’d gone to so much trouble for me. 
 
    We started down the hallway together. “If you don’t mind, why don’t we go right into the kitchen just for tonight. I think it’s cozier.” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    When I had a plate of fried chicken, mashed potatoes, and fresh peas in front of me, Franklin filled a glass for me with ice water and a second for himself. Then he set a basket of biscuits, along with some butter and honey, down as well before joining me. “I don’t like eating alone, so I thought I could sit with you and have a biscuit or two and answer any questions you might have about Foxtail. It’s a very special place.” 
 
    At first, while I ate my first real meal of the day, he told me a bit about the inn and the area around. His late mate had been largely responsible for the place, and when he discussed him, his voice held such emotion, my eyes filled with tears. To have such love, such connection… 
 
    I never had anything like that, never expected to. But to have it and lose it after just a few years? “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “I’m not.” He pushed the biscuits toward me. “For that happiness, for that love? I’d gladly give up the rest of my life. It’s worth it.” 
 
    “They say when you meet your fated mate, your whole world shifts.” 
 
    “Tell me, Saint, do you have room for pie, and what have you heard about our little inn?” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter Eight 
 
    Memphis 
 
      
 
    After sleeping better than I had in decades, I showered and stepped out, knowing that I had to be downstairs for breakfast in the next few minutes. As I did, the door across the balcony opened, and I froze in place at the man I saw. He was freshly shaven. His cologne lingered in the air. He had the most breathtaking brown eyes, pools of darkness that I wanted to dive into, swim around, get lost in. He was dressed in jeans with a neatly tucked button-down shirt. And flip-flops. 
 
    Flip-flops of all things. 
 
    We didn’t speak, just shared a half smile. I went downstairs first but soon heard his clippity-cloppity footsteps behind me. This was the person that Franklin thought would be my omega? He was gorgeous, there was no doubt about it but, I would never have an omega again. 
 
    Because being alone was better than sitting in a room with another person and feeling lonely. 
 
    And being alone was far better than being betrayed by the person you had poured your heart into. 
 
    Franklin emerged from the kitchen at that moment, a huge tray in his hands. “Good morning, Saint, Memphis. Hope you slept well. Autumn is pouring in faster day by day. There was a chill in the air this morning.” 
 
    Saint—what a name—walked over to Franklin and took the tray of multiple breakfast foods from him. “Where does it go?” 
 
    Franklin laughed. “You never made it into the dining room last night.” 
 
    “No, I ate your delicious fried chicken in the kitchen,” he said, “which was as cozy as you said.” 
 
    “Just put the tray here on the sideboard.” Franklin pointed then disappeared and returned 
 
    with another tray filled with carafes of juices and coffee. 
 
    I thought there were only the two guest rooms, but the quantity of food sure indicated more than just us. Did he also serve people breakfast who weren’t staying at the inn? 
 
    “Go on, you two. Eat up. I always cook for an army. Can’t help myself.” As he approached the table, Saint pulled out a chair for the older man. 
 
    I got myself a plate and stacked it high with breakfast meats, breads, and a slice of the quiche that was calling my name. But when I glanced over, Saint wasn’t eating, Instead, he was busy adding things to a plate that he handed to Franklin before pouring him a cup of coffee and adding a touch of cream as he asked. 
 
    The kindhearted omega checked again to be sure Franklin had everything he needed before helping himself to some food. Even when he did, it was half of the food I had on mine. Each bite was cut into a small piece and put into his mouth in a calculated manner. 
 
    Saint’s manners were impeccable. 
 
    “Are you missing the fast-paced life of a lawyer, Memphis?” Franklin asked. The last thing I wanted was a reminder of my life that was far, far away from this picturesque vacation, but the owner was simply trying to make conversation. He was a large part of the charm of this place. 
 
    “I’m not,” I said, smiling. Sometimes I came off as grumpy. That was the last thing I wanted, to seem ungrateful and brooding. “This is exactly what I need.” 
 
    “What kind of lawyer are you?” Saint asked, making eye contact with me. 
 
    “I’m a prosecutor for the state. What do you do for work?” 
 
    His heartbeat sped up, my bear picking up on it. He turned his attention to his piece of quiche, just as big as mine, but somehow, he managed to eat it more delicately. “You put the bad guys behind bars, then?” 
 
    I chuckled as did Franklin. “Something like that.” 
 
    Saint nodded. “I’m a postal worker.” Something about his soft voice penetrated my chest, a song that instantly soothed me and my bear. 
 
    Not to mention, my bear wanted him. He was making it clear how much he approved of the omega sitting across from me. 
 
    Of course, I wasn’t listening to my beast. He was just needy. 
 
    “That must be hard work. Do you deliver the mail or sort it? I have to admit, I’m not familiar at all with the process. All I know is that I get bills in my box every single day.” 
 
    “I am a neighborhood postman. It’s busy, but the day flies by, which I love. What do you do when you’re not working?” 
 
    I tried not to pay him or Franklin’s knowing grin any mind. Yes, we were having a conversation, me and this omega, but that didn’t mean that I was going to tear his clothes off and ravish him right there on top of the cinnamon buns. He had one of those on his plate, I noticed, and was also cutting that up, but whenever he put a bite of it in his mouth, his eyes drifted halfway closed. My body was reacting more strongly now, and I shifted to subtly adjust myself without doing anything less than genteel around these two courteous males. 
 
    The tearing-clothes-off-and-ravishing thing didn’t sound like such a bad idea if we were alone in this room. 
 
    Which we were not. 
 
    Probably a good thing. I didn’t want to scare him off. 
 
    “Honestly, I just work and go home and sleep,” I said, forcing myself into a civilized conversation. “Eat somewhere in between. It’s been a rough couple of years for me, socially and I’ve never had time for hobbies. Pretty boring, I have to admit.” Saint’s smile melted some of my ice, but there were plenty more frozen walls between us. My bear’s opinion and traitorous physical and emotional reactions aside. 
 
    “It sounds like you are very dedicated to your work,” he said, reaching for his glass of orange juice. “I have to have some things at home to do, otherwise, I go stir crazy. And TV isn’t for me, really. Sometimes I put on music or one of those ambience videos for background noise but otherwise, I try to keep my hands occupied.” 
 
    It took all of my energy to tear my gaze away from Saint. He was charming and yet mild-mannered. His presence pacifying, almost tranquilizing. My bear was calm and steady inside me, waiting with bated breath for his next word. Anything would do. 
 
    “Um, what’s on the agenda, Franklin?” I asked, remembering the letter. 
 
    “I thought you might enjoy a run tonight, but, before that, I’ve arranged a car and driver to take you to Townsend. It’s only about ten miles from here, and there’s a fair going on. Everyone loves a good county fair. The tickets are in an envelope on the front table by the door for five. In the meantime, there are some walking trails behind the house and my library is quite extensive. I thought you two might like to relax for the day.” 
 
    “That sounds lovely. Thank you, Franklin. Gosh, I’ve never been to a fair. I’m excited.” Saint bounced like Thumper before settling down, becoming contained again. 
 
    Never been to a fair? Where did Saint come from—under a rock? 
 
    I protested that I had a rental car, and Saint also offered to drive, but Franklin insisted that the ride was part of the free vacation. The one I was enjoying so much but still didn’t understand how I qualified for. I understood that there was some sort of mating-matchup thing here at the Foxtail, and I couldn’t complain about a single bit of my stay so far. My question about why me over anyone else for this opportunity had been brushed aside the night before. Firmly. So, I didn’t try again, especially in front of Saint, who might be the omega Fate intended for me. As a lawyer, I knew what looked too good to be true almost always was. My even coming here went against every instinct I should have. Saint was already getting under my skin. He was kind and sweet, leaping up to help clean up after breakfast, and, though my bear had been fooled before, he thought Saint was genuine. I joined in with the washing up, telling myself I should have thought of it, too, but enjoying dishes and packaging leftovers to donate to a local charity more than I’d ever dreamed I would. 
 
    Our lust and what my bear and I had thought was love and a mating bond had blinded us before, but already Saint was clearly showing the difference. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter Nine 
 
    Saint 
 
      
 
    After I was stuffed full of Franklin’s delicious food the night before, he’d explained something about his life and the inn. I’d been so stunned, I’d considered leaving briefly. Not because of his life, of course. Nothing about it didn’t touch my heart. He’d had his mate for such a short time but then was able to open his heart to others who had not found theirs. He was able to find joy in this work. It was nice to deliver Christmas cards and other happy mail to people, but I sure dropped off a lot more bills. Sometimes I had to ask people to sign for things that their expressions and shaking hands holding the pen told me were anything but good news. 
 
    Franklin studied me and said, “It’s too late for you to leave tonight.” 
 
    I sucked in a breath. “How did you know I was thinking…” 
 
    He patted my hand, a fatherly gesture unfamiliar to me but heartwarming nonetheless. “You think you’re the first person who felt that way? It’s understandable, but has anything about this trip struck you as negative so far?” 
 
    “No. The food is delicious.” 
 
    “Then let me show you to your room, and you can see if that also lives up to the hype.” 
 
    “Hype?” I shook my head. “Franklin, if this isn’t all for real, it’s going to be more disillusioning than my jerky ex.” 
 
    I followed him up to the top of the stairs where there were two doors. “Yours is to the left. Our other guest is already in for the night, and you’ll meet him in the morning.” He opened the door and waved me inside. “You should have everything you need, but call down if you want anything.” The room certainly lived up to the “hype.” It was airy and elegant but comfortable at the same time with a big bed and even a balcony. “There are toiletries in the en suite, but some people prefer to use their own. We just like to be sure you’re happy here with us.” 
 
    “I’m stuffed full of the best fried chicken I ever ate and about to sleep in that bed. I’m not sad.” As Franklin headed for door, I said, “Thank you for this. Even if the other thing doesn’t work out, it’s already the best vacation I’ve ever had.” After he was gone, I mumbled, “And the only one.” 
 
    My first view of Memphis had been on the balcony before breakfast, and if that was the alpha Franklin thought was mine, my wolf was beyond up for it. His soft growls were his version of sexy talk, but I didn’t think they were loud enough for the other man to hear. We walked down the steps together in what was miraculously a companionable silence before enjoying a breakfast as good as dinner had been. 
 
    When I learned what Franklin did with the huge amount of leftovers, it made my heart happy. Even though this was not like the city or even really a very big town area, hungry people were everywhere. I’d learned that on my route. We collected food, we letter carriers, twice a year for the local food pantry, but as the guy who brought the bills and saw the giant red bolded letters on some of those envelopes and of course the registered and certified missives, I knew who was in financial trouble and made it a point to leave some things I’d preserved or bought to try to help my customers have a few less hungry days. 
 
    And now a trip to the fair. A lot of my excitement was spending the day with Memphis, getting to know him, but not quite all. 
 
      
 
    The driver let us off right in front of the gates to the fair, and considering the packed field used for parking, it was a real advantage. Memphis held the tickets out to be punched and waved me ahead of him through the turnstile. 
 
    “Are all fairs this crowded?” Between the full parking area and the line of people flowing into the area, I couldn’t even gauge how many people were there sharing the day with us. 
 
    “In my experience, yes. It’s usually a big deal for the locals. Haven’t the ones you’ve been to drawn lots of fun seekers?” 
 
    I tightened up, ready for even this nice man to be shocked by my insular life. “It’s my first one.” 
 
