
        
            
                
            
        

    
   Contents

   


   Stranded

   Chapter One

   Chapter Two

   Chapter Three

   Chapter Four

   Chapter Five

   Chapter Six

   Chapter Seven

   Chapter Eight

   Chapter Nine

   Chapter Ten

   Chapter Eleven

   Chapter Twelve

   Chapter Thirteen

   Chapter Fourteen

   Chapter Fifteen

   Chapter Sixteen

   Chapter Seventeen

   Chapter Eighteen

   Chapter Nineteen

   Chapter Twenty

   Chapter Twenty-One

   Chapter Twenty-Two

   Chapter Twenty-Three

   Chapter Twenty-Four

   Chapter Twenty-Five

   Chapter Twenty-Six

   Chapter Twenty-Seven

   Chapter Twenty-Eight

   Chapter Twenty-Nine

   Chapter Thirty

   Chapter Thirty-One

   Chapter Thirty-Two

   Author's Note


 

Stranded

 

 

 

 

 

~Siren Cove: Book Three~

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

By Claire Cullen

 

 

 

 

 

Copyright © 2019 by Claire Cullen

All Rights Reserved

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter One

 

Jeremy had nearly perfected the art of going unnoticed. But being an alpha always came with a certain level of recognition that no amount of fading into the background could undo. Still, the wolves he was working with treated him as ‘one of the guys’ and no one questioned his origins much. What did it matter where he came from so long as he turned up on time and pulled his weight?

“This is the last load,” he told Greg, who was supervising their work for the day. They were only an hour from clocking off, and it was looking like they might finish on time for once.

“Get it stowed away,” Greg said, sparing him barely a glance, his attention on his phone.

Not everyone shared Jeremy’s work ethic.

The last box loaded, he was waiting to hand the manifest over to the driver when Bert called his name. Bert was second-in-command of the pack he was working for. Jeremy walked toward him, tossing the clipboard to the driver as he passed.

“You know the route to Magnar’s northern residence, right?”

Magnar was the Alpha Prime, the head of all the wolf packs in their territory. Jeremy’s last job had been with a construction crew, and they’d done a ton of work on Magnar’s pack houses, both the main house and his place in the north of their territory.

“Sure. You need me to do a run?” He wouldn’t turn down extra work.

“Need a driver. Someone who knows how to keep his mouth shut.” 

Intrigued, Jeremy nodded and followed Bert around to the warehouse. Bert’s pack were on the coast and fishing was their trade. They supplied many of the packs in the province with fresh seafood. Jeremy had spent most of the last few months out on the sea but he’d been relegated back to the warehouse the week before.

There was a truck ready and waiting by the warehouse doors, keys already in the ignition.

“Got five guys riding in the back,” Bert said, gesturing to where Greg was climbing inside and another wolf was closing the truck doors.

“Doing what?” he asked.

“Escort duty,” Bert said. “That’s all you need to know. You get on the road, take the shortest route, don’t stop for any reason, don’t take stupid risks. Got it?”

“Got it.” He climbed into the driver’s seat, shutting the door before leaning out the window. “How fragile are we talking? Is all hell going to break loose if I brake too hard?”

“Just get them there. The Alpha Prime’s been informed you’re coming. Don’t keep him waiting.”

In answer, he started the engine, checking all the mirrors before pulling away. By the easy way the truck moved, there wasn’t a full load of fish in the back. Jeremy was mystified as to what they might be transporting. What would need five men to guard it? Either something very valuable or something very dangerous. Or both. A prisoner maybe, another wolf. A lone wolf, one gone a little rabid from isolation, would merit a heavy guard. But what would Magnar want with a lone wolf?

Turning his focus to the journey, he parked his questions on ice. If he was lucky, he might get his answers once they reached their destination. Either way, he was intrigued. His life had become a rather boring routine of work and drudgery. A spark of excitement was a novelty.

 

When he reached Magnar’s place, they were ready and waiting for the truck’s arrival. He was directed away from the main houses toward the outhouses and sheds at the back of the territory. It spoke volumes that Magnar wanted privacy for whatever this was. He was an alpha who liked to make a spectacle. Even more curious, Jeremy nevertheless moved with caution. It wouldn’t do to attract the wrong sort of attention right then.

He brought the truck to a gentle stop and turned off the engine before climbing out. One of Magnar’s men was already approaching the back of the truck. Jeremy stayed where he was as the doors were opened. There was an explosion of sound and cursing as the men jumped out of the back.

“Grab his arm, hold him—don’t—”

Jeremy took a cautious step forward, keen to see who it was they were moving. 

Greg caught sight of him. “Get over here and help us,” he barked. 

Jeremy strode forward, preparing himself for whatever he was about to face. And even though he knew of their existence, even though he’d seen them with his own eyes, he was still shocked to come face-to-face with another siren. The siren was thrashing in the wolves’ arms, fighting to get free despite being bound and gagged. His eyes were wild and, as he struggled, the cloth across his mouth started to slip free.

“The gag,” Greg demanded. “Tighten the gag.”

One of the others jumped to do that, letting go of the rope around the siren’s tail. Jeremy lunged for it, catching it just in time to stop the tail knocking Greg and another wolf to the ground.

“Let’s get him inside,” Greg said. “Which way?” he snapped at Magnar’s wolf.

“Follow me.”

It took all of them to carry the struggling siren inside. As they crossed the entrance into the building, the siren went abruptly still, his head falling to the side.

“Good, he’s out,” Greg said. “Let’s get him secure before he wakes up again.”

Jeremy had a lot of questions but he kept them to himself. The longer it took them to realize he wasn’t meant to be there, seeing this, the better.

They carried the siren into a small room with nothing but a mattress on the floor. Jeremy focused on keeping a hold of the powerful tail in case the siren came to unexpectedly. He hid his unease and dismay as he watched the others put a chain around the siren’s wrists before securing it to a ring on the wall. The siren looked to be around his age; twenty-three, twenty-four, maybe. Jeremy still had a dozen questions not least being how they’d caught him.

“That’ll do,” Greg said, getting to his feet, and checking his watch. “It’s late, we should…”

“The Alpha Prime invites you to stay here tonight,” Magnar’s wolf said. “He’d like you to handle guard duty for our guest overnight.”

No one responded but Jeremy could tell from their expressions that they weren’t happy.

“Of course,” Greg said eventually. “We are at our Alpha’s disposal.”

He left two of their people on guard duty in the room while the rest went out to stretch their legs and get something to eat. Jeremy went with them, keeping his head down. They were brought to the dining room he’d eaten in when he’d worked on renovations in the pack the previous summer. They took a table in the otherwise empty room and plates of food were doled out.

“I thought I’d seen everything,” one of the men said between bites. “But then we’re pulling up the net and he’s in there, thrashing about like a fish but his eyes…”

Jeremy itched to ask a question but made himself take a long swallow from his glass instead. He needed more information. But, more than that, he needed to talk to his cousin. Nate would want to know the Alpha Prime had caught a siren. Of course, to make that call, Jeremy needed privacy. And there was no way to get that right then without drawing attention.

“What’s the Alpha Prime want with him?” another wolf asked.

“I hear he talked to all the pack alphas privately a few months ago,” the first wolf answered. “Told them about a threat to us and to watch out for it. I bet that’s what he was—”

“Enough,” Greg snapped. “Eat your food and keep your mouths shut.”

They did as they were told, getting second helpings, and demolishing them in short order.

The wolf who’d talked about finding the siren in his net stood up. “We’ll go relieve John and Kit, let them get some food.”

“No, not you,” Greg said, climbing to his feet as well. “Sit down.”

He glanced around the table, his eyes landing on Jeremy.

“You’re up.”

Jeremy got to his feet without a word, following Greg from the room.

“Andy wouldn’t know the meaning of the word discretion if it was stamped across his forehead,” Greg grumbled. “Keep your eyes open and your mouth closed, got it?”

“Got it,” he replied.

As they reached the windowless room where the siren was chained up, a woman and man stepped out, hurrying away with only the barest of glances at them. Greg sent the other two wolves to get food. Jeremy shut the door once they were gone, leaning his weight against it as he turned to survey the room. Greg was standing at the far wall, his eyes on the siren. Jeremy followed his gaze.

It was clear someone had cleaned him up, his skin wet but free from dirt. He’d been shaved too. His hair was damp and had been cut back above his ears where it now curled tightly. Somehow, the shorn head and stubble-free chin made him look even younger, and Jeremy revised his age down a few years. Nineteen, twenty at a stretch, assuming sirens aged at the same rate as humans and wolves. The tattered shirt he’d been wearing had been removed. He’d been left naked, prompting Jeremy to wonder if he was cold and why they hadn’t at least provided him with a blanket.

“Magnar’s been here,” Greg said, scenting the air. Jeremy did the same, realizing he was right. The scent of the Alpha Prime hung heavy in the room.

They stood guard for four hours before Greg told him to take a break, sending him outside. Jeremy found a bathroom, stretched his legs, scrounged up more food, and sat outside to watch the sunrise. He wanted to call Nate but as soon as he’d made a reappearance, Andy had stuck to him like glue, talking endlessly no matter how many times Jeremy shut him down. At the end of his tether, he grabbed the beta by the shirt, hauling him closer.

“Magnar doesn’t like his muscle to talk. Right now, that’s what we are. The muscle. Greg will have all our hides if you don’t shut up and keep your head down. Am I clear?” 

Wide-eyed, Andy nodded, rubbing idly at his chest when Jeremy let him go. He still didn’t give Jeremy breathing room, following him back inside when he went to see if Greg wanted to take a break.

The other alpha stepped gratefully out from the cell but thankfully took Andy with him, leaving Jeremy alone inside and one of Magnar’s men guarding outside.

Something had changed while he’d been gone. Something significant. Gone was the tail and the shimmering skin, and in its place were two very ordinary human legs. When had he shifted back? And why?

He heard voices outside and straightened up, tensing when he realized the Alpha Prime was there. The door opened, and Magnar entered with Greg on his heels, the Alpha Prime sparing Jeremy barely a glance, his attention all on the human siren on the floor.

As Jeremy watched, he realized the siren had woken at some point but was doing his best to feign sleep. It didn’t work, Magnar kicking his shin and prompting the siren to jerk away, his eyes flying open.

“Well now,” Magnar said, crouching next to him. “Aren’t you a sight for sore eyes? Months I’ve been searching and nothing, and then here you are.”

Jeremy’s stomach twisted at Magnar’s tone.

“You and I are going to know all about each other before long,” Magnar added, leaning closer to the siren and running one finger along the gag in his mouth. “I know a lot about you already, but soon… soon you’ll be telling me everything I want to know.” His finger stroked the siren’s cheek and the young man shuddered, pulling back, eyes wide. “Once I’ve claimed you, you’ll forget all about your life before me. I will be the center of your world.”

The siren let out a muffled growl, lunging toward Magnar. The wolf reacted, slapping the bound siren across the face, and knocking him back. Panicked, the siren tried to move away, but his chains held him fast.

Magnar got to his feet.

“The gag stays on, no matter what.”

“He’ll need water and food,” Greg said. “He’s had nothing since we found him, and he's getting weaker.”

“We’re getting earplugs for the guards. Once they get here, everyone inside and outside this room wears them while the gag is off. All it takes is one slip…” He pointed to the siren. “…and he becomes the most dangerous creature you ever laid eyes on.”

Magnar stormed from the room, and Jeremy turned back to the siren. He was lying down on the mattress, curled on his side, his knees tucked up into his chest. He didn’t look dangerous, just scared.

“It’s like the fight’s gone out of him,” Greg commented. “He was like a wild animal in the back of the truck.”

Jeremy moved a few steps nearer, leaning in to get a closer look at the siren. 

“I think it’s more than that.” He could see the slight flush of red on the siren’s cheeks, the way his eyes were glazed over. “I think he’s sick.”

“Well, it won’t be a long and happy mating then,” Greg grumbled. “I’ll see about those earplugs. You stay here. Keep your distance.”

Jeremy immediately backed off to stand against the wall, hearing Greg’s grumble of approval. The other man left, leaving Jeremy alone with the siren and his thoughts. He needed to get him out of there. There was only the problem of how.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Two

 

The sea had been Aden’s home for so long that he’d forgotten any other. He loved almost every part of it, loved swimming down deep, exploring places he’d never been, loved coming up to the surface, feeling the warmth of sunlight against his skin. Sometimes, he’d find himself among a pod of dolphins or following a group of migrating turtles. Sharks were a different story, he did his best to keep out of their way and hoped they kept out of his. But it didn’t always work out that way.

The storm took him by surprise, the sea going from calm to choppy within minutes. He swam toward land, hoping to find shelter to wait out the weather. And then a school of fish was all around him, swimming every which way, disturbed by something. But not the storm, he realized, when something closed in around him. When he tried to swim free, he found himself caught up in it, alongside all the fish. Net, he’d been trapped in a net. Thrashing harder, he yanked at it with his hands, but he was weak and the net was strong, drawing him up and up, the surface rushing to meet him…

 

Out of the water, time skipped forward and back. He saw faces and heard voices as he drifted in and out, exhausted from the effort of trying to get away. He came to for long enough to realize the people who’d picked him up didn’t smell like any humans he’d ever encountered. He tried to get free, to escape their grasps, opening his mouth to sing only for a cloth to be stuffed between his lips. Time wouldn’t stay still, his vision repeatedly darkening, his body slipping from his control. And then, for the first time in a long time, his tail was gone, replaced by two very strange-looking appendages. It had been a long time since he’d had feet, since he’d seen his toes.

There were people around him, watching him all the time. Not humans. Their scents were wrong, different. More primal, animal. He feigned sleep, keeping his eyes closed as he tried to figure out who and why. His body felt weak, his mind spinning, his stomach sick.

A kick to his leg had his eyes flying open, searching for the threat. A man loomed over him, bigger than all the others. Aden shrank back as the man spoke, the words unfamiliar to his ears. He struggled to hear them, to understand, not liking the look in the man’s eyes. The man touched the cloth gagging Aden’s mouth then stroked his cheek. Angry at the stranger’s actions, he growled and went for him, but the man knocked him back with an easy strength and callous manner. Aden, desperate to keep some distance between them, tried to move away but his binds held him fast.

With a few parting words, the man turned and left. Aden sagged against the mattress he was lying on, curled up tight, that small interaction draining him. As he lay there, once again trying to make sense of his strange circumstances, he realized they hadn’t left him alone. Another man had stepped closer to him, his expression concerned. Aden didn’t even have the energy to move back, letting his eyes close.

 

Jeremy was sent outside by Greg, scrubbing a hand across his chin, and peering around at the morning light. He was down a night’s sleep and up a pile of trouble. How was he going to get that siren out of there, especially if he, Greg, and the others were all going to be back on the road in a matter of hours?

He was surprised to encounter Magnar and two of his men outside. There was a flicker of recognition in the Alpha Prime’s eyes when he caught sight of Jeremy.

“You. I know you. Weren’t you working here with Rick’s crew last year?”

“Yes, Alpha Prime,” Jeremy said, stepping closer.

“Working for Bert’s pack now?”

“I moved on when the work dried up.”

“And you helped transport our… guest.”

“Yes, Alpha.”

Magnar considered him. “I want to keep the numbers in contact with our guest small. News like this might travel, and I would rather keep things under wraps.”

“Of course, Alpha. I understand.” Jeremy knew how to keep his mouth shut or promise to, anyway.

“Then you’ll stay here. Work for me. I’m sure Bert can spare you.”

There was only one answer to give to that. All Jeremy could think was that it bought him some time to get the siren away from there. He most definitely didn’t think about his parents or his brother, dead at Magnar’s hand.

“Yes, Alpha.”

“Parker here will show you to a guest room, and you can get some rest. I’ll want you on duty again tonight. I’ve got trade talks with four of the major northern packs starting this afternoon and continuing for the next four days. My attention will be elsewhere.”

“Of course. Thank you, Alpha.”

He followed Parker, surprised to be shown back toward the building the siren was housed in.

“Sorry it’s not better accommodations,” the beta said, “but with all the packs here for trade talks, we’re short on space.”

“It’s better to be closer to where I’m supposed to be working,” he said, wondering how long until he’d have a chance to slip away and call for help.

“You got a phone?” Parker asked.

“Yeah. Almost dead though.”

He’d had no chance to charge it or use it.

“Hand it over,” Parker said with a sigh. “Magnar doesn’t want word of our guest getting out.”

Jeremy didn’t try to hide his reluctance but handed his phone over readily. It wouldn’t look right if he appeared to disobey an order that had to have come from Magnar himself.

“Don’t worry, you’ll get it back,” Parker promised, slipping it into his pocket before he walked away. Jeremy scrubbed a hand across his face again, realizing he was stuck between a rock and a hard place and very much alone.

He slept for six hours, waking to Parker knocking on his door, offering him lunch. Following the beta back to the dining room, he learned Greg and the others had left for home.

“Don’t worry, Magnar squared it with Bert, your job will be waiting for you when you’re finished here.” Parker paused, leaning across the table before adding in an undertone, “But, between you and me, Magnar’s always looking for shifters to add to his Enforcers. Alphas, especially. If you make a good impression, you won’t be going anywhere, and you’ll want for nothing.”

The last thing Jeremy wanted was to be stuck working for the Alpha Prime. He knew exactly what lengths Magnar was willing to go to in order to hold onto power and get his own way. Jeremy wanted no part of that. Aside from that, his close connection to Nate’s pack was bound to come to light sooner or later, and what would Magnar do but use that to his own advantage?

“I’ll do my best,” was all he said, keeping his attention on his plate as Parker went through the revised security arrangements. They’d got the earplugs they needed and over-ear noise protectors too. To be worn by anyone in proximity to the room but at mealtimes especially.

