
  
    
      
    
  


  
    
      Untouched Omega

      Wolves of Mist Peak - Book 4

    

    
      
        Aspen Grey

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Scent of the Author

      

      
        Also by Aspen Grey

      

    

    
      
        1. Jude

      

      
        2. Alexei

      

      
        3. Jude

      

      
        4. Alexei

      

      
        5. Jude

      

      
        6. Alexei

      

      
        7. Jude

      

      
        8. Alexei

      

      
        9. Jude

      

      
        10. Alexei

      

      
        Epilogue

      

      
        Also by Aspen Grey

      

      
        
          Off Limits Omega Sample

        

        
          
            1. Blue

          

          
            2. Blue

          

          
            3. Alexander

          

          
            4. Alexander

          

        

      

      
        
          Liberated Omega Sample

        

        
          
            1. Eric

          

          
            2. Brooks

          

        

      

      
        
          Fated Omega Sample

        

        
          
            1. Jessie

          

          
            2. Fletcher

          

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Scent of the Author

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Stalk the author for more information on freebies, promos, cover reveals and new releases!

      

      
        
        Join my mailing list for information on freebies and new releases!!!

      

      

      

      
        
        Aspen Grey on Facebook

      

      

      

      
        
        Aspen Grey on Amazon!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Aspen Grey

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Scarlet Mountain Pack Series

        Texas Heat Series

        Foxes of Scarlet Peak Series

        SoCal Cuties Series

        Off Limits Omega

      

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        1. Jude

      

      
        2. Alexei

      

      
        3. Jude

      

      
        4. Alexei

      

      
        5. Jude

      

      
        6. Alexei

      

      
        7. Jude

      

      
        8. Alexei

      

      
        9. Jude

      

      
        10. Alexei

      

      
        Epilogue

      

      
        Also by Aspen Grey

      

      
        
          Off Limits Omega Sample

        

        
          
            1. Blue

          

          
            2. Blue

          

          
            3. Alexander

          

          
            4. Alexander

          

        

      

      
        
          Liberated Omega Sample

        

        
          
            1. Eric

          

          
            2. Brooks

          

        

      

      
        
          Fated Omega Sample

        

        
          
            1. Jessie

          

          
            2. Fletcher

          

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter One

          

          
            Jude

          

        

      

    

    
      “Listen to me, you little shit!” my landlord snarled, his yellow, wrinkled fist in my face. “This is two months you owe me! Two months! Now you either come up with the rent by tomorrow, or I’ll have you out on the street!”

      “I have rights!” I shouted back at him. “And I told you I’ll pay you when I can! I work tonight—”

      “Oh, at that den of sin downtown!?” he scoffed. “What are you gonna get? Eighty bucks at best? That’s not even a tenth of what you owe me!”

      “Fine, you know what?” I snapped. “I’ll just reach into my ass, find the $1,600 I’ve been hiding up there and give it to you, how’s that? I can’t promise what condition the bills will be in though.”

      “You’re a sassy little prick, aren’t you?” Mr. Scrawl replied. He looked like a troll or something out of Lord of the Rings when he was angry, and if I wasn’t so fucking pissed off, I would have laughed at just how ridiculous his pudgy, bald face looked. “But this is my building, so either you come up with something for me tomorrow, or you’re gonna regret it.”

      He turned his back and strode down the hall away from me.

      “Is that a threat?” I shouted, knowing just how red my face was at that moment. But Mr. Scrawl didn’t answer. He just kept walking. “Is that a threat? Because I don’t take kindly to threats!”

      I stepped back into my apartment and slammed the door with such force that my little hanging “Home Sweet Home” plaque came crashing down and shattered on the faded floor.

      “Fuck my life,” I grumbled as I took the three steps it took to cross my living room and get to my bedroom. I slumped down on the bed, hoping to close my eyes and get a quick nap in before work, but my neighbors had a different plan.

      They were fucking—again.

      I looked up at the cracked and peeling ceiling above my bed as I listened to them go at it for the fourth time that day (that I counted). I don’t know how they did it, but I did know that the girl always sounded like she was being murdered, and the guy sounded like a game show host announcing to the audience what he was about to do.

      “I’m going to spank you, you naughty girl,” he said, sounding like Alex Trebek. “Would you like that?”

      She yelped back like a cat being killed in the middle of the night. I sighed and covered my ears.

      “Fuck my life.”

      I looked at my phone and saw that it was almost 8:00, which meant I could go in to work now. Work sucked, but at least it would get me out of my room with walls that must have been made out of tissue paper. I got up and banged on the wall with my fist.

      “Shut the fuck up already!”

      This only encouraged them. The girl squawked louder and I could hear the sounds of the man spanking her fat butt. She was a rude, disgusting piece of work who looked like she hadn’t eaten a healthy meal in decades and always frowned at me when we passed each other in the hall. If there was anyone who had a right to be frowning, it was me, not her.

      I grabbed the cleanest t-shirt I could find from my hamper, as the washing machine was still broken (as it had been for the last week) and threw it on. It was sleeveless and had a terrible graphic of a Twinkie cake on it with the ie crossed out. It was corny, but relatively appropriate for the kind of guy I was.

      At 5’2’’, I was what the alphas referred to as a “spinner,” someone who you could literally spin around on your dick when you were on the bottom. It sounded ridiculous and impossible to me, but what would I know? I was a virgin, and given the mating pool of alphas in High Rock, Colorado, I didn’t see that changing anytime soon.

      I checked my hair, smoothed a little bit of my glitter moisturizer onto my shoulders while the girl next door screamed like a banshee as she came, grabbed my wallet and beat feet out the door.

      “Fuck—my—life!” I grumbled as I shouldered the outside door open and stepped into the dusty parking lot. It stank like trash. For all the shit Mr. Scrawl talked about this being “his building,” he sure didn’t seem to give two shits about it. The front steps and door were so decayed that nobody even used them, the outdoor locks didn’t work and it stank like old curry and rotten broccoli. But it was the cheapest place I could find and moving just wasn’t in the cards for me. Not unless something drastic changed.

      I got in my faded green 1999 Corolla and turned the key.

      Click. Click. Click.

      “No,” I said. “No, come on!”

      I tried again.

      Click. Click. Click.

      Dead battery.

      I slumped forward, mashing my face against the steering wheel. I must have left my dome light on or something. I honestly hoped it was that, as I didn’t even want to think about having to replace the battery. That was an expense I just didn’t need.

      I opened my phone to call an Uber, but realized that I couldn’t even afford that either. That left only one choice. Valentino.

      Sighing, I scrolled through my contacts until I found his name. Wishing I could do anything else, I called.

      “Yo, yo, yo!” he answered, sounding like one of those ‘90s boy band kids who thought they were hip. “W’as good, w’as goo?”

      “Hey, Valentino. Are you at the club already?”

      “Heading over now. Why? You need a ride again?”

      “Car won’t start,” I replied.

      “Oh, I got you, boo,” he said. I could hear the obnoxious smile on his lips. “Be right over. Don’t you worry your cute booty one bit!”

      Before I could respond, he hung up on me. Valentino was one of the dancers at Entrance in the Rear, and he loved his job. Whether it was dancing up as a fireman, a rodeo rider or a cowboy, a police officer—he loved it all. He worked out seven days a week and had a spray tan that made him look like he’d been eating ten pounds of carrots a day for ten years. His bleached blond hair was so dead that I wondered why he didn’t shave it. He was a beta, and was sometimes submissive to alphas and sometimes dominant with omegas. He had been trying to get in my pants since I turned eighteen, but I’d rather get fucked by my crazed screaming neighbor while she wore a strap-on.

      I kept my face blank and my eyes down as he pulled up in his bright pink Camaro—yes, bright pink—hoping he would see I wasn’t in a mood to be harassed. It didn’t work.

      “Hey, Super Booty,” he teased, squeezing my leg as we pulled off. “Car problems again, eh?”

      “Hands off the goods, creepo,” I replied. “How many times do I have to tell you?”

      “You know, Jude. You need to loosen up. You know what I mean? Loosen up?”

      “Hyuk hyuk!” I snorted, faking a laugh as we drove through town. It was the beginning of March, so the snow was gone but the leaves had yet to come out, so everything just looked kind of dead.

      Yeah, like your soul, I thought.

      “Seriously, though,” he continued. “When you gonna let me open you up?”

      “Hmmm, let’s see,” I pondered. “Oh, how about this? When Donald Trump retires and opens up a nail salon that he personally works at giving mani-pedis? Then I’ll let you stick that tiny dick in me.”

      “Whoa!” he laughed. “With a tongue like that I can’t imagine how well you suck dick!”

      “Well, keep wondering.”

      This went on until we reached the club. I got out quickly and headed inside before him, only to run into Tiffany Hutchins, the owner of the club, who was wrangling several cases of beer.

      “Oh, Jude!” she said happily. “Help me with this, will you?”

      “I’m an omega, boss. Can’t you get one of the alphas to help you?”

      “Oh, shut up and grab the other end of this!”

      I helped her get the cases stacked and stepped out of the way as Valentino came in and headed for the main room.

      “Watch out for that one, boss. He’s sassy!”

      “Choke on a dick,” I told him.

      “I hope to.” He winked back.

      “Fuck my life.”

      “There are already a few customers at the bar,” Tiffany told me. “Why don’t you head out there and get started?”

      I nodded miserably and headed into the main room of the club. It was black and maroon walls with three stages, two small ones on each side and a larger one in the center for “feature dancers,” which was a big joke as nobody from out of town ever came to dance here. There were rumors of some male porn star showing up one weekend, but that never happened.

      Big surprise. High Rock was about as happening as Sleepy Hills and the other surrounding towns of Mist Peak.

      “Hey there, lamb chop,” a greasy-looking old man said with a grin as I came around the bar.

      “Lamb’s not on the menu tonight,” I warned him as I wet down a rag and wiped down the bar top. “Sorry.”

      “How about a brewski?”

      “Preference?”

      “Whatever’s cheap,” he replied. I nodded.

      Of course, I thought. Everyone’s cheap around here.

      “Why ain’t you up on one of those stages?” he asked as I set the bottle down in front of him. He was an alpha, but for some reason I could hardly smell him. It was just a slight tinge in the air as though he’d been wearing pheromone blockers earlier in the day or something. “You could make a good buck with that body of yours. God, wouldn’t want you to waste those gifts he gave you.”

      “God?” I smirked. “You think God wants anything to do with this place?”

      The greaseball chuckled. “Name’s Marcus.”

      He extended a hand, but I just forced a smile. “Call me Alejandro.”

      “Alejandro?” he laughed. “Yeah, I’m sure.”

      It was typical for the boys to use aliases when at work. Didn’t want any crazy stalkers finding you on social media. We had Long Dave, Troy (whose real name was Paul), Jay Bird, Big Ben, Monster Matt and various others. Sometimes I’d just make something up when I wasn’t interested.

      “I gotta check something,” I lied as I ducked out of the bar and headed for the lap dance hall. There weren’t any dances going on in the booths yet, and I was able to lean against the wall and take a breath.

      I’d never been more miserable. Mom and pops were gone, I was stuck at a dead-end job that they both would have died if they’d seen me working, and worst of all, at eighteen years old, any hope I’d ever had of falling in love was completely gone.

      Men were pigs. Savages, interested in only one thing. And that’s why they came to the club. Half the boys fucked their customers and the other half either paid for sex or charged for it. Nobody was in a relationship for longer than two weeks tops, and the alphas who came in from out of town would say whatever they thought would get them in the pants of one of our omegas—not that it was that difficult to do.

      Love? Not in this life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Two

          

          
            Alexei

          

        

      

    

    
      I could smell the son of a bitch. He thought he’d sprayed himself with enough pheromone blocker but he was wrong. An unknown alpha coming into High Rock doing his best to make himself undetected? There was only one person who could be behind that: Viggo Petrov, my old boss.

      Viggo was a ruthless gang leader from New York City, and a year ago, I’d been working as one of his most feared enforcers. I did his dirty work, from collecting payments to handing out beatings to those other packs that wouldn’t get in line, and if it came to it, doling out the ultimate punishment. But I had my one rule: no innocent bystanders. Viggo knew this, and I thought he respected me enough to never ask me to break my rule. But I was wrong.

      One of the smaller gangs in the city crossed him, tried to keep a percentage of what they owed him for protection money, and Viggo lost his mind. Rather than having me go collect, he told me to do something much more drastic. He told me to kill their leader’s son.

      I told him no, but he gave me an ultimatum: do what he says or face the wrath of him and the rest of the gang. Funny how quickly those you trusted can turn on you. But I don’t take kindly to ultimatums. So, I hit Viggo where it hurt—his wallet. I raided his secret stash, took the money I was owed and then some, and headed out. I left the city behind and headed for Colorado.

      High Rock was a quiet town at the base of the Mist Peak mountain, a place with few shifters and no connection to New York. I bought some land and used my money to build myself a house fit for MTV Cribs. I let my hair grow out of my ruthless buzz cut, bought a crappy truck for when I went into town, and left the criminal underworld behind me. But it seemed like my old life had finally caught up to me.

      I sniffed the air as I blazed into town on my bike. The alpha’s scent was weak but it was enough for me to track.

      Had they really only sent one guy? That meant they didn’t know I was here. He was just a scout, and given the fact that I didn’t recognize the scent, it probably meant Viggo had contracted out with other packs to hunt me down. The bastard was vindictive, and I’d made him look like a chump in front of the whole city. I knew he’d never stop looking for me, I just never thought he’d find me so soon.

      The scent weaved around the outskirts of town, through all the side streets and alleys. Whoever this guy was, he was methodical. Viggo must have shelled out some serious dough for a scout like that. I’d picked up the scent when I’d come down from my house to head into town, and immediately doused myself with pheromone blockers before setting out after him. He probably wasn’t even expecting to find me here. He’d gone through most of the town already. Poor bastard had no idea that he was the one being hunted—not me.

      It had been a mistake getting involved in the criminal world, but what’s an orphan gonna do, right? My parents were crooks and it got them killed before I was old enough to remember their faces. Guess it was fitting that their son grew up to be an outlaw too. But the difference between me and my fathers was that I wasn’t going to die young. No way, no how.

      I followed the scent into a part of town I never went to. The son of a bitch must have tired out and decided he needed some relaxation time, as his trail led me straight to the “gentlemen’s club,” Entrance in the Rear. Like most of the alphas I’d encountered in my old life in New York City, they weren’t concerned with finding any sort of real connection or love. All they wanted was a piece of ass or a glimpse of a nice omega booty. That wasn’t how I rolled, so I avoided shitholes like this. But tonight, I was on a mission. So I parked my bike in the shadows of the parking lot and headed inside.

      It was just as grim as I’d expected, with dim lights aside from the colored ones that lit up the three stages. Two of them were empty, while a twink omega dressed up in an ironic fairy costume walked lazily around one of the poles while a couple of drunk alphas watched from below.

      What a way to make a living, I thought as I handed the bouncer a ten for the entrance fee and began to search for the bastard who was tailing me. I sauntered over to the bar, hoping to grab a drink and make myself inconspicuous, but there wasn’t even anyone working the counter. What the Hell was this place anyway?

      “Hey, big boy,” a voice said from behind me. I turned around to see a beta dancer dressed up as a cowboy behind me, eyeing me with a practiced look of seduction. “My name’s Valentino. Interest you in a dance?”

      He pointed towards an open door that obviously led back to the lap dance section. I shook my head.

      “No.”

      “You sure?” he asked, running a hand up my thigh. I slapped it away, causing him to recoil back.

      “Fuck off,” I told him. “I’m not going to tell you again.”

      Valentino scowled at me but backed off. “Party pooper!”

      I shook my head and sniffed the air. The scent was harder to pick up inside, as it was masked by cologne, booze and the scents of the other shifters. But as I moved down the bar, I found it again. And it was no surprise that it led towards the lap dance area.

      Typical scumbag.

      I was used to guys like him. The crew I used to roll with back in the city were mostly pricks with no morals. While I fell into the life, they loved being in it and fancied themselves glamorous outlaws that would either run the city or go out in a blaze of glory, die young and have people write songs about them or something. When they weren’t robbing, cheating, lying or stealing, they were chasing ass.

      I forced myself to remain calm as I followed the scent into the back, doing my best to look like a regular patron of the place who was just looking for a dance. But as I grew closer, I heard a hushed voice whisper threateningly.

      “Listen, lambchop. Shut the fuck up! I don’t give a fuck what your job here is, all right? I want a dance, and you’re going to give me one!”

      I knew without even having to look; it was him.

      Someone tried to reply, but their voice was muffled. The prick had his hand over some poor omega’s mouth and was trying to force a dance out of him—probably the bartender as that would explain the lack of service. I wasn’t looking for a fight, and I wasn’t here to be a hero and get involved in some seedy, small-town drama, but I needed answers of my own, so I stepped through the doorway to get a better look.

      And then I saw him.

      Pressed up against the wall was the sexiest omega I’d ever seen. He was tiny, with warm brown hair, and despite the fact that he was working in a strip joint, he had a look of innocence about him that had my cock moving beneath my jeans.

      Fuck. I groaned. I would absolutely destroy that!

      But as I sniffed the air again and picked up his scent, I felt like I’d just taken an uppercut from Mike Tyson in his prime.

      It can’t be!

      My body went warm with desire and excitement. My dick was full mast beneath my jeans and I clenched both of my fists as I stared at him. He smelled like grapefruit, something I loved, and it was as though he was dripping in a cologne that had been designed for me. And that’s because it had been. The omega pressed up against the wall in front of me was my fated mate.

      What was such a sweet, innocent-looking boy doing in a dump like this? It made no sense. Was he being forced to work here? Did he owe someone a debt? Just seeing him in this shithouse made my blood boil, but not as much as seeing that other alpha with his hands on him.

      “HEY!” I blurted out without thinking. “Get your fucking hands off him!”

      The alpha barely had time to react before I was on him. I snatched his wrist and bent it down and around his back, then wrapped my other arm around his neck from behind, getting him in a choke hold. The omega, obviously startled, leapt back.

      “Hey! I don’t want any trouble!”

      “There won’t be,” I told him. “Not once this asshole’s taken care of.”

      The greasy bastard tried to elbow me, but I had him too tight and the blow glanced off my abs like a stone skipping across the water. I clenched my arm tighter on his throat and growled into his ear.

      “You picked the wrong guy to work for. Viggo wanted me, he should have come himself.”

      “I’m—just the—sc-scout!” he stammered, struggling futilely against my iron grip.

      “Bullshit!” I hissed. “You work for Viggo. He told you to find me so he could send his goons to come and kill me!”

      “Just let me go! I won’t tell him I found you! I promise!”

      Maybe it was my year of retirement, or maybe it was the clean mountain air and peaceful living I’d been up to, because for a brief moment I actually believed the guy. I loosened my grip around his throat and let him turn around, but when I saw the look in his eyes, I knew he was nothing more than a liar.

      He shifted, transforming into a mangy wolf with a tattered coat and beady eyes. I shifted too and ducked as he leapt at me. He spiraled head over heels past me and I whirled around and buried my teeth in his back before he had a chance to move. He howled in pain and I heard shouts from the front of house. We only had seconds before the whole place was in a panic. If I killed him here, he’d bleed out in the club and that would piss somebody off. I glanced around, saw a side door and began to drag him towards it.

      “The fuck’s going on?” I heard the bouncer shout, but I wasn’t stopping.

      The prick howled in pain as I slammed the door open and hauled him into the parking lot. He flailed desperately in an attempt to free himself, but he knew it was the end for him. I opened my jaws just long enough to aim my next attack. My fangs sank into his neck. I tasted blood and whipped my head to the side and felt a crunching sound and a pop. He slumped to the pavement dead.

      One year. It had been one year since I’d put this shit behind me. One year since I swore I’d never be an enforcer again. One year since I’d decided to be free. I thought I’d be safe in Colorado, on the opposite end of the country, but I guess I was wrong.