    “Is it really?” His golden-brown eyes sparkled. “Being with someone for their first time is the best.” He beamed at me, but not an ounce of ill will was in the expression. “What would you like to do first? Are you hungry?” 
 
    I groaned. “After that breakfast? I may never eat again.” 
 
    “Don’t say that!” He tipped his head back and sniffed the air. “They batter and deep-fry everything at the fair. Even candy bars. It’s the one time when all healthy eating rules are suspended and calories don’t count.” 
 
    “Are you hungry?” He’d eaten twice what I did. 
 
    “Honestly, no. And while it’s not about hungry, per se, we should probably walk off breakfast a bit so we don’t end up with a tummy ache. That is kind of a fair tradition, but if you do it too early, you can’t enjoy the rides.” 
 
    “Fairs have a lot of rules and traditions, I’m starting to think.” And smells. Fried candy bars? What were those like? 
 
    “I have an idea. If you’ll allow me, I’ll be your guide to the fair and make sure you don’t miss anything important. It really is a smallish one from what I can tell and I think, if we’re efficient, we can take most of it in.” 
 
    “I’m in your hands.” My wolf liked that idea a lot. 
 
    “Why don’t we start with the games. There’s a whole art to them.” 
 
    “Not a science?” I was joking, but Memphis’ expression was deadly serious. 
 
    “No. Not with the carnies running them. Stick with me, and I’ll make sure you have fun and don’t lose all your money to them.” The rows of booths lay stretched out in front of us. Our fair tickets were of the VIP variety and covered rides and admission to exhibits, but the games were on us. And they were kind of expensive. 
 
    “Step right up,” called a man in front of a booth. “Throw three basketballs in and win the big prize.” The big prize was a giant stuffed bear. Was Memphis’ bear as cuddly? 
 
    “Let’s do this one.” I started over, but Memphis called me back. “Nope not that one.” 
 
    “Why not? I like basketball. I played a bit when I was a teenager. The basket is so close, it has to be easy.” 
 
    “Watch and learn.” As we stood there, a string of young guys came through, each trying and failing to win the bear. “See? It’s rigged.” 
 
    “I do see.” Disgruntled, I said, “Should we tell someone?” 
 
    He didn’t laugh at me, or look totally shocked. Instead, concern darkened his eyes. “They know. It’s pretty much how it works. You’re too good and kind, Saint. If you’re not careful, someone will take advantage of you.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t be the first time.” 
 
    “Well it’s not happening while I’m beside you.” He started away from the basketball booth. “There are other games that are more fun. Besides, did you want to haul that giant bear around the whole day? On rides?” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “That’s right. We’ll win you some other fun memento that won’t become a burden you end up giving to some kid in an hour.” 
 
    “You sound like you know whereof you speak.” 
 
    “Stick with me, omega.” 
 
    My wolf’s rumble was louder that time, but the fair’s noise hid it. Probably. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter Ten 
 
    Memphis 
 
      
 
    I was learning more and more about the wolf omega who stood next to me, moaning over the cotton candy in his hand and all over his mouth like it was the best thing in the world. Considering how neatly he’d eaten breakfast and the tidy tucking in of his shirt, I had to assume the cotton candy had pushed past his neat and organized ways. 
 
    And I loved being responsible for that. 
 
    His eyes widened at each booth. Didn’t matter which one. The goldfish toss, where it was impossible to pitch a ball into the tiny container. The balloon pop with darts. Everything was new for him and refreshing to see through his eyes. 
 
    As a prosecutor, I was used to people having all kinds of ulterior motives, perverse and sometimes downright disgusting and psychotic thinking patterns that led to all kinds of crimes: of passion, of greed, of the malice in their heart. Basically the seven deadly sins and more. 
 
    Things that would make your stomach turn. 
 
    Saint was open and honest and as transparent as a pane of glass. 
 
    Hours later, as we stood in front of the Ferris wheel with all of its lights and blaring music, it didn’t surprise me one bit that his eyes were wider than ever and a huge smile lit up his face. 
 
    I’d known this omega for less than a day, but those smiles would light up the darkest night and the dimmest soul. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re not scared?” I asked, touching his elbow. Big mistake. My bear reared up at the brief contact. 
 
    He wanted the omega. Badly. So badly that he could imagine how Saint’s mouth tasted. Sweet, much like the puff of pink and blue he held in his hand. 
 
    “I’m terrified,” Saint replied, his voice raising with the words. “But…I have to try, right? I’m scared of a lot of things but most of the time they end up being okay. I work myself up so much. Before I go to the dentist, no sleep is had. None at all. I always imagine the worst-case scenarios but really those are few and far between. I bet this is going to be so much fun. Wait.” He turned his body toward mine. “Are you scared?” 
 
    “No. Not at all. I used to go on these all the time when I was younger. It’s been a while, but it’s like riding a bike.” And I’d enjoyed much wilder rides than this in my youth, but I would not say so. I’d built up to them over time. This was his first Ferris wheel. 
 
    His eyebrows bunched. “I’ve never ridden a bike. I wasn’t allowed to have one as a child, and now I’m wondering why I haven’t taught myself. I’ll have to add that to my list.” 
 
    Not that he didn’t before, but he had my entire, full attention now. “The list?” 
 
    He nodded as we moved up in the line. For such a small town, there were a lot of people waiting in line for this one ride. It was a ride for young lovers and kids and all ages. And apparently for single people Franklin was puppeteering. “I…I didn’t get to experience a lot of things that other people did when I was little so, now that I’m on my own, I have a list of things to learn or try. Oh, we’re next.” 
 
    We stepped up, and the man at the controls waved us into the next pod. I closed the gate, making sure the teenagers behind us didn’t sneak in. I wanted Saint alone for just this moment if nothing else. 
 
    “What’s on the list?” I asked, holding his cotton candy while he peered over the edge, bouncing his legs. 
 
    “Riding a bike. Swimming in the ocean. Riding in the back of a truck. Playing in the rain was on there, but I did that. Jumping in puddles, too. Those two were taken care of on the same day. There are too many to remember. But I’ll get to them. You’ll see.” 
 
    You’ll see. He said it as though he and I would be together from now on. As though I would be there to see him make those milestones. I wouldn’t be. Franklin wasn’t getting his way, no matter how suited this omega was for me. 
 
    Gods. Saint was a breath of fresh air. 
 
    Too good for someone with this many scars on the inside. 
 
    “Where did you come from?” I said, reaching to take his hand in mine. I didn’t mean to and corrected it immediately by shoving my hands into my pockets. 
 
    “A whole other world,” he replied. “Come here. Look at the view.” He patted the seat beside him and while just seconds ago I’d jerked back before touching him, I found myself drawn in again, pulled into his light. 
 
    “It’s beautiful.” The lights from the fair illuminated the night making everyone below seem so small. The expanse of land around us was filled with small businesses and strung lights hanging all around the small town. Our thighs were pressed together, making shivers run down my spine. It had been so long since I was this close to an omega—too long. 
 
    “I could stay up here all night long,” Saint lamented as we reached the top and then slowly made our descent. 
 
    Gazing at him, I agreed. “Yeah. Me, too.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter Eleven 
 
    Saint 
 
      
 
    We’d saved the rides for last, and after the Ferris wheel, there weren’t many Memphis recommended for me. They were either for little kids, or everyone on them was shrieking in terror. We rode the merry-go-round, a couple that spun around on a track, and the small roller coaster. I waited for him to push me to do more, to disparage me for my lack of experience or “cowardice,” but somehow none of that happened. He never even suggested the big coaster or the Hammer or the Alpine Coaster, just one that he thought I would enjoy. 
 
    And I did. 
 
    The coaster and a couple of the others were just exciting enough to make them fun, and the one that spun had centrifugal or centripetal or whatever force it was, sliding me tight against him. It was hard to hate that. 
 
    Finally, we texted the driver to pick us up and headed for the gates. As we climbed into the back seat, colorful fireworks burst into the sky over the fairgrounds. “This has to be the best fair ever,” I sighed, leaning back into the comfortable seat. 
 
    “I agree.” Memphis had been to many, and if he said so, then it was, but a big part of my enjoyment was the company. “You made it the best.” 
 
    I started to protest then clamped my lips closed. Why not accept a compliment. I didn’t get so many that I could reject them. 
 
    We chatted a little on the way back to the inn, but I was pretty tired from the excitement. Not the walking. I did lots of that every day. 
 
    “I hope Franklin is still up. It’s pretty late,” Memphis said. 
 
    “He mentioned a run, but I agree. I don’t want to disturb him to find out where to go, etc. There’s always tomorrow.” My wolf was not pleased at giving up a run that he considered promised, but he’d have to chill his jet. It wasn’t the first time he’d been disappointed, and we’d had one heck of a great day. 
 
    The driver pulled away, and we weren’t halfway up the steps before Franklin opened the door for us. “Did you have fun?” 
 
    “It was great,” I enthused then realized something. “We should have asked you to come with us.” Instead, we’d left our kind host home all day doing housework or something. 
 
    “Not me.” He stepped back and limped a little. “Not today anyway. My gout is flaring, and I need to stay home and put my foot up. But I’ve prepared a picnic for you to enjoy in the yard. It’s such a nice night. And then maybe tomorrow you can take that run? I imagine you’ve walked your feet off at the fair.” 
 
    He leaned on the doorframe and pointed off past the yard into the woods. “Right out there…you can run for hours without running into anyone. All the privacy and beauty of nature.” 
 
    We insisted on carrying out all our own food and the blanket before going back in to make sure our host was settled in his chair with his foot propped up. I prepared a cup of special tea at his instruction that he swore was magical for “what ailed him,” and then went out to enjoy our dinner. 
 
    There was cold fried chicken, potato salad, a mini charcuterie board with just about everything else, and a jug of spiced tea that made it all blend together in gorgeous harmony. When we’d devoured all the food, despite a day of eating many things much worse for us but also delicious—fried candy bars, yes, please—we lay side by side on the blanket watching the stars wheel overhead in the sky. 
 
    “He cooked all this with gout? I feel bad,” I said. “Maybe we shouldn’t stay any longer and make work for him?” 
 
    “I didn’t know shifters could get gout,” he pointed out. 
 
    “The label on the jar of tea was sweet and spicy cinnamon,” I said, my attention caught by some fireflies darting back and forth just a couple of feet above us. “Is that good for gout?” 
 
    “No idea. I’ve never known anyone who had it, but then could be age related or maybe even a shifter can’t eat as much good food as he prepares without ill effect.” Memphis sighed. “Is it awful that I’m dreaming of breakfast already, even though I’m so full I can’t even roll over?” 
 
    “He said something about waffles…” 
 
    “We’re so bad.” He laughed. And I joined him. 
 
    We fell into silence for a few minutes, resting and letting the universe roll by, but then one of the fireflies landed on my shirt and I stopped breathing. “Look at him.” 
 
    “What?” He looked over. “You have a friend.” 
 
    “Yes. Don’t scare him.” The tiny glow lit up my button. “It’s an honor.” 
 
    Memphis gave a slight nod. “My people say that when a firefly lands on you, it represents empowerment.” 
 
    “I could use some of that.” I lay as still as possible, not wanting my little friend to leave. “But no matter why he’s here, I’m glad. When I was young, so many of the kids in the pack would capture these and put them in jars. I can’t stand to see wild creatures locked up.” 
 
    “No, they should be free to go about their business, lighting up the world.” 
 