“That’s going to get tedious,” he said.

“It won’t be for long. The Alpha Prime knows how to break even the most stubborn.”

“Why?” Jeremy asked, wondering at the very clear implication from both Parker and the Alpha Prime himself that Magnar intended to take the siren as a mate.

“Why not? What better way to dominate.”

There was something Parker wasn’t saying but it didn’t seem the time to push for information. He needed to be seen as someone to trust not someone to watch.

“When does my next shift start?”

“Tonight. But you’ve handled the guest already, right?”

“Right. Why?”

“Because we need to trial run a meal, make sure we’re not going to run into trouble the second that gag is off. Do you feel up to the challenge?”

“Definitely.”

Anything that kept him close to the siren, that increased their contact. When the time came to get him out of there, it would help if he’d established some trust.

They finished eating and returned to the other building to get kitted out. Parker went through the plan with him and the two wolves who’d remain on guard outside. Jeremy would be the only one in the room with the siren when the gag was off.

“Magnar wants the numbers exposed to a minimum. So, you’re it.”

Jeremy guessed Magnar preferred not to risk one of his own people when he had a ‘loyal’ outsider like Jeremy on hand.

They donned their earplugs and over-ear protectors then Jeremy, armed with a bottle of water, a straw, and a cup of soup, made his way to the siren’s room.

One of the other wolves opened the door, gesturing Jeremy inside. There was no one else in the room. They’d already pulled out the guard they’d had in there earlier.

The door shut behind Jeremy, leaving him alone in the room with the captive. The siren lay on the mattress, asleep. Genuinely asleep this time and not faking it. They’d also dressed him, which Jeremy could only see as a good sign.

Jeremy, his world a newly silent one, approached the mattress and knelt on the ground next to it. He set the soup aside before opening the bottle and pushing in the straw.

“Hey.”

He couldn’t hear his own voice, unsure how loud he was talking but knowing he needed to wake the siren.

“Hey,” he tried again, with more energy this time.

Still, the siren didn’t stir. Jeremy considered before reaching out a hand and shaking his shoulder once. The first thing he noticed was the heat radiating from the siren’s body. His cheeks, which were flushed earlier, were now a deeper red.

The siren jerked awake, yanking hard at the chains binding him. Jeremy held up a hand, palm out, and waited for him to calm down. He watched the siren’s glassy eyes take in his presence, the noise blockers over his ears, and the bottle of water in his hand.

When Jeremy reached for the gag around the siren’s mouth, the siren jerked back out of reach. Pausing, Jeremy held his palm up again and waited. The siren stared at him distrustingly until Jeremy shook the bottle of water, drawing his attention back to it. He reached for the gag again and this time the siren let him. Tugging the cloth free, he held out the bottle with the straw. The straw seemed to stump the siren and he tried to put his lips around the bottle itself. Sighing, Jeremy pulled the bottle back, retrieved the straw, and held it out again, tipping the bottle so the siren could drink. He was clearly thirsty, gulping down half the bottle in a matter of moments.

“Good, huh?” he asked, giving the siren a break to catch his breath, surprised when two blue-gray eyes locked onto his for a brief moment before the siren slumped back to the floor.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Three

 

It took Jeremy three days to work out a way to get the siren out. It wouldn’t have been possible if not for the trade talks, the reduced guard numbers, and the siren’s continued complacency. As far as Jeremy could tell, the siren was sick and getting sicker by the day. He drank any water offered to him but hadn’t eaten a thing.

Every evening, as the trade talks wound down for the day, the visiting packs would have dinner and drinks with the Alpha Prime’s people. Everyone was busy and distracted. The perfect time for the siren to make a run for it. With a little help. 

Of course, Jeremy had to protect himself too. The siren couldn’t escape while he was on guard duty. Instead, he watched the other guards carefully, looking for one that was a little lax, that left gaps. He found what he was looking for in Steve, the guard who took the late evening shift. Steve had a girlfriend who worked long days and he liked to join her for a while before bedtime. He was gone for thirty or forty minutes at a time. Long enough.

The third evening, he waited until Steve slunk away before hurrying to the siren’s room. The siren was asleep, as he always seemed to be when Jeremy came to him.

He didn’t bother with earplugs, hoping that would be enough of a sign for the siren to hear him out. Shaking his shoulder, he waited for him to become more alert.

“Okay,” he said softly. “I need you to listen carefully. There’s not much time. I can help you get out of here but you have to go now.”

He pulled the gag from the siren’s mouth and reached for the chains where they were attached to the wall. It needed to look like the siren had escaped and not like someone had broken him out. Which meant Jeremy had to use brute force and not much else. All while not attracting attention from anyone else in the building.

“This is going to make some noise,” he warned, then yanked hard on the end of the chain until the concrete surrounding the metal ring it was attached to started to crack. A few more hard pulls and it came free from the wall. Jeremy glanced back at the siren, who seemed dazed.

“You need to be ready,” he encouraged. “You’re going to have to move quickly. If you head southwest, you’ll reach the edge of the territory and hit the highway. You’ll be able to hitch a ride from some humans there. That’ll get you some distance from the pack before they realize you’re gone.”

Steve was just lazy enough not to bother checking the siren was still in the room when he came back. If their luck held, they wouldn’t realize the siren was gone until Jeremy came to take over for the twilight shift. He unwound the chain from around the siren’s limbs then forced open the cuffs around his wrists and ankles, the last of the bindings falling away. Then he stood and reached out a hand to help the siren up.

“Time to go.”

The siren let Jeremy pull him to his feet but things went wrong as soon as Jeremy let go and stepped away. The other man managed a few stumbling, ungainly steps before tipping sideways. Jeremy caught him before he could fall and laid him on the ground.

“Damn it. You can’t walk.”

The siren looked up at him blankly.

“And you haven’t the first clue what I’m saying, do you? Damn it to hell.”

There was only one option left open to him.

“I guess I’m the one getting you out of here. Come on.”

Reaching down, he looped an arm around the siren and hoisted him back to his feet.

“Keep quiet now, okay. I’m trying to help.”

Probably an unnecessary warning since the siren had been nothing but silent since they’d caught him.

Jeremy stuck his head out the door, looking left and right, listening for any sounds of movement. No one stirred in their part of the building. He took off down the hallway, taking most of the siren’s weight as they walked. He didn’t diverge from his planned route except to grab a set of keys from a hook on the wall. If they were getting out of there together, it wouldn’t be on foot.

Checking the make of car on the key ring, he started searching for it as they stepped outside. There were a handful of cars parked around the side of the building. Hopefully, it was among those.

Luck was on their side, and it was the third car along. Opening the passenger door, he got the siren in and buckled him into the seat. The belt sliding across his skin roused the siren who started to struggle, his mouth opening, a note of pure harmony escaping.

“Hey,” Jeremy said urgently, cupping his cheek. “No need for that, okay? I’m getting you out of here. Somewhere safe.”

The siren subsided but Jeremy could still feel a residual pull, evidence of the siren’s strong powers of protection. He pulled himself together and ran around to the driver’s side. The engine started smoothly, and he gave a quiet prayer of thanks for the full tank of gas.

He kept the revs to a minimum and the headlights off as they coasted down the slight incline of the road that led past the main houses.

As he turned out of the pack grounds, he switched the lights on and accelerated. Next to him, the siren gasped.

“Not a speed fiend, huh?” Jeremy asked him, checking the rearview mirror for early pursuers. Nothing. But now wasn’t the time to relax. He needed to figure out where they were going. Needed to talk to Nate and work out what to do with the siren next to him. The siren who was looking flushed again, the skin of his lips cracked. Leaning sideways, he flipped open the glove box, rooting around inside. Was it too much to hope for a bottle of water? What he found was better.

“I think we’ve hit the jackpot here.”

It was a cell phone. He pressed the power button and hoped. The screen lit up.

“Yes!”

Beside him, the siren startled.

“Don’t worry, this is good. We’ll have you back with your people in no time.”

All he needed was to make one phone call.

He dialed Nate’s number, sticking the phone on speaker so he could keep both hands on the wheel.

“Hello?” Nate answered, confidently but cautiously.

“It’s Jem. I’m screwed, Nate, really screwed. Magnar found a siren and I’ve stolen him. We’re in a car, hightailing it away from the Alpha Prime’s northern pack house, but it’s only a matter of time before they figure out we’re gone. Plus, this siren, he’s sick with a fever and really weak, he can’t even walk. Hey, and did I mention how screwed I am right now?”

“Got it, loud and clear,” Nate said. “I’m heading to the house right now. I’ll get Jonah or Harlan on the line. Are you being followed?”

“Not yet. Unless they figure out the car’s gone, we should have a few hours of a head start. But once they realize, every wolf in the territory is going to be searching for us. And Magnar will know exactly where we’re going. We won’t make it as far as the Cove before they catch us.”

If Magnar had been in his main residence, further south, they’d have made it. But as it was, they were almost two days’ drive from the Cove.

“Hold on, I’ve got Jonah and Harlan, let me bring them up to speed.”

There was the muffled sound of conversation in the background, and Jeremy took the opportunity to check on his charge. The siren was huddled in his seat, his body shivering uncontrollably even though his cheeks were flushed with fever.

“Jeremy?”

He knew that voice.

“Harlan.”

“Forget about driving to the Cove. You’re right. You’re too far away. Go north.”

“Where north? I need a destination, not just a direction.”

“Our brother Theo’s place. His home is on the edge of a small forbidden zone near the north of your territory.”

“Where, exactly?” he demanded, turning the car around and heading north.

Harlan explained where they were going, and Jeremy started to calm down.

“Okay, that’s what… three hours from here? Two if I break a few speed limits. I’ll leave my siren friend with Theo and, with any luck, I’ll be back to Magnar’s before my shift starts, and they won’t even realize I was gone…”

“Theo isn’t there,” Harlan explained. “You can’t just drop him and leave.”

“Well, when will he be back?”

“He’s overseas, somewhere remote. Not due back for two weeks.”

“Fuck. Okay. How long till one of you can get here?”

There was a pause before a third voice spoke. 

“We can’t, Jem,” Jonah said. “Not if the siren is sick like you said. If it’s the illness we’ve heard about, we can’t risk bringing it back to the Cove, especially not with the kids.”

“So, what you’re saying is, I’m on my own?”

“You’ll be safe in Theo’s place. You can hide out there until the heat dies down and Theo comes home. Then you’ll come join us here in the Cove.”

That meant leaving behind his life among the packs and living in hiding with the others. He wasn’t ready for that, not yet.

“What if I brought him to the sea? Put him back where they found him?”

Harlan came on again, sounding impatient.

“If he can’t even walk on land, it’ll be even worse for him out in the ocean. You need strength to survive out there. Strength he doesn’t have if he got caught by something as simple as a fishing net.”

Disheartened, Jeremy couldn’t see any other option but to follow their plan.

“I get the picture. We’ll make for Theo’s place, and I’ll call you once we get there.”

“Good,” Harlan said. “And Jeremy? Thank you.”

“Yeah. Yeah. I’ll be in touch.”

He hung up, glancing over at the siren. 

“I guess it’s just you and me.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Four

 

The scary man didn’t return but there was a man who brought food and water. He had to loosen Aden’s gag to let him eat and drink. There was something kind in his eyes and Aden didn’t feel the same fear as he had with the man who’d touched his cheek. But these people clearly knew his ways. When he wasn’t gagged, they kept their ears covered. Even if he could sing, they wouldn’t hear a single note.

It was hard to judge time stuck in that windowless room. They left the lights on all the time which made it difficult to rest but the fever kept pulling him into dream-filled slumber. 

He was shaken awake by the man with the kind eyes, who pulled the gag from his mouth and started to talk in a hushed voice. The words meant nothing to him but the man’s actions did. He broke the chains tethering Aden to the wall and helped him up onto his human feet. And then he let go. Aden made it two steps toward the door, intent on escape, before his legs gave out. Before he could crash to the floor, his body bracing for the impact, the man’s arms were around him, gently lowering him to the ground. He’d moved too fast for a human. Which meant he was something else.

His suspicions solidified a moment later when he was lifted effortlessly back onto his feet, the man taking his weight as Aden struggled to walk. He didn’t know where they were going but he scented the first fresh air he’d smelled in days. And then he was being shoved inside something. He stared around, trying to make sense of it, when the man was suddenly next to him and the whole thing was moving. It brought back a memory, long forgotten. Car. That was it. He remembered cars. How they sounded, how it felt to ride in one.

His companion seemed agitated, constantly glancing all around them as they moved. The further away they got from the place he’d been held captive, the calmer the man seemed to get. And then he was searching around for something. Whatever he found seemed to make him happy and, moments later, filled the car with strange, disembodied voices. Still, the words were alien to him. Whatever they said seemed to anger the man at first then something like resignation overshadowed his expression and the car went quiet once more. Aden liked the quiet. The sound, like the light, made his head hurt. His body ached, a steady thrum that seemed to spread outward from his left hip. There was a reason for that, he knew, but the memory was fleeting and when he tried to grab hold of it, it slipped from his grasp. He let his eyes close, just for a moment, but opened them again when his companion started talking. Aden struggled to give every ounce of his concentration to the words but it wasn’t easy.

“You know, if you’re not going to start talking soon, I’ll have to do something drastic and choose a name for you. And, I have to warn you, Ariel is the only mermaid name I know. So, how about it, Ariel?”

Aden tipped his head, trying to work out what the other man was saying as he pointed toward him and repeated the word ‘Ariel’ as if he should respond to it. Somehow, he knew it was a joke at his expense and couldn’t help but glower at his captor.

“Aden,” he croaked out, his voice weak and gravelly from disuse.

“Huh?” The man seemed shocked, doing a double-take. “Say that again.”

This time, Aden managed to lift a hand, patting his chest twice. “Aden.”

The man’s shocked expression became a smile. “Aden, huh? Suits you better than Ariel, though that’s a very fetching name. Okay, Aden. I’m Jeremy. Uh, Jem. Short is probably better with how your voice sounds right now. Jem.” He continued to speak at a rate Aden couldn’t follow but the constant repetition helped.

“Jem,” he tried to say, the sound caught in his throat. He cleared it and tried again. “Jem.”

The man’s smile grew wider. “Well, you’re not the best conversation partner I’ve ever had but you’re not the worst.”

Aden, relieved to have made some small sense of the world around him, let his head rest against the car door, his eyes falling closed. Sleep beckoned him and he didn’t disappoint it.

 

It was still dark out when he woke. Jem was carrying him. Fear ran through him but then he caught the scent of the sea on the air, and it was enough to calm him, to let his eyes close as he drifted back into a fever-induced sleep.

The next time his eyes opened, it was light out, and he was no longer lying on the floor but in a bed. His head felt muggy and the clothes he was wearing were sweat-soaked but his mind felt that little bit clearer. He sat up and looked around, trying to make sense of what he was seeing. There was a window to his right, partially covered by a curtain with light spilling through around it. Opposite the end of the bed was a door, cracked open slightly, leading out to a corridor. To his left was another door, also open, but whatever was inside was obscured by darkness.

He caught a familiar sound in the distance. The sea. He could hear the waves crashing against rocks. It called to him, and he pushed himself to the edge of the bed, struggling a little to untangle himself from the sheets and blankets that seemed to have wrapped around him while he slept.

His human form was no longer so strange to him but it still felt odd to set his feet on the floor. Taking a deep breath, he pushed upright, putting all his weight on his feet. The pain shocked him, running from his hip down his leg. His leg went from under him, and he fell forward, sprawling across the floor, gasping from the agony that engulfed his body.

Footsteps came toward him, growing louder and louder until the door by the end of the bed was flung open, hitting the wall with a bang. The man from before stood there but, with his newfound clearheadedness, Aden finally put the pieces together. He knew why these people seemed so strange yet familiar at the same time. Primal. Animal. Werewolves.

The wolf in question, Jem, grinned and shook his head when he saw Aden in a heap on the floor beside the bed. Aden glowered at him but irritation turned to fear when the wolf approached. Gathering what little strength he had, he shuffled back, pushing toward the corner where the bed met the wall, swallowing hard and wondering if his voice would be strong enough to help him keep the wolf at bay.

But Jem had gone stock-still, standing level with the end of the bed. Moving slowly and deliberately, he crouched, holding his hands out, palms facing Aden.

“Okay?” the wolf asked simply.

“Okay,” he echoed, flinching back again when Jem stood and moved toward him. The wolf slowed, his palms still visible.

“It’s okay,” he said again then took the tiniest step forward. Aden watched, knowing he was outmatched. He tried to sing, to keep the wolf at bay but the sound that escaped his throat was more of a screech than a musical note. He was defenseless, at this wolf’s mercy.

“Let’s get you back to bed, huh? You’re not looking so good.”

The wolf was talking again, slower and quieter than before as he took small steps toward Aden. The words were still mostly meaningless but it was his tone that Aden paid attention to. It wasn’t like that other wolf’s, it wasn’t possessive or menacing.

“That’s it. How about we get you into bed, okay?”

The wolf crouched down right in front of him. He pointed to Aden and then to the bed, his intentions clear. “Ready?”

Aden gave the slightest of nods, and the wolf’s arms went around his body, under his arms, and lifted him up, sitting him on the edge of the bed. Pain lanced through him and he bit back a cry, closing his eyes, and trying to breathe through it.

“Hey.”

A hand touched his and his eyes flew open to see Jem staring at him in concern.

“Okay?” the wolf asked.

Aden just shook his head. He was very far from okay. He… he was dying.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Five

 

Jeremy would say this for Theo: he kept his kitchen well stocked. He checked the cupboards and the fridge, relieved he wouldn’t need to go out hunting or worse, shopping. And Aden would need good, nutritious food if Jeremy was going to nurse him back to health. Of course, that wasn’t the easiest of prospects, since Jeremy hadn’t the first idea what was actually wrong with the siren. What little Jonah knew about the siren illness made the outcome sound like a grim, foregone conclusion.