      I shifted back to human form and glanced behind me to see the omega I’d saved standing in the doorway looking horrified.

      “It’s all right,” I told him. “You’re safe. But you need to get out of here with me. More men will be coming.”

      “What—what are you talking about?” he stammered. The poor boy was as white as a ghost, obviously shaken up by what had just happened. I inhaled his scent as I stepped up to him and took his hand.

      Fuck! It’s like a drug!

      My dick was full mast again, even with all the adrenaline pumping through my veins. I pulled him out into the night towards my bike, but to my complete surprise, he actually fought against my grip.

      “Let me go!” he howled. “Get off!”

      “What?” I gasped, spinning around to face him. My nose was stuffed with his brilliant grapefruit aroma, and my body was on fire for him. All I could think about was getting him home to breed him and bind him to me forever, but he was looking at me like I was a complete stranger.

      But why? Doesn’t he smell it too?

      Fated mates were meant for each other. They both felt it. There was no possible way that I could have this reaction to an omega that wasn’t my fated mate and wasn’t meant for me. If he was meant for me, I was meant for him. And he should know that when he smelled me—

      Then, I realized what was wrong.

      The pheromone blocker. He couldn’t smell me.

      “What’s your name?” I asked him, leaning forward.

      “J-Jude,” he replied hesitantly.

      “Jude. I’m Alexei. I know you can’t tell right now, but I’m your fated mate.” Jude’s eyes almost bulged out of his head. “I’m coated in pheromone blockers, but I promise you it’s true. I knew it the moment I smelled you, that’s why I did what I did. That man was here after me. It’s a long story and I’ll explain later. But right now, I’m going to take you home with me so you can feel what I feel.”

      “No!” he shouted, slamming a fist against my chest. I barely even felt it. It was like a bee flying into a tree. “No, get off me!”

      “Jude, I promise you, I won’t hurt you,” I told him. “But we’re meant for each other, and I have to show you that.”

      “Help!” he shouted. I saw the bouncer in the doorway, looking like he was ready to shift. I only had seconds. If I didn’t get Jude out of here now, he could slip away from me, and there was too much at stake for that to happen.

      No. He was mine and I was his. I just had to prove it to him. So I threw him over my shoulder and ran to my bike.

      “Hey! Stop!” I heard the bouncer call, but it was too late. I threw a leg over my seat, gunned the bike to life and sped off, with Jude kicking and screaming the entire time.

      “Don’t worry, baby,” I told him. “This is what’s best. You’ll see.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Three

          

          
            Jude

          

        

      

    

    
      “Help! Help me!” I shouted, but my words were lost in the roar of the wind as my captor blazed through the night on his motorcycle with me slung over his shoulder like a doll, imprisoned by his inescapable grip. I was terrified.

      Who was that alpha prick back at the club, and why had Alexei come to my aid and killed him?

      Fated mate? Was he nuts? First of all, that shit was something parents told their omega children to give them something to look forward to in life—it wasn’t real. And second of all, even if I did believe in that bullshit, I couldn’t even smell this guy and I was just supposed to take his word for it!?

      For all I know he was even worse than the prick back at the club trying to force me to dance for him. Would my fated mate kidnap me? And what kind of pheromone blockers were these that I couldn’t smell him despite being draped across his body? And what was he talking about—more men would be coming?

      “Hang in there!” he roared, his voice barely audible. “We’re almost there!”

      “ALMOST WHERE?”

      But it was useless. He couldn’t hear me. Even if he could, I doubted he would care. I was completely powerless. He had me and could do with me what he pleased. All I could do was accept that fact and pray that somehow this wouldn’t end with me buried in a ditch behind some dilapidated trailer in the middle of the woods. But in a moment of inspiration, I reached to my back pocket—

      Fuck! I don’t even have my phone!

      I must have left it behind the bar or somewhere at the club. That meant that even if someone at the club, like Tiffany, was worried about where I was, they couldn’t even track my phone to find me. No one knew where I was. I was screwed.

      But still, if I was going to be kidnapped, it couldn’t have been by a hotter alpha. I hated to admit it to myself, but he was devastatingly gorgeous. When he’d stood there naked in the parking lot, his chest heaving and his muscles pulsing from the fight, I could hardly believe what I was seeing. His dick was hard too, and absolutely enormous! I felt like a complete idiot for even thinking this sort of thing, let alone feeling even remotely aroused for him, but I couldn’t help it.

      Alexei was fucking hot.

      He slowed the bike to take a turn, and I struggled again, thinking maybe I could break free, but it just wasn’t happening. This guy could probably curl a bus without breaking a sweat. I wasn’t going anywhere except where he wanted, and from what I could see, he was taking me out into the woods by Mist Peak.

      I slumped down and gave in. Now, at least for the time being, I was his. Maybe once we got to wherever we were headed, I could find a way to escape. But for now, I was screwed.

      He slowed the bike and turned off the road. For a second, I thought he was going to crash into a tree, but he weaved left around it, then right and left again, like he was a show dog threading through those poles, and we emerged onto a hidden path that cut through the woods. He revved the engine and started up the slope.

      This is it, I thought. We’re almost at his trailer or his shack or his fucking mountain lair!

      But to my surprise, as we came out of the woods, I saw myself staring at the most gorgeous house I’d ever seen.

      It was large, modern, two stories with tons of glass and concrete and amber wood siding on one wall. There was a small paved driveway leading up to a garage, and although I couldn’t say for sure, it looked like there were lights up on the roof like there was a place to sit up there or something.

      Who is this guy?

      It must have cost a fortune, and didn’t seem to fit a guy who looked like this—a biker guy with long jet black hair like he’d been living off the land for years without a barber. Was he renting it? Squatting? Did he kill the owner? I tensed up again as the garage door opened and swallowed us up.

      For a moment it was dark, and when Alexei switched off the engine I could hear the sound of my own heartbeat, ready to burst from my chest. Then two banks of fluorescent lights kicked on and I saw we were in a beautifully clean workshop, with workbenches and tools.

      “I’m gonna take you inside now,” Alexei said, his voice as strong as his grip—maybe even stronger. “Please don’t fight me.”

      “I can’t make any promises,” I snarled as he stood up and carried me towards a door.

      This is how the scary movie starts, I thought. He was going to bring me into a torture chamber like at the end of that movie The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo. He was going to be the politest shifter serial killer in the world, smiling the whole time while he dismembered me.

      But that wasn’t what happened at all. In fact, as he carried me into what looked to be the main room of his house, an open kitchen that overlooked a living room with full plate glass windows, I kind of felt at home.

      I felt ashamed to admit it, but it was jaw dropping—something out of a magazine or one of those YouTube videos that shows how the ultra-rich live. Who was this guy? I felt like Dorothy and I’d just been swept away into some crazy alpha shifter Oz.

      “You must be scared,” Alexei said as he carried me to a flight of steps and took them easily. “But don’t be. I promise you, once you smell me, you’ll understand.”

      “And when I do, will you let me go?”

      “If that’s what you want,” he replied. “But I can promise you—it won’t be.”

      Yeah, we’ll fucking see!

      He carried me down a hallway lined with closed doors, and into the room at the end, which turned out to be the master bedroom. It was enormous and beautiful with whites and peach colors everywhere, and a bright yellow painting hanging above the bed. He turned right into a master bathroom the size of my entire apartment, and without hesitating, stepped into a shower bigger than my kitchen.

      Finally, he set me down, and although my entire body was telling me to run, I knew it would be pointless. He’d catch me after I took two steps, and then where would I be? Right back here where I’d been, only more humiliated. No, better to just play by his rules for now.

      “Strip,” he told me.

      “Excuse me?” I replied. “Don’t think that just because you’ve got a house fit for Justin Bieber that you can order me around.”

      Surprisingly, Alexei smiled.

      God, he’s handsome. Shit—don’t think that! He’s crazy!

      “I don’t want to get your clothes wet.”

      I glared defiantly back at him, doing my best to keep my dick from growing as I looked at his perfect body. Was this Stockholm Syndrome or was it too early for that?

      He looked at me like a man who was used to getting his way. There was something alluring about him, while terrifying at the same time. I hesitated, then did what he asked. I threw my Twinkie shirt aside, feeling self-conscious as his eyes fell on my exposed chest. Then, I unbuckled my pants and took them down and stood there just in my boxers. He switched on the water and motioned to them.

      “Those too.”

      I was ashamed. Not because he was going to see me naked, but because my dick seemed to have a mind of its own and was more than half hard. He would definitely notice. I looked at him, pursed my lips in defiance and dropped my boxers.

      “Whoa,” he mused as he saw my growing erection. “Not as upset about all this as you seemed, eh?”

      I grimaced as he took my wrist and pulled me into the shower and closed the door. He held me close and we stepped into the water.

      “Hand me that soap,” he said. “Just don’t drop it. Or do—either way!”

      “Real funny,” I groaned as I turned around quickly and grabbed a small ivory bar and handed it to him. He ran it over his body, and even though I tried not to look, I couldn’t help but watch as the suds traced the lines of his body, down his chiseled pecs and thick chest, to his abs and down to his…

      I looked away, but it was impossible to hide my attraction. My dick was standing out straight like the prow of a ship, and Alexei definitely saw it.

      Fuck my life.

      I blushed. I could feel it. My cheeks were red and I wanted to crawl into a hole and die. What kind of weirdo got a hard-on when he looked at his kidnapper? This wasn’t a fucking romance novel—it was my life! I wanted to jump off a cliff from sheer embarrassment, but then, something incredible happened.

      A scent began to fill the shower.

      It was powerful and my nose awoke like a blazing bonfire in the middle of the darkness. My eyes snapped up to his as I inhaled.

      Warm coconut vanilla…

      It was stupid, but I snatched the soap from him and smelled it, just to make sure there wasn’t any strange trickery going on. But of course it was unscented. I wasn’t smelling some manufactured smell—I was smelling a shifter scent, and not only that, a very specific shifter scent. The scent of my fated mate.

      “You see?” he asked, stepping closer to me. “You smell it now?”

      As the water washed more of the pheromone blockers from his Adonis body, I became more and more drunk from the potent scent that had my body suddenly yearning for his touch. In seconds, Alexei had gone from a dangerous kidnapper to the center of my universe. I was like a tiny planet orbiting his enormous star.

      Something that I had never experienced before happened; my slick began to run. My body began to quiver with anticipation and arousal. My instincts were taking over as I stared at him and was overwhelmed by his incredible smell. I was a virgin, and had never even given so much as a handjob, but right now, more than anything, I wanted him to breed me.

      Fated mates… I thought in disbelief. They’re real!

      “I smell it…” I whispered as he moved even closer. I felt his dick press against mine, then against my abs and the tops of my thighs and looked down to see it, hard and determined like a heat-seeking missile, dwarfing mine in size. Pure alpha cock. My mouth started to water.

      I felt myself imprint. I couldn’t describe it to a human if I had to, but it was like something inside me clicked into place, a piece of my internal machinery finally having something to do. It was like a chain clinked into place between our bodies and linked us together. It was the most incredible sensation I’d ever felt in my entire life.

      “Thank you,” I gasped. “Thank you for bringing me here!”

      Alexei grinned proudly. “You understand why I had to, right?”

      I nodded eagerly and let my lips hang open, begging for him to kiss me. And Alexei got the message.

      He leaned down, slid one hand around my back and lifted me onto my toes, and brought his lips to mine.

      Oh, shit!

      I entered a new realm of existence as we kissed. My old life seemed miles away. It was like we’d taken a trip into another dimension where only we existed. Not only was it pure magic, but it was also my first kiss.

      His lips were strong and determined, but also soft and passionate. He kissed me deep, almost sucking gently on my lower lip before slipping his tongue into my mouth. His hand was strong on my back and when he wrapped his other around my shoulders, I felt so tight and secure in his grasp, the complete opposite of how I’d felt when I’d been slung over his shoulder before. It was the strangest beginning to a relationship that I could imagine—

      Wait a minute. Relationship!? Are you already thinking about that!?

      But I was. And not only was I thinking relationship, I was thinking babies. I was thinking family. I was thinking hard animalistic sex and alpha seed shot deep into my ass. I was having filthy thoughts unlike anything I’d ever felt before. It was like my body was making up for all that time I’d spent denying it any form of physical pleasure beyond my hand, as I’d been surrounded by a terrible pool of alphas that I wanted nothing to do with.

      Now, in the presence of my fated mate, it was like, “Let’s gooooo!”

      But before I could think any further, I was on my knees with Alexei’s hand in my hair. I was a car that had been sitting with the emergency brake on, and had just been started and thrown into first gear and revved until the engine was about to explode before popping the clutch and blasting forward onto the highway. I felt like I was about to snap my neck from the speed at which things were happening.

      He wants me to suck his dick…I thought as he presented it to me. I’d never even seen one other than mine (unless you counted on the internet…) and seeing his now was overwhelming. It was strong, thick and full of veins, and looked like he could probably beat me unconscious with it if he felt like it.

      How is that going to fit inside me?

      I realized I was probably gawking.

      Take it slow, I told myself. First things first. Get it in your mouth.

      I opened wider and felt my stomach twisting with anticipation as he pushed his cock between my lips.

      Holy shit!

      My cheeks bulged as he slid inside. I felt the soft skin on my tongue and a tiny hint of precum on my tongue that drove me absolutely wild. I was tasting another alpha’s bodily fluids, and all it did was make me want more.

      “That’s right,” he told me, his voice proud, strong and commanding. “Suck my dick, baby. Suck it.”

      I felt I had to tell him, so I pulled back for a moment and let his dick, now wet with my spit, rest against my cheek as I spoke.

      “I—I’ve never done this before,” I told him. He looked at me with disbelief.

      “You’re serious?”

      “Why would I joke about that?” I giggled.

      “I don’t know,” he smiled. “I just find it hard to believe a gorgeous omega like you has never hooked up with an alpha before.”

      I gave him a coy little look as I grabbed his cock by the base. “You think I’m gorgeous?”

      “Ooh, I think you’re trouble,” he winked before grabbing my head and pushing his cock back into my mouth. “And I think you need someone to show you how this is done.”

      Yes, teach me!

      “Watch your teeth,” he told me like he was a teacher and this was hands-on sex ed. “Get it nice and wet.”

      Yes, teacher…

      “Then, use this hand…” he said, shaping the fingers of my left hand into something like an OK symbol. “And stroke gently, keep them close to your lips.”

      Eagerly, I did as I was told, staring up at him all the while to see if I was doing my job. His eyes told me I was doing well, but I knew I could do better. I opened wider, doing my best to fit even more of his monster cock into my mouth, but when it touched the back of my throat, I gagged and had to pull back completely. I coughed, feeling completely embarrassed.

      “Don’t worry about that,” Alexei said. “It’s big.”

      “I’ll get better,” I told him. “If you don’t kill me with it first!”

      Alexei took his strong arms and lifted me to my feet in front of him. He took my cock with one hand and began to stroke it. The shock of the pleasure was enough to make my entire body quiver. I closed my eyes and leaned against his chest, inhaling his undeniable scent as the warm water of the shower rained down around us.

      “Don’t worry, I won’t kill you,” he whispered. “At least not like that.”

      What does he mean by that? I thought.

      He slapped my ass hard, grabbed it and pressed a finger against my slick hole. Then I realized what he meant.

      “All right, my sweet omega,” he growled. “Time for you to bend over.”
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      He’s mine now, I thought as I grabbed his tasty little ass as tightly as I could and pressed my middle finger against his hole. It was wet with slick and I was dying to get inside. Knowing that I would be the first made it so much sweeter.

      My poor little omega thought I would be somehow upset at the fact that he was untouched. Upset? Was he fucking serious? I would plant my dick in him like Neil Armstrong planted a fucking flag in the goddamn moon and be the only one to go there—ever!

      My gorgeous, sexy, virgin, fated mate. He had my dick so fucking hard that I was already about to explode. I had to get inside of him. I had to knot and breed him, pump my baby batter so far up inside of him that it took and he gave me a child. This was a once-in-a-lifetime discovery for shifters, and I wasn’t about to let it slip away.

      “Bend over,” I told him. He loved being told what to do. I could see it in his eyes. But as he turned around and I got a view of his perfect little booty and his pink hole, I realized that I wasn’t going to be able to hold back. I needed to come now.

      “Fuck! Turn around again!” I roared. He spun around but not quickly enough. My cock was about to burst. I forced him back down onto his knees and slid my dick between his lips. His eyes were so hot as he looked up at me with pure submission. “I’m going to come!”

      At first, I wanted to shoot into his mouth and have him taste me. But that wasn’t going to be enough. I needed to own him. So I pulled out and busted a load all over his pretty little face.

      “Oh!” he gasped with surprise as I unloaded my balls all over him.

      “Ah, fuck!”

      I shot the biggest load I’d ever shot in my life. He’d never even seen cum, let alone another dick, let alone one as big as mine giving him a massive facial. And that turned me on even more. I thrust my hips forward as I came, shot after shot across his pretty little face, coating his cheeks, forehead and lips. It obviously turned him on, as he was stroking his own erection that was standing proud between his legs.

      “Shit, shit, shit, shit!” I growled, clenching my teeth as the post-orgasm sensitivity came over me. I pulled back a little and took Jude’s hand and placed it around the base of my cock. Then, I guided him to squeeze and pull and milk the last drops out of me. To my surprise, he opened his mouth and extended his tongue to catch them.

      “Mmmm,” he said with approval.

      “You like that?” I asked him.

      He nodded. “Tastes like you smell.”

      “I bet you do too,” I told him. I grabbed him up and bent him over the seating shelf that had been built into the shower so I could get a perfect view of his hole. His hard cock and balls hung down too, and I took them in one hand as I buried my face in his ass.

      “WOW!” he exclaimed as I tongued his hole. I was right; his slick tasted just like grapefruit, which made me even hungrier for his beautiful body. I wanted to bury my dick in him, but I was still sensitive, so I figured why not eat his ass for a minute?

      His own dick was super hard in my hand. I loved it. It wasn’t as big as mine (of course) but it was a sign of his arousal that turned me on.

      “Mmm, you taste good too,” I told him. “Grapefruit.”

      “My ass tastes like grapefruit?” he giggled. I spanked him hard causing him to yelp slightly.

      “Don’t sass me,” I told him as I stood up and dropped my hard dick onto the small of his back. “Or I won’t be gentle when I put this in you.”

      Jude looked back over his shoulder at me with eyes that said, “Bring it on.”

      I didn’t hesitate any longer. I pressed the tip of my dick against his hole and thrust forward.

      “FUCK!” he gasped as I penetrated him. It was beautiful to watch his little puckered hole open up and accept me. It was like a pursed set of lips wrapped around my shaft, which was now shining with his slick. I groaned as the pleasure hit me, even more intense than it had been when he was blowing me.

      Jude slapped his hand on the tile floor of the shower and groaned.

      “Does it hurt?” I asked him.

      “Yes,” he groaned. “But it feels so good at the same time!”

      “That’s right, baby,” I told him. “The pain will go away quickly and then there will be nothing but pleasure.”

      I’m the first one here, I thought as I started to pound him. First and last.

      “That’s—that’s so good,” Jude moaned as I held him by the hips and fucked him. I did my best not to take it too hard on him just yet. He could get that later. For now, I had to ease him into it, as hard as that was for me. I wanted to ram my entire length inside him—balls deep. I wanted him to take every inch of me until our balls touched. But that would come later. We had our entire lives to get dirty and explore.

      “Fuck me, baby,” he groaned. “Harder.”

      Harder? Did he just read my mind?

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes! I want it.”

      “Okay,” I growled. “Here it comes.”

      I pulled him towards me as I thrust forward and slammed my dick deep inside. My legs slapped against his and I felt his slick spray up against my abs. My balls pressed against his and I grinded forward to make sure every single inch of my dick was in his hole.