    “We should all try to do that,” I said. “Or remember to try.” As we watched the firefly take flight, somehow our hands crept together, and we watched the glowing creatures until they took off for other backyards and left us in only the starlight. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter Twelve 
 
    Memphis 
 
      
 
    I sat on the sofa, nursing a cup of tea I’d made myself and overthinking. 
 
    Overthinking everything. 
 
    My life. 
 
    This place. 
 
    But mostly, Saint. Saint and his openness. His goodness that pushed its way out of him and spilled over to everyone around us, even the fireflies who flocked to him and settled in his hands as though they were made of nectar. 
 
    Franklin had blushed several times as Saint doted on him. If Franklin had said he wanted to, Saint would’ve spent the night making sure he had everything he needed—making sure he got to a healer. 
 
    He would make a good father. 
 
    Whoa! Where in the hell did that come from? 
 
    Franklin couldn’t have planned out the night more carefully. A day at the fair only primed us for a night of romance in his backyard. I wouldn’t put it past him to plant the damned fireflies. I bet he raised them or something. 
 
    Gods, I was such a damned cynic. Here I was in this gorgeous home, enjoying a vacation for free, coupled with an omega who was honestly too good for anyone but mostly me, and I was complaining. 
 
    The thing killing me the most was that he was so close to me. Ten feet at the most, and I could have him in my arms. 
 
    It kind of wrecked my ego that Franklin was so right. Saint was the bright to my dim. The positive outlook to my cynical negative. The forward push to my hesitation. 
 
    My bear already knew he was ours. Hell, he knew the first time he laid eyes on the gorgeous angel in the body of a shifter omega. 
 
    My herbal tea had gone cold as I held it for warmth and comfort only. I only drank it to get to sleep, but tonight, the chamomile wasn’t working its mojo. 
 
    Tonight, I needed something else. 
 
    Perhaps a run would do. Franklin had said we would run but instead, we came home to a picnic and a night under the stars. 
 
    Definitely a run. I needed to take advantage of this opportunity. My bear didn’t get a lot of chances to run with my schedule and our place in the city. 
 
    My mind was drawn outside. I scanned the area beyond the porch. There wasn’t a soul outside, but my bear picked up a noise that seemed to come from beneath the window. I raised it despite the chill in the air and leaned out, wondering where it was coming from. A few seconds later, I heard feet barely touching the ground, I assumed taking the steps down from the porch. 
 
    That’s when I saw him. Saint was walking out toward the forest beyond the backyard with his arms in the air, stretching. He leaned to the left, bending at the waist. Between his shirt and his jeans was a gap, giving me a look at his skin. It was only a few inches of his body, but it called to me as though he were standing in front of me completely naked. Once his stretching was done, he pulled off his shoes and socks and walked toward the grouping of trees. 
 
    When he turned and reached for the buttons of his shirt, I lost my sanity, all of it. His spearmint scent wafted through the air, reaching my bear’s nose and nearly propelling me forward, right out of the damned window. 
 
    He pulled off the shirt, and I sucked in a breath while he reached for the button of his pants. His skin gleamed in the porch light. My bear growled inside me. If anyone else saw him this way, my bear would swallow them whole. 
 
    Mine, he cried out so loudly and with so much force that I jerked back into the window, fearful he would make me jump from the height of my window and straight onto the ground and at Saint. 
 
    Still, going after him wasn’t a bad idea. 
 
    He was clearly about to go for a run. 
 
    And I was about to go for a run. 
 
    What was the worst that could happen? 
 
    I peeled my shoes off and somehow got down the stairs without killing myself. I didn’t hear Franklin in the house but it was nearing midnight. He was probably fast asleep. 
 
    I stopped dead at the porch screen door after opening the wooden one. Saint was out there, and my bear felt his shift as clearly and profoundly as he would his own. The power of it crackled and popped in the air, electric shocks to my ears. 
 
    When his wolf emerged, I stepped back, stunned by his beauty. 
 
    He was a brindle, his black, tan, and white fur all perfectly woven together to make a gorgeous mélange. 
 
    Nothing could’ve stopped me from going to him. 
 
    Not hell. 
 
    Not even myself. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Saint 
 
      
 
    Free to run… I had almost gone across the hall and asked Memphis to come with me, but I didn’t want to wake him. But once I’d shifted and turned back, there he was, stripping off his clothes while managing to do a pretty good job of keeping his focus on me the whole time. It was impressive. 
 
    I sat back on my haunches and waited, wanting to watch him shift, to get my first glimpse of the bear I sensed inside him. My patience was rewarded, my wolf delighted to meet his counterpart. We trotted to his side and bumped him, inhaling his enhanced scent and inviting him to come with us before we turned and raced away into the woods. I wasn’t sure what speed a bear could manage, but I soon learned that at least this large, furry, muscular bear had no trouble keeping up with me. 
 
    We just ran together for hours through the woods. Although we didn’t move the exact same way—me leaping over obstacles and him climbing over—we both ended up beside a stream at the same time and bent to drink from the fresh, running water. 
 
    On a whim, I shifted back, daring him to do the same, and he did. 
 
    “Your wolf is magnificent, mate,” he said, reaching out to stroke my cheek. “And so is your two-legged form.” 
 
    “I have never run with a bear before,” I told him in return, “but it was an honor.” I tipped my face up to his and accepted his kiss, wrapping my arms around his waist. My cock was rock hard, but so was his, and he reached between us and took them in one strong hand, stroking them together. I’d never had this experience before, but it felt so right, him in control of the pleasure of both. And then he let them go and eased me down to a bed of moss beside the stream. Before I had time to process what might happen, he had me in his mouth, doing magical things. I buried my fingers in his hair and rocked my hips up to meet his sucking, licking mouth, wanting all of me in him and all of him in me. That part was not going to happen in this position, but I tried to have patience. All things couldn’t be simultaneous. 
 
    And then he scraped his teeth up my shaft, brought my cock into his throat, and fingered my ass. With a groan that must have carried through half the forest, I poured my cum into his mouth. He drank it all down and then lifted his face, licking shiny lips before moving over me to exactly where I wanted him. “Mate,” he ground out before driving deep into my slick hole. Although I’d just come, I was hard again and wanting, grinding against him, giving as good as I got and forcing him into me harder and faster. 
 
    We rolled over and over in that moss, while he did the impossible and made me come again by friction against his skin alone before he also came, hot cum filling me, knot swelling to keep it inside. He flashed me a look, his bear very much in his eyes, and leaned close to sink his teeth into the place where my neck met my shoulder. 
 
    “Mate,” he said, lifting his head and wiping his mouth. “Mine.” 
 
    We fell asleep still joined, but at some point, his knot went down and he rolled aside, waking me. I lay watching him rest. Dawn was near, the edges of the horizon I could make out through the trees lightening ever so slightly. I was happier than I’d ever been before doubts crept in. There were things to figure out. We didn’t even live in the same city, and I had never wanted another mate. Well, my ex wasn’t a mate, not really, and Memphis was, but I’d never meant this to happen. I wasn’t a good choice to mate anyone. 
 
    As the doubts grew, panic followed and then, as the sun appeared, I leapt up to run. Memphis was eventually going to figure out how annoying I was, how naive. That my background meant I didn’t know things other people did like TV shows or music more than a few years old. We didn’t have TV and only really specific music in the culty pack. 
 
    How long before he got tired of me? And I’d be left fully broken this time. There’d be no recovering from Memphis. It might even be too soon now. I ran as fast as I could, halfway back to the inn before I heard my name cried out from behind me. I managed to put on another burst of speed and ended up at the inn panting and crying like a total fool. I hadn’t even grabbed my clothes from the yard. 
 
    Tearing up the stairs, I came upon Franklin descending. “What’s wrong?” he asked. “I went up to tell you breakfast is ready.” 
 
    “I am really sorry, but I can’t stay. Thank you for everything. I have to leave right now. I-I made a huge mistake.” 
 
    He just nodded and stepped aside. “Safe travels, little wolf. Remember I’m here if you need me.” 
 
    The words barely registered as I hurried up with some vague idea that I could be packed and gone before my mate got back. 
 
    Not my mate. If I admitted that he was my mate, that would make everything a hundred times worse. Of course, if I didn’t, I was just lying to myself. That wasn’t great, either. But what choice did I have? I was no good as a mate for a successful attorney in another city. 
 
    I was no good for anyone. 
 
    Even myself. 
 
    Fast, I had to move fast to get out, but I heard footsteps and voices below. I didn’t have enough clothes to leave these behind or I would have. Instead, I was trapped. He was coming up the stairs, and I just threw something on because I couldn’t face him naked. I’d be too vulnerable. 
 
    I didn’t want to face him at all. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter Fourteen 
 
    Memphis 
 
      
 
    “Saint!” I called as I bounded up the stairs, panting. Gods, I needed to run more. 
 
    There was no answer, but his scent got stronger as I moved to his room. Not to mention, the spearmint of him was buried beneath my skin now. It was enmeshed in my body, and I knew that I would never smell tea or gum or anything else of the same flavor and not think of him. 
 
    I hadn’t realized how starving I was until I got a taste of this omega. 
 
    “Saint!” I yelled again but this time went into his room. His suitcase was open and on top of the bed. Even in the few minutes since he’d run, he’d managed to not only quickly but neatly get his clothes packed. He came out of the bathroom with only a pair of shorts on, fear written all over his features: the furrowed brow, the ticking jaw, the stiff movements. 
 
    None of those things were my omega. 
 
    “Don’t bother, Memphis. I’m not staying. I’m leaving.” He paused with his toiletries in his hands and looked down. “I’m leaving. I have to leave.” 
 
    “Why, omega mine? Why? What we just shared out there was magical. Don’t you feel it? Don’t you feel the bond between us? If nothing else, please admit that.” 
 
    “It’s not enough, Memphis. It’s just not enough. We don’t live as our animals all the time. It’s me you will tire of. It’s me you will cringe over when I walk into a room. You will be relieved when I leave for the day or go to the market. I wouldn’t be able to stand it if you grew to hate me, Memphis. I can recover from others, but you…” 
 
    All the while, he was packing. Emptying drawers. Pulling things from his nightstand. Tucking things into pockets and pulling zippers. 
 
    “Saint, look at me.” 
 
    He stopped, lifting his chin as a lone tear streamed down his face. There were at least a hundred heartbeats before he spoke again. “What, Memphis? What?” 
 
    I closed the distance between us and moved between him and that damned suitcase. Taking his face in my hands, I waited for him to look up at me. When he did, my heart melted. He was so tender. So kind and sweet. This world had done him a great disservice. And there was no way in hell I would ever contribute to the pain he was constantly barraged with. “Please don’t leave, Saint. I just found you. I won’t tire of you. When you walk in a room, my heart will flutter just like it did the first time I saw you. When you go to the market, I won’t be relived, I’ll go with you and buy you all of your favorite things. I could never, ever hate you. You’re my fated mate, Saint. Won’t you let me be your alpha? Take care of you. Protect you. Love you.” 
 
    He gasped at my last two words. I knew it was too soon but, honestly, this man who breezed his way into my life by doing nothing more than being himself had taken hold of me, permanently and completely. 
 
    My bear knew. 
 
    And now I knew. 
 
    Moreover, Saint now knew. 
 
    Except he said nothing in return. Instead, he grasped my waist and pulled me in and, before I could remark on the nonresponse, his mouth was on mine. He explored me with his lips. He might’ve been inexperienced in this world, but he had this natural way of turning me on instantly. One kiss. One touch. One look, and I was a goner. 
 