He found some canned soup and decided to start with that, heating it on the stove before pouring it into a bowl. He thought about a cup but he wasn’t sure the siren was strong enough to hold it himself.

Carrying his bounty into the bedroom, he found Aden asleep again. He sat the soup on the bedside table.

“Hey, Aden. Time to wake up now.” 

The siren didn’t stir.

“Come on, sleepyhead. I have some delicious soup right here, it’s got your name on it.”

Still nothing.

“Hey, come on.” Reaching out, he shook the siren gently. Aden jerked awake, his glassy eyes searching the room with frantic confusion.

“Hey,” Jeremy said, holding his hands up slowly. “Just me. With food. Food, yeah? Hungry?”

Aden’s bewildered eyes fixed on him then he sniffed the air and his stomach rumbled.

“It’s just some soup. From a can. Nothing special.”

He picked up the bowl and spoon and showed Aden. The siren stared at it then back at Jeremy. Dipping the spoon into the bowl, he held it out toward Aden. The siren stared at the soup with suspicion.

“It’s not poisoned,” he said, struggling to hold back his frustration. “I didn’t make it myself so there’s no fear of that.” He smiled at his own joke but the siren’s expression didn’t change.

“Fine, watch. I’ll prove it.”

He stuck the spoon in his mouth and swallowed down the hot liquid.

“Mmm. Not bad. See?” He showed Aden the empty spoon. “Now you.”

This time, when he lifted the spoon to the siren’s mouth, Aden gave a cautious sniff then took the tiniest of sips. His eyes lit up, and he swallowed the rest of the spoonful.

“Good, huh?”

He offered another spoonful which Aden took without hesitation. They seemed to be making good progress through the soup when Aden abruptly turned his head away from the next spoonful, a yawn escaping him.

“Try a little more,” he encouraged. “You’ve barely eaten half.”

But Aden’s eyes had already closed, the flush of fever returning to his cheeks.

“Damn it,” Jeremy whispered softly. 

Returning the bowl to the kitchen, he found some food for himself. As he ate, he tried to decide what to do next. It was clear Aden was sick, and he wasn’t getting better. Jeremy was no doctor but even a doctor might not be much use where sirens were concerned.

He called Nate again.

“Put Jonah on the phone,” he said impatiently.

“Just a sec,” Nate said, then Jonah’s voice took over.

“Hi, Jem. How are you both doing?”

“Me? I’m just peachy. Aden, on the other hand… he’s not doing any better. You’re the closest thing to a doctor for sirens, Jonah. What do I do for him?”

Jonah was silent for a moment. “Describe his symptoms to me, in as much detail as you can.”

Jeremy did, talking about the fever, the shivering, the sleepiness, the poor appetite.

“Is it the siren illness you were talking about?” he wondered.

“It could be, but I’ve never seen it firsthand,” Jonah said. “All his symptoms are very general. They’re just signs that his body is trying to fight something off.”

“And he’s losing the battle,” Jeremy said softly, his gaze turning toward the bedroom. 

Jonah made a pained sound.

“Tell me what I can do, Jonah? How can I help him?”

“Get fluids and food into him as often as you can. Keep his fever down. Check the first aid kit, Theo might keep some Tylenol on hand.”

“What about a cold bath?”

“Not a good idea for a fever but…”

“But what,” he prompted.

“Bathing him in salt water might help. Us being sirens and all that. Not for the fever itself but just… generally.”

“Worth a try. At least we’re close to the ocean. If we were inland… does table salt work for sirens?”

Jonah snorted. “I’ve never tried it. Stick with sea water unless you run out of ocean. Call me, day or night, if anything changes.”

“Will do,” he promised.

“Oh, and Jem?”

“Yeah?”

“Thank you.”

Jeremy went to root out the first aid kit, relieved to find a box of Tylenol amongst the Band-Aids and bandages.

Pouring a glass of water, he returned to Aden’s room. It was hard to wake the siren, and when Aden finally did open his eyes, he was uncooperative with Jeremy’s attempts to get him to sit up, batting weakly at Jeremy’s hands.

He managed to slip the tablets into Aden’s mouth and get a few mouthfuls of water down him. Then he let the siren lie back down, his head lolling to the side. He was getting worse.

“Okay, sea water bath coming up.”

Easier said than done. It took him fifteen minutes of searching the garage to find some buckets. Shifter strength came in handy when he found his way down to the shore, filling the buckets with water, and carrying them back to the house. It took four trips to fill the bath and then he went to get Aden.

The siren was lying very still on the bed, his chest barely moving with each breath. But he was breathing, and Jeremy took heart in that.

Lifting Aden into his arms, he carried him into the bathroom. The siren came to as he stepped through the doorway. Jeremy sat him down on the floor, leaning him against the edge of the bath, and reached for the clothes Aden was wearing. All he’d planned to do was strip him to get him into the bath, but his actions panicked the siren, and Aden started to fight, throwing himself toward the door. His eyes were bright with fever and wide with fear.

“It’s okay, Aden,” Jeremy assured him, catching hold of him easily. “Let’s just get these clothes off and get you into the water.”

The siren’s movements grew more frantic when Jeremy tried to undress him. Faced with a weak but desperate and constantly moving siren, he abandoned his first plan and lifted Aden up, placing the siren, clothes and all, into the bathtub.

The cold water shocked Aden to stillness even as his skin took on the characteristic siren shimmer. Jeremy kept his hands on him, unsure whether it was safe to let go. Or what to do if Aden shifted back to his siren form.

The siren lifted his head and stared at Jeremy with those wide, scared eyes.

“Hey,” Jeremy said softly. “It’s fine, okay? I’m sorry if I frightened you.”

“Jem,” Aden said, one hand coming up to press against Jeremy’s arm.

“Yeah, that’s me. How’s the water? Nice and cold, huh?”

“Sick.”

Other than his name, it was the first word Aden had said that wasn’t just echoing Jeremy.

“Yeah, you are. But I’m taking care of you. You’ll be right as rain in no time.”

Aden sagged against the edge of the bathtub, shuddering.

“Dying,” he whispered, and Jeremy’s heart ached for him.

“No. No, Aden. We’re not letting that happen. You have to hold on. You have to fight, do you hear me?”

He’d just thrown his life away to get Aden to safety. He hadn’t done all that just to lose him to some stupid illness.

Aden’s eyes reflected fear and exhaustion. There wasn’t much fight left in him. Jeremy would just have to do the fighting for him.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Six

 

Aden’s thoughts were like seaweed, slipping from his grasp, tangling around his mind. His body wasn’t much better, slipping from burning hot to freezing cold at a moment’s notice. He didn’t want the wolf so close to him but he was slowly coming to the realization that he couldn’t look after himself. Time was slipping by unnoticed by him, and there were moments where even the simple act of lifting his head was beyond his reach. His hip had gone from throbbing pain to constant agony like someone had jabbed a hot poker in there and wasn’t letting go.

Leaving the bed was an effort only achieved with Jem’s help, the wolf’s strong arms carrying him into the bathroom. More than once, he’d tried to undress Aden, to wash him. Each time, Aden summoned the strength to push him away. He was vulnerable enough as it was. Unable to shift, unable to sing, unable to defend himself.

“Look, I just want to get you clean.”

Aden didn’t understand all the words but the frustration was clear in the wolf’s voice. Then Jem seemed to deflate, carrying him back to bed. He disappeared back into the bathroom, returning with a washcloth.

Aden could only stare at him, drained from their short trip to the bathroom and back.

“You don’t want to be clean, that’s fine,” Jem was saying. “I just thought… with the fever and all you might like to get some of the sweat off your skin.”

Aden struggled to get a sense of what the wolf was saying when Jem held up the washcloth again. Slowly, he moved it closer to Aden, taking hold of Aden’s hand then gently running the cloth from his wrist to his elbow. It felt nice, the damp cloth not cold but cool enough that it soothed his skin. Jem was watching him closely, his movements cautious as he brought the washcloth towards Aden’s neck, lifting his head to run it across the nape. It was, hands down, the nicest sensation Aden had ever felt. He must have made some sort of sound because Jem grinned at him.

“Feels good, huh?”

The wolf’s behavior constantly confused Aden. What he knew about wolves, what he’d been told, made it clear they were brutish and vicious, especially toward sirens like Aden. At full strength, he’d be a threat to Jem. As it was, he was pathetic and weak. He wouldn’t truly be able to fight anything Jem wanted to do to him. So it was a good thing all the wolf seemed to want to do was look after him.

Before he knew it, he’d fallen asleep again, waking soaked with sweat once more. Jem was sitting on the side of the bed, a glass of water in his hands. Aden tried to lift his head but he hadn’t the strength. Then he tried to reach for the glass but his arms were just so heavy. He sighed from the effort of just trying.

Jem leaned in close, his hand behind Aden’s neck, lifting his head up as he held the glass to his lips. Aden swallowed gratefully, the water cool and soothing for his throat.

He only managed a few mouthfuls before he tired, and Jem let him rest back against the pillows.

The wolf’s eyes reflected the worry Aden felt. He was sick and getting sicker. Just like his parents. Just like his brothers. They’d died and he knew he would too. He couldn’t return to the sea, too weak to shift, to swim, but even the sea wouldn’t protect him. His weakness would be a signal to other predators. They’d pick him off, kind of like the wolves had plucked him out of the ocean. If he hadn’t been sick, if he’d been at full strength, they’d never have been able to capture him.

Jem was speaking again. He talked a lot. At first, Aden had found his voice grating and irritating. But that had changed, and now he found it soothing, using it to anchor him when his mind would float away, twisted and turned around by fever and pain.

He blinked and Jem was gone. The light had changed too, the room dim like it was late in the day. Aden didn’t want to fall asleep again, growing more and more afraid he just wouldn’t wake up, but the lure of sleep was so inviting.

The pain from his hip dragged him awake. The light had shifted, early morning sunshine streaming into the room. In the distance, he could hear the sea. He felt its call and, with the utmost effort, managed to push himself up on the bed. The window was open, a breeze blowing through the room, and it only heightened the sound of the ocean and its pull. Aden needed to go out there. His family were waiting for him.

Inching toward the edge of the bed, he braced himself. It wasn’t far, only a few steps. He could make it. He just had to try. His family would welcome him with open arms and, for the first time in a long time, Aden wouldn’t be alone.

Distantly, he knew he was confused, the fever making his thinking all sideways and upside down. He set his feet on the floor, biting back a whimper as a shock of pain ran from his left foot all the way up his leg until it found a home in the throbbing, burning agony that was his left hip.

The sea called him again, the pain receding as the longing pushed its way to the surface. Bracing himself, he pushed onto his feet, unable to swallow the cry of pain that escaped his mouth. His hip threatened to turn into an all-encompassing torture but he had a purpose now, a destination. With a grunt of pain, he took a limping step toward the window. His vision swam and he paused, panting for breath. The next step was even harder and he almost went to his knees. Only sheer determination kept him upright, the wish to see his family again, to be around others, to have his heart warmed instead of growing colder with each year spent alone in the sea.

Only two more steps and he’d be at the window. He stepped forward with his left foot but, as his weight rested on it, his leg gave out, and he went down hard, crying out with both pain and dismay. He was so close, so close… but he wasn’t going to make it.

And then Jem was there, the wolf’s arms wrapping around him, lifting him up like he weighed nothing and carrying him back toward the bed. Tears, born of sadness, frustration, and weariness, trailed freely down his cheeks. His family was gone. He would never see them again, never see the sea again. The bed Jem was laying him down on would be his deathbed.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Seven

 

Jeremy hated this. Watching as the hours and days passed by and Aden grew sicker and weaker. Anything he tried to do to relieve the siren’s suffering was nothing more than sticking a Band-Aid on a gaping wound. He had daily phone calls with Jonah and Nate, hoping against hope they’d come up with something, some way to save the siren who fought death so bravely.

Sleep became a distant memory as he kept watch on Aden day and night. He stepped out to collect some sea water early one morning as a pot of coffee percolated in the kitchen. He’d just stepped back inside when he heard Aden cry out. Running for the bedroom, he reached the door just in time to see Aden walking across the room toward the window. It was the first time Jeremy had seen him on his feet since they’d left Magnar’s place and something caught his attention in the moments before Aden’s leg went from under him and he crashed to the floor.

He reached Aden’s side a moment later, lifting him into his arms and carrying him back to the bed. Aden was crying, tears wetting his cheeks, but almost as soon as Jeremy had set him down on the bed, he was out, his eyes closed, his breaths deepening.

Jeremy spent a long moment staring at him, his mind turning over what he’d just noticed. Aden was limping. Taking advantage of the siren’s unconsciousness, he quickly stripped him, looking for anything he’d missed, anything that might help make sense of what was wrong with the siren. He found what he was looking for when he turned Aden over. There was red and purple discoloration over his left hip with striations of red stretching out across his skin from that one point of focus. Jeremy laid his hand over it, feeling an intense heat against his palm. He pressed gently against it, noticing how it moved strangely, how it felt oddly soft and yielded under his touch, and yet there was something in the center, a hard bump under Aden’s skin.

He pulled the phone from his pocket as he threw a blanket over Aden to keep him warm.

Nate answered quickly, sounding half-asleep.

“Put Jonah on,” he demanded.

“He’s here,” Nate confirmed tiredly. “Phone’s on speaker.”

“I think I found something. I’m not sure this is the siren illness we’re dealing with.”

“What do you mean?” Jonah asked.

“Aden tried to walk across the room just now. He was limping. I checked him over and his left hip is swollen and blotchy red. And when I touch it, it’s hot and… there’s something hard underneath his skin, right in the middle of all the swelling. What do I do, Jonah?”

Jonah started talking as if thinking out loud.

“He has symptoms of an infection. One that’s spread, causing something like sepsis. And he’s not healing because whatever caused the infection… it’s still in there. Like a cat bite and the wound’s closed over, leaving all the bacteria and infection inside forming an abscess.”

“What do I do?” he interrupted to repeat.

“You need to drain it, get whatever is in there out.”

“Fuck. I can’t…”

“Of course you can,” Nate said. “You’ve hunted prey and taken them down with your own teeth. This is nothing you can’t handle.”

“Tell me what I need,” he said after a moment, “and then talk me through what I have to do.”

Jonah started talking again, listing what Jeremy needed to gather, and he got to work.

Ten minutes later, he’d gathered everything he could find on Jonah’s list, including the sharpest blade Theo owned, a bottle of disinfectant, and a bottle of alcohol.

“Is Aden awake?” Jonah checked.

“No, he’s still unconscious,” Jeremy confirmed, grabbing all the pillows from the bed as he tried to work out how to position the siren before he got started. In the end, he stacked pillows in a row to Aden’s right before rolling the siren onto his side so that he rested against them. That put his left hip at a good angle for Jeremy to access.

“Okay, I’ve got him in position. What first?”

“Feel over the skin and find where the bump is. Use the marker to mark where it is.”

Jeremy rested his hand on Aden’s skin and felt gently around the swelling while popping the cap off the marker with his other hand. It took a few seconds to find what he was looking for and a little longer to make the mark across Aden’s skin.

“Pull on the gloves and disinfect the area.” 

Jeremy pulled out some cotton wool and soaked it in disinfectant. 

“Start in the center and work outward in a circle. Don’t worry if the mark comes off.”

“Okay, I can do this.” He was as much telling himself as he was assuring them. This was the easy part, the cotton moving easily over the siren’s hot skin. “What next?”

“Do it again, to be sure. Then disinfect the tools you’re going to use: the knife, the tweezers, the scissors.”

The marker had wiped away from Aden’s skin but there was a red line where it had been. Jeremy turned his attention to the blade. It wasn’t exactly a scalpel but it was thin and sharp.

“Are you sure Theo doesn’t have any anesthetic of some sort around? Cutting into Aden isn’t going to be a walk in the park for either of us.”

“We don’t have the luxury of waiting until you can get hold of some anesthetic. He’s unconscious, let’s hope he stays that way. If he doesn’t, that’s what the alcohol is for.”

“Right. Okay. The tools are all disinfected. What now?”

He knew the answer but needed a moment to steel himself to do this.

“Make an incision with the knife. Start just above the mark, cut through the mark, and stop just below it.”

“I’m making the cut wider than the mark?”

“Whatever’s in there needs to come out, and you’re going to need the room to find it.”

“How deep?”

“Does the bump feel shallow or deep?”

“Uh… I’m not sure. Not very shallow but it’s not hard to find either.” 

“Start with half an inch then. You can cut deeper if you need to.”

Jeremy took a deep breath, let it out, and steadied his grip on the knife. 

“Slow and steady,” he told himself as he pressed the knife to Aden’s skin and pushed inward.

The siren came to with a confused cry, shifting weakly, before settling back against the bed. His head turned toward Jeremy.

“I’m sorry,” Jeremy told him. “I know it hurts, but I’m trying to help.”

Aden was too weak to move so Jeremy continued, quickly finishing the first incision. He set down the knife and reached for the tweezers then paused, setting down the tweezers to pick up the alcohol. He unscrewed the top and crouched down next to Aden’s head.

“I’m not going to lie, this is going to hurt. Drink up.” He pressed the mouth of the bottle to Aden’s lips and tipped it. The siren swallowed reflexively, coughing as the alcohol went down.

“Jem?” Jonah asked. “How’s he doing?”

“Just giving him something for the pain before I start digging for treasure.”

“Act fast,” Jonah warned. “He still might have accelerated healing.”

Cursing inwardly, Jeremy encouraged another few mouthfuls of alcohol into the siren before setting the bottle down. Aden’s eyes followed him as he stood from his crouch and picked up the tweezers again.