      “Hnnnnng, that’s it!” he said through clenched teeth. “Fuck, you’re enormous.”

      “You’re no longer a virgin, baby,” I told him. “This ass is mine now.”

      “I’m yours,” he replied. That turned me on even more and I turned into a machine. I started to pound him.

      Our balls slapped against each other and I watched his ass shake with every thrust. I grabbed his wrists and pulled them back behind him, which made his back arch perfectly. I leaned forward and kissed his ear and neck and stuffed my nose with his scent. I was absolutely on fire for him, barely able to contain the animal inside of me.

      “Take me!” he practically shouted. “Take me, Alexei!”

      And that’s when it happened. I knotted.

      “Hnnnn, gah!” he bellowed as my dick morphed into the fist that would lock us together with an unbreakable bond. Even if either of us wanted to stop now, it wouldn’t be possible. There was only one way this was going to end.

      “That’s right, baby. That’s my knot.”

      “It’s huge!” he stammered. “I feel—I feel like I’m going to burst.”

      “You’re not going to burst, baby. But I’m going to explode inside of you.”

      “You are?”

      “That’s right,” I told him. “I’m going to bust inside your tight little hole and fill you with my cum. It’s going to get you pregnant, baby. I’m going to breed you.”

      “Fuck! Breed me, Alexei! Do it! Do it!”

      “Stroke your cock,” I told him as I worked my knot inside him. Seeing him jerk himself off turned me on even more and coaxed me even closer towards the inevitable. My balls were full of cum, ready to be unleashed inside of him.

      He’s mine!

      “I want you to come when I come in you,” I told him. “You understand?”

      “YES!”

      “I’m getting close.”

      “I can feel it,” he nodded vigorously. “I want it. Breed me, baby! Do it!”

      My knot was a hot rod of powerful alpha breeding life energy ready to fountain even more of my seed into my fated mate. I was going to impregnate him and care for him, raise a family with him and march triumphantly into the goddamn sunset! And there was nothing anyone could do to stop either of us.

      “Here it comes,” I roared as I felt my cum course through my knot. “I’m coming!”

      My body shook as my orgasm rocked me. I growled and snatched Jude’s ass with both of my hands and squeezed, holding him in place so I could feel each shot of my cum spray into him.

      “ME TOO!” he howled. I felt his ass clench down on me with each shot of his orgasm and knew that if I was capable of looking down between his legs, I’d see him shooting his own load onto the shower floor.

      Fuck that’s hot…

      “Take it ALL!” I roared. I spanked him hard as I kept coming for what felt like forever, as if my body was making more cum to empty into him while my orgasm rolled through me. “Fuuuuck!”

      Jude’s legs shook and mine were feeling weak. I twisted his body with mine and managed to lay us both down on the seating shelf while we both gasped air like we’d just run a marathon together. My heart was pounding and Jude had his eyes closed and was curled up and basically unresponsive. I’d fucked him into a coma pretty much.

      “How was that?” I asked him, mostly just to see if he could even reply. All he could manage was a tiny grumble and a half nod. I smiled. “Yeah. Same here.”

      Between the warmth of his body, the humidity of the shower, the water raining down on us, and the overwhelming sensation that came over me when I smelled Jude, I felt like we were sharing an unbelievably sexual sauna together. With my eyes closed, I slowly ran my fingers across his body, focusing only on the way he felt, memorizing his curves and his muscles. I could have lain there forever, but eventually my knot went down and I slipped out of Jude and got to my feet. I thought he was asleep for a minute, but when I traced a line up his side, he shivered and smiled.

      “That tickles.”

      I took his hand and picked him up into my arms, turned off the shower and brought him into the bedroom. On my way, I grabbed a few towels from the rack, spread them out on the bed and set him down. His body was beautiful, and I lay down beside him and began to dry us both.

      “Jude,” I whispered. “You’re gonna get pregnant now, you know.”

      “I know,” he said with a smile. “I never knew I could want something so badly until I met you.”

      “What were you doing working in that shithole?”

      “Ugh,” he groaned as he put both of his hands over his face. “Don’t even remind me. I dread having to go back there!”

      “Go back?” I replied. “What are you talking about?”

      Jude opened his eyes and looked at me. “Well, I’m behind on my rent—”

      “Fuck your rent,” I interrupted. “And fuck that strip club job. I’ll be taking care of you now.”

      I couldn’t believe it, but Jude actually looked surprised when I said that.

      “You’re messing with me.”

      “Why would I do that? I just fucked your ass and came in it, you think I’m going to send you back to your apartment and have you working in a strip club to pay your rent? No. You’re staying here with me.”

      Jude blushed and pulled my face to his. I kissed him and wrapped a towel around his damp hair as he stroked mine.

      “You look like what the humans would call a wolf-man,” he said. “Or a werewolf rock star.”

      “I’ve been letting it grow. I used to have a buzz cut actually—in my other life.”

      “Other life?”

      “I used to live in New York City,” I explained. “Working for a shifter gang, a criminal organization. I was an enforcer. I did their dirty work.”

      “Wow, a tough guy,” he teased, running his hands across my chest. “Why’d you quit?”

      “Boss asked me to cross the line,” I replied. “Wanted me to kill a kid. I told him to fuck off.”

      “And that man tonight—”

      “One of Viggo’s,” I replied angrily. “He was in town looking for me and just happened to run into you. I can’t apologize enough.”

      “Damn right, you can’t!” Jude laughed. “But what you did back there…that’s a good start on making it up to me.”

      “You’re a sassy little bastard,” I teased, gripping his hair and pulling his head back so I could kiss his neck. “And I love it.”

      “Mmmm, and you’re a tough son of a bitch,” he moaned. “And I love it too.”

      “Don’t worry,” I told him. “You’ll be safe here. If Viggo sends more men, I’ll deal with them. I’ll never let anything happen to you. You know that right?”

      “Mmm, big tough guy,” he winked. “What if they send The Terminator? You know, the T-800?”

      I burst out laughing and pinched his ass, causing him to squirm away from me. “I’ll grab that robot piece of shit and make him my bitch!”

      Jude cracked up and I wrapped my arms around him and pulled him close.

      I could really get used to this, I thought. And Jude must have been thinking the same thing, as he looked up at me with eyes filled with love and whispered, “I’m so glad you found me, Alexei.”

      “So am I, baby. So am I.”
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      “C, F, A,” I muttered as I clumsily played the three major chords in succession on the piano that Alexei had bought me two months ago after he saw me watching YouTube videos. I loved it, but I wasn’t that good…yet. “Er…was it G?”

      “How’s it coming?” Alexei asked as he came in from outside, the July sun streaming in the back wall of windows, illuminating his sweaty, gorgeous body. “Are you my little Mozart yet?”

      “Not quite yet,” I replied, banging the keys with my fists, making a horrible out-of-tune sound. “But I can play this!”

      I broke into chopsticks, playing it at about three times the speed as it was meant to be played, which always made Alexei either laugh or cringe. Today, thankfully, he laughed.

      “You are a wizard!” he said as he grabbed a glass of ice water from the kitchen. Oh, and did I mention he was completely naked? Alexei wasn’t one of those guys to fall out of shape, and took at least one run, in wolf form, around the property each day. It helped keep his stamina up (wink, wink) and I think—actually, I know—that he also loved seeing my face as he came into the house naked and gave me a look at his body.

      It had been four months since he’d rescued me from that horrible dive, Entrance at the Rear, saved me from Marcus, brought me back here and gave me a new life. In fact, it wasn’t the only new life—I had another growing in my belly.

      “How’s my baby boy? I met up with that healer, Clarice. She says she can help us with the birth if we need her,” he said as he came over beside me and put a hand on my baby bump, which was quite substantial at this point. He joked that it looked like I had a watermelon stashed underneath my t-shirt. I’d had to buy a whole new wardrobe—well, Alexei had bought it for me—since he got me pregnant. None of my old shirts fit, and even though I could still get my pants onto my legs, I couldn’t buckle them, so I’d taken to wearing sweat pants. They were Gucci sweatpants that Alexei had ordered, but they were still sweat pants.

      “How are you so sure he’s a boy?” I asked. “You know, it might end up being a girl, and I think it’s going to be.”

      “Yeah? Why do you say that?”

      “I was watching this podcast, and some lady was talking about ‘hot balls syndrome,’ where athletic men end up having females.”

      Alexei burst out laughing. “Hot balls syndrome?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, she said it’s like…the sperm that would have made male babies end up dying when your balls get…hot…like when you’re an athlete, and you end up having only the girl ones left, which is why so many football players end up having daughters.”

      “So, you’re saying I’ve got hot balls?” Alexei winked, stepping even closer to me, so close that his scent and musk enveloped me.

      “Fishing for compliments?” I asked, reaching out and taking the tip of his dick between my thumb and forefinger, but just long enough to give it a quick pinch.

      “Oooh!” he growled. He grabbed me by the back of the neck and pulled me right up to his crotch. “Don’t start something you can’t finish.”

      “Right back atcha, killer,” I teased. “You were just out for a run, I wouldn’t want to tire you out…”

      I reached up and ran the backs of my fingers against his sweaty balls, causing him to quiver slightly. He growled and looked down at me.

      “Oh, you think I’m tired? I don’t think you remember who you’re mated too!”

      Before I could react, Alexei had me down on my knees in front of him with one of his hands clenching my hair tightly. I loved it when he did that. He was such an alpha, and despite all the sass I gave him and the way I still loved to tease him, whenever he’d decided he’d had enough of my shit, or wasn’t going to let me kiss around his cock and wanted my lips on it, he’d take control and show me what to do. And apparently, right now after his run, he wanted me.

      “Open up that mouth for me,” he commanded, using one hand to push down my jaw. I slapped his thighs with my hands and shook my head, doing everything I could to resist. It was a fun game I liked to play with him, but he was so strong and there was nothing I could do. He forced my mouth open and then shoved his cock between my lips. He wasn’t completely hard, but it only took a few seconds for him to be. I groaned as he reached full mast and I felt the tip of his dick press against the back of my throat.

      “That’s right,” he said, finally loosening his grip on my hair. He knew I wasn’t going to fight back anymore. He ran his hands over my body, including my chest, which was swollen in anticipation of the baby. I had the urge to show myself to him, and pulled my lips away for one moment so I could strip out of my shirt and expose myself. I thought this was just going to be a quick blowjob, but I was wrong. When Alexei saw my baby bump, he went wild.

      “Get up, get up, get up,” he said quickly. I tried to stand, but he was already lifting me. He hoisted me easily and set me down on my back on top of the piano. “Look at that. You’re so fucking sexy when you’re pregnant.”

      “You’re just a sweet talker,” I teased as he touched my hole with his cock. I was just starting to get wet with my slick, but Alexei wasn’t waiting. He squatted down in front of me, spread my cheeks open and spit right on my hole. The sensation and absolutely primal lustful filthiness of it drove me wild. “Oh, fuck yes, baby. Stick that cock in me!”

      Instead of closing my eyes, I looked down between my legs as he entered me. I could hardly believe it every time he put that monster inside of me. It just didn’t make sense that it fit, but my body did everything it could to accommodate him. He knew how much I liked to watch, and grabbed me by the back of the neck and bent my head down and held it there so I could see as he fucked me.

      With his other hand, he grabbed my cock and began to stroke it as he fucked me. He squeezed it, producing a long line of precum that he used to lube up his palm. I groaned and felt my eyelids flutter as he jerked me off, his cock pressing against my sweet spot the entire time. He knew the exact right angle that I needed in this position to drive me wild.

      “You thought you were just gonna blow me, didn’t you?” Alexei asked, his voice deep and filled with fire. “But you know daddy needs his hole, don’t you?”

      Daddy…mmm…I loved it when he called himself that.

      “It’s your hole, daddy,” I replied. “You can have it whenever you want.”

      “You like my cock, baby?”

      “I love your cock, daddy!”

      My dick was all the way hard now, but he stopped stroking it and let it lay flat against my stomach. He moved his hands to my balls and pulled them taut.

      “Jerk your cock,” he ordered me. “I like to watch.”

      “Yes, daddy.”

      I did as I was told and began to jerk myself off while he fucked me. It felt incredible to be so open with him that I could do it without feeling self-conscious. I know he was the only guy I’d slept with, but I felt like if he were anyone else I’d want to have the lights off and be hiding myself from him while we just enjoyed having sex with each other. But with Alexei, I wanted him to see everything. I wanted to show him how much I wanted and appreciated him. And jerking off while he fucked me was a perfect way to do that.

      I watched his abs ripple as his hips thrust forward and back, forward and back. His chest looked like he’d just gotten done doing an afternoon of bench press, and the way his long mane of black hair hung across his face made me feel like I was being fucked by a rock star.

      But I’m more than a groupie, I thought. I won him over.

      “Your hole feels so good,” he growled as he put a hand over my throat. He kissed me as he began choking me, which was the perfect combination of tender and rough. As I started being unable to breath, I felt a pressure in my face but also in my cock. My whole body felt like it was expanding (not just my hole as he stretched me). It felt so incredible to be dominated, to feel completely owned by someone.

      “Y—yes,” I managed to whisper. “F-fuck me.”

      Alexei picked up the pace and began pounding me so hard that I started to slide across the piano top. I reached down to steady myself, and accidentally slammed my hand against the bass keys, causing a horrible sound to ring out. But neither of us cared. We were lost in each other.

      I got my hand back on my cock and began to stroke it as he pounded me like a wild beast. It was so goddamn hot. He was just dripping in “alphaness,” and nothing made me feel more secure as his omega than when he was taking me the way he wanted.

      He let go of my balls and began caressing my baby bump while he fucked me. As he did, he slowed his strokes, making them longer and more deliberate. He almost actually came out of me, then looked down as he slammed it back where it belonged. I gasped as he did it again.

      “Don’t come out of me!”

      “Is that an order?” he asked with a sly grin. “Are you telling me what to do?”

      “I’m begging,” I replied as he kept pulling his cock out. In another second I’d see the head and he’d be out of me. “Please!”

      “You need my cock inside of you?” he asked. I looked between my legs as the tip of his dick appeared. “No! No, baby! Please!”

      I stopped completely, with only the tiniest bit of his cock inside me, like he was just beginning to penetrate me for the first time. The edge of his lips twisted into a devilish grin as he reached up to my lips with one finger. I opened and began to suck it. He pressed it deeper inside, all the way to the back of my throat, and as he did, slammed his cock back into my hole.

      “FUCK!” I shouted. I sucked his finger like I sucked his cock (if his cock was one-eighth the size that it was) and felt him coaxing an orgasm out of my sweet spot. My dick was as hard as it was going to get and all that was left was for me to spurt.

      “Can I swallow your cum?” I asked him, suddenly yearning to taste him. “Please, baby?”

      I liked taking the submissive role sometimes with him, putting away my sassy side and letting him run the show. It was something I knew I’d only ever do for him.

      “You going to swallow it all?” he asked. “Because I can feel I’ve got a nice big load for you.”

      “Yes!” I blurted out. “Fuck, I want it all. Give it to me.”

      “I’m getting close,” He warned me. And I could feel that he wasn’t lying. His dick was about to burst, and the anticipation of seeing and feeling and tasting his sweet alpha seed had my orgasm about ready to slam into me like a pick-up truck going a hundred miles an hour down the highway.

      “So am I, baby!”

      “I’m right there!” he growled. “Take my fucking cum!”

      I thought he was going to haul me down off the piano and get me down on my knees in front of him, but that wasn’t what happened. He slid out of my hole and leapt up beside me, presenting his cock to me. With his hand firmly around the back of my neck, he pulled my lips to the tip and I barely had time to open before the first shot of his cum sprayed onto my tongue.

      I groaned as he came, and stroked my cock faster as my orgasm rapidly approached. The second shot of his cum hit the back of my throat with such power. I tasted him—so sweet, and before I knew it, I was coming too.

      “Mmmmmmm!” I groaned loudly. With his dick in my mouth, twitching and pulsing as he orgasmed, I managed to look down at my own cock as it shot cum all over my belly.

      “That’s right,” he said approvingly. “Come with me.”

      “Mmmm,” I moaned again as my dick pumped my warm juices all over me. I slowed my hand as we both began to come down, and groaned out loud when Alexei slid out of my mouth and slumped down beside me.

      “Fuck, that was hot!”

      “Damn right,” he replied. “Nothing less than the best for my mate.”

      “I could swallow your cum every hour of every day,” I told him. “Or put it on top of my muffins in the morning.”

      “Mmmm, I like your muffins,” Alexei joked, squeezing my ass.

      “Do you realize we just fucked on top of a piano?” I laughed. “What are we? Porn stars?”

      “Well, I could be,” he replied. “I dunno about you.”

      “Excuse me?” I snorted, sitting up on one elbow.

      “I mean—all you do is lie there!”

      “WHAT?” I roared, smacking him in the chest with my fist. “Are you shitting me?”

      “I’m just saying—it’s been a long time since you ‘rode me like a pony’ as you used to say.”

      “Okay, that’s it,” I frowned. “Tonight, I am going to get on top of you and ride you so hard you’ll be begging for me to stop so you don’t come too fast.”

      “Uh huh,” he teased. “You say that now. Later you’ll be begging for me to bend you over the bed and drill you into a coma.”

      “You just wait, bucko!” I replied, flicking the tip of his nose with my finger. “You just wait.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Six

          

          
            Alexei

          

        

      

    

    
      I felt actually quite…domestic as I walked down the hill with Jude, holding his hand like an old married couple. It was gorgeous as the day turned into night and the evening sun painted the sky with milky blues and peach colors that made the clouds look like fluffy banks of dyed wool.

      The wind blew my hair into Jude’s face, and he laughed and swatted it away as we walked down towards the truck. We were heading into town, but there was actually no driveway leading up to the house, so I parked my truck on a tiny dirt lot that I owned down by the road. It was just another way of ensuring our security so none of Viggo’s little prying eyes could easily find their way up to where we slept at night.

      I’d smelled the scent of an unknown alpha the other day, and it had gotten me thinking. It was probably just a random guy passing through town, but if I thought about Viggo, that smug son of a bitch, sitting in his penthouse office in New York, wearing one of those blood-red shirts he loved beneath an expensive suit, my fists would clench up and I’d be ready to smash something. Sometimes I wondered if I was doing the right thing hiding out in Colorado. They’d already found me once and their man hadn’t come home. If he’d checked in while in town, they’d know we were here, but seeing as how they hadn’t come for me already, that must not be the case.

      “Penny for your thoughts?” Jude asked. I must have been making “that face” again, the one I made when I was thinking of something. Jude was extremely perceptive and I couldn’t sneak anything past him. But I didn’t want to get into a pointless discussion that would only worry him, so I tried to play it off.

      “Oh, I was just thinking about whether or not we should repaint the baby’s room,” I lied.

      “Uh huh,” he replied, obviously not buying it. “You mean after we already did that twice and settled on that blue that I absolutely love?”

      I glanced over at him and sighed.

      “Why don’t you tell me what’s really on your mind?”

      “It’s Viggo,” I replied. “I know it’s probably nothing, but I just can’t help but feel like that scent the other day meant something.”

      “You think he’s sent more men after you?”

      “Could be,” I replied. “Viggo isn’t the kind of guy to give up. He’s a persistent cocksucker. I should have killed him, but he had so many men with him—”

      “Relax, baby,” Jude said, pressing a hand against my chest. “You did what you could, and I’m proud of you for getting out of the life. I mean—all it took was for you to almost have to kill an innocent little child, but—”

      “Okay, okay,” I laughed, pushing him away. He squealed and jumped onto my back in the sideways position that he could manage with that big pregnant belly of his. I stepped over a fallen tree trunk as we got closer to the road. “Well, if we see him, you let me know. I’ll rip his face off!”

      “Oh, you’re gonna fight him?”

      “You bet your ass, I am!”