    I reached behind me and tossed the suitcase onto the floor while he pushed me backward until the back of my knees hit the bed and we toppled onto it. Saint was on top of me, looking down with those pools of love. 
 
    “It’s going to be okay, Saint. I promise.” 
 
    I shouldn’t have said anything. I should’ve just let what was happening move naturally without another word. But the alpha inside me wouldn’t let his precious statements stand. 
 
    My statement broke him from his wave of passion and threw ice over him. I saw the snap-like change in his posture—his eyes. 
 
    His eyes told me so many things. 
 
    “No. I can’t do this. I have to go.” 
 
    He was off of me in a second. He scrambled to pick up his suitcase and had it zipped before I could compose myself. I watched with tears in my eyes while he got dressed, throwing on a T-shirt with his shorts and some flip-flops that somehow I knew he didn’t wear very often. They didn’t seem like him—more like something he packed because a list told him they would be a good idea. 
 
    He was already gone, though he was still standing in front of me. 
 
    Gods, this world had ruined him. 
 
    “Goodbye, Memphis,” he murmured before shutting the door behind him. 
 
    I was such a fool for him, such a damned fool, that I followed him down the stairs and even to the porch where Franklin reached out and stopped me. He was the only reason I didn’t get farther. “Let him go,” he said in a slow, even tone. 
 
    “How can I? He’s mine. You knew that he was mine.” 
 
    Franklin patted me on the back. “He still is. Fated mates always come back to each other. Always. Don’t give up on him.” 
 
    “I would never,” I responded and never meant those words so much in my life. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter Fifteen 
 
    Saint 
 
      
 
    I was suddenly lonely in my little house. I’d been prepared to pay for the difference in price to change the plane ticket, but Franklin had bought one that allowed adjustments—did a lot of the mates he sought to bring together make a run for it like I had? Or was I the naive coward I’d always been, afraid to step into life and let it happen? 
 
    No that wasn’t true. I’d tried before and not just with my ex. Growing up in the cult pack it was encouraged, even demanded that we “trust” others to make decisions for us. To make rules that might or might not make sense. To say it was all right for kids not to have a bicycle with no explanation. My one alpha had been a real stretch for me, and I’d jumped into that relationship with both feet and my entire heart, taking my wolf along with me. 
 
    Somehow I’d convinced myself that my wolf agreed that he was our mate, but now, with him howling inside me in grief and longing, I knew that wasn’t true. Not everyone a wolf had a relationship with was necessarily their mate. Some never did find their true mate, and it was speculated that either they didn’t have one or that they’d never crossed paths. 
 
    My ex was just a guy who took advantage of someone with little real-world experience. And while I’d been hurt by his words and actions, I’d never actually missed him. 
 
    How did I not know that? 
 
    Seeing him at the farmer’s market, I feared his manipulation but never for a moment wished to be back in his arms. And I’d been selling myself short, thinking that I’d allow him to hurt me again. He didn’t have that power even before I met my true mate. 
 
    Memphis was my true, my fated, the one intended for me. But how could I force him to live with someone like me? Someone who didn’t understand even silly work jokes. Sure, my wolf adored him, and I could fall so hard for him. I had fallen, but what guarantee did I have that my judgment was accurate? He might be my mate, but I seemed to have an awfully hard time looking past the facades people wanted me to see. 
 
    I unpacked and sent a text to see if I could return my unused vacation days and get right back to work. My home was no sanctuary when all I could do was picture him here. Sitting on the couch. Eating in the kitchen. Laughing at a joke I actually understood. Picnicking among my flowers in the backyard. Ugh. And moving would do no good because wherever I was, I’d just do the same thing there. It wasn’t as if he’d been here or anything. I just wanted him to be. 
 
    Dropping to sit on the edge of the bed, my traitorous heart wanted me to picture him there. On the quilt I’d thrifted, the imperfect stitches made by someone’s loving hand, his head on the down pillows I’d splurged on because they seemed like the ultimate luxury at the time. My throat swelled with tears at the idea of slippers set neatly on the floor on the other side of the bed. He’d like slippers, I thought. Attorneys usually did things right, at least in my mind, and wouldn’t dash to the bathroom on the cold floor on a winter’s night as I did. 
 
    He was my mate. 
 
    But I was too broken to be with him. I’d used whatever strength I had escaping from the cult pack and building my tiny life here. It was a good life, with a job that I liked and home where no bizarre rules were suddenly made with no logic or explanation—usually to the benefit of the alpha and betas and not the rest of the pack. 
 
    I’d created a sanctuary, one where I’d found a measure of peace and fulfillment. My jars of apples and the spaces for the next things I’d can up when I went to the farmer’s market again. Maybe I’d buy one of those blue pumpkins to put on the porch. I’d always thought they were cool. 
 
    While I was deciding if blue pumpkins were too fancy for little old me, my phone buzzed from the living room and I stumbled and nearly fell racing to grab it. My heart was pounding as I punched in the password that was way longer than it needed to be and always took me two or three tries. 
 
    This time it was four. 
 
    I prayed with my whole heart it was Memphis and that it wouldn’t be because I’d already spoken my piece and made the decision I had to live with. 
 
    It wasn’t him anyway. Vacation once assigned cannot be returned due to local regulations. Enjoy the rest of your times off, and come back refreshed and raring to go. 
 
    Raring to go? I was raring to throw my phone against the wall. But I didn’t because I never threw things or shouted or even raised my voice in anger. I’d seen and heard enough of that growing up to make me sure I didn’t like it. And did not want it to be part of me. 
 
    But maybe that was the whole problem? Me. Maybe I should raise my voice or throw things or protest what bugged me. I was giving up my mate, my whole happiness because I was me. Maybe I needed to be someone else. 
 
    I had the phone over my head and a spot on the wall already planned to hit with it when it buzzed again. If HR wanted to spew more platitudes at me, I’d take even more satisfaction in smashing the stupid three-year-out-of-date, not-very-smart device into a million pieces. Then I’d patch the wall. I could only step out of my comfort zone so far, and a hole in the plaster would keep me from sleeping at night. 
 
    Stretching my arm back farther, I prepared to let loose, but something stopped me. Some instinct had me lowering the phone and looking at the screen. 
 
    I swiped. 
 
    Memphis… Don’t look. He’ll only confuse you. 
 
    Look or I’ll bite you. I didn’t know if my wolf had the ability to do that, but if so, it would probably hurt a lot. But that wasn’t why I replied. Fear of sharp fangs didn’t have me reading the text through tears streaking down my cheeks. 
 
    I miss you. I understand if you need time, but I will wait. 
 
    Don’t wait. I don’t know if I can learn to trust. 
 
    Doesn’t matter. I will wait. Forever if you need me to. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter Sixteen 
 
    Memphis 
 
      
 
    Long-distance mates was not as romantic or as easy as it seemed. I went into the office every day but I had to admit, I put in only a half-ass effort. 
 
    All of my thoughts were tangled in Saint. 
 
    We’d been apart for a longer period of time than we’d been together. 
 
    I longed for him, and my bear had gone into some kind of hiding inside me once the demanding and the growling had worn him out with no chance of success in sight. He was mourning his mate. 
 
    I didn’t blame him. 
 
    He didn’t understand human trust issues. Didn’t understand the waiting. When he found his mate, the trust was instant for him. Now that I thought about it, when I was with Carl, the feelings I had inside me weren’t the feelings of a true mate at all. They were lust swirled with want and what I thought was love in between. 
 
    They were a light breeze compared to the storm caused by Saint. 
 
    I texted him good morning, every morning, without fail. I had to be consistent. While I was the one who’d touted never letting an omega in again, I found myself persistent in the pursuit of Saint’s trust. My texts were always answered. A real message meant he was not too busy, but even if he was, he least sent a smiley face or a heart. Even with his hectic work schedule, he made the time to send me something. 
 
    I lived for those somethings. 
 
    Sooner or later, our texts at night had turned into phone calls and then one day, I mentioned a video chat. Saint was reluctant but eventually I wore him down, and now, on Friday nights, we had a video chat date. 
 
    He ate food and chatted with me, and I did the same in return. 
 
    It wasn’t enough, but it was all I had of him. 
 
    “Memphis, I’m sorry,” he said one night. “You don’t have to do this. I’m keeping you from pursuing someone else. You deserve to be happy.” 
 
    “Am I stopping you from pursuing someone else, Saint?” I didn’t want him to answer the question but at the same time, I had to know the answer. 
 
    “No. I’m not sure there will be anyone else.” 
 
    “There is no one else for me, Saint. I could never give myself to anyone else again. It’s taken me so long to have hope, and now…” 
 
    “Why?” he asked before biting the tip off a slice of pizza. Even the way the omega chewed was sexy as hell. Fridays, he had told me, were made for pizza. 
 
    “Why did it take so long for me to be ready for you?” I asked, cringing a little. The tale made me sound pathetic, three steps back from this foundation I was working to build with him. “It’s a long story,” I said. 
 
    “I have time, Memphis.” 
 
    “Okay.” There was nothing I wanted to hide from Saint, but the story of my ex wasn’t one I was happy to tell. “I met Carl in a bar. Everything was fine at first. He showered me with attention. I was a young, cocky lawyer. It moved quickly. Before I knew it, I was trying to impress him more and more. I was fresh as a prosecutor and had won a very big case. I stupidly didn’t pay enough attention to where my salary was going. He was my mate, or so I thought. He had full access to all of my accounts. I thought we were going to live together forever. I trusted him with my heart and my money. It was more than just financial, though, and I’ve never talked to anyone about this. There was more.” 
 
    Saint had stopped eating and was completely focused on me. Damn this sob story. 
 
    “It started with the criticisms. When I first started at the job, I ate shit all the time.” Saint cocked his head sideways. Sometimes he didn’t get my little euphemisms. I had tried to curb them but this time I had missed. “Not really shit, Saint. I ate a lot of junk food. Fast food. Actually, nothing but fast food.” He nodded. “Carl would always buy me clothes and, one day I came home to find my closet filled with a whole new work wardrobe. I was so excited and really felt appreciated until I tried on the clothes. They were all two sizes too small. I asked him about it since he had gone back downstairs. He laughed and said, ‘oh, I forgot, those are for when you decide to lose that gut. I’m not buying you any new clothes in those bigger sizes.’” 
 
    “That’s really mean, Memphis. Someone should love and appreciate you, even if you’d gained fifty pounds.” 
 
    “I know. But I was so hungry for his praise, for his appreciation. I had no self-worth back then. So, I dieted. Went down to one meal a day and relied on black coffee and diet soda in between to get myself back down. Once I did, I remember going to the closet and looking for the clothes to try on one morning. I looked everywhere. Carl came in and asked what I was looking for. I told him. He laughed and said, ‘oh, I thought you were going to be fat forever so I returned all of them.’ Then he walked away. I was in a constant game of his. Begging for appreciation. Affection. Love. Understanding. A place to belong and be safe. Only when I realized that not only had he nearly bankrupted me, but he was also sleeping with another alpha, did I get smart. For such an educated guy, I was pretty damned stupid.” 
 
    “You weren’t stupid, Memphis. You were loving and trusting and too giving. I don’t know much about relationships but it sounds pretty abusive to me.” 
 