“Okay, time to start digging.”

“Use your eyes first,” Jonah cautioned. “See if you can see anything.”

Wincing, Jeremy used a piece of gauze to absorb the blood that had escaped the cut, then he pressed his fingers either side of the incision and peered inside. “I can’t see any— Wait.” 

There was something, a flash of white that looked like bone. But he was nowhere near Aden’s hip bone so what was it?

“I see it,” he said, tightening his grip on the tweezers. “Let’s get this done.”

Of course, it wasn’t that easy. Even though he managed to catch hold of the exposed edge of whatever it was, it was stuck fast, buried in the tissue. When Jeremy tugged on it, Aden cried out, his face turned beseechingly toward him.

“I’m sorry,” Jeremy told him, pausing to let the siren catch his breath. “I know it hurts but it has to come out.”

He tugged again, wincing at Aden’s pained cry, then started to twist the tweezers to encourage the object free. He felt it start to come loose at the same moment Aden took a deep breath and started to sing.

The sound hit Jeremy full force and he paused his movements in confusion. Distantly, he could hear Jonah’s voice, loud and insistent, but he couldn’t focus on it. All his attention was on Aden, beautiful, melodic Aden. He glanced down at his hands in confusion, recalling what he’d been trying to do moments before the siren had started singing. The effort it took to shake his head, to push back the feelings threatening to swamp him, seemed momentous. But he knew he had to. Aden was dying, and Jeremy couldn’t sit back and let that happen.

“A-Aden. I know it hurts but you have to let me finish. I’m helping you. Understand? Help. Have to get it out. Please. Let me help.”

Each word was a struggle to speak but he knew it was the emotion in his voice more than the words he was saying that would mean the most to the siren. And they might not mean much at all to the delirious, feverish young man.

The singing stopped abruptly, Aden’s stormy eyes holding Jeremy’s gaze before the siren fisted his hands into the sheets he lay on and pressed his face into them. Jeremy, released from the siren’s spell, turned his attention back to the job at hand. It took another minute of pulling and twisting before the object came loose and he was able to pull it free. He went to his knees, sweat dripping down his forehead and the back of his neck.

“Got it,” he told Jonah. “What next?”

“Use your eyes and hands. Make sure there’s nothing else in there. Then disinfect the area, close the wound, and bandage it.”

They had nothing but a few paper stitches to hold the wound closed but, with any luck, Aden’s own healing would kick in and he’d be good as new in no time.

“Aden?” Jeremy called, reaching a gloved hand out to touch the siren’s cheek. Aden turned his head and met Jeremy’s eyes.

“Good job,” Jeremy told him. “We’re all done.”

The siren smiled at him even as his eyes slipped closed.

As Jeremy tidied up, listening to the distant praise from Jonah and Nate, he spied the small white object he’d pulled from Aden’s hip. Cleaning it off with some tissue, he stared at its familiar form. It was white, triangular in shape, and very clearly a tooth. A shark tooth. He couldn’t help it, and he started to laugh.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Eight

 

Aden expected to be woken by chills or fever or the terrible pain in his hip. But when he did open his eyes, the burning pain had become a dull throb and his head felt clear for the first time in days. There was a cool washcloth on his forehead.

The wolf, Jem, was sitting by his bedside.

“You’re up, good. How do you feel? Better, huh?”

Aden seized on the one word that counted.

“Better,” he murmured, turning the word over in his mind.

“And this,” Jem said, “is yours.”

He held something out, dangling on a piece of black cord. Aden reached for it, catching it between his fingers. It felt hard to the touch, with sharp edges, and a familiar shape. He knew just what the tooth had belonged to but why did Jem have it? And why was he giving it to Aden?

“From here,” Jem said, drawing Aden’s attention back to him as he gestured toward Aden’s hip.

Aden looked from the wolf to the tooth to his hip and put it all together. The memory of the shark was distant but vivid. It had tried to take a chunk out of him but Aden had fought it off, escaping with just a small wound on his hip. He thought it had healed long ago, but maybe the shark had left its mark in a way Aden hadn’t counted on.

Frowning at the tooth, which had a neat hole in it through which the cord was threaded, he swallowed a yawn, tiredness threatening to swallow him up again. Jem took the tooth from him, lifting the cord up and slipping it over Aden’s head so the tooth hung around his neck.

Aden stared down at it, emotion welling within him.

“Not dying,” he said softly.

Jem’s fingers caught his chin, tipping his head up to hold his gaze.

“No,” the wolf agreed, smiling wryly at him. “You’ve got plenty of fight left in you.”

Aden’s worst fears hadn’t come true. The illness that had killed his family wasn’t trying to take him. Which meant he’d get better. He’d be able to shift again and there’d be nothing stopping him from getting back to the sea. Except… he watched Jem curiously. He still didn’t understand what the wolf wanted in all of this. He’d clearly been taking care of Aden, with a patience Aden hadn’t expected in a wolf. But why? And now that Aden was on the road to recovery, what would come next?

Jem let go of his chin and patted his cheek, saying something else, low and quiet before getting up and heading toward the door. Aden wasn’t sure where he was going but he hoped that when he came back, he brought food.

 

Better was an uphill battle. Despite everything, Aden couldn’t seem to stay awake for more than an hour at a time, drifting off to sleep at the slightest provocation. Every time he woke, there was something to do. Water to drink, food to eat, a washcloth to wipe across his skin or a bath to take. Jem carried him to and from the bathroom and, despite his misgivings, he knew the wolf was only trying to make things easy for him. Now that his body wasn’t wracked with fevers, he could think properly. But his legs were still a novelty and the memory of the pain when he’d tried to walk was enough to keep him from trying. Talking was equally as challenging. Words were starting to sound familiar but there were so many of them that they made his head hurt.

Jem spent a lot of time talking to him, and he had the sense that the wolf was becoming frustrated by his lack of response.

The door opened and Jem stepped into the room, his hands full, making a beeline for the bathroom. Aden watched him curiously, hearing the sound of running water before the wolf returned, a basin of water and washcloth in his hands. Jem set them down on the bedside table and turned to Aden, gesturing towards his hip, saying something that Aden didn’t catch. Aden blinked at him uncomprehendingly.

“It won’t take a minute,” Jem continued. “Just need to make sure you’re healing up okay. Doctor’s orders. Well, veterinarian’s orders but we’re shifters so same difference, huh?”

Aden shook his head slightly. Jem often spoke too fast for him to understand. The wolf sighed and moved closer, his hands reaching for Aden. He let himself be turned onto his side, facing away from Jem before the wolf’s hands tugged gently on the sweatpants he was wearing, settling them below the bandage on Aden’s hip.

He went still, watching carefully over his shoulder as Jem peeled away the tape at the edges of the bandage. The bandage itself came next, pulling reluctantly away from his skin. He was curious to see how the wound underneath looked but before he could get a good look, Jem was wiping his skin with the washcloth.

“Looking good,” the wolf said, smiling at him as he moved the cloth away.

The wound didn’t look as bad as he feared. There was something holding his skin together but the edges of the wound were closing and the redness of the surrounding skin seemed to be fading.

“You’ll be right as rain in no time.”

Aden frowned at that, repeating a word he didn’t know.

“Rain?”

“Yeah, you know,” Jem said, gesturing with his fingers. “Rain. Like water. From the sky.”

Aden just shook his head. The wolf’s words didn’t mean much to him and the mental effort it took to understand seemed insurmountable sometimes. Besides, what did it matter? As soon as he was well enough, he’d retreat to the ocean he could hear nearby and lose himself in its call.

Jem was frowning again but he turned his attention back to Aden’s wound. His fingers trailed lightly around the edges, his touch gentle. Then he held up his phone and took a picture.

“Got to get a second opinion from Jonah. Otherwise, I won’t hear the end of it.”

Jem put a fresh bandage on, tugged up Aden’s sweatpants, and patted him lightly just above his hip.

“Get some rest, Aden. I’ll bring lunch soon.”

Aden knew rest and he knew lunch. Settling back down with his head on the pillow, he closed his eyes. Only to be woken by Jem shaking his shoulder and no sign of lunch.

And then the wolf was lifting him up and carrying him, not to the bathroom but toward the open window. There was a cool breeze blowing through it and the fresh air felt so good across his skin. Jem settled him down on his feet by the window, and Aden’s legs threatened to go from under him but the alpha slung an arm around his waist, supporting him. With his other hand, he took hold of Aden’s wrist and stretched his arm outside the window.

Droplets of water hit his skin: cold, wet, and…

“Rain,” Jem murmured in his ear. “Rain.”

Aden smiled and leaned against the wolf, understanding what he was being told. Rain. He knew rain. Not as well as he knew sea and sky and sand. But still, he knew rain. He remembered rain.

“Rain…drops,” he said.

Jem laughed, the sound warm, vibrating through his chest where it pressed against Aden’s back.

“Raindrops,” Jem agreed, letting go of Aden’s hand and urging his head up. “Clouds.” He pointed to the fluffy white things hanging in the sky.

“Clouds,” Aden murmured, understanding just what Jem was doing.

Jem cupped a hand around Aden’s ear. “Hear that,” he murmured. “The ocean.”

“Home,” Aden told him, needing him to understand, turning to peer at Jem over his shoulder.

“Home,” the wolf agreed, a little sadly.

Aden thought of something else, pressing his hand to Jem’s chest. “Wolf?” He posed it as a question, even though he was pretty certain.

Jem grinned. “Sharp as a tack, aren’t you? Top marks, supersleuth. I’m a wolf.” He tapped his finger against Aden’s chest. “Siren.”

Aden sighed. It had been a long time since he’d heard that word.

“My friends,” Jem continued. “Sirens, like you.”

He frowned and shook his head, not understanding what the wolf was trying to tell him.

“Don’t worry about it,” Jem said after a moment. “You’ll figure it out soon enough. Just as soon as they get here to meet you.”

Aden tried to hide a yawn but his body betrayed him, relaxing into the wolf’s hold.

“Back to bed for you,” Jem told him. “Time for lunch.”

As Jem settled him back into bed, Aden noticed something sitting on the bedside table that hadn’t been there before. Curious, he reached for it, lifting it into his hand and surprised to see his own face staring back at him. It had been a long time since he’d seen his own eyes so clearly.

“Yeah, I thought maybe a mirror would help you practice your words?”

Aden twisted the mirror this way and that, taking in the changes in his face and noticing something he hadn’t before. His hair. He reached for it, running his fingers through his now short curls.

“Yeah,” Jem said softly. “They did that to you. Magnar’s orders. I’m really sorry.”

Aden canted his head to the side and regarded himself critically before turning his eyes to Jem.

“Better?”

That earned him a warm grin. “Well, you were really rocking the sea urchin look but now you’re more… handsome surfer guy.”

Aden peered at him quizzically.

“Better,” Jem agreed, his grin growing wider.

Aden couldn’t help but grin back.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Nine

 

Worried about Aden’s progress or lack of it, Jem called Nate for advice and ended up on a conference call, with Jonah and Nate on one phone and Harlan and Sam on the other.

“I mean, physically, he’s loads better. No fevers, the wound is healing well, and his appetite’s great. But he hasn’t even taken a single step. And we’re up to… what, ten words now? I’m just not sure what I’m doing wrong.”

Jonah spoke first.

“Jem, I don’t think you’re doing anything wrong. We think… we suspect, that Aden might have spent a very long time alone in the ocean.”

“How long are we talking?”

“I’d say a decade,” Harlan threw in. “Maybe longer.”

Someone sucked in a breath. Sam, he guessed, glad it wasn’t just him shocked by the idea.

“Is that… common among sirens? To be alone that long?”

It seemed like a very sad, lonely life to lead.

“It wasn’t common at all,” Jonah told him. “But that was before our numbers dropped so low. If our father had gone out after our mother when she didn’t come home, we might have been orphans.”

“At least we’d have had each other,” Harlan said.

“Maybe Aden had no one,” Sam spoke up, sounding sad and contemplative. “Only the call of the sea.”

They were all silent for a moment, thinking about what life might have been like for Aden.

“How do I help him?” Jem asked eventually. “Should I even try to help him or just bring him back to the sea? If that’s the only home he knows, the only home he remembers, is it right to keep him from it?”

Jonah’s voice wavered as he spoke.

“The sea is cold and harsh and a very lonely place to spend your life. Aden may choose to go back there once he’s ready but until he is, I think you should try to do whatever you can to help him with the human side of things.”

“I feel selfish for saying it,” Harlan added, “but if Aden goes back to the sea, we’ve lost our best chance to connect with another siren. If you could keep him there a little longer, just until we’re certain there’s no infection risk and that we’re not going to lead the Alpha Prime right to you...”

They were making their wishes very clear but there were obviously mixed motives there.

“I guess I’ll keep trying with the speech. I’m not sure but I think he’s understanding more. The walking is more of a worry. He won’t even try.”

There was a laugh at that. Nate, who’d so far been quiet, broke in to say, “You’re making it too easy for him, Jem. It’s like teaching a cub how to track. You have to make it worth their while.”

Jeremy snorted at that comparison. Some wolf cubs could be notoriously reluctant to learn skills like tracking. The trick for them was hiding something tasty for them to sniff out. It never failed to work.

“I guess I know just where to start to get him on his feet. But what about his speech?”

“Keep talking to him, keep engaging him,” Harlan advised. “Let’s hope he was raised on land long enough to have picked it up. Then it’s only a matter of remembering it.”

“And if he wasn’t?”

“Language acquisition is tough among humans once they’re past the toddler stage,” Jonah said. “It might well be the same for sirens. Or it might not. Keep trying to make a connection with him. Maybe you’ll jog his memory and gain his trust at the same time. You’ll need that if he’s going to stick around once he can get up and about by himself.”

Another thing Jem worried about. They weren’t that far from the sea. If he was really persistent, Aden could crawl there. So far, the idea didn’t seem to have occurred to him but it might not be long before it did. He could see a lot of sleepless nights ahead trying to stop the siren making a run—crawl?—for it.

 

Jeremy waited until breakfast the next day to try out the first step in his plan to get Aden back on his feet. He carried in the siren’s breakfast on a tray. Aden was already awake, sitting up in bed and stretching, giving Jeremy a smile.

“Good morning,” Jeremy said brightly then set the tray down on the dresser near the door. It was a good four steps from the end of the bed to the dresser. There was no way Aden could get his breakfast if he didn’t use his own two feet.

The siren regarded him curiously, noting the position of the tray and the way Jeremy walked away from it to lean against the wall next to the bathroom door.

“So,” he said. “There’s breakfast. And it’s yours if you can get to it.” He pointed to Aden and then to the tray. He saw the moment the siren got it, a frown on his face.

Jeremy crossed his arms, relaxed back against the wall, and waited.

For a long moment, Aden didn’t move. And then he crawled down the bed and sat on the edge, his feet dangling toward the floor as he stared at the tray, the floor, and his feet.

“Jem?” Aden called suddenly. “Help?”

When he met the siren’s eyes, there was no mistaking the determination in his gaze. Jem walked over, keeping his steps slow and even. He paused two steps away from Aden.

“You can do it. If you fall, I’ll catch you.”

Four steps would be just enough to show Jeremy if Aden could walk or if there was something physical preventing it.

The siren’s frown deepened.

“It’s right there. Pancakes, your favorite.”

Thankfully, Theo had plenty of pancake mix in his kitchen so they didn’t have to rely on Jeremy’s less than stellar cooking skills.

The smell of the pancakes was mouthwatering this close to them and he could see Aden scenting the air before his stomach grumbled.

He willed the siren to move.

“Come on, Aden,” he encouraged. “There’s maple syrup on them. I know how much you love that.”

The siren seemed to have quite the sweet tooth. Jeremy guessed he might have one too if he’d spent years surviving on fish and seaweed.

Aden threw a baleful glance his way before slowly lowering his feet to the floor, then pushing himself upright, keeping his hands on the bed. He let go of the bed, testing his weight on his legs, then took an unsteady step forward.

“That’s it. You can do it,” Jeremy encouraged quietly as Aden took another step and wobbled dangerously. His third step was more stable and his fourth put him in reach of the dresser, which he grabbed onto with both hands.

Turning to Jeremy with a raised eyebrow, he motioned to the plate of food as if to say, ‘what’s next?’

“You did fantastically,” Jeremy praised warmly, moving to stand behind him, bracing Aden with a hand around his waist.

The siren sagged forward, resting his weight against the dresser. 

“Back to bed we go,” Jeremy said, urging the siren to turn around and move back toward the bed. Aden moved slowly but willingly, leaning heavily against Jeremy until he was able to crawl up onto the bed, turning around to sit.

Jeremy grabbed the tray and set it down beside him.

“Lunch and dinner, we’ll try that again. Then tomorrow, we’ll see about getting you to walk a little further. We’ll have you running marathons in no time.”

Aden just smiled, humming happily as he picked up a pancake with his fingers and took a bite, a happy moan escaping as he chewed and swallowed.

“Good, huh?”

“Good,” Aden echoed.

At lunchtime, Aden didn’t need any prompting to cross to the dresser and walked back without Jeremy’s help. He assumed dinner time would be the same and was surprised when Aden sat unmoving in the bed with his arms crossed.

“What? Not hungry?” He approached the bed, concerned, and gestured toward Aden. “Do I need to take a look at your hip?”

Aden just glowered, and when Jeremy leaned in, reaching toward his hip, he batted his hand away.

“No.”

“Okay, fine.” Jeremy stepped back and held his hands up. “But if you want to eat, you need to walk. That’s the deal.”

He leaned against the wall, his arms crossed in a pose that mimicked Aden’s. It was a battle of wills, one he was sure he could win. The hunger would win out soon enough.

“Why?”