      “You? A pregnant as fuck omega?”

      “Hey, I’ve met some tough omegas!” he replied.

      “I don’t doubt that,” I nodded. “But Viggo is a big motherfucker. Most alphas would have a hard time handling him. You don’t get to be the boss of a shifter gang if you’re anything less than a monster.”

      “Can we stop talking about this now?” he whined. “It’s such a beautiful day and I’m looking forward to our dinner.”

      I laughed and squeezed Jude’s butt and set him down beside me. We were headed to Emily’s, the only really nice restaurant in town, for some lobster risotto and steak. We both loved cooking and were pretty damn good at it, but we needed a night off and thought it would be nice to have a date night. There wouldn’t be much time once the baby came.

      “Just don’t eat too much and go into a food coma,” I told him. “Because I’ve got plans for you tonight.”

      “I love how you can never keep your hands off me,” he giggled.

      “I love that you make me feel that way.”

      We came out of the woods across from the lot where I left my truck. It wasn’t much really. The truck was used, but I’d rebuilt the engine and left the body looking beat up so as to not attract attention. Part of living in High Rock was keeping a low profile, so blazing through town in a bright red Ferrari just wouldn’t work. Maybe if I ever got Viggo off my back, I could afford to flaunt the money a little bit. But for now, the truck was fine.

      We got in and headed down the hill into town. Jude flashed the finger to his old apartment as we passed, and I gave the double bird to the strip club.

      “Won’t be missing that place anytime soon,” Jude scoffed as we passed.

      “Fuck that place,” I agreed.

      We pulled up in front of Emily’s looking like a million bucks. I was wearing black jeans with maroon loafers and a white dress shirt tucked in with the sleeves rolled up, and Jude was wearing a very expensive pair of sweat pants and a loose-fitting linen shirt with a relatively open neck. We must have looked funny getting out of my raggedy old truck.

      We were just about to step inside when my whole body went into alert mode as a scent drifted by us. Instantly, my fangs extended and I was ready to shift. I looked up the street and saw nothing, but when I looked to our left near the parking lot, I saw him.

      An alpha, wearing tattered khakis and a black tank top. It was garbage clothing that no one would care if they shredded by shifting, and I knew immediately who it was. Another one of Viggo’s henchmen.

      “Get behind me,” I told Jude quickly.

      “What is it—” he started to say, but then he saw what I saw. “Oh, shit.”

      “Don’t worry,” I whispered as the intruder laid eyes on us. “He won’t do anything here. Too many humans around.”

      “But he’ll track us home.”

      “No, he won’t,” I replied. “Wait here. I’ll handle this.”

      “Alexei, wait!”

      But I had to act. I strode down the sidewalk away from Emily’s and walked right up to the asshole, who was grinning at me like he’d already kicked my ass once and I was coming back for more.

      “Leave,” I growled as I reached him. “Leave now and I won’t kill you.”

      The prick laughed—he actually laughed. It took everything I had not to tear him to pieces right there.

      “You’re so fucked, buddy. You don’t even know it yet.”

      “You know what happened to the last guy who came looking for me?” I asked him. “Ever hear from him again?”

      “Marcus?” he scoffed. “He was soft. Soft and new. No one will miss him. But me? See…I’m seasoned, like a good meat. I don’t go down and I don’t return to my boss empty-handed.”

      Viggo’s man glanced over my shoulder at Jude, and I felt my heart skip a beat.

      “Don’t even look at him,” I warned him. “Or I’ll forget about all the humans around and tear you to pieces.”

      “Nah, you won’t do that, Alexei,” the guy smiled, his eyes still on Jude. “We both know you won’t. So why don’t you drop the tough guy act and accept the fact that we’ve got you. Viggo knows I’m here, and if I don’t check in with him soon, he’s gonna send a whole crew here to chop you up into little tiny pieces.”

      “Ah, I guess the old man’s getting too old to do his own dirty work, huh?” I nodded. “Can’t leave the throne to fight his own battles?”

      “You think you’re worth that?” he asked.

      “I know I’m worth a country-wide manhunt,” I replied. “I know he’s pretty pissed off. So, yeah. I do think I’m worth that.”

      I was getting antsy. The guy was right—out here in the open he was protected, and if he didn’t pick up the phone to call Viggo to check in, Jude and I were in big trouble. The fuck was I supposed to do?

      “I think you underestimate your own importance,” he smiled, reaching into his pants pocket and pulling out a phone. “I think it’s time to call in the troops.”

      Thinking fast, I did the only thing I could think of. I bent down, snatched Viggo’s man by the legs and threw him over my shoulder. I spun around, faking a laugh the best I could and shouted, “Ronnie’s here, Ronnie’s here! It’s been so long since I’ve seen you, buddy!”

      “The fuck are you doing?” he hissed.

      “Ronnie, don’t fight it, dude! You’re gonna do a shot with me! Come on, where’s your car? Over here?”

      “Ronnie” struggled against my grip as I raced into the parking lot, and as soon as we were out of sight, I felt his fangs piece the skin at the base of my neck. I slammed my elbow into him and threw him to the ground. He shifted before he hit, stripping his clothing to shreds. I did the same and sprang onto him.

      But he was right—this guy was no Marcus—he was fast. He leapt out of the way before I could land my attack, spun and raked my side with his claws. I couldn’t even howl in pain; the humans would hear. Instead, I dashed back and snarled at him. He was a killer, an enforcer, doing my old job, and he was obviously good at it. But while he had nothing to fight for beyond money, I had two important things to protect: my mate and my future child.

      I feinted forward to get him to react. He dodged slightly left and I reacted by sweeping in towards his left haunch. I managed to sink my claws into his flesh, but it wasn’t enough. Blood barely showed through his fur.

      You son of a bitch, I thought. There’s no way you’re getting out of here alive!

      He leapt forward, jaws open and aimed at my neck. I ducked and as he sailed over me. I jumped as high as I could and as hard as I could and slammed my back into his belly. I heard the breath escape his lungs and whirled around as he landed and sprang at his hind legs, but he was really fast and anticipated the attack. He pulled his legs forward and rolled away. It was a bit clumsy but it got him to a safer distance.

      I could smell Jude behind me and prayed he wouldn’t be stupid enough to get anywhere near this shit. I only had seconds before what was happening attracted a crowd, and if the humans saw us, we were in big trouble.

      Take him out!

      The grass was high behind him, and the sun was almost down. I was already wounded in two places, and if this kept up, it was likely I’d be wounded again. I had to do something drastic to change the outcome.

      I dashed forward like I was going to leap onto him, and when he skidded to the side, I ducked my head and blasted forward like a missile, slamming into his chest and sending him sprawling backwards like a bowling pin. I tumbled over on top of him and we landed hard in a drainage ditch behind the lot. His head slammed into my chest, but while my attack may have surprised him, I was ready.

      I opened my jaws and clamped down. My teeth found the inside of his front left shoulder, and I bit as hard as I could. The bastard couldn’t hold back his scream. He howled in pain as I tore flesh and bone from his body. I braced my legs against his chest and pulled with all my strength and felt a pop as his shoulder separated. He thrashed violently, but he’d landed at a strange angle and couldn’t get at me. I kept tearing as blood spilled out of him, and after a few more seconds, the son of a bitch fell limp on top of me.

      Panting heavily, my heart racing, I scrambled out from under him and shifted back to human form. I was bleeding badly from my side and neck as I stumbled out of the ditch and back into the parking lot.

      “Jude!” I shouted. “Jude!”

      A second later my beautiful mate came racing around the corner, one hand beneath his pregnant belly. I felt a pang in my chest when I saw him. The pained look on his face enraged me and broke my heart at the same time.

      Viggo, you’re going to pay for this.

      “Baby!” Jude shouted as he ran as quickly over to my side as he could.

      “Get the truck,” I told him.

      “You’re bleeding!”

      “Get the truck, call Clarice and get me home.”

      “Okay!”

      He turned around quickly and ran back around the corner. I got down on my knees and retrieved Viggo’s man’s cell phone where it had fallen when he shifted, and dialed the first number on the recent call list. It rang after one ring.

      “Yes?”

      I recognized the voice immediately. It was him—the boss—Viggo.

      I said nothing.

      “Yes? Have you found him?”

      Again, I didn’t respond. I breathed heavily as the silence continued. Viggo was no dummy. He’d get the message, and after a few more seconds, he did.

      “Hello, Alexei.”

      “Viggo,” I growled.

      “Where is my man? You kill him?”

      “You made a big mistake, old man,” I said. “Sending hired goons to kill me. I was your best, did you forget that?”

      “You were good,” he replied. “The best? Maybe, maybe not.”

      “Your man won’t be coming back to you,” I told him. “But you know where to find me. You know, Viggo, as much as I knew you were a ruthless son of a bitch, I never pegged you for a coward. If you want me, come and get me yourself, don’t send someone else to do your dirty business.”

      Before he could reply, I smashed the phone against the brick wall beside me.

      That ought to do it, I thought. Come and get me. This time, I’ll be ready!
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      “Hang in there, baby!” I shouted as I sped home, pushing the gas pedal of the old truck down to the floor. Wind roared through the cab as I headed back towards home, my beautiful mate bleeding beside me. Alexei was bleeding badly from his side and looked like he was on the verge of passing out.

      I called Clarice again. I’d called three times already and she hadn’t answered. What the fuck was she doing?

      “Pick up the phone, Clarice!” I shouted as it rang. But again, there was no answer.

      Blood poured from Alexei’s wound and all I could think of was how my life would be if I lost him. He was my light in the darkness, my heart and soul. Without him, I’d be lost. I would have no purpose. I’d have to raise our child alone!

      No. That cannot happen!

      I called again. It rang and rang and rang. The truck hit a bump and lurched to the side. My hand slipped and I almost lost control. I dropped the phone and grabbed the steering wheel with both hands as the truck slid onto the shoulder, kicking up rocks and dust everywhere, and yanked us back onto the road.

      “FUCK!” I screamed in anger and fear.

      “Jude? Jude, is that you?”

      A female voice, concealed in static, was coming from somewhere. For a second, I thought it might be the radio. Then I realized.

      My phone!

      I snatched my phone from where it had fallen and brought it to my ear.

      “Clarice? Clarice!”

      “Yes, Jude. Is everything all right?!”

      “Where the fuck have you been?” I screamed. “At the spa?”

      I felt bad for yelling at her, but I was losing my shit and couldn’t help it.

      “Is something wrong? Are you in labor?”

      “No, Alexei’s hurt!” As I yelled into the phone, I could hear Clarice getting her things together. “Some son of a bitch from New York came and attacked us outside Emily’s! He’s bleeding bad, and I don’t dare take him to a human hospital—”

      “I understand,” she said quickly. “I’ll take care of it. I can be at your house in four minutes. How far away are you?”

      “You might beat us there,” I replied as I took a turn that caused my tires to screech.

      “How bad is the wound?”

      “I don’t know, Clarice! It’s bad! He’s bleeding like crazy!”

      “Okay, get him home as soon as possible. I’ll meet you at the parking lot.”

      I hung up and focused on my driving. My eyes were blurred with tears and it was dark driving through the woods up the base of the mountain. There were no street lights out here.

      “Viggo…” Alexei muttered.

      “Don’t speak!” I ordered him. “Save your energy.”

      “…that…son of a….”

      “Quiet, baby,” I said, putting a hand over his wound, doing the best I could to stop the bleeding. “We’re almost there.”

      I blazed through the woods like a fireball. If a cop had tried to stop us, he’d have to chase us. Nothing was going to get in my way. I was getting my mate back to Clarice and she was going to save his life. That was all there was to it.

      When I reached the parking lot at the base of Alexei’s property, I saw Clarice had already arrived. I practically ran her over as I parked and almost fell over as I leapt from the truck.

      “Thank God,” I said as we both raced around to the passenger side and pulled Alexei from the truck. “What do you think?”

      “He’s bleeding badly,” Clarice replied, examining him.

      Well, no fucking shit!

      “But if we can get him up to the house, I think he’ll make it.”

      “Think?” I shouted. “That’s not good enough, Clarice!”

      Clarice looked at me, glanced around like she was worried if someone might be watching, then snapped.

      “Fine. We’ll do it here. Turn the truck around and drop the tailgate.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “There’s not time to get him up the mountain on our own,” she replied. “Maybe if he actually had a driveway, but—so turn the truck around so any passersby will just think we’re looking at the stars or something. Do it now!”

      Clarice had a bag with her, and pulled something out of it and started to get to work on Alexei. It killed me to leave his side, even for a second, but I knew that if I didn’t do as she asked we were going to be in real trouble. So I hopped back in the truck, carefully maneuvered it around and backed into the lot so, as Clarice said, anyone driving by would just assume we were up here parked and lying in the back to look up at the stars.

      If only…

      I raced back over to them and saw her working on him with some towels and what looked like a needle and thread.

      “Can I do something?” I asked.

      “Help me get him into the truck bed,” she replied. I knelt down and we both took his side and lifted him and set him down in the truck.

      “Hold these here,” she replied, handing me a handful of small towels that were covered in blood. I took them and placed them against his wound where it was bleeding the most. Alexi squirmed and grimaced. I felt awful, but at the same time, it meant he was still with us.

      “Hang in there, big guy,” Clarice told him as she slid the stitching needle into his skin and tugged. It was gruesome, and I actually had to look away. I couldn’t stand to see my baby like that.

      “He’s going to make it, right?” I asked. “Right, Clarice?”

      “Of course…of course I am,” Alexei grumbled. He turned his head to me and opened his eyes. My heart lit up as he looked at me, and I snatched his hand in mine.

      “Baby!” I cried out. “I thought I was going to lose you!”

      “Never,” he replied. He smiled, but as he squeezed my hand, his eyes fluttered and his grip went weak. Then, he passed out.

      “Clarice!”

      “Don’t worry,” she replied. “The bleeding is slowing down. I’ll get him hooked up to some fluids in a second, once I get these last stitches in.”

      “Fluids?” I replied. “Wow, you’re like a real doctor!?”

      She turned and winked at me. “Really real.”

      I looked up at the stars as Clarice finished stitching up my man. I just couldn’t watch her do it, it was too painful. When she was done, she told me to move the towels and I held Alexei up while she wrapped him up with bandages. It was hard to maneuver in the back of the truck with my big pregnant belly in the way, but I did my best, and soon it was over. The bleeding had stopped.

      He was going to make it, but I was still an absolute wreck.

      My life seemed to play in slow motion as I watched Clarice pull out an IV bag and set the needle in his arm. It was unreal, like I was in the middle of some super dramatic movie and no one had told me. That would have been ideal actually, because it would mean that Alexei was just faking it and he was actually fine. Even if he was going to live, I was furious at whoever that alpha had been that had come for us, and even more worried about whether or not there was more of that to come.
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      I woke up with a stinging in my side and a headache that felt like a full bottle of whiskey and a six-pack. From the smell, I could tell I was back at my house—Jude’s and my house—and he was somewhere nearby. I reached out my hand, and I felt him take it.

      “Baby! You’re awake!”

      “Barely,” I joked as I slid into a somewhat seated position. I opened my eyes, which were dry and sore, and saw that I was in my bedroom. Judging by the state of the room, with plates and napkins everywhere, I could guess that Jude had been by my side for some time.

      Of course he was. He’s your mate.

      “Don’t say that!” Jude protested as he hopped onto the bed and got close to me. “How are you feeling? I was afraid I was going to lose you!”

      “Never,” I replied. “I’m unlosable.”

      “You big oaf,” he scoffed. “If you weren’t wounded and hadn’t just almost died, I would totally smack you right now!”

      “Mmm, why don’t you suck my dick instead?”

      Jude gasped and actually did swat me on the cheek. I laughed—it hurt.

      “What the fuck?” he blurted out. “Are you kidding me, right now? You almost just died on me, and you’re asking for a blowjob? Do you think with anything except your dick?”

      “I’m just kidding,” I told him, sitting up even more and running my hand through his hair. “Sort of.”

      “You are bad,” he smiled as Clarice came into the room.

      “The king has awoken,” she joked. “How are you feeling?”

      “Like a nail hit with a hammer. Can you get this thing out of me?” I pointed to the IV stuck into the inside of my elbow, but Clarice shook her head.

      “Not until the end of the day. You lost a lot of blood. Speaking of which, you should get some food in you. You need to get your strength back and you can’t do that on an empty stomach.”

      “The kitchen’s all yours,” I told her.

      “Oh, you want me to be your personal chef now?” she replied. “Anything else I can do for you while I’m at it?”

      “The living room could use a vacuum.”

      Clarice smirked, screwed up her lips and put her hands on her hips. “You know, you’re lucky I like you, or I’d tell you to get your own meal, or I’d bring you back McDonald’s or something and it would be ice cold by the time I hauled it up the mountain here.”

      “Yeah, but you do like me, Clarice,” I smiled. “And that’s what matters.”

      She turned to go, but before she did, she turned back and pointed at me. “You should wash that horse’s mane you call your hair. Jude did his best to clean it up, but it’s still covered with blood.”

      “Mmm, can I take a shower?” I asked her.

      “Not if you want to keep that bandage on,” she replied. “Just hang your head in the toilet or that fancy bidet you’ve got in your bathroom!”

      She gave me a fake mad face then left and headed for the kitchen. Jude giggled.

      “The girl saves your life and you still give her shit? Brave.”

      “That’s me,” I replied, tugging him down against me. He cuddled right up on the opposite side of my hurt side, which was still sore and hurt like Hell. The fight was still a bit fuzzy in my mind but I was sure of one thing—I’d called Viggo and challenged him. That meant he, or his troops, would be coming for me. And that meant Jude wasn’t safe.

      “Baby, I need you to do something for me,” I told him. “I need you to go to Denver for a while.”

      “What?”

      “I’ll give you some money and get you a place for a month or so,” I explained. “But I need you to get away from here for a while. Viggo is going to be coming for me and I can’t have you here for that. If anything were to happen to you—”

      “Oh, and what if something happens to you?” Jude exclaimed, looking at me like I was completely insane. “You want me to just go to Denver and wait there? Every day wondering if you’re alive or not?”

      “No, I just want you to be safe!”

      “Look at me!” he shouted. “I’m about to pop! And if you think I’m going to do it miles away from you, then you’re completely insane. I’m not going anywhere.”

      I was so touched by his outburst that I couldn’t even find it in myself to be angry with him. But that still didn’t change the fact that if he stayed here he would be in danger. And I just couldn’t have that.

      “Clarice,” I called. “Can you come here for a minute?”

      Clarice came back into the room. “What’s up, slayer?”

      “Your pack. They live close by. Can Jude come and stay with you for a while? There’s going to be some trouble coming my way and I don’t want him here for it.”

      “We’d be happy to have him,” Clarice nodded.

      “No!” Jude protested.

      “Stop!” I said firmly. “Stop. Denver is too far, you’re right. But Clarice’s pack is close by and they’ll take you in while I handle this.”

      “They can fight with us!” Jude suggested.

      “No,” I replied, shaking my head. “No, this is my fight. I don’t need to endanger anyone else who wasn’t involved. This is my past coming back to haunt me like I knew it would.”

      If there was one thing I learned back in New York, it was that a man fought his own battles and handled his own business. He didn’t turn to other people and ask them to put their safety or lives on the line for something he had done. I wasn’t going to ask Clarice to go to her pack and ask them to endanger themselves because of some alpha they’d never met. If any of them ended up hurt because of me—well, I wouldn’t be able to live with myself.

      If you live…

      I shook the thought from my mind and took Jude’s hand. He smiled at me and I kissed him on the cheek.

      “We’ll be happy to have him,” Clarice replied before excusing herself. I ran my hand across Jude’s pregnant belly. It still seemed like a miracle to me that a life was growing in there. It was our baby, a symbol of our love and the future of our family. Boy or girl, I couldn’t wait to meet them.