    I’d never put a label on what I went through with Carl, but Saint was right on the money. Carl was abusive. 
 
    “I think you’re right, omega. But all of that has changed now. It changed the moment I met you. I’m not letting you go. Even if you are only able to share these video chats and never anything more, then I’m fine with that.” 
 
    “You’re fine with never touching me again, alpha?” 
 
    I chuckled. The male was right. “Maybe not. Do you really think I’d ever get tired of you, Saint? That’s what you said that day at the Foxtail. You said I would tire of you. I could never get tired of you, omega. Tell me why you would ever say that.” 
 
    Saint leaned back in his chair. “Patterns, I guess? It always happens. Friends get tired of me and my naivete. They get tired of explaining jokes to me and me not understanding things they say. I’m ignorant in their eyes but honestly, after seeing the way some people treat each other, I don’t want to be any other way. So, I made peace with being who I am a long time ago. I’m happy not understanding their sarcasm. I’m fine with being the butt of their jokes and their whispers because it could be so much worse.” 
 
    “How could it be worse than being the butt of someone’s joke, omega?” 
 
    “Because at least I’m not them. I’m not someone who would make fun of others. I’m not someone who would use another’s innocence as a way to make myself feel bigger.” 
 
    “You’re trying to say that I’m like the others? That I would get weary of you and make fun of you?” 
 
    He had stabbed me in the heart. 
 
    “No. Maybe. I don’t know and I’m scared to let that happen. Memphis, if you did, it wouldn’t be like the others. I wouldn’t rush out on my route or have lunch in my car to avoid you. If you ever looked at me the way they do, it would shatter me.” 
 
    “I would never, omega. I swear on my life. It’s you and me forever, Saint. I would protect you from those people. I would shelter you if I could. I would be your safe place. And you would be mine.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter Seventeen 
 
    Saint 
 
      
 
    Damn those video chats anyway. I was doing okay with just the texts, keeping him at a distance and just typing words or emoticons. It enabled me to pretend that I was just being polite as I would to anyone, not allowing him to work his way deeper into my soul. My wolf wasn’t happy, wanted to be in his presence, but as long as we were still talking to him, he stopped threatening to bite me. 
 
    But when he suggested video chatting, I didn’t say no. Or type no. And now my entire week was focused on Friday night when I ate pizza, he ate whatever he was in the mood for, and I could watch his handsome face as he told me about his cases and whatever else was going on in his life. All the lawyer jokes were lies—at least in his case. This alpha’s job was putting criminals behind bars and protecting people of all kinds from danger. Yet he had such compassion for those he prosecuted. Oh, he believed they had to pay their debt to society, and he tried hard to get sentences that he felt were deserved. But he also never forgot how many of those he asked the jury to convict had come from far less than ideal backgrounds. And he never spoke of them as lost causes—even though he had to know many were. 
 
    I got to know him on a deeper level on Friday nights. And I went from thinking of him as someone Fate put in my path and who I could choose to walk away from, to recognizing him as an honorable alpha who wanted me for reasons I could not comprehend. Like the vacation, only so much more so, I’d been offered an amazing gift. And one Friday night, when my pizza was sausage and mushroom and Memphis was eating sushi, I knew. 
 
    I knew, and my wolf demanded that I accept what was offered and do it with the gratitude that I should. Memphis had shown me by his patience that he wanted me for me. He asked me about my day and never told me how I could have done something better or should have not put myself in the situation to get my feelings hurt in the first place. No criticism at all, just encouragement and listening. 
 
    I’d had no idea what that was even like before, but turned out I loved it. And halfway through my second slice and Memphis’ fifteenth piece of whatever kind of weird roll he was eating, I blurted out, “Let’s make it work. You and I together.” 
 
    “Your place or mine?” 
 
    Just like that. 
 
    “I thought you’d…argue or discuss…” Tell me how it was going to be. And I should have known better. Memphis had never done any of that. 
 
    “No. Now that I’ve convinced you that I’m the alpha of your dreams, I want to make them all come true. As soon as possible. So, your place or mine, and I’m warning you, my apartment is a dive.” 
 
    “But you have a career there.” 
 
    “And you have a home you love. My job is fine, but I can do something different, and even if you did want to move here, I’d be a pretty sad alpha to move my omega into this apartment.” 
 
    We’d given one another a video tour of our homes one Friday night when we’d both had a couple of glasses of wine. He was not wrong about his place. 
 
    “So, here?” I ventured. 
 
    “I’m already packing.” He held up a pair of gaudy polka-dotted boxer shorts. “Like them? I’ve hidden my love of crazy underwear from you, but I swear that’s all.” 
 
    I was already laughing at the idea of my lawyerly alpha wearing those things under his suit in court. “Very sneaky. But I guess I’ve already agreed, and we’re stuck with each other.” 
 
    In reality, he had to give notice, and when you work for the government, and when you are a prosecutor and have cases in motion, it takes a little longer, but it was all right. He packed and I rearranged to make room for his things. He was in a mostly furnished apartment, so that wasn’t an issue, and we video chatted every night for the month before he could get to me. We could have visited sooner, but he was spending every minute either wrapping up or preparing to hand off his cases, and any weekends off would have slowed that down. 
 
    Now that we were rocketing toward a future together, we wanted nothing to slow that down. 
 
    Our animals, although they didn’t understand why we had any delay at all, were placated by our promise to be together always as soon as possible. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter Eighteen 
 
    Memphis 
 
      
 
    I finally, finally, woke up with my omega in my arms. It had been the longest few months of my life, from the moment we met until the day I put my boxer shorts in my new dresser drawer. My entire body was relaxed and I had slept deeper than I had since I was a kid. 
 
    Saint was up and reading next to me, his eReader glowing softly. Honestly, I was surprised he was still in bed. He seemed to rise with the sun and have never-ending energy, which worked out fantastically for our reunion. 
 
    “Good morning, omega mine,” I said, nuzzling the skin between his shoulder blades. Gods, I’d missed his scent. It had faded somewhat from me since we’d been apart so long but now, I was permeated with it. Gladly so. 
 
    “Good morning, Memphis. Did you sleep well?” He put his book down and turned around to face me. He kissed his way down my jawline until he reached that spot on my neck—the one that made me moan. 
 
    “Very well. How about you? How long have you been awake?” 
 
    Saint shrugged. “Not long. It must be the change of weather but I’ve been sleeping in lately. Not enough to be late for work or anything, but my weekend mornings have been slow.” 
 
    I pulled his body flush with mine. “I can’t wait to spend all the cold nights and chilly mornings with you.” 
 
    He leaned forward and gently kissed my lips. “Christmas and Thanksgiving and all the holidays together. I’m not trying to boast, but I’m going to spoil you rotten. Not with gifts but with traditions. We have to start our own. I hope you have some stretchy pants because Christmas is baking season.” He paled and his eyes widened. “I…I didn’t mean that you would get chubby. I wasn’t talking about…I’m not like him, Memphis.” 
 
    I put a finger over his lips before he got upset about nothing. “That man has no place in this relationship, Saint. None. Besides, if I get chubby off of your cookies and can keep you warmer in the winter, I’m game.” 
 
    He nodded. “I need a shower. Do you like oatmeal? Eggs and bacon? I can make pancakes or muffins or oh, French toast?” The fire in his eyes was so damned adorable. I would never go hungry with my omega. 
 
    “Let’s take this slow, Saint. First, I was hoping to get you into the shower and then make breakfast together. Okay? I’ve been apart from you so long. I just want to soak you up. Would that be okay?” 
 
    He blushed so hard, it rivaled the rose hues in the sunrise. “A shower. Together?” 
 
    I ran a finger down his face. “Yes. Together. It’s okay if you don’t want to, but I’d love to get that body of yours clean and then show you all the ways to get it dirty again.” 
 
    “Memphis!” He playfully slapped at my chest. Gods, I loved his innocence. The way he was genuinely surprised—everything was new with him. 
 
    “Come on, sweetheart. I’ll show you.” 
 
    By the time we were done, he and I were anything but clean, but there was a smile on his face, and I lived for those smiles. But, once we got into the kitchen and I was scrambling eggs, he ran to the bathroom for another reason entirely. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I moved to the sink to get him a damp cloth to wipe his mouth with. 
 
    “I don’t know. Were those eggs bad? I just bought them yesterday.” 
 
    “No, Saint. They smelled fine to me.” 
 
    A tingling knowing ran down my body as the few details from Saint over the past few days filtered in. He was tired. He’d been sleeping in. Less energy. And now, this sickness that just happened to come in the morning. 
 
    “Saint, I’m going to ask you something, but I don’t want you to get scared, okay? I’m here for you, and we’re in this together, no matter what.” 
 
    “Ask away,” he said, getting up to sit on the closed toilet. 
 
    “Do you think you might be pregnant?” I asked, taking his hand in mine. 
 
    He blew out a breath, more composed than I thought he would be. “I could be. I didn’t think about that. I thought maybe I’d come down with something.” 
 
    “I’m going to run to the store and pick up a test. Then we’re going to take it and go from there. Do you want to come with me?” 
 
    He did. The store was nearby and, in less than fifteen minutes, we were back home, reading the instructions on the box. 
 
    I held my breath when he came out of the bathroom. “It takes two minutes,” he said, shrugging and then relaxing into my hold while we waited. 
 
    I whispered all the things I could think of to reassure him. Whatever happened, it was going to be okay. How much I had missed him. How I was looking forward to our life together. “I love you, omega mine.” 
 
    “I love you, too, alpha mine.” 
 
    And finally the timer on my phone sounded. 
 
    We were about to know if there was an addition to our fated story. 
 
    “Memphis?” Saint showed me the stick. His voice shook. “We’re going to be fathers.” 
 
    “Come here, love,” I said, opening my arms. “Congratulations, Saint. You’re going to be the best daddy.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter Nineteen 
 
    Memphis 
 
      
 
    “He’s only going to be an infant for a short time, mate,” Saint argued, waving in dismay at the mountain of onesies and jumpers and tiny shoes and shirts and everything else on the store counter. “He’s going to sleep and eat and poop. There’s no way he needs this much clothing. I want him to be comfortable and warm and safe. We only need a few basic items.” 
 
    Saint was different from my ex, but I had no idea he was so different from what I knew of all other mates on the planet. 
 
    “Saint, I’m trying to spoil you and our babe here,” I said, pulling him to me. “Do you not want me to?” 
 
    The owner of the baby store winked at me and pretended to go about his business but I knew he was listening. He was a wolf just like Saint. He couldn’t help but hear. 
 
    Saint huffed out a breath. “I want you to spoil me with kisses and breakfast in bed and massages and reading to me at night, alpha. I don’t require shopping sprees. Besides, I stand by my statement. Our babe needs love and warmth and calm. Not a bunch of clothes. I’m a practical mate. You know this.” 
 
    He was. We had only gone out on a date once or twice since I moved in. My loveable mate would rather create a feast with his own hands and then have a picnic with me in the backyard than overpay at a restaurant. He knew I could afford to take him out—I’d set up my new practice and been inundated with clients, filling a real need in this town. I’d had to get past my thinking of all defendants as guilty—but he simply didn’t like excess. There was always something we could use the money on that we’d get long-term enjoyment from instead of a meal we’d be done within an hour. 
 
    I smiled at him and kissed his lips gently. “Okay, Papa. What else do we need?” 
 