Of all the words he’d expected Aden to come out with, that wasn’t one of them.

“Asking the loaded question, huh? Okay, I’ll play. Lots of reasons. To get you better. To get you strong. To help you. To keep you safe. Those wolves who captured you, and Magnar, the guy they’re loyal to, they’re not going to want to just let you go. They’re going to be looking, searching. If they find us, you need to be able to run. And before you can run, you need to know how to walk.”

There was no telling how much of that Aden understood but maybe the tone of his voice or something in his expression spoke louder than his words because Aden gave one decisive nod, climbed out of the side of the bed, and walked around it before crossing to the dresser. He picked up the tray and turned around but wobbled a little on the turn, tilting to the side. Jeremy caught the tray before dinner could be lost to the floor, steadying Aden with his other hand.

“You really are something, aren’t you?”

“Better,” Aden said. “Strong… soon.”

“I believe it, Aden. I believe it.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Ten

 

Aden got the picture quickly enough. If he wanted food, he had to walk. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to walk just that walking seemed so alien, so wrong. And the terrible pain in his hip was very fresh in his memory. Still, he needed food, there was no getting around it. So he pushed himself. By the second day, he was walking back and forth across the bedroom before Jem would relinquish the plate of food.

When he woke on the morning of the third day, he could hear Jem moving around somewhere outside the bedroom. Curiosity got him up and walking, wondering what else lay outside his room. That and wanting to impress the wolf or maybe just surprise him.

The first few steps were always the wobbliest, his legs unused to taking his own weight, his body still getting the hang of being upright and directing itself where he needed to go. He made it as far as the door, clinging tightly to the door frame while he took a moment to catch his breath and steady himself.

He walked on, passing through the doorway and into a short corridor. The sounds he could hear were coming from straight ahead, so that’s where he went. He stayed near the wall as he walked, trailing his fingertips along it. It was mostly to reassure himself, his gait more sure and steady than it had been the previous day. He stepped into the light as the corridor opened out into a room with a large window and a table and chairs. On the other side of the room was Jem, his back to Aden, working at something Aden couldn’t see. From the delicious smell, he guessed he was cooking breakfast. Which made that the kitchen. Aden went to cross the room toward him but his legs protested, his hip aching somewhere deep down. It was nothing like the burning pain from before, more like a twinge. But it was enough to make his breath catch, and he grabbed for the table he was passing, using it to keep his balance.

“You read my mind,” Jem said, appearing beside him. Aden hadn’t even heard him move. “Breakfast at the table. That’s a first.”

His arm slid around Aden’s waist and then Aden was being urged into a chair. He sat, watching as Jem paced back across the room, returning to the table with two plates. He set one in front of Aden and one across from him, and then he was gone again, returning with two glasses and some cutlery which he set down between them before taking the chair opposite.

“Dig in,” was all he said before he started on his food. 

Not wanting to be outdone where food was concerned, Aden reached out to pick up a piece of egg. Only to notice Jem wasn’t using his hands but the shiny metal thing with the pointy ends. There was another one identical to it sitting right in front of Aden’s plate.  He took hold of it and held it up between them.

“Jem?”

The wolf looked up and, without missing a beat, said, “Fork.”

Grinning, Aden turned his attention to his plate, trying to figure out how to hold the fork in his hand in a way that wasn’t so awkward. After three attempts and a fork with no egg on it, he was ready to throw the damn thing away in frustration. Until Jem’s hand wrapped around his.

“Like this,” he said, altering Aden’s grip on the utensil, and showing him how to scoop up some egg.

The food finally reached his mouth, and Aden made a happy sound as he chewed, going for another piece. He caught Jem watching him, a smile on the wolf’s face. Smiling back was easy. It seemed like there was a lot to be happy about.

 

Now that he could walk around, Aden found himself getting restless a lot, the urge to move returning again and again. He tired easily but sitting for even a few minutes seemed enough to allow him back on his feet. He walked around the kitchen while Jem cooked, pacing back and forth in front of the large windows, admiring the view of the sea and the sky. There was a pull there like there always was, but it wasn’t enough to tear him away from Jem and the food. Sometimes he walked around the house instead, staring for a long time at the many pictures on the wall that Jem called photos. Some looked familiar, like places he’d seen on his travels. Others were strange, exotic, even haunting.  

Every evening after dinner, he went into another room with Jem, one with large, comfortable seats and shelves full of things called books. Aden didn’t much care for the books but the chairs were nice to sit on. He curled up there one evening, wrapping himself in a blanket that Jem had handed him as the wolf said something and disappeared from the room. He felt a little lonely without the other man, confused a few minutes later when he heard an odd noise from elsewhere in the house. Getting to his feet, he decided to investigate. He’d heard the noise before but had never understood what was causing it and he hadn’t had the interest or inclination to find out. But now his curiosity matched happily with his body’s need to move around more.

The sound was coming from the bathroom. Not the one off of the bedroom he slept in but the other one that was off the hallway outside the kitchen. He hesitated only a moment before pushing the door open and stepping inside. He was hit by a burst of warm steam and could hear the sound of running water under the hum of whatever was making all the noise. Closing the door behind him, he crossed the room curiously, spying Jem behind glass doors, his back to Aden.

Aden had never seen the other man naked. He’d never seen a wolf in human form without his clothes on. His eyes peered through the steamed-up doors, taking in Jem’s broad shoulders and the muscles of his back, his eyes drawn downward. Jem threw his head back, a low moan escaping his throat as the water ran down his body. It looked nice. Aden wondered how it felt then decided the only way to know was to try it.

Putting his hand on the glass door, he slid it open.

Jem spun around, on alert, looking suddenly fearsome. Aden felt his eyes go wide as he froze, very aware that he was only a step away from a werewolf. No matter how human Jem looked, he was anything but harmless. And Aden was forgetting that, forgetting himself.

But then the expression on Jem’s face softened to one of bemusement.

“Something wrong?” he asked.

Aden glanced down at his feet, realizing as he did that he’d missed a fundamental step in his plan, his clothes already getting sprayed by the water from the shower.

He looked back up at Jem, curious and calculating. The wolf hadn’t sent him away and the warmth of the water was very appealing. With fumbling fingers, he peeled off his shirt. His hands went to his sweatpants next, only for Jem to catch hold of his wrists.

“Aden, what…”

He looked up, meeting the wolf’s eyes, a sound escaping from the back of his throat. It spoke of longing, of need, and Jem’s hands fell from his, the alpha letting out a huff of breath as he moved back into the shower.

“Well, hurry up already,” he groused. “You’re letting all the hot air out.”

Aden slipped his pants off, stepping out of them and into the shower. Jem reached around him and tugged the door closed which was when Aden realized how little space there actually was in there. He and Jem were standing close because there was no other way to stand.

He let his eyes roam down the wolf’s body, marveling at how similar they were despite their different natures.

“Like what you see?”

Jem’s words drew his gaze back up. He reached out a hand, touching the wolf’s chin, his cheek, then let his fingers trail downward. Jem swallowed as Aden’s fingers ran along the front of his neck, but he didn’t say anything or try to stop him so Aden continued, down along Jem’s chest, feeling muscle and bone beneath his fingertips. When he reached the wolf’s abdomen, he paused, comparing his to Jem’s. They had the same line down the center, the same navel, but Jem had a trail of dark hair that started just below it. Fascinated, Aden followed it with his fingers, down and down…

Jem snatched his hand, squeezing it lightly. “I think maybe that’s enough exploring for today, don’t you?”

But instead of letting go, he pressed Aden’s hand to his shoulder and mirrored the action, his own hand cupping Aden’s shoulder.

Aden met the wolf’s gaze, finding himself caught there as surely as if he’d been swooped up in a net. He couldn’t look away, couldn’t break the spell, couldn’t…

“I’m sorry,” Jem said softly, tugging his hand away. “I shouldn’t… you don’t mean to… It’s just been a very long time since I’ve been with my pack, since I’ve been around other wolves I trusted enough to let my guard down.”

Aden didn’t understand most of the words but he could hear the longing in Jem’s voice, could see it on his face. He took a small step forward, closing the tiny gap between them, pressing his chest to Jem’s as he rested his head on the wolf’s shoulder. His arms slid around Jem, doing his best to hold onto him. He heard the wolf swallow hard followed by a rumble of breath that vibrated through him. And then Jem was hugging him back, his nose buried in Aden’s neck, breathing in his scent.

He didn’t know how long they stood there, holding on to each other, but eventually, the water began to cool. Jem let go and urged him out, shutting off the water before following him. They dried off with towels before they dressed again, Jem fetching Aden some clean clothes to replace the damp ones he’d tried to walk into the shower with.

And then they returned to the room with the soft chairs, the living room as Jem called it. Jem took a seat on one of the smaller chairs. Aden glanced between it and the larger sofa before deciding he wanted to be where the wolf was.

Jem raised an eyebrow when he walked over but didn’t say anything else as Aden curled up against him. He shuffled around a little, trying to get comfortable, resting his head against Jem’s chest, hearing the steady thump of the wolf’s heartbeat in his ear. Jem’s hand came up, resting against Aden’s head before his fingers starting combing through Aden’s damp hair. It felt nice, and he huddled closer to the wolf, tipping his head up to meet Jem’s eyes. Jem smiled down at him and, when Aden leaned up, pressing his lips to the wolf’s, he kissed him back.

And then there was the sound of a door opening. Aden ducked to hide his head against Jem’s chest as the wolf went still, listening intently.

“Jeremy?” a voice called. “It’s Theo.”

Jem relaxed all at once, lifting Aden from his lap as he stood. He offered Aden a small smile, easing some of the fear that was all caught up in Aden’s chest.

“Sounds like the cavalry’s arrived.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Eleven

 

Jeremy pushed Aden back into the armchair and moved toward the door to greet Theo, glad the siren hadn’t walked in on their intimate moment since he didn’t have the first clue how he’d explain that.

“We’re in here,” he called, glancing back at Aden, and giving him what he hoped was a reassuring smile.

Theo appeared in the doorway before Jeremy reached it. His hair was damp and his skin had that telltale shimmer sirens got when they’d been in sea water.

“You swam here?” he asked.

Theo blinked at the question then glanced down at himself.

“No. But I stopped for a swim before I came in. Thought it would be easier than trying to explain to Aden that I’m another siren.”

Theo looked past him to where Aden was sitting.

“Right,” Jeremy said, turning, and walking back across the room. “Uh, Theo, meet Aden. Aden, this is Theo.”

He moved to stand next to the armchair, watching as the two sirens regarded each other.

“In case you haven’t figured it out for yourself,” he continued. “Theo is a siren, just like you.”

Aden was frowning, a hint of anxiety on his face. Even if he was able to understand every word, his emotions were very likely making it hard to concentrate on anything but the newest potential threat in the room.

“Aden,” he said, waiting until the siren met his eyes. “Wolf,” he said firmly, tapping his chest. “Siren,” he added, pointing to Aden. “Siren,” he said again, pointing across the room at Theo.

Aden followed where he pointed, resuming his cautious observation of the other siren.

Theo’s expression softened a little on seeing Aden’s uncertainty. He crouched, putting himself at eye level with Aden.

“Hi, Aden. I’m Theo.” He patted his chest as he said it again. “Theo.”

He straightened and took a step forward. “It’s good to meet—”

As the other siren closed in, Aden jumped to his feet and pushed himself behind Jeremy like a shield.

“Aden, what…” Jeremy started to ask, glancing back at him then to Theo. “Sorry, I don’t know what’s got into him.”

“It’s fine,” Theo said, retreating toward the door. “A new face after everything he’s been through? I’d be uncertain too.” He took another step toward the door. “He looks better. From how Jonah told it, I thought he’d be… frailer.”

“He’s coming on in leaps and bounds. Quite literally in some respects.” 

 “Have you eaten?”

“Uh, yeah.” He and Aden had been making inroads into Theo’s food stores. He wondered how the siren would take it when he realized.

“Eating me out of house and home, huh? I shouldn’t be surprised.”

It was meant to be a joke but there was an edge to Theo’s voice that told Jeremy it was more of a big deal than the siren was making out.

“Needs must,” he said simply. “Unless you wanted to come home to your neighbors talking about a wolf hunting in the area. I can’t imagine you want hunters with guns around your home. Or animal control poking their noses in.”

“No,” Theo conceded. “Wouldn’t want that.” There was an awkward pause. “I’m just not used to sharing my space.”

“I’d say I understand but… I’m pack. The only space I’ve ever known was shared space.”

He got a wry smile from Theo at that as Aden slipped out from behind him, one hand gripped Jeremy’s T-shirt as he stood next to him.

“He’s on his feet,” Theo commented with an approving nod to Aden.

“It took a little convincing,” Jeremy told him. “Aden here has got quite the sweet tooth though, isn’t that right?”

Aden glanced at him quizzically. 

“Pancakes with syrup are his favorite,” Jeremy added. “Might come in handy if you want to make friends.”

Truth be told, he’d thought the sirens would automatically be friends, recognizing each other as kin. But then, just like he didn’t see every werewolf as a friend, he guessed sirens were the same. There must have been good sirens and not so good sirens. Maybe Aden had encountered some of the latter. It would certainly explain his wariness.

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Theo said, amusement in his voice.

“He’s taken quite a liking to some of your photographs, too.” Maybe photography would something for Aden and Theo to bond over if food didn’t work.

“Oh?” Theo replied, sounding politely interested.

“Look, I’ll stay another day or so, just to make sure Aden’s okay with you, and then I’ll be on my way. I can crash on the couch for a night or two, it won’t kill me.”

He could sense the siren’s unease with his presence and remembered what Nate had told him about Theo’s love, or lack thereof, for wolves.

“As much as I’d like my home back and the chance to air the place out so it doesn’t smell like mu—wolf forever, that’s not the plan Jonah and Harlan agreed with Nate.”

“What plan is that?” he asked, feeling wrong-footed by the idea that there was a plan and no one had seen fit to tell him.

“The one where I don’t act like an ass and kick you out of my house because it would dishonor the bond between my family and your pack.”

“This is the first I’ve heard of it,” he challenged, crossing his arms. 

Beside him, Aden inched closer, sensing the tension.

“Harlan called me on the drive here to read me the riot act. He wants us to stay here another week at least, to be absolutely sure Aden’s not sick or a carrier for this siren illness.”

“How would we know if he was?”

“Think of me like the canary. If I stop singing, we know we were wrong.”

“Won’t do you much good.”

“A risk I’ll have to take. We’ll wait a week. If all is well, the three of us will drive down to the Cove.”

“Seems… risky. Me and Aden out in the open, traveling through pack territory.”

“There are ways to travel that will keep you out of sight,” Theo said offhandedly. “Besides, where do you have to go except the Cove? Safer we travel together than apart. And I don’t think Aden would hang around long if you took off. He seems quite… attached.”

Literally, if his hand still gripping tight to Jeremy’s T-shirt was any indication.

“I guess, as plans go, it’s not the worst.” Trying to make his way through the territory as a fugitive wolf wasn’t high on his to-do list. It would help to have someone who could, at the very least, do some of the driving. 

“All we have to do now is convince Aden to come to the Cove with us. How’s that sound, Aden?”

The siren perked up at the mention of his name, glancing between Jeremy and Theo.

“I haven’t tried to explain anything that complicated yet,” Jeremy admitted. “But when he puts his mind to it, he picks things up quickly. Still, he might choose the sea over another trip in a car. The last one was pretty traumatic for him.”

“Speaking of cars, the one you’ve parked in my garage, I’m guessing that’s the one you escaped in?”

“It is.”

“I’ll get rid of it tomorrow night. Drive it up north, to the edge of Magnar’s territory, and dump it. With any luck, if the wolves up there find it, they’ll assume you fled north with Aden rather than south.”

“That would help,” Jeremy said. “The more time that passes, the less likely it is they’ll be actively searching for us. It’ll make the journey south safer for all of us.”

That was, of course, if he could convince Aden to make that journey with them.

 

Jeremy spent the better part of that week trying to build up Aden’s vocabulary so he could explain the plan to him.

After a few days of slowly introducing Aden to the idea of naming landmarks and marking the passage of time, Theo produced a tablet full of photographs and an old paper map which Jeremy spread out across the table after dinner one evening. He’d lured Aden to the kitchen with a cup of hot chocolate and a cookie, both of which were courtesy of Theo who’d gone grocery shopping with Aden in mind.

“So, remember how we talked about the sea,” Jeremy said, gesturing to the window where the ocean was still visible in the light of the evening. “Well, that’s here.” He pointed to where they were on the map. Aden followed the motion, peering closely at the map, a frown on his face.

“Do you understand?” Jeremy checked. “This place here…” He moved his finger in a circle. “…is here on the map.”

Aden nodded cautiously.

“And we need to go here.” He dragged his finger south to where the Cove was. “This is where we’ll be safe. Other wolves, other sirens. Friends. In the Cove.”

He pushed the tablet Theo had given him toward Aden. On it were photos of the coast around the Cove. It had been Theo’s suggestion, hoping Aden might recognize some of the more obvious landmarks. The siren picked the tablet up, staring at it with amazement.

“Sea,” he murmured.

“That’s right. That’s a picture of the Cove from the sea. But we’re going to go there by land. In Theo’s car.”

Aden had proved he knew the word car a few days previously but it wasn’t his favorite by far. Jeremy suspected he remembered all too well his previous journeys.

“Land.”

“That’s right, this way.” He traced his finger along their route on the map. “It’ll take us a day and a half to get there. We’ll leave at night, drive all night, all day, and all night again. We’ll arrive at the Cove in the morning. And have pancakes for breakfast.”

He was hoping the offer of Aden’s favorite breakfast might be enough to sway him.

“Sea,” Aden murmured longingly, tracing his finger across the tablet screen.