      “I love you, Jude,” I told him. “But nothing can happen to you or our child.”

      Tears welled up in Jude’s eyes and he leaned his head against my chest. I shifted slightly, still aware of the wound in my side. Shifters healed quickly, more quickly than humans, but this would be with me for at least a few more days.

      “You better not get yourself killed,” Jude warned me. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

      “Me? Killed?” I chuckled. “That’s like telling the ocean it better not dry up. It’s just not possible.”

      “Hey, you never know. Global warming and all that!”

      “Global warming would make the oceans bigger, not smaller,” I laughed.

      “Okay, well…global cooling then!”

      “Another ice age?”

      “Exactly!”

      I chuckled and smelled my mate, his sweet grapefruit that was so refreshing and sensual at the same time. It was the smell of home now, of safety and my reason for living.

      I lay there with him for what could have been ten minutes or could have been an hour, and just as I was about to doze off, I felt Jude stir beside me.

      “Uhm…Alexei?”

      “Yeah, babe.”

      “I think—I think it’s happening,” he groaned. My eyes snapped open.

      “You think it’s happening!?” I asked. “Like—it it?”

      He nodded vigorously, putting a hand on his stomach. He clenched his teeth and groaned again.

      “Yep! Yep, the baby’s coming. Oh, wow, that hurts!”

      “Clarice!” I shouted. I sat up in bed, one hand over my bandage and walked to the door as she was coming in. “The baby’s coming!”

      “Oh!” she replied. “Okay, let me turn the stove off and we’ll get started. Jude, get into the bathroom for me.”

      “Way ahead of you,” Jude replied. I helped him into the bathroom and tugged his sweatpants off and helped him into the tub and started the warm water. We’d talked about doing a water birth and watched tons of YouTube videos on it. Clarice was on board, so that’s what we were doing.

      “It’s really happening,” Jude smiled.

      “It sure is, baby,” I replied. “We’re going to be a real family now.”
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            Jude

          

        

      

    

    
      The water wasn’t that warm yet, and I flinched as it touched my butt. But that was nothing compared to what I was feeling inside of me. It was like one of those toy train sets chugging away in my lower stomach, or a track of mini race car toys speeding around and coming off the rails. It was nothing like anything I’d ever felt before, and while it wasn’t really painful—yet—it wasn’t the most comfortable thing in the world. All I could picture in my mind was a toothpaste tube being squeezed to get the very last drops out.

      “How are you feeling?” Clarice asked as she came into the room and went to the sink to wash her hands.

      “Like a tube of toothpaste!”

      Clarice actually started laughing as she came over to us with a stack of towels and a small bag.

      “I’ve never heard that one before.”

      “Well, that’s how it feels,” I told her.

      “Does it hurt?” Alexei asked. “Do you need something for the pain?”

      “No,” I shook my head. “At least not yet. And I don’t want to be drugged up. I want to do this naturally.”

      The tub was starting to fill up now and the water was warm. Despite not being that close to Clarice, I realized I wasn’t self-conscious in the least about the fact that she could totally see my dick.

      “Okay,” Alexei smiled. “We’re both a couple of troopers.”

      “Made for each other,” Clarice said. She pulled a few candles from her bag, set them on the edge of the tub and began to light them. Thankfully, they were unscented. She really was a shifter nurse. Once they were lit, she went to the lights and turned them off, turning the room into some kind of birthing chamber that I could see in Game of Thrones or something.

      “Ahhh, I feel like a birthing goddess,” I joked. “The goddess—wait, goddess? God of fertility and creation—”

      My little joke was cut short as another contraction, stronger than the previous, slapped through me like a flock of dinosaur birds trying to flap their way out of my stomach. I slapped the edge of the tub and grasped Alexei’s hand.

      “Yup, that one hurt!”

      “Hang in there, baby,” Alexei told me.

      “Do your breathing like we practiced,” Clarice said smoothly. She was unfazed by all this, clearly having done it many times before. “Focus on that. It’ll help you keep your mind off the pain.”

      “Oh, sure,” I groaned. “A little breathing’s going to take my mind off my guts being turned into Jell-O!”

      Alexei chuckled and I glared at him.

      “Oh, you want to laugh, huh? How about I take the immersion blender, cram it up your ass and turn it on? Then you can know how this feels!”

      But this only made Alexei laugh even harder, which in turn actually got a laugh out of me too.

      “I love your spunk,” he told me.

      “I love your spunk,” I winked. “It’s what got me into this situation.”

      Another contraction hit me as the water continued to fill the tub. I groaned, closed my eyes and tilted my head back. The cold porcelain on my neck felt good, and Clarice pressed a cold towel against my forehead.

      “I’m going to give birth to a shadow,” I mused, feeling almost high or something as I gave myself over to the situation. “In the shape of Stannis Baratheon.”

      “Game of Thrones,” Alexei explained to Clarice. “We binge watched it recently.”

      “Never seen it,” Clarice replied. “I’ve got enough paranormal in my own life; I don’t need any more!”

      Alexei squeezed my hand and I thought back to the first time we met back at the club. I couldn’t even believe that I’d worked in that dump, but if I hadn’t, I never would have met my fated mate. But I guess that was fate, wasn’t it?

      My old problems seemed so far away now—almost inconsequential. My old landlord? My rent issues? The alpha dickheads at the club? Valentino? It was like thinking back to an old movie I watched years ago that never left that much of an impression on me. Alexei had swept into my life like a tornado and uprooted everything, changed it for the better. Nothing would ever be the same, and this child was going to be the real game changer.

      I’m going to be a father!

      More than ever, the thought filled me with a warm feeling that overcame everything. For just a moment, I was unaware of anything else. But then another contraction hit me and slapped me right out of my contentment.

      “Uhhhhhh,” I groaned. “Alexei, I hate you right now.”

      “You do?” he replied. I could hear the amusement in his voice.

      “You did this to me,” I told him. “You son of a bitch.”

      “Hey, you’re the one who told me you wanted to ‘feel me come inside you’ and all that.”

      “Babe!” I gasped, opening my eyes and glaring at him. “Not in front of Clarice!”

      “Oh, I’m no prude,” Clarice chuckled. “I’ve heard it all and may have said that to a man myself a few times!”

      I smiled and closed my eyes again, focused on my breathing while the contractions came at me faster and faster. I was completely submerged in the water now, and thought back to the YouTube videos I’d watched with Alexei.

      How did those women seem so calm?

      Maybe it was because they’d already had children. Once I was on our third, I’m sure I’d be able to handle it the way they did too.

      Third? Did I just think that?

      Here I was giving birth for the first time and I was already thinking about churning out two more? I guess that was what love would do to you!

      “Okay, okay, okay,” I said in the rhythm of my breaths. “I think—I think it’s time for me to start pushing now.”

      “Does it feel that way?” Clarice asked. “Because you don’t need to start pushing too early if you aren’t sure.”

      “Yeah, I think the toothpaste is ready to come out.”

      Alexei laughed and I turned to look at him. He was more beautiful than ever in the flickering candlelight, his eyes filled with strength and determination. He was my mate and he would be by my side through anything and everything, and I couldn’t wait to bring his child into the world and give it to him.

      “Then go ahead,” Clarice replied. “Start pushing.”

      “We’re really doing this, baby,” I told my mate.

      “You’re doing this,” he corrected me. “I did the other part.”

      I smiled and pursed my lips for a kiss, which he quickly gave me. I felt the choo-choo train inside me chugging along the tracks and knew it was time. I looked into his eyes, inhaled his scent, and pushed.
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      Lying in bed with my mate and my son was pure Heaven. Bliss on a whole new level that I’d never known.

      When I’d left New York and built my dream house, I thought I was happy. I was living the high life, having escaped from Viggo and his organization. But I hadn’t really been happy—not compared to this.

      Little Rob Junior, named after Jude’s father who died in the car crash. He smelled like Jude, which was appropriate as he was an omega, but his hair was dirty blond and his eyes were gray, so it was hard to tell who it was he’d take after, but I suspected it would be Jude.

      I was already thinking about how I was going to have to look out for him when he grew up and became a teenager if any Chad-like alphas decided to come knocking, looking for me to let him out of the house on a weeknight.

      You could pretend to be crazy, I thought with amusement as I pictured the face of the first boy who came over to take my son out. I wouldn’t be that hard on them, but they’d know that Rob Junior had himself a father who wasn’t afraid to do whatever it took to keep him safe.

      I glanced over at my phone on its charging stand and saw it was 3: a.m. Uninterrupted sleep was a thing of the past, but I didn’t mind all that much. Waking up beside my mate and my son was better than sleeping well through the night and waking up alone.

      “Babe,” Jude whispered. “Are you awake?”

      “Yeah,” I whispered back.

      “Rob’s out. You wanna—ya know?”

      I smiled. Giving birth had somehow made Jude even hornier than he already was, and we were like a couple of high school kids sneaking off to fuck whenever the parents were out. I glanced over at him and saw the excited look on his face. Rob was between us in his bolsters. I nodded and we both slowly made our way out of bed, careful not to disturb him.

      As we walked to the bathroom, Jude quickly slipped his hands down my boxers and grabbed my dick. By the time we got to the sink, I was ready to go. Jude dropped to his knees and took me into his mouth.

      The softness of his lips set me on fire and I looked down and watched them as they massaged my shaft, coating it with his saliva as he started to blow me.

      “You get better at that every day,” I told him. His mouth full, all he did was smile up at me.

      I stroked his hair as he began to use his hands at the same time. He could use them both to jerk me off while still having his mouth over the tip of my dick—that’s just how big I was.

      “Play with yourself,” I told him. “I like to watch.”

      Obediently, my mate removed one of his hands from my cock and pulled his through one of the legs of the loose boxers he was wearing. He was completely hard and already dripping with precum.

      “Yeah, like that…”

      I ran my hands through his hair and over his shoulders, caressing his body as he sucked me. He’d only given birth less than a week ago, but I was already thinking about breeding him again. I mean, could you blame me?

      I was hungry for him and didn’t want to waste any time getting inside of him, so I reached down and lifted him up, turned him around, bent him over the sink and almost tore his boxers as I yanked them down to expose his juicy butt that was already showing signs of his slick.

      “Mmmm, getting ready for me?” I asked as I gripped my cock by the base and slapped it against his cheeks.

      “I’m always ready for you, baby.”

      “Yeah?”

      I slid my dick between his cheeks. He was almost wet enough, but not quite, so I knelt down and spit right on his tight little hole, causing him to groan and tilt his head back. I grabbed his hair and slid my cock inside him.

      “Fuuuuuuuuck,” he moaned, his voice barely a whisper. I grabbed his ass with both hands and started to fuck him. We had to be quiet so as not to wake the baby, but I was fucking him hard with long deliberate strokes, watching the sweet flesh of his ass bounce every time I bottomed out inside of him.

      I felt his sweet spot, like a warm walnut, with each one of my thrusts and knew that the feeling was driving him wild, even if he couldn’t howl with pleasure like he normally did.

      “That’s it, baby,” I whispered. “Take that alpha dick.”

      “I—I need it!”

      “I know you do,” I replied as our balls slapped together. “And that’s why I give it to you so good.”

      I fucked him so hard that Jude actually stumbled and almost fell. I had to grab him by the hips and hold him up. We both immediately started laughing as quietly as we could.

      “Holy shit, babe!” he giggled. “You trying to kill me?”

      “Death by dick?” I suggested. “Could be worse ways to go.”

      I was feeling my orgasm beginning to surface. This had to be a quickie, of course—there was no telling if—more like when—the baby would wake up and need one of us. But as I closed my eyes and focused on coming, something else happened that slapped me out of it like a cold bucket of ice being dropped on me while I took a hot shower.

      Viggo’s scent swept into my nose.

      I froze, and despite how close I was and how turned on Jude made me, my dick went limp and I slipped out of him. He glanced back at me and opened his mouth in confusion, but then he smelled it too and his face went as white as cream.

      “Is that—”

      “It’s him,” I nodded as I stalked over to the window. I glanced out back, searching the night for him. For a moment I saw nothing, but then something moved by the tree line.

      It was Viggo, standing completely nude, his gray beard blowing gently in the night’s breeze and his muscles swollen and heaving. He’d shifted and run here and was challenging me now. He may have been old, but he was still a tough bastard. He was my old boss and had made me into the killer I once was—the killer that was still buried deep inside me despite my new life as a father and a mate. And that killer was what I was going to need to transform into if I was going to save my family.

      “Stay here,” I growled as I stepped back into the bedroom and opened the French doors that led out onto the balcony that overlooked the back yard.

      “Baby!” Jude cried out, snatching my hand to prevent me from going. “Don’t! Please!”

      “Don’t worry, baby,” I told him, kissing him on the forehead. “I’m coming back. Do you know how I know that?”

      “How?” His voice was soft, quivering.

      “Because. Unlike Viggo, I have something in my life worth fighting for.”

      “What’s that?” Jude asked, tears welling up in his eyes. I brushed a piece of hair from his face and kissed him.

      “Love.”

      And with that, I turned to the window, leapt off the balcony, and shifted.
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      One month later…

      

      A lot had happened in the last month. A lot had changed. I had changed. I knew my life would never be the same.

      When you go through something so catastrophic, it either breaks you or it makes you stronger. I hadn’t broken—not completely—but like a tree branch in the middle of winter, covered in ice and snow, bowing towards the ground, I almost had.

      Thankfully, I’d had my son, Rob, by my side through it all. Of course at his age he wasn’t able to really do anything, but just having him with me was better than being alone. I don’t know what I would have done if I hadn’t had him.

      I had nightmares for a full week after Alexei jumped out the window of our bedroom where Viggo was waiting for him. I’d wake up with a start and look at the empty space in the bed beside me and cry, doing my best to keep quiet enough that I wouldn’t wake up my son. Every day was a struggle and I couldn’t bear thinking about him growing up without his father by his side.

      But then I’d gotten the call. It was Clarice. My heart hadn’t known what to do with itself when I first heard her voice. I thought I might either explode or pass the fuck out. I couldn’t even say hello. I just answered.

      “Jude?” she’d asked. “Jude, is that you?”

      I couldn’t respond. After a long silence, she seemed to understand and continued.

      “Jude. It’s good news. Alexei is going to make it.”

      To say I broke down crying would have been an understatement beyond any that had ever been made. I actually dropped the phone to the floor as I held my head in my hands and let the tears pour from my eyes.

      I almost lost you, I thought. Almost.

      “Wh-when will he—?”

      “We can bring him home tomorrow,” Clarice replied. “And Jude? Hang in there. The worst part is over.”

      “Thank you, Clarice,” I sobbed. “I owe you everything.”

      I hung up and lay there for an hour, curled up in the fetal position before I was able to move again.

      He was going to make it.

      That was the only thing I could think about.

      He’d gone out the window to fight Viggo, and I’d had to watch in horror as the two tore each other to pieces, doing my best to not scream and wake up my child. Alexei had come out victorious, but just barely. Viggo had torn him up bad, and if I hadn’t called Clarice in the middle of it all, I don’t think he would have made it. In fact, I know he wouldn’t have.

      We’d rushed out there with towels and bandages to do triage while the rest of her pack came with her to help us get him down the mountain and into the truck. We sped him back to their home where Clarice had a full medical room. She’d stitched him up, filled him with fluids, given him drugs while I watched in horror and tried to keep it together for Rob, who had no idea what was going on.

      There was nothing more I could do after that. Alexei wasn’t waking up, and for a couple of days I hadn’t left their living room. They’d been nice enough to let me and Rob stay with them, but Rob just wasn’t comfortable in unfamiliar surroundings and was having trouble sleeping, so I had to take him home. And from then on it had just been a waiting game.

      I went up to visit as much as I could, but I had to take care of Rob and I didn’t want him to see his father that way, even if he wasn’t completely aware enough to understand what was going on. Finally, after a week when the call from Clarice had come in, I felt more relieved than I’d ever thought I could feel about anything.

      I’d seen my life crashing down around me. Neither Alexei nor I had fathers and I didn’t want my son to grow up with just one, and I couldn’t even think about ever finding another man to replace him. He was irreplaceable. So, as I lay there in bed watching him dry himself off from his before-bed shower, it was simply a reminder that I was the luckiest omega on Earth.

      “What are you looking at?” Alexei grinned as he sauntered into the bedroom. His wounds had faded into scars that had him looking more rugged and sexy than ever, like a triumphant Spartan warrior returning home with his shield and not on it.

      “You think I’m looking at you?” I teased. “Wow, what an ego on you!”

      “Confidence isn’t arrogance,” he replied as he dropped his towel to the floor and exposed himself before me. My mouth began to water but I did everything I could not to let him see me eyeing that monster between his legs. I liked pretending he didn’t have complete power over me with that body of his.

      “Is he asleep?” he asked, indicating to Rob’s corner of the room where he was lying in his crib.

      I nodded, giving him that look that always worked on him. His eyes lit up as he crawled onto the bed towards me, that big dick of his hanging down like it meant business.

      “Good,” he replied as he kissed me. I opened my mouth for his hungry tongue and sucked it gently as he used two fingers to tug down my boxers. I arched my back up off the bed and pressed my dick against his strong abs, feeling the blood beginning to pump it to its full size.

      I reached out and felt that he was already hard.

      Oooh, baby, I thought.

      I’d always heard tales from the humans about sex lives drying up after marriage or things getting stale, but that obviously didn’t apply to Alexei and me. Things were hotter than ever and I didn’t see that changing.

      Alexei grabbed my hips and spun me over and pressed his body against mine. I lost myself in his scent as he leaned close and whispered in my ear.

      “Are you ready for it, baby?” he asked.

      “Always,” I replied. “I’m always ready for you.”

      

      The End
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            Chapter One

          

          
            Blue

          

        

      

    

    
      “Don’t look like that,” my father said as the truck bumped and groaned over yet another pothole or frost heave, causing my head to slam into the ceiling. It had happened so many times I’d stopped keeping count, but one thing was for sure; my head was sore. “You’ll like it here. It’ll be a nice change from the city.”

      I looked out the window at the gray sky and the voluminous clouds in the distance, puffed up and swollen like wet purple wool. It would only be an hour or so before they were dumping rain over us.

      “Yeah, a nice change from year-round sunshine,” I said sarcastically. My dad just frowned, knowing better than to get into an argument with me.

      We were moving from Los Angeles to a town called Sleepy Hills, Colorado, after my parents’ divorce. I hadn’t seen it coming, and maybe that was why it hurt so much. If only I’d had a little bit of a warning, maybe then I could have prepared myself and not fallen into the black pit of anger and despair that I’d been in for the last month. But then again, maybe not. A divorce was a divorce, and learning that your parents weren’t going to be together for the rest of their lives was a tough thing to come to terms with.

      I didn’t know the real reason, of course, but I had a suspicion that my father, Terrence, had been cheated on by my other father, Louis. I’d heard him try to apologize for something several times, and saw the look of complete betrayal in Terrence’s eyes. He’d become a changed man, no longer cracking jokes and loving life like he used to, and just keeping his head down, forcing smiles and repeating old jokes I’d heard a thousand times. Even though I was terrified of moving and was personally devastated by the divorce, seeing him like that broke my heart.

      The truck bounced again and my dad slowed as he looked down at his phone. We hadn’t been to the house yet, and the GPS had been spotty out here in the middle of nowhere.

      “Are we close?” I asked hopefully.

      “It looks like it’s saying it was back there,” he motioned behind us. “But that can’t be right.”

      “Let me see,” I asked him, taking the phone from him. But he was right; the little red dot signaling our destination was behind the little car icon showing our position.

      “Ah! There it is!”

      I looked up as dad hit the gas, pointing to a small house barely visible behind a thick line of trees on the property line. As we passed them and I got a better view of the place, my heart sank.

      Don’t be a downer, Blue, I told myself as dad pulled into the dirt driveway that was spotted with puddles. It’s not bad, it’s just…different.