    He fell into my embrace. “A car seat. A crib. And…” It wasn’t like my omega to hesitate. “I would like a recliner so I can nurse our babe comfortably. Would that be okay?” 
 
    Heat rushed through my body, pride blooming as I stood there, taking him in. He trusted me enough to ask me for something, something he needed for him and our babe. 
 
    I was on top of the world. 
 
    “How about I buy you one of those gliders for the nursery and a matching set of recliners for the living room. That way, I can sit next to you and hold your hand while you feed our babe, or we can relax together while I read you a book.” 
 
    “Are you sure it’s not too much?” he asked, resting his chin on my shoulder. 
 
    “Nothing is too much for you, omega. You’ve given me love and now life. A recliner is the least I can do.” 
 
    We left the boutique with a basic layout for the baby and some cute items I convinced him were needs. A soft, rabbit-eared baby towel was a need in my opinion. 
 
    The owner was going to wrap up everything and have it delivered to our home. We would be revisiting that place often. 
 
    “Now to the furniture store. Unless you are tired, my love?” I asked as we walked down the sidewalk. 
 
    “No, I’m…” 
 
    My bear reared up inside me. His eyes were trained on a group of people in front of us. It was nothing out of the ordinary to me, a group of guys talking on a Saturday morning. “Maybe we could go home.” 
 
    His words contradicted each other. One minute he was telling me he wasn’t tired, and the next he wanted to go home. 
 
    “Talk to me, Saint,” I whispered. 
 
    “Those guys are from my work. I do my best to avoid them.” 
 
    I hooked my finger underneath his chin and made him look at me. “Remember what I promised you? I will always protect and defend you. We’re not going to hide from bullies. You’ve got me now.” 
 
    He nodded. “Gods, you give me courage, alpha.” 
 
    “And you do the same for me. Let’s go.” 
 
    Hand in hand, we walked down the sidewalk until we had walked around them. They said nothing until we were almost out of earshot. That’s when one of them decided it was time to be brave. 
 
    “Saint got himself knocked up. Must’ve been a pity fuck.” 
 
    I stopped walking. 
 
    Saint went pale and tugged on my hand. “It’s not worth it, alpha.” 
 
    I shook my head. “You are worth it, Saint.” 
 
    Turning around, I marched over to the group. They were all wolves. Some of them were smart enough to back up, but the one who spoke puffed out his chest. My bear bowed up, wanting to put him in his place. How dare he disrespect my mate. “You have a big mouth for someone so tiny.” My bear spoke through me and ended his sentence with a growl. 
 
    “I’m as tall as you,” he sneered. 
 
    “Height has nothing to do with it. No, you’re tiny. You’re so small that you want to make yourself feel like a big man by trying to put down others. Your insecurity clings to you like a stench. My bear can scent you and your false bravado from a mile away. But that ends today. You insult or disrespect my omega one more time in public or private or at your place of work, and I’ll make sure you reap the full consequences of your actions.” He said nothing, so I bumped his chest with mine. “Are we clear, wolf?” My bear could eat this pack of piss-ants for breakfast and still be hungry. 
 
    The man looked down in submission and nodded. I was sure what balls he had were shriveled into raisins. The tangy smell of fear poured off of him and the others. I’d made my point. 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    I went back to Saint and while I knew they were still looking, I grabbed him up and kissed the hell out of him—that way, they were sure he was mine and he was protected. 
 
    And he was now off-limits for their bullying. 
 
    “That was really hot,” Saint said after righting himself. 
 
    “I’m glad you think so. Now, let’s go get my mate what he needs.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter Twenty 
 
    Saint 
 
      
 
    “I want a mating ceremony.” I didn’t even know where the words that spilled from my lips came from. It wasn’t like my people did that. In the culty pack, when someone wanted to mate, they filled out the forms and waited for permission then, if it was given, they just moved in together. I’d even known one case where fateds were denied that right. They ended up running off together, but it took years of misery and being forced to be with others they didn’t want before that happened. 
 
    Watching the omega waste away before that was painful. It was probably what gave the alpha the strength to defy the pack and take him. 
 
    “Of course.” Just that. Again, no interrogation or judgment. “How would you like it to be?” 
 
    “I have no idea. I never even thought of it until now. But I love you so much, and we have the baby coming, and I just would like to mark it with something. A special moment for us to look back on. Maybe even a framed photo of us on the day to place on the shelf.” 
 
    “Then, will you trust me to set this up?” 
 
    There was that word. Did I trust him? “Yes, alpha mine. I trust you with everything I am, and with the future of our child. I think I can trust you to set up a small ceremony.” 
 
      
 
    Two weeks later, he woke me up early. Considering I was always the early riser in our coupleness, I was instantly concerned. “What’s wrong? Do you feel all right?” 
 
    “Get dressed. It’s time to go.” 
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    “To our mating ceremony, of course. I’ve already packed a bag for you, you just need to dress comfortably for our flight.” 
 
    We could have been going anywhere, Tahiti, Paris, the South Pole. But my alpha knew I was not about huge gestures, and with a baby on the way, it was not the time to spend a giant amount on anything unnecessary. He also knew that was not the way to my happiness. So I had a pretty good idea of where we’d be going. 
 
    This time, I wasn’t flying alone and the person next to me was more than happy to talk to me. He had made one upgrade to first class. But since he did it on points he accumulated at his previous job, it would have been silly of me to object. 
 
    No, I just snuggled back in the big, comfy seat, stroked my baby bump, and found out that they served way better snacks in the fancy section of the plane. 
 
    When we landed, I grabbed my carry-on and headed toward the car rental area, but my mate tugged me back. “No, omega mine. Not this time.” He guided me outside to where a car was waiting. Our same driver from the fair. “Franklin insisted. He said it was part of the mating ceremony package he offers.” 
 
    “I hate to ask but how much was the package?” 
 
    Memphis burst into laughter. “The usual rate.” 
 
    “It’s not fair to him. We should pay our own way.” 
 
    “When I tried to insist, he said he wouldn’t have any part of our big day unless we allowed him to host us at no cost. I gather his late mate left him well-off and in a position to follow his dreams. Just a guess.” 
 
    “And to help others’ dreams to come true.” 
 
    The route to the Foxtail Inn was scenic and beautiful. On my first trip, I’d appreciated it while going in this direction but had been too lost in misery to enjoy it on the way back. This time, I was making out with my mate. It was better than scenery. 
 
    And, as always, Franklin was out the door as soon as we pulled up, smiling and waiting to give us big hugs when we arrived in front of him. “I always love it when mates return to spend some time with me. You both look wonderful.” His gaze fixed on my middle. “But it seems there was something Memphis didn’t mention when he called to make the arrangements for your ceremony.” 
 
    I glanced down and gave the bump a pat. “Oh, this is just a tiny baby. They go with us everywhere.” 
 
    “We have so much to celebrate. But first, lunch. Come in and fill me in on all you’ve been up to since I last saw you. I thought we’d have the ceremony in the backyard at sunset?” 
 
      
 
    Never had there been such a glorious sunset, the sky shot with pinks and oranges and gold, indigo creeping up to take over from the daytime colors as we stood in front of Franklin and swore to love one another forever. Memphis pulled two boxes from his pocket and handed them to Franklin who opened them and handed one ring to each of us. My vision blurred at the gesture made by my thoughtful alpha. I’d mentioned one time how I thought it was a nice human custom. Not as meaningful as the mark on my neck, of course, but nice. 
 
    And he’d gotten them and surprised me. Darkness enfolded the yard, the stars just starting to emerge as we slid the rings on one another’s fingers and then Franklin said, “Hurry up and kiss. We have cake.” 
 
    I thought it was all over when, suddenly, the backyard was aglow with thousands of fireflies. One lit on my shirt and I swore he winked before flying off to join the others. We stood there with Franklin watching them dart about until they left, and then we went in the house and had cake. 
 
    And then we celebrated privately. Upstairs. In the room on the left. And on the balcony. And in the shower. And in bed again. It was magical. I was the luckiest omega in the world. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    Memphis 
 
      
 
    Our new setup in life was working out perfectly. Everything was falling into place as though it was always meant to be that way. 
 
    We were having our baby and creating a family. 
 
    I had a new practice set up, and I had almost convinced my omega to quit his job and come to work for me as my assistant. That way, he could keep me organized and I wouldn’t miss any minute of seeing him. When we first began to talk about the idea of him coming to work for me, my sweet mate immediately kicked up the ideas of spending too much time together and me getting tired of him. 
 
    I put those to rest immediately. 
 
    One day, he wouldn’t even question whether or not I would tire of him. I would love him until he knew that there was no way I would ever not crave him. 
 
    I had a snack plate in my hand and was on my way to the nursery when I heard Saint’s voice and at first thought he might’ve been on the phone. But, when I went in, I found that he had both hands on the outside of his belly. His head was tipped down. 
 
    He was talking to our babe. 
 
    This gorgeous, sweet man was cooing and having a long, drawn-out discussion with our child. I had to know what about. 
 
    “I made you two a snack,” I said, not being able to stop myself from smiling. “I hope I’m not interrupting any deep conversations between you two.” 
 
    Saint turned and beamed at me. It didn’t matter what time of the day or night it was—when I walked into a room, that man looked at me like I was the sun. I was thirty feet tall when he was around, which was all the time. “We were just talking about whether or not this nursery is organized for the best efficiency and before that, well, we were sharing whisperings about you.” 
 
    “Me?” I asked, setting the plate down on the table by the rocking chair. Saint moved to sit down, and I took his hands in mine so that he could sit slowly. 
 
    “Yes, you. I was telling him all about his other daddy.” 
 
    “He?” I asked. “How do we know it’s a he?” 
 
    Saint shrugged and methodically picked up a square of cheese and a round of pepperoni, and then dipped the edge in the brown mustard. The combo was his favorite of late. “I have a feeling. That’s all. Don’t you want a son?” 
 
    I chuckled. “I want whatever is inside that gorgeous belly of yours. That’s what I want.” 
 
    “I’m scared, Memphis,” Saint murmured, so softly that if it weren’t for my shifter hearing, I might not have picked it up. He had been running around like a madman for the last few weeks. Yeah, we were starting the new practice and getting ready for the baby, but it had seemed to me that my omega was purposefully burning the candle at both ends. He was keeping busy to stop himself from being scared. 
 
    It all made sense now. 
 
    “Talk to me, mate. What are you scared of? Whatever it is, we’ll work through it.” 
 
    He sighed long and hard. “I’m…I’m scared of the birth. All I know of birthing is what I know from my old pack. Lots of screaming and pain and…” 
 
    “What can I do? What can we do?” I asked, kneeling in front of him. I laid my head on his lap while he stroked my hair. 
 
    “I don’t know. I guess it will just happen, scared or not.” 
 
    We stayed like that for a few minutes until an idea popped into my head. Gods, why hadn’t I thought about this before? “What about some birthing classes?” I asked, looking up at him. The sun filtered through the window beside him, making him look like even more of an angel. The sexiest, most handsome angel ever created. 
 
    “Birthing classes? They help with breathing and they teach you about other things, right?” 
 
    I nodded. “They would be for both of us. We could go together. Maybe if we learn as much as possible, you won’t be so scared. And just so you don’t feel alone, I get scared, too, omega. I’m scared I won’t be a good dad.” And that anything could happen during delivery. Even for a healthy omega and baby, there were risks. But I wasn’t admitting to that. 
 