“Do you recognize the Cove? Have you been there before?”

Aden shrugged so Jeremy took the tablet back and flicked to another picture.

“Just north is the Harbor. That might look more familiar.”

He thought he saw a flicker of recognition in Aden’s eyes.

“And north of that are these cliffs. They’re pretty well known and popular with abseilers.” Not that he had the first idea how to explain abseiling to Aden.

Aden gave a murmur of acknowledgment, dragging his finger across the screen to see the previous pictures.

“The Cove?” he asked, pointing to the first picture.

“That’s right,” Jeremy said. “That’s where we’re going, all three of us.”

“When?” Aden said.

“Tomorrow night. We’ll cross the border into wolf territory once it turns dark and hopefully, no one will notice us.”

Aden continued to stare at the picture and Jeremy felt he’d gotten through to him. But they’d know for certain the next day when it came time for them to leave.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twelve

 

When Jeremy woke the next morning, he found Theo had already left on some errands. He’d planned to pick them up some supplies for the journey as well as fill his car’s tank with gas. While he was gone, Jeremy decided he’d cook breakfast. He went into the bedroom to wake Aden, knowing the siren liked to hang around the kitchen while he cooked and wanting to have another conversation with him about their planned journey. Only Aden wasn’t in his bed and he wasn’t in the adjoining bathroom.

Jeremy checked the kitchen, the living room, and the other bathroom in case Aden had got it into his head to have another shower, but the siren was nowhere to be seen. He came back out to the kitchen, noticing as he did that the door leading outside was open just a crack. He walked toward it, catching Aden’s scent as he did. Pushing it open, he walked out. The back of Theo’s property sloped downward toward the cliffs. To the left was a path that led to the beach, to the right was a neighbor’s property, and straight ahead was a cliff that would be a steep climb down to reach the sea. Jeremy guessed Aden had gone left and shifted to his wolf form to better be able to track the siren’s scent. It was early enough that he hoped most humans would still be in bed and the odd one that might catch sight of him at a distance would hopefully confuse him with a dog.

Aden’s scent was stronger as he reached the path and, as soil gave way to sand, he could make out footprints that were clearly made by a bare foot and not a shoe. He wasn’t surprised Aden had decided to explore the sea but he’d hoped the siren would have waited for Jeremy or Theo to come with him. The beach opened out in front of him and there was no sign of Aden. Of course, he was looking in all the wrong places. A siren wouldn’t be lounging on the beach, he’d be in among the waves. He loped toward the shore, his eyes and ears searching even while he tracked Aden’s scent and footprints. Predictably, they led straight into the sea with no hesitation. Aden had known exactly where he was going.

Jeremy couldn’t see any sign of the siren but then, as a wolf, his eyes weren’t his strongest sense. He was about to wade into the water when his ears caught the sound of Theo’s car returning. He raced back up the shore and along the path toward the house.

He met Theo as the siren crossed the driveway to the house, carrying a bag filled with groceries. If Theo was surprised to see a wolf bearing down on him, he didn’t show it. Jeremy shifted back, noticing the slight widening of Theo’s eyes. Not as nonchalant as he was trying to make out.

“Aden’s headed out to sea. I tracked him as far as the beach but my senses are no match for yours in the water. Will you look for him?”

Theo groaned, thrusting the bag of groceries toward him. “That’s just what we need. Our guest gone AWOL. Put those away, I’ll go get him.” He raced off toward the beach. 

Jeremy glanced down at the bag in his hands and at Theo’s retreating form, then simply set the groceries down on the doorstep and turned to follow the siren.

Theo didn’t break his stride as he approached the ocean, shedding his clothes as he reached the sea. Jeremy took another look around, noticing that they weren’t overlooked by any nearby properties. Theo hadn’t chosen this place by chance.

When he glanced back, Theo was already up to his waist in the water. He dived under, disappearing quickly beneath the waves. Jeremy stayed in human form and walked closer to the shoreline, keeping his eyes peeled. Aden couldn’t have gotten far.

He stood there as the minutes ticked by, the morning growing brighter and the sun starting to heat the air. He caught one or two glimpses of the sun reflecting off siren scales but he couldn’t tell if it was Theo or Aden he was seeing. He hoped Aden wouldn’t hide from Theo. The two seemed to have come to an understanding over the week though Aden definitely preferred Jeremy’s company to the siren’s, for reasons Jeremy didn’t quite understand.

Theo’s head appeared above the water, about thirty feet out to sea, then disappeared again. When he surfaced for a second time, he was much closer to shore, wading the last few feet until he was back on dry land.

“Did you find him?” Jeremy asked, looking past Theo expecting to see Aden’s head appear above the water.

“There’s no sign. I swept the area twice. He’s gone.”

“He might be back.”

“Let’s face facts, Jeremy. He didn’t want to come south with us, but he was afraid if he made that clear we’d force his hand so he waited for the chance to get away.”

“I don’t think he’d do that.”

Jeremy felt he’d made a connection with the lonely siren. He was sure of it. Aden wouldn’t just… disappear.

“It sounds like he’d been in the sea a long while before he was captured,” Theo said. “It was always just a matter of time before it pulled him back in. But that doesn’t mean he won’t come back some day. Sirens are creatures of habit when it comes to where they swim. Now he knows this place, there’s every chance he’ll return. Over time, I might convince him to pay the Cove a visit.”

“But you don’t think he’ll come back any time soon?”

“My guess is, he’s used to swimming long distances. He may even have family to get back to.”

Jeremy thought that was unlikely. Aden acted like he hadn’t interacted with another person in a very long time. Still, there was no denying that the siren was gone.

“We should wait,” he said. “Give him a day or two, in case he changes his mind.”

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Theo frown and knew the siren wasn’t enthusiastic about spending more time in his company.

“I guess another day or two wouldn’t hurt,” Theo said. “But then we need to get on the road.”

 

Jeremy spent most of that day and the following one on the secluded beach, waiting and hoping that Aden would return. He went back over every conversation they’d had about going to the Cove, trying to see if he’d missed some clear sign that Aden wasn’t interested in going with them. But, if anything, the siren had seemed curious about it, maybe even enthusiastic. How they’d gone from that to running away to the sea, Jeremy didn’t know.

As evening fell on the second day, he knew he had to accept that Aden wasn’t returning. He stood, brushing the sand from his jeans, and started the walk back up to the house. Theo was waiting for him, the car already loaded.

“I suggest you stay in the back,” the siren said, “and stay low. The windows are tinted so no one will have a clear view of you. Once it’s fully dark and the roads start to quiet down, we’ll switch and you can drive for a bit.”

They’d planned to take turns driving, Jeremy doing so when he was least likely to be seen while Theo did the lion’s share when it was light out.

“Sounds good to me,” he said, getting into the back, and stretching out across the seat, keeping his head out of view of the windows. Theo had left a blanket back there too which Jeremy put within easy reach so he could throw it over himself at a moment’s notice if needs be.

Theo started the car and drove off, the sound of the sea receding into the distance as the sounds of other cars grew louder.

“Sun’s almost set,” Theo called to him, “just another few minutes. And we’re about to cross into wolf territory.”

Before, those words would have meant Jeremy was home. Now, they signified danger, the risk of his own people hunting him down like a criminal. He guessed, from Magnar’s perspective, Jeremy having stolen his newest toy meant he was a criminal. And to Aden, he was a knight in shining armor or, at least, a provider of pancakes and emergency surgery.

Soon enough, Theo was pulling off onto a side road, and they switched places so Jeremy could drive and the siren could get some rest. The night passed uneventfully, though Jeremy was on alert the whole time, half-expecting the Enforcers to track them down.

Before dawn, he pulled in off the road and woke Theo.

“We’re getting low on gas. I didn’t want to risk filling the tank myself.”

The siren sat up, rubbing a hand over his eyes.

“No, no point risking discovery when we’re right in the middle of pack territory. Hop in the back, and I’ll take the wheel.”

“Sure. Just need a bathroom break first,” he said, gesturing toward the trees to one side of them.

“What a pity you’ll miss out on the luxury of a gas station bathroom,” Theo said dryly, prompting a snort from Jeremy.

Given the risks daylight presented, Jeremy lay down in the back again and took the precaution of covering himself head to toe in the dark blanket. The heat would have been oppressive but Theo took pity on him and turned on the air conditioning in the car. Jeremy wondered how the siren wasn’t freezing in just a light T-shirt and no jacket but then remembered sirens were used to cold water. A bit of cool air wasn’t going to faze Theo. 

He fell into a restless sleep, dreaming about, of all things, his family. His parents and his brother had often been on his mind since Magnar’s attack on his pack but Jeremy always kept himself busy, doing whatever he could, be it taking extra shifts or volunteering his time to any pack who needed him, so as not to give himself time to dwell on the things he couldn’t change. All that was over now and, very soon, his life was going to narrow considerably.

He woke to Theo’s voice calling him and sat up when he realized it was dark out.

“Last leg of the journey,” the siren said tiredly. “I’m going to pick us up some food, and we can switch places after we’ve eaten.”

The burgers and fries Theo returned with weren’t half bad though not as good as the burgers Jonah made. He said as much and Theo was vociferous in his agreement.

“He’s got the knack for it, just like Dad did.”

“Do you cook much yourself?”

Theo’s kitchen hadn’t given him that impression.

“Usually too busy on the road to do much cooking. I’ve learned to be discerning in my choice of takeout, but I don’t think that counts.”

Soon, they were on the road again, Jeremy behind the wheel once more. He wouldn’t drive them as far as the Cove because the biggest danger was going to be crossing the border from wolf to siren territory. It would be safest to do that with Jeremy out of sight and Theo driving. He had to wake the siren up when he realized they were close, and they did one last hurried switch on the side of the road. Jeremy stayed low and stayed covered, listening and waiting.

“Shit,” Theo said suddenly and then went abruptly silent. Sensing danger, Jeremy stayed silent too.

“You were right, Jeremy,” Theo said after a moment. “There was a wolf watching the road.

“Did he recognize you?”

“I don’t think so. He’s still there, he hasn’t moved, hasn’t made a sound.” There was another pause. “I think we’re in the clear, but I’ll keep my eyes peeled.”

Jeremy let out a breath and relaxed against the seat.

“How far to the border?”

“We’ve just crossed it. Another twenty minutes and we’ll reach the Cove. Sun’s coming up.”

A new day, a new home. So how come all Jeremy felt was emptiness?

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirteen

 

Being back in the sea wasn’t all Aden had expected it to be. He’d thought it would feel like coming home. Instead, it felt like he’d run away. Maybe his body was still worn down from the infection, but he found the cold of the water draining and the constant swimming a struggle. And then there was Jem. 

He couldn’t seem to get the wolf off of his mind. Every time his thoughts drifted, they went right to him. It made no sense, they were as different as oil and water, fundamentally incompatible. Aden was for the sea and Jem was for the land: old forests, woods filled with ancient trees, rocks, and caves. Not caves carved out by the sea like the ones he explored. Yet, despite knowing they had practically nothing in common, he ached to see the wolf again. So much so that he found himself swimming south before he’d given conscious thought to it.

Every so often, he’d surface, looking for the landmarks Jem had shown him. He tired easily and more than once swam toward land to find shelter, using rocks and perching on ledges at the edge of steep cliffs. Feeding himself was a struggle too, his energy depleting faster than he could make up for it.

On the second day, he passed the cliffs Jem had shown him. Halfway there. It encouraged him onward, that and encountering a school of small fish to feed on. The night of the third day, he swam toward shore to find a resting place, the sea stormy and choppy. He’d been aiming for a small beach but the sea had other ideas, dragging him southward before throwing him toward some rocks. His body took a battering before he managed to grasp hold of an outcropping of rock and pull himself up out of the water. He spent the rest of the night there, clinging tightly to the wet, cold rock and hoping morning would arrive. His body was sore and cramped when he finally slipped back into the water, but he pushed onward. It was around midday when he heard a lot of noise and activity in the water. He surfaced cautiously, spotting another familiar sight in the near distance. The harbor. Jem had said the Cove was close to the harbor. He was almost there.

He submerged himself again and swam onward, coming up to take stock when he felt he’d swam past the harbor. He didn’t want to miss his destination and have to double back. The cliffs he could see were familiar, which meant he had to be close, but where was the entrance to the Cove? He let himself drift along, the current carrying him south as he searched for anything familiar. And then he spied it, the cliffs parting to reveal the Cove. He could see a river flowing into the sea, a sandy beach, and a figure up on one of the cliffs. Was it his imagination or was the figure staring his way? Uncertain but unwilling to risk unwary humans ‘coming to his rescue,’ he dived back under and swam toward the Cove. 

Now that he knew where the entrance was, he wouldn’t need to surface until he was clambering back onto dry land. Of course, there was the question of what he’d do once he got there. How would he find Jem? He’d said there were other wolves there. What would they be like? And then there were the other sirens… 

The closer he got to land, the more doubts that surfaced, until each flick of his tail had him moving forward with more and more reluctance. But he was worn out, down to the last dregs of his strength. Either way, he needed to get back on dry land and give himself a chance to rest.

When the water level grew so low that he knew he’d be able to stand, he shifted back and pushed out of the water. He jerked backward when he saw a figure making its way toward him, wading through the water, only to catch sight of a familiar face. Jem.

 

Jeremy had spent the months since the attack on their pack yearning to return to the survivors in the Cove. His first few days back were great, catching up with everyone, enjoying being surrounded by his own people once more. Yet that happiness quickly wore away. Now that he was finally there it felt almost… anticlimactic. He’d always planned to return on his own schedule, when it was best for him and the pack, so having his hand forced by Magnar burned more than a little. As much as he was glad to be safe back in the pack, he was also very aware that he was now trapped. He couldn’t go wandering around the packs looking for work. He couldn’t take off on a road trip at a moment’s notice. There was no choice but to settle down. A time came in every alpha’s life when they made that choice but, for Jeremy, there was no choice. It was also a decision that usually went hand in hand with the other important milestone for an alpha: choosing a mate. The only problem was, his choice of potential mates had just gotten much smaller. Their pack had only one unbonded omega and Daniel was both too young, for one thing, and not Jeremy’s type, for another. But Jeremy was getting ahead of himself. He’d only been there two days, he needed to give himself a chance to settle in.

Knowing his somber mood wouldn’t escape the notice of the rest of the pack, he spent a lot of time alone in the guise of ‘exploring the territory.’ He stuck to the beaches and cliffs, for the most part, dividing his time between human and wolf form. His thoughts often turned to his parents, to his brother, and he did his best to force them back, trying to wall them off. But being around the rest of the pack just reminded him of who wasn’t there. They’d lost so many. And Jeremy, having only spent a day or two at a time with the pack since then, had never been forced to confront the reality that they were really gone. Dead, in the ground, not coming back no matter how hard he wished otherwise. It made the rest of the pack all the more important and yet he couldn’t muster up any enthusiasm for his homecoming. He’d liked his life out there, the freedom he’d had to drift from pack to pack, the ability to put himself in positions that allowed him to keep an eye on Magnar and what he was doing. Now, they had lost that safeguard, their early warning system if something bad was coming their way. And in return, the pack got an extra mouth to feed, one who, so far, preferred moping around feeling sorry for himself to working.

As pep talks went, it wasn’t the best, though he did resolve not to let himself fall any deeper into the spiral of self-pity. He’d talk to Nate that evening, let his cousin know what was going on inside his head if he didn’t already know. He was sure there was plenty of work going to keep him busy, to take him out of his head and give him something else to focus on.

Taking a breath, he inhaled deeply, scenting the salt on the sea breeze. It reminded him of Aden and he worried once more about the siren. Was there something more he could have done to convince Aden to come with them? His guilt was an unpleasant twist of pain in his chest every time he remembered that the siren was out there, all alone. The ocean was a cruel mistress without a care for the weak and ailing. Not that Aden was weak, not when healthy, at least. He’d seen both Jonah and Harlan in action and never failed to be amazed by the sheer strength of their siren forms. And their human forms too, he guessed, though they didn’t advertise it.

He stared at the ocean stretched out before him and his eyes fixed on something in the near distance. Pushing to his feet, he focused on it. Was that a swimmer? No one except the sirens swam in the Cove. Harlan was away, Theo was in town, and Jonah was working so it wasn’t any of them. If it was a human, there was a good chance they were in trouble.

He climbed down the cliff toward the beach, losing sight of the swimmer as he did. Where had they gone? And then he caught sight of a shadow under the water, approaching the shore. Maybe it was his imagination but they seemed to be moving sluggishly, struggling against the current. Jeremy took the decision to go help them, kicking off his shoes and wading into the water. As he got closer, he saw the shimmer of sunlight reflecting on scales and the rapid movement of a tail before it disappeared and Aden pushed out of the water, staggering a little.

Jeremy rushed to his side, slowing when the siren jumped back, surprised by his presence.

“You came,” he called, inching closer until he could catch the exhausted siren by the arm.

Aden leaned heavily against him.

“Jem,” he murmured. “Cliffs, Harbor, Cove. Jem.”

Despite himself, Jeremy found he was grinning. “Give a man a roadmap and he’ll find his own way. Come on.”

He looped an arm around Aden’s waist and helped him toward the shore. The little bubble of happiness in his chest on seeing the siren surprised him. It wasn’t just relief from his guilt but something more.

“Tired, Jem,” Aden said as they walked.

“Don’t worry,” he assured him. “Some food and some rest and you’ll be right as rain in no time.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Fourteen

 

Aden was so happy to see Jem that he forgot all his aches and pains, letting the wolf guide him up onto the beach. The sand felt soft beneath his feet and he swayed a little, once more unused to his legs in place of his tail.