      Different didn’t even begin to describe it, though. Our place in Los Angeles had been a wonderful apartment in Santa Monica, two blocks from the ocean, with an incredible view and a private entrance. We didn’t have a yard really, but the beach was a five-minute walk so who really cared?

      Our new home was a simple cape with faded paint and a set of front steps being held up by a stack of red bricks that looked as though they’d come from the chimney which had fallen into disrepair. It also needed a coat of paint—badly.

      I thought I’d been hiding my thoughts and keeping them from creeping into my expression, but I guess I was wrong.

      “Come on, Blue. It’s not that bad,” my father said as he pulled up and parked. I could hear in his voice just how much he was trying for me. He didn’t want to be here either, but he was doing his best to keep it together on my behalf.

      “No, it’s not!” I said quickly. I forced a smile, but must have done a good job as it seemed to work on him. The sad look on his face vanished and he gave me a loving pat on the knee.

      “Come on,” he said. “Let’s take a look inside.”

      Dad opened his door and I got out and followed him to the front steps and stood back while he went up them, expecting them to collapse at any moment. Fortunately, they held strong and dad retrieved the key from his pocket and opened the front door.

      He’d bought the place sight unseen, which was a huge risk, but the owners had been adamant about selling it quickly and had let it go for a really good price, which was good, as the divorce hadn’t finalized yet and we were short on cash—really short.

      The door swung open to reveal the inside, and to my surprise, it wasn’t nearly as bad as I had expected.

      “How about that?” he said with a smile, raising his arms like a presenter. There was a living room to the right, and while small, it had a bay window and a yellow couch that looked to be in pretty good shape. There was a tiny study on the left, and a hallway that led to the kitchen in the back.

      We took the stairs to the second floor and found the bathroom and two bedrooms on opposite sides of the house. Dad pointed to the larger of the two. “That one’s yours.”

      “Oh, no, dad,” I protested. “You take the big one.”

      “No, no,” he refused. “The old man doesn’t need that much space. You go ahead.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Sure as shootin’,” he smiled. “Besides, you still have one more year of school left. I’m sure you’ll need space for your projects and all that.”

      “Thanks, dad,” I said, giving him a hug. “You’re the best.”

      We spent the rest of the afternoon unloading the truck, being forced inside when those rain clouds indeed made their way overhead and dropped an ocean of rain on our heads. Dad ordered a pizza from a local restaurant and we watched Netflix on the couch using my iPad, as we still didn’t have a television yet.

      “Dad, I’m nervous about tomorrow,” I confessed. The divorce had come at the most inopportune time (as if there was an opportune time for your parents to split up) as it was my senior year of high school and I’d been torn away from everyone I’d ever known and brought here where I knew no one.

      “I know, bud,” he replied. “But I wouldn’t worry. You’re a friendly guy. You’ll fit right in.”

      “Do you think there are many shifters here? Because if I have to spend a whole school year turning down human guys—”

      “I’m sure you’ll sniff out some,” he smiled. “We are up in the woods after all.”

      I grimaced. “Yeah, and they’re probably all smelly, grimy lumberjacks living off the land with no clue how to dress and horrible taste in fashion and music and—”

      “Whoa, there!” my dad exclaimed as though he were calming a horse. “Easy there, wolfie! Let’s not start with the doomsday scenarios just yet. See how your first day goes and who you run into. I don’t know what you’ll find, but I can guarantee you one thing.”

      “Yeah? What’s that?”

      “It won’t be anywhere near as bad as you say,” he replied. “In fact, this move might just be the best thing that ever happens to us—to you.”

      I doubt it, I thought. But that’s not what I said.

      “Yeah, dad. I hope so.”
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      The next day went by pretty fast. Dad dropped me off, said goodbye and went off to his job at the lumber mill. I felt as though I was a soldier heading into hostile territory, but I kept my head up, found my locker, got my books from the office, made it through all of my classes and even managed to answer a few questions in calculus, which I was great at despite hating math with a passion. Dad had been right about school itself not being that bad, but he’d been wrong about one thing, the most important thing:

      There were no shifters.

      I was the only one—a lone wolf so to speak, thrust into a new environment completely on my own. I sat by myself at lunch and no one made an attempt to get to know me. This wasn’t like those movies where the new kid is instantly welcomed by a group of outsiders who tells them everything there is to know about the school. As I stepped out of the front doors of the school and into the cold September drizzle, far away from the sun of Southern California, I felt more alone than I’d ever felt before.

      “You guys want to go to the quarry?” a good-looking senior guy asked a group of girls standing close by.

      “It’s too cold for swimming,” one of them replied.

      “He’s just trying to get us in our bathing suits!”

      “Aw, you read my mind,” he laughed. “My parents are out of town. How about a party at my place?”

      “Hell, yes,” one of the girls replied. “I can get my drink on and my dance on!”

      I turned slightly towards them, trying to make myself noticeable and hoping they were friendly enough to new kids that I might get an invitation too. But it was like they looked right past me, as though they could somehow tell that I was a shifter and did not belong with them.

      “Cool, I’ll see you guys around eight,” the guy said as he hopped down the steps and waved to his friends. They hopped in a black Camaro and sped away laughing. My heart sank.

      How was I supposed to make friends when I felt so out of place? How was I supposed to date or find a serious boyfriend? Shifters and humans didn’t coexist—the humans didn’t even know we existed, so to get together with one was impossible. I could never be bred by a human, never know the love of a human, never reveal my true self to a human.

      “I’m doomed,” I said to myself as I texted my dad.

      Where r u?

      I looked around but didn’t see his truck. A few seconds later I got a reply.

      Running late. Be there in fifteen.

      “Ugh,” I groaned, locking my phone. Fifteen minutes? I could shift into my wolf form and run back home in five. I was even contemplating it for a moment—I could stash my bag in my locker and hide my clothes somewhere out back so I didn’t destroy them when I shifted—but before I could do something that rash, I heard the sound of an engine and a window rolling down behind me. Before I even heard the voice, I smelled him.

      A shifter!

      “You look lost,” the voice called. My heart leapt as I spun around to see an alpha leaning out of the driver’s side window of a lifted black pickup. He was handsome, obviously older, with brown eyes and brown hair that he’d cut into a faux-hawk. It was a little douchey, but then again, so was his truck and sleeveless t-shirt he was wearing. That was his look and I was okay with that.

      “Just...a little,” I managed to reply. “I’m new here.”

      “I can see that,” he smiled. His scent was strange, like that sweet-smelling smoke you get at a bonfire—not quite seductive, but definitely alpha. “Get in. I’ll give you a ride.”

      My instincts told me to be wary. I was in a new town, knew no one, and my dad was only fifteen minutes away. But then again, he was the only shifter I’d run into all day, and if the town was so sparsely populated by our kind, what were the chances he was some kind of a bad guy?

      But still, I hesitated.

      “Relax, sweet pea,” he smirked, almost condescendingly. “I’m not going to drug, kidnap and rape you or anything.”

      I burst out laughing. His joke instantly relieved all of the tension, and I shrugged. “All right. As long as you don’t do that! What’s your name?”

      “Larcon, what’s yours?”

      “Blue,” I replied.

      “Blue? I like that.”

      All smiles, I hopped in the passenger side of his truck and texted my dad.

      Got a ride from a friend. Be home soon.

      Dad instantly replied.

      Great! See? Not that bad!

      “So, my place is just down the road, it’s uh…Emory Lane.”

      I pointed left out of the school parking lot, but to my surprise, Larcon took a right which headed into town.

      “Uh…” I said slowly. “What happened to not kidnapping me?”

      “Relax,” he smiled. “I can’t bring a cute omega like you home without at least taking him out for a quick drink, can I?”

      “I’m not old enough to drink,” I smiled back.

      “Don’t worry about that,” he replied. “I know a place.”

      I should have been more cautious, but I was feeling excited. I’d gone the whole day feeling alone and now I’d not only run into one of my own kind, but he was a real looker too! An older guy alpha with a nice scent and his own truck who was taking me out for a drink? Maybe this was the good twist to my crummy day.

      He pulled into the small downtown of the aptly named Sleepy Hills and into a parking lot beside a dive bar that didn’t even have a sign. “Come on,” he said as he hopped out and led me inside.

      My heart was starting to race as I stepped into the dimly lit establishment that smelled like stale beer and wet. I’d never even been a big drinker, but I was longing for some kind of contact with another one of my kind, and to be honest, I was a horny teenage boy too and Larcon was a hottie—even if he was a bit of a redneck cliché.

      “Two rum and Cokes, Bruna,” Larcon said with a wave to Bruna, the bartender, a heavyset gal with her hair in a red bandana.

      “He of age?” she asked. For a moment, I almost jumped out of my skin, but then I saw her smile and knew she was just messing with us. We all laughed and Larcon led me over to a table near the back in a corner out of the way. Sleepy Hills must have been a really quiet town, as we were the only ones in the place.

      “So tell me about yourself,” Larcon said as we took a seat. He pulled his chair up close to me, so close I could feel the warmth from his body. “What brings you to Sleepy Hills?”

      “Oh, that’s a long sad story,” I replied. “But tell me—where are all the shifters? I didn’t run into any in school!”

      “Yeah, we keep to ourselves mostly. I’m part of a pack, we’re called the Kurrens, and we live on the other side of Mist Peak. There’s another pack on this side, but I wouldn’t go anywhere near them.”

      “Oh? Why not?” I asked as Bruna set our drinks down in front of us.

      “They’re real assholes,” he replied. “They’re called the Webbers. Dangerous too. Stay away from them.”

      “Thanks for telling me,” I replied as he drank some of his drink. I didn’t really want mine, but I also didn’t want to be rude, so I took a sip as well. It was more bitter than I’d remembered rum being, but again, I wasn’t a real drinker so I wouldn’t really know.

      “Not bad, eh?” Larcon asked.

      I nodded, hiding my grimace. “Yeah.”

      “Drink up!” he said, cheersing my glass with his.

      “Okay, but just this one,” I replied. “I don’t want you getting me drunk and taking advantage of me.”

      I said it with a wink to let him know I was just kidding. I wasn’t worried about him anymore. He’d given me a ride and told me who to look out for and bought me a drink. He was different from the guys back in Santa Monica, but that wasn’t a shocker. I had to get used to how they did things out here.

      I took another sip, and for the first time all day, really let myself relax. My phone buzzed and I checked it. Another text from dad.

      Home. Where are you?

      I replied quickly.

      Met a shifter friend. Be home in a bit.

      Dad wrote back.

      Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do!

      I smiled.

      I won’t!

      And that was true. I really wasn’t a bad boy—not even remotely. In fact, having this drink with Larcon was the most rebellious thing I’d done in a long time.

      “You tell him you were all right?” Larcon asked, obviously perceptive enough to know I was texting my dad.

      “I did,” I smiled as I set my phone down on the table and took another sip of my drink which was about halfway finished.

      “Good,” he grinned. “So you don’t have a boyfriend or anything? A mate? Ever had any children?”

      “Why? You wanna breed me?” I joked.

      Wow, that was uncharacteristic! I glanced at my drink with suspicion.

      “Say, how strong is this thing?”

      Larcon laughed. “Ah, you ain’t drunk. You just want me. Don’t try and blame the drink!”

      I tried to smile back, but the room started to spin. The old corner jukebox’s colors bloomed and twisted like you see in one of those acid trips in the movies. I reached out to brace myself against the table as my vision started to narrow.

      “Something’s not right,” I stammered. My head felt like it was being stuffed with cotton. I looked around for Bruna, but she was gone, and when I looked back at Larcon for support, and saw the telling smile on his face, I knew that I’d made the biggest mistake of my life.

      “What’s the matter, sweet pea?” he asked as he stood up and loomed over me. “Something wrong?”

      Before I passed out, the last thought that went through my mind was, I’m sorry, dad.
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      Peace. But how long would it last? As I sped through Kurren territory in my cherry red 1965 Ferrari 275 GTB 4-cam, I wanted to spit. I was probably imagining things, but with my windows down and the air blowing through my hair, I was sure I could smell them—their stink, their stench of cruelty and betrayal.

      The Kurrens were another pack of shifters that lived on the other side of Mist Peak from my pack. We’d been at war at one point, a war that had taken my family from me and had torn our pack to pieces. I was only six when the truce was negotiated, and now, twenty-two years later, I couldn’t help but feel as though we were on the brink of something terrible happening.

      Tyrese, one of our alphas, had spotted an outsider wolf on the peak this morning, dangerously close to the boundary line that separated our territory from the Kurrens’. It was a beta, just a scout probably, who’d turned tail and run when he was spotted, but it was a bad sign. It meant the Kurrens were getting bold.

      I’d been at home in my office finalizing some trades when Tyrese had come home and let me know what he’d seen. Rather than gathering the troops, shifting and looking for trouble, I’d hopped in the car and gone for a ride, hoping to run into one of the Kurrens so we could have a talk. But so far, the hills were quiet.

      It was a dreary day that matched my mood. Our pack was in turmoil, struggling without a leader. Our last head alpha, Hector, vanished one night without a trace. None of us knew where he went, and he’d apparently used pheromone blockers as none of us, not even Jasper, our best scout with a keen sense of smell, had been able to track him. Now, we were like a ship without a rudder, or a captain, and if things came to a head soon with the Kurrens, we’d need to be focused and band together.

      I downshifted the car as I hooked a turn overlooking the canyon that sloped down to the stream below. Still no signs of the Kurrens, but still I couldn’t stand the air. Just being on their side of the peak had my hairs on edge and my fangs extended. I was ready to take my wolf form at a moment’s notice.

      My eyes searched the trees as I sped down the road, searching for a wolf silhouette or the form of a naked man who’d just returned to human form. But I saw nothing. In a way I was relieved. Running into one of them would only bring more trouble, and I was on my own. But at the same time, we had to know if something was coming. We had to be prepared.

      I came down on the other side of the peak and slowed at the private dirt driveway that I knew led deep into the woods to the Kurrens’ compound. I’d never been there myself, but I knew it housed at least three alphas, a handful of betas, and even worse—several captive omegas.

      Larcon’s harem. Everyone in the area knew about it, but during peacetime, there was nothing we could do. I tried not to think about it; all it did was cause my heart to ache. Those memories were simply too painful to bear, so I pushed them aside, slammed the Ferrari into first gear, whipped it around and sped back towards Sleepy Hills.

      I was in no mood to go home—not just yet—and with nothing new to report, there was no reason to rush back. Sleepy Hills was a human town, with no shifters living in it, so in a way it was a refuge for me when I needed to collect my thoughts and get away from it all. The human world seemed so much simpler than ours—at least that’s how it seemed to me.

      I grimaced at the violet clouds overhead, which were seconds from dumping rain on the quiet little town and gunned it, going through the gears until I was roaring down the main street into town. I was so caught up in my own thoughts that I completely forgot about the speed trap set up just after the tracks, and groaned as a police cruiser pulled out behind me with its lights flashing.

      “Goddamn it.”

      I slowed to a stop and got my registration and insurance from the glove box and looked in my rearview as the officer got out of his car and came over to me. If only he knew who I was, how powerful I was and how weak he was. I could tear him to pieces if I wanted to. That gun on his hip was nothing compared to my incredible strength, but he thought he was the one in charge.

      It’s the human’s world, so you play by human rules.

      “How you doing, Alex?” Officer Brady asked with a smile and a nod. This wasn’t the first time Brady had pulled me over, nor would it be the last.

      “Officer,” I replied simply as I handed him everything he was about to ask for.

      “Going a little fast back there,” he remarked. “In a hurry somewhere?”

      “Just lost track of my speed I guess.”

      “Easy to do in a car like that,” he replied. “Maybe take it to the track next time you want to let loose. This here’s a quiet town. We don’t want any accidents.”

      “Of course not.”

      “I’ll run this and be right back.”

      “Officer,” I said. “With all due respect, you know me. You know I’m registered and insured.”

      Officer Brady smiled, knowing full well I was right. But he was a small cop in a small town and had nothing better to do. I also suspected he didn’t particularly like me, as the suit I was wearing probably cost more than his monthly salary. I’d done my best to be courteous to him, but he’d never liked me and I doubted he ever would.

      “I’ll be right back, Alex.”

      I sighed and leaned back in my seat as he went back to his cruiser and took his sweet time running my insurance and registration. I took the opportunity to call Tyrese. He answered after one ring.

      “See anything?” he asked with concern.

      “Nada,” I replied. “Nothing but trees.”

      “I swear I saw him! A beta, up on the ridge, looking like a scout.”

      “I believe you,” I told him. “But I went all the way around to the base of their compound and didn’t see a soul.”

      “Hmmm,” Tyrese replied. “I don’t like it. They’re up to something.”

      “I agree. Listen, I just got pulled over by Brady on my way into town. I’m gonna grab a drink and then head home and we can discuss what to do.”

      “Looking for something sweet to take home?” Tyrese joked, knowing full well there wasn’t a single shifter in Sleepy Hills that wasn’t either a Webber or a Kurren.

      “You know me and those human boys,” I joked. “Talk to you later.”

      “Later.”

      I hung up and sighed again. Tyrese had only been kidding, but he’d touched on a sore spot without knowing it.

      I was single, and unlike the rest of the guys in the pack, I wasn’t content being so. I yearned for a mate, someone I could get close to, share my secrets with and spend the rest of my life with. I was wounded, deeply, but had vowed to myself that I would never allow that to stop me from being able to love. But so far that special feeling had eluded me.

      I’d met a few omegas in my life, of course, from some of the surrounding towns or when I took trips to Denver or Boulder, but none of them had stuck. They’d been fun, sexy and delicious, but the spark simply hadn’t been there.

      What will it take? I thought as I glanced up at the rearview as Officer Brady came back over and handed me my things.

      “Gonna have to give you a ticket, Alex,” he said happily. “You know the drill on how to pay it, and make sure you do so you don’t get a court summons. And watch your speed from now on.”

      “Yes, sir,” I replied with just enough sarcasm to let him know I thought he was a dick but not enough to start a confrontation. “Thank you, sir.”

      I watched him go but didn’t bother waiting for him to get back into his car before driving off.

      “Prick,” I muttered as I came into town. There were really only two spots in Sleepy Hills to relax in the afternoon—either the bar, which everyone called ‘The Bar’ due to its lack of a sign, or the Big Dog Coffee Shop. But I wasn’t feeling like a mocha latte, so I pulled into the parking lot of The Bar and hopped out. I walked up to the door and tugged it open, and as I did, two scents slammed into my nose.

      The first one I recognized and it almost made me sick. It belonged to Larcon Kurren, the leader of the Kurren pack. But the second one was so sweet, so incredible and delicious, that it almost made me forget my name.

      Peaches…peaches from Heaven that hit my brain like a thousand watts of electricity and almost took my legs out from under me. My mouth hung open.

      “No,” I said to myself. “It can’t be.”
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      “It—it can’t be,” I repeated as I stared into the dimly lit dive bar, the sweet scent of ripe peaches filling my nose.

      But it was. As I inhaled more deeply, I understood immediately: it was the scent of my fated-mate!

      Holy guacamole!

      An overwhelming joy swept through me, only to be met with a terrifying realization; Larcon was in there with him.

      As far as sons of bitches went, Larcon was one of the top in the world. If a medal was given out each year for being the world’s biggest cunt, he’d win every time, and that was putting it mildly. Not only was he brash, uncultured and uncouth, and full of himself with that jacked-up truck of his, but he was also an evil bastard who had no qualms about kidnapping omegas and holding them against their will for as long as they amused him and the rest of his alphas. If my fated-mate was in there with him, that meant one thing; he was in danger.

      I burst in through the front door and scanned the room. It was completely empty, but my nose pointed me towards a table in the back, sitting in the shadows away from prying eyes. I saw two figures there, one was Larcon, who was standing, and the other, slumped over the table, was a boy, my fated-mate.