    “What?” he yelled. “You’re going to be the best dad, Memphis. Look at the way you always take care of me. I have no doubt you will be everything this baby needs. You’re already everything I need.” 
 
    “Is that right?” I asked, standing up. “I know another way to take the edge off your stress.” 
 
    “And what would that be?” 
 
    Instead of telling him, I scooped him up in my arms and brought him to the bedroom. I put my precious mate on top of the bed and began to undress him and then myself. 
 
    “Alpha, what are you doing?” 
 
    I chuckled. My mate knew exactly what I was doing. His hunger for me had grown more and more as the pregnancy hormones took over. Plus, we were still in the honeymoon phase. I wanted him today just as much as I did the first time we made love. Maybe more. “I’m going to make you forget about everything you’re worried about. Now, go sit against the headboard.” 
 
    Saint did as I asked. I crawled up the bed and then lay on my stomach, my head settled right between his legs. His cock was already hard, jutted out underneath his rounded belly. Like this, bared for me, he was incredible. He was sexy all the time but like this, so vulnerable, that lusty look in his hooded eyes, the scent that grew heavier by the second. 
 
    A pearl of pre-cum bloomed at the head of his cock, begging me to taste him. 
 
    Saint reached down and stroked himself. “Just seeing you look at me that way makes me want to come, alpha. Please, mate. Do something,” he moaned. He had gotten bolder in the bedroom and I loved it. 
 
    “Yes, omega. Your nipples are tender, right?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Take them between your fingers and pinch gently while I handle everything else.” 
 
    “I can do that.” 
 
    I licked circles around the bulb of his cock while he did as I asked, pinching and pulling at his nipples. His eyes rolled back in his head as he bucked his hips and called out my name. 
 
    Knowing he was slick for me, I pushed one and then two fingers into his entrance while I took his full length into my mouth. I got on my knees for leverage. He moaned while I bobbed my head up and down, fucking him with my fingers. 
 
    “Memphis, please. I’m going to…” 
 
    He never got to finish his sentence. It was replaced with a yell of ecstasy as his hot cum poured down my throat. 
 
    I moved up the bed to hold him as he shuddered once more. “You are amazing, omega. How do you feel now?” 
 
    Saint smiled. “Like a pile of goo. You know how to make the world go away, alpha.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
    Saint 
 
      
 
    We got home from our final birthing class to find a giant box on the front porch. Memphis got to it first and looked at the label. “Why that wily old fox. What has he done now?” He helped me up the steps and showed me. 
 
    “Franklin. Hasn’t he done enough? He has to be the baby’s godfather.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure he’s counting on that. Let’s get you inside and comfortable in the recliner and I’ll bring it in for us to look over. I wonder what it is?” 
 
    We both wondered, and I was so curious, Memphis had to threaten me to stay put, or he would leave the box on the porch. I didn’t know if it was heavy, but I did know that at my current size of a beached whale and a half, I wouldn’t be able to manipulate it. He dragged it in and over in front of our chairs and went to get something to slit all the tape it was bound with. “Whatever he sent, he was not chancing it getting damaged,” Memphis said as he opened the top flaps. “Oh my gods, what did he do?” 
 
    I had lost the ability to climb out of my recliner with any grace or even safety, so I remained where I sat while he pulled out a long box then a second. They were wrapped in baby shower paper, and he set them on the floor in front of me. 
 
    “Because I don’t have a lap?” I asked. 
 
    “Because even if you did, these would never fit.” 
 
    He was right. I’d been joking, although I had become a little sensitive about my roundness lately. And paternity pants worked but were anything but fashionable. I wondered if I’d ever be my old size again. Then the baby would flip or something and I would know it was worth it, even if I looked like this forever. As long as the baby made it out to join us safely, all would be well. 
 
    He tore the paper back. “It’s a car seat/stroller thing.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s the one we loved…” 
 
    Memphis wrinkled his nose at me. “But you said it was only for children of billionaires and you don’t want to spoil him.” 
 
    I giggled. “Sounds silly now. We’ll have to call and thank Franklin right away. Wait…what’s in the second box?” 
 
    We never got that far. When I bent over to try to unwrap the package myself, my water broke. “Alpha, we are going to have to get the chair cleaned.” 
 
    He was staring at me, jaw dropped, and looking like we were playing statues or some other kids’ game where you have to freeze until told to move. So I told him to. “Alpha, unless you want me to have this baby right here in the chair, I would suggest you give me a hand up and help me to the bed. 
 
    “Alpha? Soon?” The first pain hit, and I cried out more in surprise than agony, but it was enough to galvanize him into action. 
 
    “Right away. I’ll call the midwife. No…I’ll help you to bed. No…I’ll get the other sheets. No…” 
 
    While he waffled, I managed to leverage myself to my feet and was on the way to the bedroom. “Call the midwife. I can feel him pressing down. This baby wants to get here.” 
 
    And he did. He so did. Although Memphis called the midwife while guiding me to the bedroom, she was at another birthing and by the time she sent her substitute, well, seemed to be all over but the crying. 
 
    Because we were both crying, my mate and I. My pains, once they began, came fast and hard, and I didn’t have time in between to do much of anything but try to catch my breath. I didn’t want to say that I feared they were stronger than they should be and seemed to diffuse through my whole torso. Nobody in our birthing class mentioned this happening. Not like this. And my fears began to rise. 
 
    And then, just as quickly, stopped. If I’m going to be a father, I can’t run around scared all the time. “Alpha, would you please just stand at the foot of the bed and catch him?” 
 
    “Catch him?” Panic edged his voice. 
 
    “It’s just an expression. He’s not going to shoot out of there like I’m a human water slide. But you need to be there to take him as he comes out. Help him a little if he needs it. We’ve taken the class.” What to do if your midwife is late was the topic of one whole session. “You know what to do. Our baby is depending on us to do our jobs and get him here safely.” 
 
    “You’re right.” He let go of my hand and moved to the foot of the bed. “Let’s do this. Bring on the baby.” 
 
    “Uh, alpha? He’s coming but it’s up to him to time it.” 
 
    He bent down. “I see his head.” The next pain, I pushed. The next as well, and on the third, he slid into Memphis’ waiting hands. “Heath is here.” That was the name we had in case it was a boy. As I had been sure he would be. 
 
    And I was right. 
 
    “What do we have here?” A middle-aged woman wearing a backpack hustled into the room. “Lucky you left the door unlocked. I’m Rhonda, and Jenny sent me.” 
 
    “We’re glad you’re here, but so is the baby.” 
 
    She took him from Memphis and wrapped him in a blanket then bent to look at me where I was still in position. “Not too late I see.” 
 
    “No, you’re here for the afterbirth.” My attorney alpha sounded a little cocky now that we had our baby safely delivered. 
 
    “Oh, you don’t want the other baby? I think it’s a little late to send him back.” She thrust Heath back in Memphis’ arms. “He’s coming right now.” 
 
    I couldn’t breathe, but then I had to because I had a baby to push out. And since her brother already cleared the way, she came out on the second push. “We’re not having twins,” I protested as she held the baby up for me to see. “I mean, nobody told us.” 
 
    “Did you do an ultrasound?” 
 
    “Nobody in my pack ever did, and some shifters don’t, right?” 
 
    “True, but if you had, you’d have known little…what is his name?” 
 
    “Philip,” I said through numb lips. Lucky we had more names picked out. “His name is Philip.” 
 
    A little later, I was all cleaned up and tucked in bed with fresh sheets and a baby in each arm. I felt more love for this family, my mate and our children, than I’d ever dreamed possible. Exhausted, I didn’t want to sleep for fear I’d miss a moment of their growing up. 
 
    Memphis showed Rhonda out and came back carrying the other package from Franklin. “Let’s see what it is.” 
 
    “Hmm? Oh okay.” I was focused on watching Heath wave his fists. 
 
    “Mate, look?” Memphis held up the box. 
 
    “What is it?” I tore my gaze off the babies and glanced over then stared. “He knew! How did he know?” 
 
    “How does he know anything?” Memphis set the box down and came to sit beside me. “I mean, I didn’t even know there was a set to make the stroller and car set suitable for twins.” 
 
    But he did. “Heath and Philip, wait until you meet your godfather. He’s quite the extraordinary man and largely responsible for your even being here.” 
 
    When both babies yawned, Memphis chuckled. “It’s a long story, and we’ll tell you all about it later. For now, it’s naptime for all of us, I think.” 
 
    “I’m a little tired.” But happy. So very happy. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Epilogue 
 
    Memphis 
 
      
 
    Saint was born to be a father. I knew he was a nurturer and sweeter than honey from the moment I met him, but this was what he was made for. 
 
    And after the six weeks’ recovery was over from having the twins, I saw his face when I mentioned getting back to work. 
 
    The tears that welled in his eyes at the thought of leaving our boys for someone else to take care of was breaking his heart. I swore that I would never do that to him. 
 
    So, the next day, I asked him if he wanted to be a stay-at-home daddy and I would hire another assistant. 
 
    The joy on his face was unimaginable. 
 
    He juggled everything like a professional. Heath and Philip were handfuls but Saint never broke a sweat. He somehow managed to nurse twins and recover from the birth without ever complaining. 
 
    A feat I wouldn’t have ever been able to accomplish. 
 
    “What smells so amazing?” I asked, coming in from a long day of research for a new case that I’d taken on. 
 
    “Me,” he said, cocking out his hip. My omega had come out of his shell a great deal since we moved in together, and then another wave of it came after the birth of the twins. He was more sure of himself now. More confident. It was amazing to witness. “And homemade chicken potpies.” 
 
    “You took care of our beautiful babies today and managed to make chicken potpies?” I put down my bag and took off my coat. We were only weeks from Thanksgiving and the days were getting downright cold. The snow wasn’t sticking yet but it was only a matter of time. 
 
    “Well, to be fair, I had them in the freezer. It’s one of the batch meals I made for a day just like today. The boys have been cranky. I’m pretty sure they are teething and are taking it out on my nipples. They just went down for a nap.” 
 
    Saint didn’t make the house silent when the boys were asleep or taking a nap. He wanted them to be able to sleep even with background events going on. That way, we didn’t have to tiptoe or watch every noise. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter. When you went shopping last Saturday, I couldn’t even get to the bathroom. Have I told you lately how downright amazing you are lately?” 
 
    I had something behind my back and while he had noticed, he was acting like he didn’t. It was a game we played. He pretended he didn’t know that every Friday, I brought him home flowers, and I pretended not to know that he knew. 
 
    It worked. 
 
    “Not today. How’s the research going?” Saint said, rolling out some cookie dough. He was always baking something, and I loved everything that came out of his oven. 
 
    “As fun as it sounds,” I said, walking over to wrap my arms around his waist. 
 
    “That’s why I’m baking you cookies. I figured you needed a treat after all of your hard work.” 
 
    I rested my head on his shoulder. “What about you? Don’t you need a rest? Let me do this. You go put your feet up.” 
 
    He turned around and kissed me hard, enough to make my knees weak. “I’ll get this dough into the refrigerator and you and I can go sit on the couch together. How about that?” 
 
    I moved to kiss his neck, right under his earlobe, the spot that he loved the most. “That sounds amazing. I love you, Saint.” 
 
    My omega, smelling like brown sugar and vanilla, tipped his chin back and let out a moan. “I love you more, Memphis.” 
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    Chapter One 
 
   

 

 Holt 
 
      
 
    My world slammed to a halt as I looked up at what was once my brother. He had the same features, even in his wolf form, but, as his black eyes bored into me, my life was about to be over. He had murder in those eyes and determination in his growl—and no mercy in his strikes. 
 