“No more wrestling with sharks, I hope,” Jem said, stopping once they were on dry land and looking him up and down. Satisfied with whatever he saw, he tugged off his jacket and wrapped it around Aden’s shoulders, covering the tattered remains of the overlarge T-shirt he’d been wearing when he’d gone into the water.

“It’s not a long walk,” Jem continued, tucking the jacket closed around him, his fingers brushing briefly across the shark tooth still hanging around Aden’s neck. “But I could carry you if you like?”

It took Aden a moment to work out what Jem meant but then he was shaking his head. He needed to meet these people standing on his own two feet. It didn’t seem right to look weak.

Jem wrapped an arm around his waist again and Aden couldn’t help but lean into his embrace, so relieved to see the wolf again, to be on dry land, to know that there was food in his future. Maybe even pancakes.

Sand gave way to grass worn down by footfall, and they walked through an opening between the cliffs. The river ran to the left of them, leading to a large lake.

“You’ll like the lake. That’s where Theo and the others swim when they’re here.”

He could see two small houses on one side of the lake and a large house on the other. Jem steered him toward the large house and Aden’s apprehension roared back to life. He must have tensed or slowed down because Jem stopped walking.

“Hey, it’ll be fine. It’s just Theo and his brother Jonah over at the house. You know Theo, and Jonah’s a really great guy. They’re sirens like you. My people, my pack, are over there, in the cabins.”

He gestured to the smaller houses as he said it. Aden considered for a moment, aware of how much his feet were aching and how tired and cold he was.

“Safe?” he asked, remembering the word from before.

“Safe,” Jem said solemnly. “I promise. Think of me like your guard wolf, there to protect you and make sure nothing bad happens.”

The wolf grinned, and Aden managed a tired smile in return, not really sure what they were smiling about. But if Jem was happy, he was happy.

As they approached the house, a door opened. Theo stepped out, followed by another smaller man carrying an even smaller person. A woman walked out after them. Aden glanced uncertainly at Jem.

“Oh, that’s Jonah, little Jack, and Lily. Lily is my cousin. She’s family.”

Aden almost stopped walking but they were so close that he pressed on, eager to get this over with if it meant he could lie down for a while.

“You’re here,” Theo said.

“Took the scenic route,” Jem answered for him. “But he’s worn out. Can we keep the introductions short and get him inside?”

“Of course,” the smaller man said, handing the little one to the woman and hurrying forward. “I’m Jonah, Aden. You’re very welcome. Come inside.” As they walked in, Jonah pointed to Theo. “You remember my brother, right?”

Aden nodded. “Hi, Theo.”

“And this is Lily, Nate’s sister and Jem’s cousin.”

The woman smiled and waved at him, bouncing the baby in her arms.

“And that’s Jack,” Jonah said with a fond smile. “You’ll be seeing plenty of him, I’m sure. He’s very curious about new faces.”

They passed through the doorway into the house and a bark had Aden huddling against Jem. So much for trying not to look weak.

“Bear,” Jonah scolded gently. “No barking at guests, please. Aden, this is Bear. She’s very friendly, she just gets overexcited sometimes.”

Aden eyed the dog cautiously but something about her demeanor, from her wagging tail to her bright eyes, had him relaxing.

“Give her an inch and she’ll take a mile though,” Jonah added, walking on ahead of them.

“Yeah, if you let her lick you,” Jem joked, “she’ll wash every inch of your skin. I speak from personal experience.”

“In here,” Jonah called, and they stepped through another doorway into a living room. At Jem’s urging, Aden sank down gratefully onto a couch, relieved to be off his feet. Jem sat down right next to him. Not that he had much choice since Aden hadn’t released the death grip he’d had on the wolf’s wrist since before they’d reached the house.

“I’ll go get you some food,” Jonah said, disappearing again.

Neither Theo nor Lily followed them into the room, giving Aden a moment to catch his breath unobserved by anyone except Jem. And Jem had seen him at his worst, half-dead from fever and infection. He suspected nothing much could shock the wolf.

“What happened there?” Jem asked, gesturing to Aden’s thigh. The skin was scraped raw.

“Rocks,” he mumbled. “Storm.”

He winced a little when Jem ran light fingers over the edge of the wound.

“Sorry,” the wolf said. “I might ask Jonah to take a look. Don’t want you to pick up another infection, do we?”

“No,” he intoned, knowing how unpleasant and dangerous the last one had been. He remembered the question Jem had asked him earlier. “No sharks,” he promised.

Jem laughed. “Good. I’m glad to hear it. Though I’d bet on you against a shark any day.”

Aden was about to reply when Jonah came back in with a tray.

“One bowl of beef stew, sure to fill the emptiest of stomachs.”

Aden’s stomach growled as soon as the smell of food reached him, and he perked up, watching its approach eagerly.

Jem took the tray from Jonah and helped rest it on Aden’s legs, keeping the weight of it off his injury.

“Grab a spoon and dig in,” he encouraged, tapping the cutlery as he spoke. Aden picked up the spoon, holding it awkwardly as he tried to work out which way he was meant to hold it. Jem’s hand surrounded his as he gently maneuvered Aden’s fingers into the correct grip. 

“Try it like that,” he said. “Scoop up the stew and bring it to your mouth. Careful though, it might be hot.”

It was hot but rich and tasty at the same time. He must have made some noise because there was soft laughter from Jem.

“At least someone appreciates my cooking,” Jonah chided.

“We all appreciate your cooking,” Jem replied, giving Aden a warm smile and a wink as he spoke.

Aden let the words wash over him and focused on eating. Spoonful after spoonful filled his stomach until he hit the end of the bowl. He peered mournfully at it, hoping more might appear in there somehow.

“How about another portion?” Jonah said, taking the bowl from him, and hurrying out of the room.

Aden laid his head on Jem’s shoulder as they sat there. Jonah returned, the bowl less than half-filled this time. Aden dug in eagerly again but lost steam quickly, his stomach protesting its fullness.

“Eyes bigger than your stomach, huh?” Jem said as Jonah took the tray away.

“Hunger this big,” Aden told him, holding up his hands to demonstrate. “Stew this big,” he held his hands just a little further apart. 

Jem laughed. “And here I thought you were a bottomless pit where food was concerned. Alright, now that’s done it’s time to get you cleaned up. Any other nasty scrapes like that one?”

He pointed to Aden’s thigh.

Aden made a face then waved vaguely toward his lower back. He knew there was a cut there, even if he hadn’t seen it.

“Jonah can have a look and—”

But Aden shook his head. He didn’t know Jonah, didn’t want a stranger’s hands on him.

“You don’t want Jonah to see? He's good at this sort of stuff, Aden. Better than I am.”

Aden shook his head again.

“Will you let me take a look?” the wolf asked.

He only considered that for a moment before nodding.

Jem helped him to his feet and out into the hallway.

“Bathroom’s this way,” he said. “You might like a bath or a shower.”

Aden remembered his last shower with a sigh of happiness.

They reached the bathroom, and Jem turned the water on while Aden shrugged off the jacket and T-shirt.

“Water’s nice and warm,” Jem told him but his eyes were on Aden’s body, lingering on his scraped thigh and the cuts on his arms, legs, and lower back.

He helped Aden into the shower but didn’t step in after him. Aden twisted around so he could see the wolf, leaning heavily against the shower wall.

“Jem?” he called out, waiting until the wolf was looking back at him. “Help?”

He waited, tense with anticipation, hoping that Jem would join him. Those days by himself in the sea had been long, cold, and lonely.

Jem shook his head, smiling wryly. “You’re not half as innocent as you pretend to be.”

Aden’s face fell at Jem’s tone but then the wolf was stripping off his clothes and climbing in beside him.

“Better?” he asked.

“Better,” Aden agreed. He took a small step forward and then another until his chest was pressed against Jem’s. The wolf stared at him, an unreadable expression on his face, before he wrapped an arm around Aden, drawing him closer. Aden let out a shuddering breath as the wolf’s heat surrounded him, warming him right down to the bone.

“Best,” he whispered against Jem’s skin.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Fifteen

 

Jeremy had to coax Aden out of the shower, the siren reluctant to move. He guessed it was only partially to do with the hot water and somewhat to do with the way he’d attached himself to Jeremy. But between the body heat and the water, Aden had warmed up and the hot water had started to run out. He got Aden out before it could run cold, wrapping him up in a towel and sitting him down while he toweled himself dry and dressed.

“Jonah’s got the fire going inside. I think we should do our first aid in there, let the heat keep you warm.”

Aden just blinked tiredly at him.

Jeremy led him back to the living room, leaving him there while he fetched a chair from the kitchen. Then he sat Aden down in front of the fire, rearranging the towels so he could get to the scrapes and cuts. He started with Aden’s arms and legs, carefully checking the wounds to make sure there was no grit in them, and that they were clean, before spraying them with the disinfectant Jonah had given him.

Aden hissed as the cold spray hit his skin, his arm jerking in Jeremy’s grasp.

“Easy,” Jeremy said. “I know it stings.”

“Cold ow,” Aden said, making a face as he stared at his arm.

“Sting,” he repeated patiently, “like from a bee…” Realizing that wasn’t the best example to go with, he tried again. “… or a jellyfish. You know jellyfish?” He tugged his phone free from his pocket and pulled up a picture of a jellyfish common to their waters.

Aden peered at it, his eyes widening in recognition as he nodded.

“Jellyfish tentacles, when they touch you, it’s called a sting. Feels a little like this,” he added, holding up the disinfectant before spraying the next scrape. The siren jumped again, his face screwing up in displeasure as he hissed. “Stings,” he agreed.

“But not for long,” Jeremy added, using his thumb to stroke a smooth patch of skin on Aden’s arm, trying to distract him from the irritation.

He did Aden’s lower leg next, then moved around to the cut on his back. Suspicious, he prodded at it. “Are you sure there were no sharks out there? Nothing with teeth?”

Aden whipped his head around, glaring at him. “No sharks.”

“Just making sure.” 

He cleaned the wound, noticing the water from the shower hadn’t been enough to wash it out properly. Aden stayed still, his hands clenched tightly on his knees as Jeremy worked.

“Almost done,” he assured him, spraying the disinfectant, and following it up with a Band-Aid. One more to go.

Circling back around Aden, he knelt on the floor in front of him, feeling the heat of the fire against his back. The scraped skin on Aden’s thigh looked red and inflamed.

“This one is going to hurt worst,” he warned softly. “Deep breath now.”

Aden gave a low hiss but didn’t pull away as Jeremy thoroughly cleaned and disinfected every inch of the abraded skin.

“There, all done.”

“All done,” Aden echoed. 

Jeremy still had a hand pressed to Aden’s knee and the siren nudged it with his, fingers just brushing the back of Jeremy’s hand as he gave him a small smile.

“Let’s get you dressed.”

Aden was close to Jonah’s size and the vet had found a pair of sweatpants and a warm sweater for him. Jeremy helped the siren dress, avoiding the newly cleaned scrapes and Band-Aids.

“There. You’ll do.” He paused, taking in the siren’s tired appearance. “I think maybe some sleep first, proper introductions later?”

In answer, Aden yawned.

Jeremy hustled him to his feet and through the corridor toward the guest room. Aden climbed into the bed without complaint, his eyes closing almost as soon as his head hit the pillow.

“Sweet dreams,” Jeremy murmured, before slipping outside to join the others.

A few hours later, he was sitting at the kitchen table with Nate and Jonah, drinking coffee and eating oatmeal biscuits Jonah had baked, when Aden appeared in the doorway. The siren looked sleepy, his hair mussed, his eyes tired.

“Hey, Aden,” he greeted, getting up and moving forward to guide the siren into the room. “Come say hello. Jonah made biscuits. They’ve got chocolate chips.”

He led Aden to a chair while Jonah got up and went to the stove. 

“Tea or coffee, Aden?” he called over his shoulder.

Aden glanced from him to Jeremy.

“Do you have any cocoa?” Jeremy asked Jonah. The siren smiled and reached for the cupboard door, pulling out a container.

Jeremy grabbed a plate and snagged two cookies, setting them in front of Aden as Jonah put a mug of cocoa in front of him.

“Dig in,” Jeremy urged.

Aden snatched up a cookie, eating it in three quick bites. His eyes kept flicking toward Nate who was holding a squirming Jack.

“So,” Jeremy said. “You’ve met Jonah, and he’s a siren, like you. This is Nate, he’s Jonah’s mate and the alpha of our pack. And the little guy you already met is Jonah and Nate’s son.”

Aden was reaching for another cookie but froze halfway through the motion, staring with wide eyes at Nate and Jack.

“Hi, Aden,” Nate said with an easy grin. “It’s nice to meet someone who appreciates Jonah’s cooking as much as I do.”

Aden glanced back to Jeremy as if seeking confirmation. “Mates? Siren and wolf?”

“Exactly,” Jeremy agreed.

“And Jack,” Jonah chimed in, “is both a siren and a wolf.”

Aden turned back to Nate and Jack. Jeremy wished he knew what the siren was thinking. 

“Family?” Aden asked, stumbling over the word a little.

“That’s right,” Jonah agreed with a warm smile, slipping into the seat next to Nate and putting a hand on his arm. “We’re all one big family now. And we’re really glad you’re here. It’s been a long time since anyone’s come to visit us from the sea. Before, we used to have lots of visitors.”

“Gone,” Aden said solemnly. “All gone.”

“Who’s gone?” Nate asked, leaning closer.

Aden turned his head to face Jeremy. “Family. M… my family. Gone.”

His eyes sparkled with unshed tears, and Jeremy reached for him, pulling him into a loose hug.

Out of the corner of his eye, he could see Nate and Jonah watching them, concern and curiosity on their faces.

“It’s alright,” Jeremy murmured quietly, aware they could hear every word he said. “You’re here now, that’s what matters. You’re among friends.”

“Friends,” Aden repeated, nodding his head.

Jeremy gently detached from him, nodding to his cup. “Drink your cocoa, it’ll help.”

“Ah, yes,” Nate said. “The magical healing powers of cocoa.”

“It’s soothing,” Jonah retorted, elbowing him. “Like tea.”

Aden took a sip from his mug, making a pleased sound at the taste.

“You know what’s even better?” Jonah told him, taking another cookie from the plate. “Dipping one of these in your drink.”

He dunked his cookie into his tea before taking a bite. Aden watched him, fascinated, then copied him, smiling when he bit through the cookie.

“Good?” Jonah asked. 

The siren nodded.

Nate laughed. “Aden, I think you’ll fit in here just fine.”

Jeremy grinned. He couldn’t help but agree.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Sixteen

 

Aden couldn’t quite get his head around it at first. Jonah was a siren and Nate was a wolf but they were… mates? He found it hard to take his eyes off Jack, their son, wondering how that could be real. They were so different: sirens for the sea, wolves for the land. The idea of the two falling in love, of pledging themselves to each other, seemed almost unbelievable.

He thought about it a lot over the next few days when he wasn’t sleeping or eating, both of which seemed to suck up most of his time as he recovered from his journey. When he was finally feeling close to full strength, he sat on the bank of the lake, watching Jonah play with Jack. The little one was excitable and full of energy, bounding seamlessly from human to wolf form with exuberance. His wolf coat was black as night, and Aden leaned closer, fascinated by him then abruptly alarmed as the little wolf jumped without warning into the lake. Before he could call out to Jonah, he saw the impossible: the little wolf shifted beneath the water and his siren form darted around beneath the still water of the lake. Laughing, Jonah clambered in after him and shifted too.

Speechless, Aden could only watch in rapt fascination. He no longer thought sirens and wolves falling in love was unbelievable. It was something else, magical and extraordinary, creating a child like Jack who straddled their two worlds effortlessly.

It made him think about Jem, about the feelings that bubbled up inside him when he saw the alpha. He didn’t know what to do with them or how to explain them, he just knew they were there. And that there was something inherently good about them for all that he struggled to account for them. When he saw Jem, he felt happy, safe, and excited. The wolf always brought something new: a word, a taste, an idea. Each moment he spent with him seemed to broaden the edges of his narrowed world just that bit more, leaving Aden awed and grateful.

Jonah surfaced in the water, lifting Jack up onto the shore as the little one shifted back to wolf form. Aden thought it was interesting that his first instinct on feeling the air on his skin was to become a wolf, not a human. Maybe he felt safer as a wolf. Maybe he felt powerful.

Jonah climbed out after him, already back in human form, his skin shimmering in the sunlight. He grabbed a towel and dried off, keeping an eye on Jack who’d thrown himself onto the grassy bank with abandon, panting as he lay there on his back. Jonah smiled fondly at his son as he took a seat beside Aden.

Aden liked Jonah. The two of them were alike in ways that Aden didn’t share with Theo or Harlan. And Jonah talked a lot, his voice quiet and soothing. Aden didn’t feel under pressure to listen intently to every word but just did his best to get a sense of what was being said. But when Jonah started talking about Theo, his voice sounding odd, Aden sat up a little straighter and listened.

“I know he seems a little aloof, maybe even pretentious. He’s always been like that but it’s not how he is underneath, if you get what I mean. Just… don’t be put off by his manner, okay? He’s really…”

Aden didn’t get what Jonah was saying. He thought Theo was okay, for a siren, and had warmed to him a little more when he realized he had no intentions toward Aden, good or bad. As he listened to Jonah and tried to figure out why the siren was saying what he was saying, he caught sight of Jem in the distance, on the other side of the lake. Instinctively, he leaned forward, hoping to catch a glimpse of the wolf’s face, hoping Jem might catch sight of him in turn.

“Oh,” Jonah said suddenly, then, more slowly. “Ohhh. Well, I recognize that look. Forget what I was just saying, I can see I was barking up the wrong tree.”

Aden turned to Jonah, frowning.

The other siren gestured across the lake toward Jem. “You’re a little smitten, huh? I’ve seen that look before. And it wouldn’t surprise me if the feeling is mutual.”