      I’m too late, I realized. The omega wasn’t moving. Larcon had drugged him, most likely by slipping something in his drink. When he woke up next, he’d be at the Kurren compound, chained up or locked in a room or whatever diabolical shit they did up there, with no means of escape. But I wasn’t about to let that happen.

      “LARCON!” I bellowed, seconds away from taking wolf form and tearing him to pieces. Larcon, who was doing something on his phone, looked up and smiled when he saw me.

      “Alexander. What a pleasant and unexpected surprise!”

      “Get away from him,” I snarled, curling my lip to expose my fangs. “Now.”

      “Whoa, buddy. What crawled up your ass and died?”

      “I’m not going to say it again. Get away from him.”

      “You really don’t want to start with me, Alex,” Larcon replied, shaking his head like he was the toughest alpha in the world. “And you know it. So why don’t you turn around, and take your three-thousand-dollar suit and your little cuck ass back up the peak where you belong?”

      That’s it, I thought as I looked at the poor omega lying with his head down on the table.

      I stepped forward threateningly and growled. Larcon’s eyes narrowed as he realized that I wasn’t just messing around—I was serious. He cocked his head to the side.

      “The fuck you doing, Alex?” he asked. “What do you care about this guy?”

      “For the sake of peace between our packs, I’ll say it once more,” I told him. “Step away from the omega and get the fuck out of here. I don’t want to have to kill you.”

      “You know what, Alex? I don’t want to fight you either—at least right now. Which is why I’m not going to!”

      My senses were on high alert, and I was already shifting when the attack came from behind me. I smelled his stench as I burst out of my suit, shredding it into expensive rags, and dodged out of the way as one of Larcon’s alphas streaked through the air past me and slammed into a table and chairs, smashing them to bits.

      I leapt forward and snapped at his hind legs, but he was quick and managed to scramble away before I could get my teeth around him. He spun and gnashed his teeth at me, growling in a defensive posture, the hair on his back standing straight up.

      He was a big bastard, with a dark brown coat salted with white flecks. His eyes were angry with loyalty to his pack. I recognized him as Tyson, one of the least classy of the Kurrens—and that was saying something.

      It was a standoff, each of us waiting for the other to move. But behind him, I saw Larcon round the table, wrap his arm around the omega—my fated-mate—and lift him over his shoulder and head for the back door.

      No!

      I let out a ferocious roar and sprang forward.

      Tyson was fast, and I knew he would be ready for my attack, so I feinted right to bait out his counterattack, dodged his claw as it came up towards my eye, then snapped forward and clamped my jaws around his neck. I sank my teeth as deep as they would go and drove them home until I tasted blood. His jugular vein snapped beneath my incisors and he cried out with a desperate whimper. Larcon spun around in shock.

      “Tyson!” he exclaimed. I guess he thought his alpha would handle me easily, but he’d underestimated me. Then again, I was fueled by a fire that he could not understand—the fire of protectiveness for my fated-mate. “No!”

      He released the omega, who still had enough presence of mind to have some strength in his legs and fought to stand before he began to topple over. I instantly shifted back to my human form and dashed over to him, sliding on my knees and catching him before he fell. I cradled him and stared down at the most beautiful face I’d ever seen in my life.

      Don’t worry. I’ve got you.

      Larcon raced past me and slapped a hand over Tyson’s neck, doing his best to stop the flow of blood from the severed jugular I’d given him.

      “I’d hurry if I were you,” I called out over my shoulder as I kicked open the back door. “He might make it if you get him to a doctor in time. Clarice might even stitch him up if you are nice to her!”

      “You son of a bitch!” Larcon screamed at me. “You’re gonna pay for this!”

      His words were nothing but noise in my ears as I raced quickly out the back and through the parking lot over to my car. Thankfully, it was raining and the humans were inside. It wouldn’t have been good for them to see a naked man carrying a young man over to his car and speeding away.

      I managed to get the passenger side door open and slid the beautiful boy inside, then hopped in the driver’s seat and threw the car into gear. I’d have to pass Officer Brady on the way out of town, but I didn’t care. Nothing mattered right now besides getting this omega home and making sure he was safe. Who knew who Larcon had been talking to on his phone when I came in—he could have his whole pack on the way into town right now.

      I floored it and roared, my voice lost beneath the roar of the engine as it howled, propelling the car to high speed and sending me screaming out of town. I blew past the police cruiser doing at least sixty, but by the time Brady would be able to get his cruiser in gear and head after me, I was already halfway home.

      The rain poured from the sky as I hit eighty before I had to slow down on the curve up into the hills, drifted around the corner and floored it again, pushing the classic Ferrari for all it was worth. The tires squealed against the wet pavement as I tore up the base of the mountain towards our compound.

      I slowed at our private road and sped down the driveway to the house. The Ferrari’s tires screeched to a halt at the front steps and I was on the other side pulling open the passenger side door before I could blink twice.

      Rain pelted down on us as I snatched the poor omega up in my arms and took the steps two at a time up to the house. I was about to shoulder the door down when Jasper pulled it open for me.

      “What happened?” he practically shouted.

      “Clarice!” I roared. “Is she here?”

      “I think so—”

      “I’m here!” Clarice’s voice rang out from upstairs and she appeared on the second-floor balcony.

      “Help! Larcon drugged him—put something in his drink, I think!”

      Clarice rushed down the stairs, her messy hair twisted up in a bun, looking more like a stylish New York magazine editor than a shifter nurse living in the woods in Colorado. But Clarice’s skills as a healer were unmatched. She worked at the hospital for the humans during the day, but tended to any and all shifter injuries when needed—even treating the Kurrens since the peace had begun.

      She won’t be treating Tyson, though, I thought as I set the omega down on the couch. She raced over to his side and placed a hand on his neck to feel his pulse.

      My own heart was racing as I waited, feeling helpless as she examined him. She pulled back his eyelids and looked into his eyes, then leaned close and sniffed his body up and down. Finally, she placed a hand on his forehead and closed her eyes.

      “Well?” I snapped. “Is he going to live?”

      Clarice opened her eyes. “He’s going to be fine.”

      “Oh, thank God,” I exclaimed as I sat back and placed a hand on the boy’s leg. “Thank God for that.”

      “What the fuck is this?” I looked up to see Eric coming in from the kitchen. He was the pack’s de facto leader since Hector disappeared. No one had really elected him, but he’d decided we should all listen to what he had to say. His decisions were questionable, and I was growing tired of it.

      “Listen—” I started to say, but he cut me right off.

      “I just got a call from Marco.” Marco was another one of the Kurrens’ alphas. “He told me you tried to kill Tyson?”

      “No,” I shook my head. “Tyson tried to kill me after I walked into The Bar and saw Larcon drugging this omega, ready to drag him off to their compound and keep him as part of his harem!”

      “And you intervened?”

      “You’re goddamn right I did!” I snarled, getting to my feet as I felt that old wound open again ever so slightly. “And I won’t apologize for it either!”

      “Alex,” Eric said firmly as he stepped up right in front of me. “We have peace with the Kurrens. We don’t interfere in their affairs and they don’t interfere with ours. Now, I understand what you must be feeling because of your—”

      “Don’t you dare!” I snapped. “You don’t have any idea how I’m feeling right now! Don’t even try to pretend you do!”

      Eric wanted to say something, but held his tongue. I kept my eyes locked on his, showing him I wasn’t about to back down, when Jasper, who was standing by the piano, finally spoke.

      “Why did you bring him back here though, Alex? I mean—what’s so special about this omega that you’d risk the peace for him?”

      I broke my glare and turned around to gaze at the beautiful boy who was lying so peacefully on the couch.

      “Because,” I said to the room, “he’s my fated-mate.”
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      Sold…I thought as I lay miserably in bed and stared at my Sleepy Hills High graduation tassel that hung from the mirror over my desk.

      My father sold me. What an amazing birthday present.

      I turned eighteen tomorrow, June 8. Most kids got a car or a computer for their birthday, but not me! I got an alpha—an alpha that I didn’t choose, didn’t want, and couldn’t return if I wanted to. My son of a bitch father had sold me for 40,000 dollars. Can you believe that? Not even enough to live comfortably on for more than a couple of years max. His only son!

      Mark Duplass…that was his name. He was a trust fund baby that lived in a mansion just outside of town with who knew how many bedrooms. I never understood why rich people always gloated about how many bedrooms they had anyway. I mean—how many children were you really going to have? And if you didn’t want a huge family, did you really have enough friends who were coming to stay over that often? I’d rather have a nice cozy place with just enough room.

      I’d always been a dreamer, tearing up over cheesy romance movies on Netflix, loving a nice chick-flick and a tub of Haagen-Dazs, picturing myself as the awkward girl who got swept off her feet by the heart-melting man who fell in love with her and took her away to a beautiful cottage where they’d raise a family together (why didn’t they make those films about two guys I wonder…?), but once my father had given me the news of what was going to happen to me, I realized that my happily-ever-after was nothing but a fantasy.

      “You’re going with him and that’s that!” he’d told me with a slap to the cheek. “He’s rich, he’ll give you everything you’ll ever need, and I won’t have you linking up with one of those crazy Webbers that live up by Mist Peak! Violent sons of bitches, do you have any idea the trouble they stirred up last year with that pack war against the Kurrens?”

      “I don’t think they started that, dad—”

      He shut me up with a second clap and pointed a warning finger in my face. He was really angry at me, and part of me wanted to believe that some of that anger was directed at himself—guilt at having sold his only son—but I knew I was just rationalizing. My dad had always been a cruel man. I didn’t have a single happy memory of my youth that involved him, and I’d never even known my other father. A one-night stand probably. Dad never talked about him.

      “You just be thankful for what I’ve arranged for you,” he told me. “You’ll be a prince around these parts!”

      “I don’t want to be a prince!” I’d shouted, ducking out of the way of his third blow. “I just want someone I love!”

      “Love’s a bunch of bullshit, boy!” he called after me as I raced upstairs and slammed my bedroom door. “You better get that through your thick head!”

      I’d cried for a long time, wondering for a moment if I should just shift and head into the woods and live off the land. But I wasn’t a wolf—not completely—I was a shifter, and that kind of life wasn’t for me.

      I looked at the clock on my wall. It was 10:55, which meant Mark was on his way over. He was taking me out “for drinks,” which meant—as I was underage—that we were going to get a coffee in downtown Mountainside at a place that stayed open until eleven so students could study. I prayed I wouldn’t run into anybody I knew from school. This was supposed to be a “get to know each other” meeting so I’d be more amiable tomorrow when he took me to his house.

      Tomorrow…

      Tomorrow I would be gone.

      Tomorrow I would be legal.

      I shuddered at the thought. I was as virginal as they come. I’d kissed two guys in my entire life, and one of them was when I was six and was just a silly game with boys experimenting with each other. I’d never had sex, never given head (unless you counted practicing on a cucumber when I thought Corey Foreman was going to ask me to prom) and only given a single handjob that I thought would be reciprocated but wasn’t. Mark was definitely going to want to have sex with me, and probably as soon as possible. And that terrified me.

      I almost jumped out of bed when I heard the doorbell. I got to my feet and checked my hair in the mirror. It wasn’t that I cared what Mark thought of me, after all he’d already paid for me, it’s just that I knew my father would have a fit if I didn’t look perfect.

      My chestnut curls were looking good. I’d washed and conditioned my hair and then blow dried it to make them curl just right. My skin was clear, thank God, and I thought I looked pretty cute in my beige chinos and white and gray striped t-shirt.

      “Eric,” my father shouted from downstairs.

      “Coming,” I replied.

      “Hurry up!” he waved his hand at me and I came down, taking each step like it was going to be my last. My legs felt like I’d just run ten miles and my heart was like an overinflated balloon ready to pop. When I reached the ground floor, my dad got right up into my face.

      “Now, no funny business! You understand?”

      “What kind of funny business?”

      “Any!” he snapped. “Best behavior. If you screw this up for me, you’ll wish you were never born!”

      Like I already don’t, I thought miserably as he opened the door.

      Mark didn’t even come in. He stood on the steps and eyed our little home with obvious disdain. Some people would have found him good-looking, but he made me want to hurl.

      He dressed like a total fuck-boy, wearing nude-colored joggers with some kind of chunky sneaker that dads wore in the ‘80s. He had that typical haircut that everyone had these days with the sides shaved and the top slicked back, and a long-hem t-shirt in an off-pink color that reminded me of Pepto-Bismol.

      “Ready to go?” he asked me.

      “He is!” my dad answered for me. He pushed me on the lower back and I stumbled out onto the porch. Mark winked at my dad, took me by the arm and led me over to his Aston Martin. It could have been nice, if not for the fact that he’d had it wrapped in reflective gold paint.

      “Get in,” he told me. “And don’t scratch the paint.”

      Sure, trust fund baby.

      Mark smelled…unpleasant. I couldn’t quite pinpoint what I didn’t like about it. It was something like an old laundry room or a damp basement that someone had been smoking cigars in. It was undeniably alpha, but harsh and sloppy.

      Mark’s parents had struck it rich somehow—something involving the tech industry or an app or something—and then died and left their fortune to him. He was thirty-nine and hadn’t worked a day in his life. People in town knew all about him and his debaucheries, paying for companions and indulging in every substance known to man. Some of the alphas looked up to him, but any omega with any sense knew that these were the kinds of men you stayed away from.

      We rode in silence into town. As he pulled up in front of the coffee shop, he grimaced.

      “You’d think they’d have a valet by now,” he scoffed.

      A valet in a tiny town like this?

      He got out and I did the same. He walked in, not bothering to hold the door open for me, but expecting me to follow him dutifully. Not wanting to upset my dad and face his wrath when I got home, I did just that.

      “Sit over there,” he told me as he went to the counter. I did as I was told, feeling like my heart was on the verge of collapse, and took a seat in the corner farthest from the door. The crowd was sparse, and I couldn’t stop hoping that one of the customers would see my predicament and do something to save me.

      Sure, I thought. Keep dreaming!

      Mark came over to the table and sat down, and I saw a look on his face that sent a chill through my body. He eyed me up and down and licked the corner of his mouth with a slimy tongue.

      “So, there’s been a change of plans.”

      He stared at me—waiting.

      “Y—yes?” I asked.

      “I know your dad said you were coming with me tomorrow. But we’ve decided to bump that up to tonight. Seeing as how you turn legal tonight at midnight, I want you to be at the house when that happens—just in case you decide to run off and lose that V-card to some eager boy your age who doesn’t know what he’s doing.”

      No!

      “B-b-but…I don’t have my things,” I protested. It was the only thing I could think of saying. I glanced around, debating for a moment whether I should throw a fit and hope that someone would help me.

      “I’m rich!” he laughed. “You don’t need any of your things. In fact, I’ll give you all new things so you can dress the way you should be dressing.”

      He leaned forward quickly and took my hand in his. I wanted to pull away, but I was terrified.

      “Don’t look like that,” he grinned. “It’s not going to be that bad. In fact, in time, you’ll learn to love it—to love me.”

      No, I shuddered. That will never happen!
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      As my Harley roared and blasted down the road towards Mountainside, I couldn’t believe that I was finally going home.

      Well, sort of…but not really.

      I’d never expected to get a letter notifying me of my father’s death. After all, I’d never even known the guy. He gave me up for adoption before I was old enough to remember his face, and I’d been bounced around America’s fantastic (not!) foster system until my eighteenth birthday when I’d set out on my own.

      I’d linked up with a few packs after that before finally settling in with a biker gang called the Iron Nail. They were shifters and welcomed me with open arms. I’d learned to love bikes, the open road and the camaraderie, but then the war came.

      Another gang started antagonizing us over territory and began trying to steal omegas that were already mated up. We tried our best to keep the peace, negotiate and avoid conflict, but the other side wasn’t having it. They wanted blood, so blood is what they got.

      Our side was victorious, but the cost was high. We lost half our crew and the remaining half wanted to hunt down the families of the defeated gang and take care of them too. I wasn’t into that and wanted to set out on my own, so when I got the notice from the government that my father had passed, I saw my opportunity.

      He’d left an old house in Mountainside, and as I was his only family (technically) I’d only seen the photos, and was on my way there now to check it out.

      A quiet house in the woods. A nice break from the wild life of an outlaw.

      I took a hard left onto a bumpy road and slowed the bike as I approached the driveway. It was dirt with an old mailbox on the ground next to the rotten wooden post where it had hung.

      Job number one, I thought as I maneuvered the bike up through the trees. As the house came into view, I had to laugh. The photos had made it look a lot better than it was.

      It was a small cape that hadn’t seen a coat of paint in years, the once blue now faded to a tinted gray. The porch was in complete disrepair, several windows were without screens, one of the ones on the top floor was completely boarded up and the yard looked like it was ready to be hayed. But still, I was never one to shy away from a challenge, so I pulled the bike up and parked.

      “So, it’s a fixer-upper,” I joked to myself.

      I hopped off and made my way up to the steps. Thankfully, the front door was still intact and strong. I unlocked it with the key I’d been given and pushed it open. It smelled all right—I didn’t detect any mold—and didn’t hear any water dripping through the ceiling. I tried to imagine my father living in a place like this, but seeing as I didn’t even know what the old man looked like, abandoned the thought all together.

      This is my home now.

      At twenty-nine, after having been through everything I’d been through, I was ready to settle down, find an omega, put a cub in him and start a family. Unlike my father, I’d be there for my son and prove to him (and myself) that real love could exist in a family. But there was one big problem: I had to find an omega!

      I looked around the living room, which had a couch that looked to be in decent shape, and a coffee table covered in newspapers. The kitchen was completely empty.

      I guess pops wasn’t much of a cook.

      The staircase was in good enough shape, thankfully, and I took it to the second floor. There was a small bedroom in front of me, as well as a small bathroom, and then the master bedroom at the end of the hall with its own attached bath. Thankfully, the inside was in better shape than the outside, but it would still need a lot of work. I had a bit of cash to buy materials, and could handle the repairs myself. After that, I’d get the garden started and live off the land. That was my plan.

      The master bedroom had a bed—thank God—and even some sheets as well. The washing machine worked, and I threw them in. I probably wouldn’t use them, as I’d brought my sleeping bag with me, but it was good to wash them just in case.

      The sun was down and I realized I hadn’t even gone into town to see where it was I was living. I was hungry too, so I headed back outside, got on the bike and headed towards Mountainside. It was only a few minutes’ drive and I felt like I was driving into a postcard town as I pulled in.

      The “downtown” was a simple street lined with small, quaint shops, most of which were closed. There was a diner with its lights off, a burger place also closed—the only place that seemed to be open besides the gas station was a coffee shop called The Coffee Bean.

      “Ah, well,” I grimaced as I pulled the bike into a space beside a horribly gaudy-looking Aston Martin. “Gold? Who would have such poor taste?”

      I hopped off and headed inside, hoping the place served egg sandwiches or something. If it came down to it, I could fill myself with five croissants, but I was longing for some protein—any kind really…egg, ham, omega cum…

      But as I pushed open the door and stepped into the dimly lit spot that looked like a place for students to hang out and finish homework, I was fisted in the face by a scent so strong and overwhelming that it could only mean one thing: I’d found my fated-mate!

      Coincidentally, it smelled like a caramel mocha latte, but I could tell it wasn’t anything the shop was brewing up. It was a shifter scent—an omega scent—that danced through my nostrils like a ballet of prima ballerinas who had decided to start their own incredible troupe. I closed my eyes and inhaled, letting the beautiful scent coat my lungs, imagining it embracing my soul with strong, heavenly arms.

      Fuuuuck….

      I looked up, traced the scent through the air to the back corner of the shop and then I saw him.

      Brown curls, brown eyes, medium height and medium built. He was wearing a pair of chinos and a striped t-shirt. My heart practically fell out of my chest as I stared at him. I felt what humans call “love at first sight,” but what we shifters call “imprinting.” It was that moment when you just know you’ve found the one for you. The scent of fated-mates never lies either.