    I had never wanted the challenge. Never wanted the position of alpha. He would’ve willingly submitted to his leadership. But those weren’t the rules we wolves lived by. We were ruled by our wolves and pack law. The position of alpha must be won by blood and, while my brother and I had been best friends for as long as I could remember, there wasn’t a whisper of that person left in the thunderous wolf who loomed above me. 
 
    My ribs were broken—all of them. There was a gaping gash in my side where one of them had cracked and pierced through the skin and fur. My jaw was dislocated and, as I tried to move it, I noticed one of my teeth had come out. 
 
    There was only one thing left to do, which strangely enough, I would’ve done without all of this pain and suffering. I turned slightly and bared my neck to the new alpha, my once brother. Preferable to the alternative resolution of this entire battle. 
 
    This place I’d lived all my life would no longer be my home. I would have to leave. My brother, now the alpha, wouldn’t stand for any challenger to live in his pack. Despite the burning pain all over my body, I shifted and stood on the fringes of those who had circled Omen and were congratulating him on the win—praising him as the new alpha. Our eyes met and, though I already knew my fate, his fiery intent flowed between us. I nodded and hobbled back to my cabin. I would have to be gone by the next morning, which wouldn’t be hard considering all my belongings besides my clothes were property of the Nightshade pack. 
 
    At my cabin that night, I packed my bag and thought about what I was going to do and where I could go. I had some skills from building things at the pack and had worked some outside construction jobs here and there, but I’d never been to school or had a steady income. I didn’t have to as the heir to the alpha role, and yet, now I saw the ignorance of taking stock in that. 
 
    I was banned from my own home—banished. I would never see these people again. Loneliness was not a feeling my wolf clung to, but he would have to live with it as would I. 
 
    “You’re already packed?” Omen’s voice came from behind me. My heart stammered, and my hackles went up. Surely, he wasn’t here to finish what he began. 
 
    “I don’t own much. I’ll be ready to go before sunrise. You don’t have to worry,” I replied, not turning around. Turning around would mean letting him see the pain and hurt that made my cheeks ache. Omen’s muscular form filled my doorway, the night wind blowing his hair. He was intimidating before, but now he owned it. His ego was probably the size of Italy. 
 
    “I’m not worried, Holt. I thought you would fight back, Brother.” He used that word as though it was valid still. It wasn’t. Brothers didn’t maim and nearly kill each other in an unnecessary power play. I would’ve submitted to his taking the alpha position without all of this violence and mayhem. 
 
    “Why would I?” I asked and turned, despite the cold sweat that had broken out along my brow at facing him. Hadn’t I been humiliated and abused enough for the day? 
 
    “Because as the oldest son, the alpha position belonged to you. Didn’t you want it?” 
 
    “Omen, we’ve had this conversation so many times. I don’t want to be alpha. I thought I did, but I would’ve rather given it up than to give my brother up. Clearly we didn’t feel the same.” Pulsing anger replaced my hurt. “Why are you here? I’ll be gone soon. You’ll never have to speak to me or see me again. Did you come here to gloat? Don’t you have enough adoring fans?” 
 
    My bluntness was out of line, especially considering that I had, only hours ago, been beaten almost to death by the man who stood in front of me. 
 
    “I came to say goodbye, to see you one last time.” 
 
    I raised my chin. I might’ve been the loser in this scenario, but I had some self-worth left. “My leg will remember you, and my ribs, and this scar that followed me into my humanness.” I raised my shirt to show him the already silvering healing taking place at my side. “I will always remember how to value the rules of a pack over your brother, Omen.” 
 
    “That’s the way you see it?” For a flicker of a moment, I saw my brother again and not the monster he’d transformed into. 
 
    “That’s the way it is.” 
 
    His face contorted and, the alpha was back. “Mind your place, Brother.” 
 
    “My place is nowhere. I don’t belong here anymore. I’m not welcome. Leave, please. After tomorrow, you will never have to see me again.” 
 
    He scoffed and stepped toward me. While I didn’t give any ground or move at all, my insides were quaking in fear. “You dare speak to your alpha that way?” 
 
    “You are not my alpha.” I took a long breath in and then out. “I talk that way to a stranger, Omen.” 
 
    Whirling around, I tried to quell the shaking in my hands while he still stood behind me. Finally, with a huff and a growl, he slammed the door behind him. It was over. The fight. The confrontation. 
 
    A bloody ending, but maybe a new beginning of something better. And I hated that a very small part of me mourned the loss of a brother who would have killed me if I had not cried uncle. He didn’t deserve my grief. 
 
      
 
    Five days later, I pulled into the parking lot of a bar on the outskirts of a small town. It was the only place around and, in my state of mind, I didn’t think a beer could hurt. As I walked in, all eyes were on me, but mine were on a bear tending the bar. His lovely face was a light in the otherwise shadowy place and as I sat on a stool in front of him, he smiled. 
 
    “Just passing through?” 
 
    “Not sure yet,” I responded. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
   

 

 Kayson 
 
      
 
    He broke my heart the moment I saw him, an aura of sadness and betrayal, loneliness, and grief overhanging him like a storm cloud. Before we even spoke to one another, my bear wanted to go rip the face off whoever made him look like that 
 
    Holt came into the Lonely Y, blinking against the dimness of the dive. He looked around as if it was the first bar he’d ever been in, before plodding over to the bar and climbing up on a stool. He wore rumpled, faded clothes and generally looked grungy. As if he might be sleeping in his car. Probably not a new one. 
 
    “Just passing through?” I asked 
 
    “Not sure yet,” 
 
    “What can I get you?” 
 
    He reached into his pocket and pulled out a handful of bills. “I guess a beer?” The money was folded and crumpled, and I had a feeling it was all he had. “How much?” 
 
    “First one’s on me.” I filled a mug with draft and set it in front of him. “So, you’re not sure if you’re sticking around here?” 
 
    “I’m looking to stay somewhere, but this town is so small, it probably doesn’t have a lot of jobs to be had.” 
 
    “Not too many. But if you’ll wait until I give those guys at the other end of the bar a refill, I’m intrigued by someone so footloose and fancy-free. I’ll be right back to chat a bit.” Bartenders talk to everyone, but basically they just hand out the drinks and listen. I’d never actually asked anyone for their story—they usually just downloaded it on me while I made sympathetic noises between taking care of other customers’ drinking needs. I honestly rarely really listened because the stories were just about all the same. 
 
    Work sucked. 
 
    Their spouse/mate/person was cheating on them. 
 
    Their truck got stolen by their dog. Kidding with that one, but sometimes I thought my customers would be good fits in a country anthem. And actually, one guy’s truck was stolen by his mate who happened to be a dog shifter. So there you go. 
 
    After I’d made sure everyone else had what they needed, I returned to the other end of the bar where the disheveled man sat. “Looks like I’ve got a few minutes if you want to share.” 
 
    He was halfway through his beer, not rushing it at all, but he was focused on the mug as if it held the secrets of the universe, and I wasn’t sure he was even going to answer. But then he raised his eyes and blinked. He wasn’t crying, but they were shiny. “You don’t want to hear my story. You probably have everyone dumping on you all day.” 
 
    “Yes, but I don’t ask them to talk to me. I really am interested. You look like you’ve been through something.” 
 
    “You sure? Because I don’t want to be a bother.” 
 
    “I’m positive.” I glanced around. “And everyone is fine for the moment, but if I have to walk away, I’ll come right back.” 
 
    “If you’re sure.” 
 
    “I think we just did this right?” At that moment, I did have to go help two wolves who came in and wanted a pitcher of dark beer, but when I returned, I waved him on. “Go. Before we get interrupted again.” I wasn’t sure why I was so desperate to hear his story, but I was. And so was my bear. 
 
    “Well, I was the older brother, but my brother wanted to be pack alpha badly enough to challenge me.” 
 
    I sucked in a breath. Wolves didn’t mess around, and, from what I’d heard, most of these challenges were to the death. “Your own brother. From the fact that you’re here, I’m going to say you did not win.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Nope, and I have the scars to prove it.” 
 
    I couldn’t see them, so they must be under his clothes, but I was even more enraged on his behalf. “That’s tough. So, you got booted?” 
 
    “Yes. That’s what we do if the loser in a challenge survives. So I suppose I should just call myself lucky to be here at all.” 
 
    “I suppose, but it seems cruel that you had to leave your home.” 
 
    “Ancient rules. The wolves are big on those, and they say if I had stayed, I might have presented a danger to the peace.” 
 
    I studied his face, seeing nothing like the aggression I’d expect from someone who’d been fighting for the alpha seat. “You didn’t even fight back, did you?” 
 
    He chewed on his lower lip before shaking his head. “He’s my brother, and he wanted this.” 
 
    My heart squeezed, his pain level rising until my bear roared with an urge for vengeance. As an omega, we—my bear and I—were not usually violent, but for some reason, this man’s betrayal by his own family was more than I could cope with. “Well, he’s got it, then, and you are on the path to a whole new life. One you will choose for yourself.” 
 
    “I don’t know what it will be, and I have to admit, it’s unnerving. As the elder brother, it was assumed I would be alpha and while it wasn’t my dream, I was willing to don the mantel. Omen and I were always close, and he never gave the slightest sign that he would choose to challenge for it. If he had…I probably would have walked away before I had to fight him. But the public challenge gave me no choice. If I’d tried to leave, he’d have attacked anyway.” 
 
    Glad I wasn’t a wolf, I refilled his mug. “So you have no particular destination in mind, then.” My bear was already letting me know that he matched my attraction for this rogue wolf who was showing no signs of returning that interest. So, what I was about to offer was foolish in the extreme. But we couldn’t just let him out on the streets with a handful of cash and nowhere to go. 
 
    “No, I will just drive until I find somewhere I think I can start to rebuild. I’ll need a job and somewhere to stay.” He sipped at the beer. “And I should probably go now. I’m getting tired of sleeping in the car and I need a shower. Desperately. I gassed up at a truck stop that said it had showers, but they were nearly twenty dollars, and I couldn’t spend that much on a little water. I did rinse off at a creek, so there is that.” 
 
    “I was going to say that you don’t smell as if you haven’t bathed in days, so the creek did the job.” Wiping off the bar, I determined to make my offer, even if I ended up broken in the end. I couldn’t let someone my bear was sure was ours head off down the road with no plan, almost no money, and no food—so far as I knew. Nowhere to sleep. 
 
    “Thanks. If I’m going to find work, I had better not do it reeking of sweat. I have some clean clothes in the car but I am saving them for a job interview.” 
 
    I sucked in a breath. “Then you’d better go change now.” 
 
    “What?” He narrowed his gaze at me. “Are you saying there’s a job somewhere in this town I can apply for?” 
 
    “Here.” 
 
    “Here here? I’ve never worked in a bar before… I usually do light construction or things like that.” 
 
    “Well, unless you have a better offer, the boss needs someone, and I am authorized to hire. I can train you.” 
 
    “But where would I stay?” His voice still held doubt, and my bear was urging me to stop him from leaving. 
 
    “I have a spare bedroom.” 
 
    I might have been more suspicious of staying with a stranger. But then, he didn’t have any better offers, and fortunately, I wasn’t a serial killer or creeper. Just a shifter prepared to have his heart broken. 
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