      “Fuck,” I muttered. But then I saw a problem; there was an alpha already sitting with him. He was a rich boy, dressed like a total douche who wanted to look like he was up on the latest fashion, wearing colors a guy should never wear. I instantly realized whose gaudy Aston Martin it was that was sitting out front.

      What’s he doing with an alpha like that!?

      I wanted to rush in and snatch him away, but at the same time I didn’t want to cause a scene. Any alpha, especially a rich, entitled douchebag like him, would put up a fuss if another alpha just came in and hit on their date, despite the fact that he looked absolutely miserable. But if this omega was truly my fated mate—and there was no doubt about that—he would certainly recognize it as well. All I had to do was get him to smell me.

      I glanced around the room and saw a fan sitting in the corner of the room. It was aimed at the girl working behind the counter, but I stepped over to it and adjusted it a little so it was pointing at him. Then, I moved in front of it.

      The breeze on my back swept my scent across the room and I watched with excitement as it reached him. His delicate curls rustled ever so slightly and then his nose twitched. His eyes sparked like fireworks and I kept my gaze fixed on him as he looked up and scanned the room.

      When he found me and our eyes met, I felt as though I’d just opened a door that led to a new future, one I’d been picturing for some time now.

      Yes, I thought. I’ve found him.
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      “Nancy! Back to work!” Greg croaked to my mother from the front of house.

      “Five minutes, Greg!” my mom shouted back. “I’m on my break!”

      Greg grumbled. “Officer Brady needs his coffee refilled!”

      The truth was, despite being the owner of the diner, he was completely inept when it came to actually running it as a worker and he needed my mom to handle things. For the amount of work she did, she was completely underpaid and really should have been the one with her name on the lease.

      “I really should get going, ma,” I told her. “The show’s going to start soon and Chuck will kill me if I’m late.”

      “Ugh! Chuck!? Why do you care about what he says?” my mom scoffed. “In fact, why do you even work for him? He’s your ex-boyfriend. It’s not good to mix things like that.”

      “It’s my job, ma,” I replied. I didn’t want to have this conversation again. It was bad enough that I had to see the guy who cheated on me and manipulated me all the time, and I didn’t need my mom reminding me that my life was going absolutely nowhere and I had no choice but to work for him.

      “So find another!”

      “Easier said than done,” I replied, kissing her on the cheek. “But I need to get going.”

      “I just want to see you happy, my son,” she told me, pulling me in for a hug. “I want to see you away from this creep. I want you to find love!”

      “Yeah,” I muttered as I pulled away. “No such thing, ma.”

      “Don’t talk like that!” she called after me as I stepped out the back door. “Or you may start to actually believe it!”

      I guess my mom thought I was semi-joking when I said that, but I wasn’t. True love was bologna – something invented by romance novel authors to sell books. I’d thought Chuck was the one, and then as our relationship went on, I realized that such a thing doesn’t exist.

      At first, he was perfect, a rich gallery owner from Denver who’d come to Sleepy Hills on a sightseeing trip to get away from the city. He was incredibly handsome and had taken an interest in me, spoiled me, taken me out on dates, romanced me, slept with me and eventually took me back to his gorgeous apartment to live with him. And that was when the awfulness started.

      First, I suspected he was cheating on me. He would stay late at the gallery for “meetings with clients,” then come home with his hair all messed up and poorly masked omega scents on his body. When I questioned him about it, he always found a way to spin it around to make me look like the bad guy

      “You’re crazy, you know!” he’d yell. “How could you ever think I’d do that to you?”

      He was a master manipulator. I’d always end up apologizing in the end, despite the fact that he was the one who’d done me wrong. I guess maybe I just wanted to save our relationship, as I truly believed we were meant for each other and were just going through a rough patch. But I was stupid and naive. All he did was get more brazen and eventually brought a boy home one night.

      I caught him, and in retrospect, I think he wanted to be caught. He knew our relationship was over, and rather than manning up and saying that, he wanted to hurt me. I walked into our bedroom to find him taking the omega from behind, fucking him in a way he’d never fucked me before. I left him and came home to live with my mother. I didn’t answer my phone for a month. When I finally did, Chuck apologized and told me that I could still keep my old job. I had no choice but to do so. It paid better than anything in Sleepy Hills, and without it, my mom would have to work doubles all week. So that was why I was riding in my old worn-out Camry on my way to Denver to work a contemporary art show when I’d rather be at home drowning my sorrows in Stardew Valley or Game of Thrones.

      Thankfully the drive wasn’t too long. If it were, I’d only start questioning my entire existence and thinking way too many depressing things. As I pulled into the back lot of the gallery, I took a deep breath and wondered where all of this was headed.

      The money was good but not enough to start putting a ton away to buy a house or something. I had no romantic prospects on the horizon, and I couldn’t stop thinking about all the other nineteen-year-olds who were off to college, partying and having a good time, while I was stuck working for my ex.

      Life isn’t fair, I thought as I got out of my car and headed in through the back door. I was wearing my all black “uniform,” as Chuck put it. Black chinos and a black button-up shirt with the top button done and no tie. I felt it looked a bit like we were trying to be mobsters or something, but it was Chuck’s idea so of course it was perfect.

      “You’re late,” Chuck growled from his office as I stepped inside.

      “No, I’m not,” I replied. It was a game he liked to play – saying something to throw me off balance and establish his dominance. But I wasn’t playing anymore.

      “The refreshments table hasn’t been laid out,” he replied.

      “Why can’t you do it?” I asked him. “You don’t seem to be busy.”

      Chuck glared back at me from his reclined position in his office chair, both feet up on his desk with his arms crossed behind his head.

      “Why do you have to be so sassy?” he asked me as he got to his feet. I knew what was coming, and tried to back out of his office, but he was too fast. He slid past me and shut the door, closing me in with him. “Am I really that bad?”

      “Chuck—”

      “So I made some mistakes,” he said softly as he leaned closer. “I mean – we both did, didn’t we?”

      “The only mistake I made was staying with you as long as I did,” I told him. “I don’t know why I didn’t leave you earlier.”

      “Yes, you do,” he said, running his hand up my leg to my crotch. “You stayed with me because you loved me. That’s why you work here too. Because you still love me.”

      “I work here because I need the money, Chuck!” I snapped. “And don’t think that any of your charms are going to get me back together with you. They’re not!”

      I pushed Chuck aside, tugged the door open and stepped quickly out of his office. I made my way to the back room and leaned against the wall to collect myself. He was more aggressive than usual tonight, which probably meant that whatever omega he’d convinced to spend time with him recently had grown fed up with his shit and called it off.

      That’s all I was to him – a fallback. He was happy to go throw his dick around town to any omega that would take it, but when one of them rejected him, he came running back to me. He couldn’t handle being turned down or being the one getting dumped, so he had to take it out on me. Even if – and that was an impossible if – I decided to give Chuck another chance, I knew exactly how it would go; he’d treat me right for a week, fuck my brains out and then either cheat or dump me with some lame excuse about how he wasn’t sure we were actually right for each other. Thankfully, I had absolutely no desire to give him another chance.

      In fact, I wasn’t ready to give any alpha another chance. Sure, I got horny sometimes – who doesn’t – but I wasn’t one to sleep around. I wasn’t about to put my heart out there again and get it broken.

      I spent the next fifteen minutes getting the refreshments table organized with Fiji waters, tiny little crackers and expensive meats and cheeses, and a fruit platter that had been organized so it looked like a flower. Chuck was completely non-artistic, ironic for a gallery owner, and doing little things like that was how he pretended to be part of the community.

      The exhibition started at 7:30, and it was only 7:15, so I took a few minutes to walk around the gallery and check out the show. To be honest, a lot of what Chuck brought in was garbage. Modern art – a bunch of garbage that looked like something a child did in class then brought home to show their proud mother, but to my delight, tonight’s show was different.

      There were abstract landscapes on enormous canvases. The first one was a river of color beneath a sky of grays and pinks, layers upon layers of paint that locked my eyes on the piece. There was something about it that just held me there. It was taller than I was and I just wanted to stare at it forever. This wasn’t just good compared to the junk Chuck had shown before, it was good in general. In fact, it was great.

      I stood there for so long that when I heard Chuck come out of his office, I realized it was time to open the gallery.

      “Quit gawking!” he shouted and snapped his fingers and pointed to the door. “Open ‘er up!”

      I managed to tear my eyes away from the beautiful painting and made my way to the door. There was already a decent, high society-looking crowd milling around outside, as well as a handful of obvious art students doing their best to look good and fit in. I let them in and quickly made myself scarce, letting Chuck do all the intros and schmoozing that he was good at.

      I wonder who the artist is, I thought as I found a corner to hide in while I looked at the rest of the paintings. Whoever it was clearly had an incredible vision of the world – a much more optimistic vision than mine. There was life and hope in the work, and I felt inspired simply by looking at it.

      I waited patiently while the show began, hoping to catch a glimpse of the artist, but an hour later they were nowhere to be seen.

      “Can you find somewhere else to stand?” Chuck asked as he came over to me. “You look like a statue over here and you’re weirding people out. Go in the back or something. And don’t say a word to the artist when he arrives either!”

      “Gee, thanks, Chuck,” I grumbled. But I turned and made my way into the back room and plunked down on the couch. The show would certainly go on until midnight or later, as long as there were patrons, and if Chuck didn’t want me out front, it was going to be a long night.

      I played Ruzzle on my phone for a bit, got up and rearranged the water bottles sitting on the floor, browsed Instagram and then felt my eyelids starting to get heavy. Seeing as how there was no need for me out front, I put my feet up on the couch and dozed off.

      My nap dreams were always the most vibrant, and I found myself dreaming of magical landscapes and beautiful rivers and lakes filled with color. I don’t know exactly how long I was sleeping, but I woke with a start as Chuck slapped his palm on the doorframe.

      “Hey!” he snapped. “Sleeping Beauty? More waters out front. Chop, chop!”

      Sighing, I wiped sleep from my eyes and got up from the couch. I grabbed a stack of waters and made my way out to the front of house, but stopped dead in my tracks when a scent slid into my nostrils with such power that I couldn’t believe it.

      It was like a fresh chocolate layer cake right out of the oven, and my knees went weak as I stared out at the crowded gallery, my eyes tracing the invisible smell to its owner – the artist at the center of a large crowd heaping praises upon him.

      He was well-dressed, with long shaggy brown hair you might expect of an artist, but was built like a bodybuilder or a fighter. I could see his muscles beneath his loose-fitting white t-shirt. He wore a pair of thin black pants that showed off a beautifully sculpted butt.

      Despite everything I thought about love and alphas, I couldn’t help but accept the fact that the glorious scent I’d just inhaled was the scent of my fated-mate.
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      Time to shine, I thought as I wheeled my Jeep into the gallery parking lot. It was a miracle I’d gotten a showing so quickly after moving to Colorado from Queens. Mom dying was the last straw. New York no longer had anything to offer me, so I packed my shit and headed out for the frontier, found myself a fixer-upper in a tiny town called Sleepy Hills and decided to live off the land. I’d put a few feelers out to some galleries in Denver to do a show for my work, not expecting to hear back, but a guy named Chuck Nolte responded almost immediately and said he’d love to host me. So I shipped him eight of my paintings.

      “And here we go,” I said as I hopped out and headed for the front door. I wasn’t sure if I should go in the back and meet up with Chuck first or not, but I wasn’t one for introductions and pomp, so I just headed inside.

      It was a strange profession for an ex-Marine – painting. But after two deployments to Iraq, I lost my taste for violence and realized that my life was lacking in meaning. I picked it up, after attempting guitar and not loving it, and found myself lost in it. There was just so much freedom and so much room for expression.

      Working with big canvases inspired me and I figured I’d take the plunge and show my work. People loved it and I realized that painting was something I wanted to do for the rest of my life. It had started as just a hobby, but tonight I was going to be the main event and I would have been lying if I didn’t have a huge smile plastered across my face as I stepped into Chuck Nolte’s gallery in downtown Denver.

      “There’s the man!” Chuck announced, his arms out for a big hug. I kept smiling and hugged him back as the people around me cheered quietly and clapped. “Ladies and gentlemen, this here is the man of the house, Fletcher Strong!”

      “Thanks for coming, everyone,” I grinned. “I hope you enjoy the work. As you know, they’re for sale, so if you feel like buying one…or two or three…don’t stop yourself! Chuck here could use the commission. I hear he needs a new bathroom in his house.”

      Chuck roared with laughter and clapped me on the back. He was one of those guys who came off as a really great guy, but I had a sneaking suspicion that he was actually a bit of a dick. After being in the Marines and meeting all kinds of people across the world, it usually turned out that the people who seemed the nicest were always secretly the biggest pricks.

      “That’s right, Fletch,” Chuck nodded. “They’re all for sale and yes, we do take credit cards!”

      Everyone laughed and Chuck led me to a refreshments table and handed me a plate.

      “Eat up,” he told me. “It’s gonna be a long night of schmoozing. You see that gal over there? That’s Christie Ferrell. Very rich gal from town. Her husband struck it big with Amazon IPO or something. I’d bet she picks one up for her new house.”

      “I see,” I replied, taking a water and some cheese.

      “And there? That’s Bernie Mann. He’s old money. Always loves buying art, but I think he leaves it in his basement and just talks about all the artists he ‘knows.’ But hey, money’s money, right?”

      “Hey, I didn’t slave over my canvas for it to sit in some dickhead’s basement,” I corrected Chuck. He was right – money was always nice, but despite my muscles and stern-looking exterior, I was an artist and I wanted my stuff to be appreciated.

      “Yeah, well, I do need to make a little scratch here too,” Chuck reminded me. “Gallery space downtown isn’t cheap.”

      Art is a business, I guess.

      “I hear ya, Chuck,” I replied. “Well, you do you and I’ll mingle and be nice to people.”

      “Sounds good, partner! Oh, and before I forget. My crazy ex is wandering around here somewhere. Don’t let him bother you, though. He’s a bit of a pain in the ass. I only let him work here because he begged me.”

      I chuckled. “Sounds shitty. I’ll keep an eye out.”

      Munching my cheese, I walked around the gallery from painting to painting and did my best to schmooze with the high society who’d come out. I couldn’t imagine what my old buddies from the corps would say if they saw me now – Fletcher Strong, selling paint on canvas to a bunch of civvies! Wild.

      “What inspired you here?” a woman asked me, pointing to one of my paintings.

      “That was done from a dream that I had about a beautiful sky above a river,” I told her. “I was on deployment and having a hard time remembering home, so I’m not even sure if that place really exists or not, that’s why it’s an abstract.”

      “It’s beautiful,” she nodded.

      “Thank you.”

      I could tell she didn’t have much more to say, so I let her be and made my way over to a small crowd who was admiring an aerial view I’d done of a forest. They asked me a lot of questions I’d expected to hear, but as I was explaining to them my paint-mixing process, something happened that caught me completely off guard.

      A scent of an omega wafted into my nose. It was so strong and intense that it felt like I’d been punched in the sinuses.

      Blueberry scones, I thought as I turned and found myself staring at a drop-dead beautiful omega standing in the doorway that led to the back room of the studio. He was tall for an omega, probably close to six feet, with a head of luscious blond curls and innocent green eyes that made me instantly want to wrap my arms around him. He was looking at me like his life had just changed, and I knew why.

      The omega standing in front of me was my fated-mate.

      “Excuse me, Mr. Strong?” a man asked from behind me, tapping me on my shoulder. I almost didn’t hear him, and without taking my eyes off the omega, turned my head slightly towards him.

      “Yes?”

      “I saw the sticker here on this piece was fifty thousand,” he said. “Is that…firm?”

      “You’d have to ask Chuck,” I replied. “He handles that stuff.”

      “I was just thinking, if I came to you directly and we bypassed Chuck—”

      “I’m sorry, you’ll have to excuse me,” I said. I walked away from him and right up to the gorgeous omega, his scent growing stronger with every step I took. By the time I reached him, I felt drunk from it. I felt myself imprint instantly and my cock jump two sizes beneath my pants. He was undeniable. My alpha shifter urges swept through me, taking priority over everything else about me. It was an incredible thing and I felt bad for humans who would never be able to experience it, and by the look on his face, he was feeling the same thing too.

      “What’s your name?” I asked him.

      “J-Jessie,” he replied. “Jessie Williams.”

      “I’m Fletcher Strong. How would you like to be Jessie Strong?”

      The boy’s jaw dropped and he blushed as red as a honey crisp apple.

      “You’re gorgeous,” I told him. What was the point in mixing words? “I’m supposed to be focused on my art show, but I don’t think I can anymore.”

      Jessie opened his mouth to respond, but no words came out. I glanced over my shoulder to see if anyone was watching us, then took him by the arm and pulled him around the corner into a back room. Instantly, my nose was buried in his neck, inhaling his delicious scent and feeling his breath against my shoulder.

      “You smell amazing,” I whispered to him. “What are you doing here?”

      “I—I—I work here,” he stammered. “For Chuck.”

      “Well, what do you say I go tell Chuck that you and I are going to get out of here early?” I asked him. I stepped back and stared into his eyes, but instead of excitement, I saw hesitation there. “What? What is it?”

      “Chuck…” his voice trailed off.

      “Yes?” I asked.

      “Chuck is my ex,” he said. “I don’t think he’ll be okay with that.”

      His words were like a sucker punch to the gut. This beautiful boy had been dating Chuck? A wave of jealousy swept over me as I thought about the two of them together. This boy was mine and no one else’s, especially the fake-nice Chuck Nolte.

      “Your ex…” I muttered.

      Fuck, things just got complicated.

      “Yeah,” Jessie replied. He looked down as though he was ashamed, but I wasn’t having that. I lifted his chin to bring his eyes to mine.

      “Don’t look like that,” I told him. “You have nothing to be ashamed about.”

      “But he’s showing your work,” Jessie said. “He’s going to kill me if he sees me talking to you.”

      Jessie’s body was tight and small beneath mine. I couldn’t control the urges rising with me. I wanted to tear his clothes from his body, bend him over the couch and ravage him. And if there had been a lockable door on the room, I would have, but as this was one of those fancy new galleries, there was a serious lack of doors in the place.

      “Fuck what Chuck has to say,” I replied. “I can find another place to show my work.”

      “No, no!” Jessie stammered. “No, I can’t be responsible for that. I can’t!”

      “You’re not,” I told him, running my hand up his leg then up his stomach. “I am. This is my decision. My choice. Let’s get out of here. My Jeep’s outside.”

      Jessie looked around like we were both going to be caught any second. I sniffed the air, trying to pick up Chuck’s scent so I could make sure we were alone, but Jessie’s was so overpowering that all I could smell was him.

      “Fletcher—”

      “Hey, where’s my star player?” Chuck’s voice boomed. Jessie shoved me away from him and practically hurled himself onto the couch and pretended to be on his phone as Chuck stepped into the room. “There he is! Oh, Jessie, I told you not to bother the artist, didn’t I? Sorry about that, Fletch.”

      “Oh, it’s no problem,” I replied. Suddenly I found myself particularly annoyed by Chuck’s bro friendliness and wanted to sock him in the lips. It’s incredible what desire will do to a man. “We were just…chatting.”

      Chuck eyed Jessie, who wasn’t making eye contact, and nodded. “Uh, huh. Well, I got a guy out here interested in buying, but he’s got some questions about the paint that I can’t answer, so I need ya.”

      “Be right there,” I told him.

      Chuck eyed Jessie and me suspiciously, then nodded. “Right. Don’t keep me waiting though!”

      He grinned and left. When I was sure he was out front, I moved quickly over to Jessie and whispered in his ear. “After the show. I’ll come for you. Wait for me.”

      And with that, I was gone.

      Want more? Get the FULL VERSION of Fated Omega here: FATED OMEGA ON AMAZON
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