Jonah’s knowing look had Aden blushing, not knowing where to look, but all his talk about Theo suddenly made sense.

“Sorry,” he tried to say, feeling bad to have gotten anyone’s hopes up. “About Theo.”

Jonah waved that off. “That was just wishful thinking on my part. Theo already said you hadn’t clicked at all but I thought maybe Theo’s manner might just have put you off. I can see now it’s nothing like that.” He smiled, a little wistfully. “Theo’s mate is still out there. He’ll find them someday. I hope someday soon.”

“You worry?” Aden asked.

“He’s family,” Jonah said with a shrug. “Worrying comes with the territory. Could you tell me about your family? Do you remember much about them? About what happened to them?”

Aden’s first instinct was to say no, to bury the hurt down deep and pretend he didn’t know anything about it. But he found he wanted to talk about it, ached to speak to someone who might understand.

“My dawn father came home from the sea very sick.”

“Dawn father?” Jonah questioned softly.

Jonah thought how to explain. “Father who carried me,” he gestured to his stomach.

“Oh, like you and me. Wolves call us omegas.”

“Yes, omega. Father took care of our omega father but he got sicker and sicker. Then Hansel and Leo got sick too, worse than omega father, faster. Hansel died before the sun woke and… omega father died before it set. Leo soon after. Father sad. Went to sea. Didn’t come back.”

Jonah gasped softly.

“You were alone?”

“I swam out after him. Found him too late. Alone then, alone a long time. Looked for others. Went to find… Bran and Gani?” 

He looked to Jonah, wondering if the other man knew who they were. Jonah shook his head. 

“Gone too. Then Trey, Jill, and boys. Gone. Looked for Mylea but…” He shrugged his shoulders. “Didn’t know where to go.”

“Mylea?” Jonah asked. “How do you know her?”

“Omega father talked about her. Helped bring me, Leo, and Hansel into the world. I thought she know where everyone gone but couldn’t find her.”

He sighed, remembering all the time he’d spent fruitlessly searching for the place his father had only vaguely described to him.

“What happened then?” Jonah wanted to know.

“Land got dangerous. Too many people, too small to take care of myself. Safer at sea. Grew big. Grew strong. Grew alone. Fought a shark. Won. Then got sick. Think, maybe, shark won in the end?” He ran his fingers over the shark tooth around his neck. “Then scary wolf cut my hair and Jem stole me. Got better. Swam to Cove. Here now.”

Jonah was smiling as he finished.

“Yes, you are. You’re very brave, Aden.”

He shrugged, unsure about the truth of that. He’d done what he had to. He’d survived. Bravery hadn’t really come into it.

“Tell me about you and Mylea?” he asked, wanting to turn the focus onto something else.

Jonah readily launched into the story of his journey to the birthing place, keeping his words simple so Aden could follow. As he talked, he fiddled with a black band he wore around his wrist. Aden wondered about it but didn’t know how to ask.

When Jack started rambling around restlessly next to them, Jonah decided it was time for lunch, lifting him into his arms and walking away. Aden stayed by the lake a little longer, staring across the water to where he’d last seen Jem and wondering at Jonah’s words. Jonah hadn’t seemed surprised at all to learn Aden had feelings for Jem. But then, of everyone there, he wouldn’t be surprised. His own heart lay in the hands of a wolf. 

Aden wasn’t a person to hide what he wanted but, at the same time, he didn’t know how to go about showing Jem how he felt or what he wanted. What if Jem didn’t feel the same? Or what if his pack, who he spent most of his time with, didn’t want Aden getting between them? He guessed he’d just have to try it and find out. If he hadn’t backed down in the face of a shark, it seemed silly to back down when faced with his own fears. Aden had never been someone to give into fear.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Seventeen

 

Jeremy backed off once Aden was comfortable around the other sirens, assuming he’d prefer their company now that he’d found them and knew that they were welcoming. For the first few days, that seemed to be true, and then Aden kept turning up wherever Jeremy was.

The first few times, he didn’t stay long, sauntering in, taking stock, spending a few minutes talking with Jeremy before he wandered away again. The other wolves didn’t seem to know what to make of him and were cautious in their welcome. Jeremy, on the other hand, was bemused and a little hopeful that Aden sought him out so frequently.

When Aden turned up at the Forge at the end of his first week there, Jeremy was glad to see him. Logan, on the other hand, was not.

Aden seemed relaxed as he looked around the workshop, taking in everything with keen, curious eyes.

“This isn’t a zoo,” Logan grumbled, eying Aden with irritation. “We’ve got work to do.”

“He’s just looking, Logan,” Karla soothed. “He’s not doing any harm.”

“But why is he looking,” Jay said in an undertone. “Doesn’t he have anything better to do than come to gawp at the local wildlife? Besides, how sure are we that he’s as harmless as he looks? He’s a stranger to Jonah and the rest as much as he is to us.” There was a thread of anger, a hint of threat in Jay’s words, and it didn’t go unnoticed, least of all by Aden.

The siren in question was still wandering around the room, keeping one eye on Jeremy, but he’d gone tense at Logan and Jay’s words, and Jeremy could see the pulse in his neck jumping as his heartbeat quickened. Aden was doing his best to appear laid back and carefree but he was nervous. No, he was scared. And Jeremy’s pack weren’t helping that.

“That’s enough,” he said quietly. “Aden is free to visit the Forge if he likes. Besides, guys, he can hear you. And he may be a stranger to you but I’ve known him longer than anyone and I say he’s a friend.”

Jeremy crossed the room to where Aden was pretending to stare intently at the old wooden beam that crossed the ceiling.

“Come for a walk with me?” he asked, holding out a hand.

Aden nodded readily, grabbing his hand in a tight hold. Jeremy led him outside, away from the Forge but deeper into the woods instead of back toward the house.

“It’s not personal,” he said, as soon as they were out of earshot of the others. “They’re just a little nervous around a new face, that’s all. Our pack has had some bad experiences. Just like you have.”

Aden managed a shaky nod but Jeremy could still feel the race of the siren’s pulse beneath his fingertips as he gripped Aden’s wrist lightly.

“Hey,” he said softly, pulling Aden to him, and wrapping his arms around him in a hug. “It’s okay. You have nothing to fear, not from them, not from me, not from Jonah and the other sirens.”

“Not scared,” Aden murmured against his chest.

“I’d believe that,” Jeremy said wryly, “if your heart wasn’t thumping away like a jackhammer right now.”

He rubbed his hand in circles across Aden’s back. “Why come to the Forge if you’re scared?” he asked. “Why not just stay where you feel safe?”

“Wanted to see you.”

Jeremy felt that sense of hope rising in him again. Maybe he wasn’t wrong. Maybe the siren felt the same way Jeremy felt about him. Then another possibility reared its head, sending Jeremy’s hopes crashing. Maybe Aden was saying goodbye again.

He didn’t pull back until Aden did, Jeremy giving him a warm smile. “Better?”

“Lots better.”

“Hey, a new word. You’re picking them up like that.” He snapped his fingers.

“Jonah talk lots. Even more than Jem. I learn.”

Jeremy laughed at that. “Hard to believe there’s anyone out there who waffles on more than I do. But I’ll take your word for it.” 

They started walking again, Jeremy marveling at how steady Aden was on his feet. You wouldn’t know to look at him that he’d been barely able to walk only weeks before.

“What brought you out to the Forge? I mean, I know you said me but you didn’t have to walk out all this way.”

Aden shrugged. “You didn’t come to see me so I come to you.”

“Like Mohammad to the mountain, huh?” He reached down and squeezed Aden’s hand. “I’m glad you came. But I’m sorry the others scared you.”

“Not scared.” The defensive reply gave away far more than the words themselves.

“It’s okay if you are. You haven’t exactly had lots of wonderful experiences at the hands of wolves. The last ones you met captured you, tied you up, hurt you.” He thought about Magnar slapping Aden across the face, the recollection making his blood boil.

“Not you,” Aden said softly.

“No, not me. And not anyone here. Give them a chance, Aden. Let them get to know you. Soon, we’ll all be your friends.”

Aden didn’t seem happy with that but Jeremy wasn’t going to push him. These things would take as long as they took but he was going to have a word with Nate about the others. Their attitude wasn’t helping matters.

They circled back toward the cabins, and Jeremy caught the sound of children playing in the distance alongside the splash of water. Aden heard it too, his eyes peering in that direction, curiosity overtaking the lingering fear.

“Why don’t we go see what they’re up to?” Jeremy suggested, and the two of them walked to the lake to find Maddie and the other wolf kids playing in the shallows. They splashed, screeched, and giggled, looking like they were having the time of their lives. Jeremy turned to Aden, about to comment on it, only for his breath to catch when he saw the expression on Aden’s face. It wasn’t just Aden’s fascination that gave Jeremy pause. It was the realization that the sheer depth of Aden’s emotion was because of how unfamiliar the scene was to him. How alone and isolated did you have to be to forget even the sight and sound of children playing? Once again, it highlighted for Jeremy how lonely Aden’s life at sea had been. Aden had shared his story with Jonah but Jeremy hoped he’d share it again with him, wanting to better appreciate what he’d gone through. But also hoping it would help them understand how best to make life in the Cove something Aden would want to stay and experience. Jeremy had been struggling with that but seeing the look on Aden’s face told him he was on the right path. But more than just seeing what life was like there, Aden needed to experience it for himself.

“They look like they’re having fun, don’t they?” he said.

Aden nodded distractedly.

“Playing?” he asked.

“Yeah,” Jeremy agreed. “You know how to play?”

“I remember,” Aden said. “With my brothers. And I see Jack play. Land wolf, water siren.” He snapped his fingers, mimicking Jeremy. “Just like that.”

“Just like that,” Jeremy agreed. Aden turned his attention back to the kids, and they stood there a while longer watching them play. Then he tugged on Aden’s sleeve. 

“Come on,” he encouraged. “Let’s go get some lunch. And we’ll have a chat about things.”

So much to say but where to start?

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Eighteen

 

Aden could see the other wolves weren’t so happy when he turned up again and again to see Jem. He did his best to pretend that he was fearless, that a group of unwelcoming wolves didn’t scare him, and it worked, at first. Until he heard their harsh words. He froze up, trying to work out how quickly he could get away. Would they chase him if he ran? Could he reach the water before they caught him? But he’d forgotten about Jem and the wolf was suddenly in front of him, inviting him outside for a walk. He offered his hand and Aden grabbed hold of it, grateful and relieved when the alpha led him outside. They weren’t walking long before Jem stopped and hugged him. Aden hadn’t known how much he needed that until the wolf’s arms were around him. He’d half-expected Jem to push him away now that he had his pack around him again so having the wolf keep him close felt good.

They went to the lake and watched the wolf cubs play. There was so much happiness and joy on their faces as they cavorted around. Aden felt an almost physical ache as he watched them. All too soon they were heading back toward the house for lunch. Jonah was busy in the clinic, Theo was out in town, Nate was with Jack over at the cabins, and Harlan, Sam, and the baby had yet to return so they had the house to themselves.

“How about cheese on toast?” Jem suggested. Aden nodded eagerly, almost bouncing on his feet. It was one of his favorites. Jem gathered the materials and Aden went to help, pulling out plates and glasses.

“I know it sounds like a big ask but I was hoping you might spend a bit more time with me around the pack. It would help if they got to know you better. They’d be less… hostile.”

“Hostile?” Aden didn’t know what that meant.

“You know,” Jem said, glancing away from where he was chopping cheese, “the way Logan and Jay were all…” He growled low in his throat, the sound vaguely threatening and evoking the same emotion in Aden as he’d felt at Jay’s tone of voice.

“Oh. Hostile.”

Jem stuck the sandwiches under the grill and turned, leaning against the counter as he regarded Aden.

“So, what do you think? Will you spend some time with me and them?”

It was almost exactly what Aden had wanted when he’d started going to see Jem: more time with him. If that meant he needed to spend more time with the other wolves, he’d manage.

“Okay,” he said, earning him a broad smile from Jem.

The wolf pushed away from the counter and reached for Aden’s hands. “Thank you, Aden. You won’t regret this, I promise.”

 

He’d assumed they’d go on the way they had been, with Aden wandering over to see Jem now and then, but instead, the very next day, Nate and Jonah invited him to join the pack and the other sirens for a barbecue.

“In honor of your arrival,” Jonah said with a smile. “It was Jem’s idea.”

“Barbecue?” Yet another word he didn’t know.

“Burgers, mostly. Some chicken, too. Salad.”

“No fish?” He’d had enough fish to last him a lifetime.

“No fish,” Jonah agreed with a grin.

Jem came to get him before the barbecue, taking him off on another walk. Aden wasn’t sure if it was just to get him out of the way while the others got things ready or to calm him down beforehand. Despite their conversation yesterday and knowing Jonah and Theo would be there, he felt unaccountably nervous to be facing the rest of the pack. He forgot all that as Jem brought him up onto the cliffs, showing him the beautiful views of the sea and the hidden ways down to the beach. Jem told him stories of his time on the fishing boats of the previous pack he’d worked for. It sounded like hard work but Jem had a way of telling stories that had both of them laughing. He almost didn’t notice when they turned back toward the lake, telling Jem about a time he’d fallen asleep underwater and woken inside a swarm of jellyfish. He mimicked the expression his face had held, all wide-eyed confused surprise when he found himself surrounded by dark, shadowy clouds. It hadn’t been until he’d brushed against one that he suspected what they were and then the first tentacle touched his arm…

Jem laughed out loud as Aden described just how fast he’d moved, swimming like lightning to escape the bobbing creatures.

It was only as the wolf’s laughter quietened that he realized they weren’t alone. They’d walked all the way back to the house and the whole pack had turned their way, watching them. It was Jay’s eyes he met first but the look in them wasn’t the frank hostility from the day before but something more contemplative. He didn’t have time to wonder what it meant as Jem’s hand slid to the small of his back and urged him forward.

“Come on, Aden. Let’s grab some plates and sit down.”

He let himself be guided to the barbecue where Jonah put a burger on his plate and then he and Jem took a seat side by side at a table. Moments later, someone slid into the seat opposite him. He glanced up to see Jay and, with him, Logan.

“You like burgers, Aden?” Logan asked.

He shrugged, taking a bite. The taste exploded across his tongue and he had to bite back a moan. He chewed and swallowed, savoring every bite, before looking back up at the wolf.

“Yes, burgers are fantastic,” he said definitively, using a word Nate had taught him the previous day. 

Jem and Logan laughed and even Jay grinned. “Right answer. Welcome to the family, Aden.”

The barbecue was lots of fun. There was tons of food and no one batted an eyelid when he had second and third helpings, too busy eating their own.

“Better than fish?” Logan wondered.

“Fish is good,” Aden said honestly. “Jonah’s burgers are better.”

“Hear! Hear!” Jem said, banging his glass against the table.

Aden wasn’t sure what had engendered the change in the other wolves compared to the day before but he felt some of his anxiety ease with every smile and friendly word.

After dinner, the others dispersed, some to the lake, some back to the cabins, and Jem invited Aden on another walk. As they circled through the woods, Jem seemed quiet and contemplative.

“Would you like to see my wolf?” he asked out of the blue. “I mean, I’ve seen your siren so it seems only fair to show you my shifter animal in return.”

Aden paused, a little stunned, and tried to work out what to say.

“If you’d rather not,” Jem continued quickly, “that’s okay, of course.”

Unbidden, he took a step toward the wolf, intent on making his feelings clear.

“I want to, so much, please,” he said breathlessly.

Jem’s uncertain expression transformed into something warm and gratified. He took Aden’s hand, clasping it tightly.   

“Are you sure?” he asked but his eyes held a hint of mirth as he spoke.

“Not scared of you,” Aden teased. “Even if you are the big bad wolf.”

Jem laughed. “You’ve been listening to Jonah read Jack fairy tales, haven’t you?”

“He tells good stories,” Aden agreed brightly. It was nice to listen to them, and it helped him pick up words faster.

“Should I change now?” Jem asked him. “Are you ready?”

Aden let out a breath of anticipation as he nodded. Jem took a step back, then another, not breaking eye contact, and then he went to his knees, the movement fluid and sure. The transformation was similar to how he’d seen Jack change only smoother somehow, with more of a flair to it. That made sense, considering Jem was a grown man, confident in his body. The wolf that took the place of Jem’s human form was larger than he’d expected, his coat white with streaks of grey, black, and brown in stark contrast. He… he was beautiful, in a way Aden hadn’t known a wolf could be. He sank to his knees, at eye level with Jem, and spent a long, long moment admiring the stunning wolf. And then Jem padded closer, nudging his nose against Aden’s cheek, and he laughed.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Nineteen

 

Jeremy wasn’t sure what he’d expected to see in Aden’s eyes when he shifted to his wolf form. Fear maybe, uncertainty. But he was humbled and gratified by the clear admiration and the sheer wonder in Aden’s gaze.

He gave Aden time to get used to his wolf before he approached, nuzzling against the siren’s cheek. The laugh of delight from Aden warmed his heart.

The siren clambered to his feet excitedly.

“Where to?”

Jeremy led him back toward the lake, wanting the others to see him in his wolf form with Aden, knowing it would go a long way toward them accepting him. The siren stuck close, his leg brushing against Jeremy’s flank now and then as they walked. The others had moved back toward the cabins and Jeremy made a beeline for them. Aden faltered, just for a moment, before keeping pace with him once more. Jeremy was glad to see he wasn’t the only one in wolf form though he worried how well Aden would handle being surrounded by multiple wolves. The siren seemed to take it in his stride. Though, as they came to a stop near the others, his hand reached down and took a tight grip of Jeremy’s fur. Jeremy turned and looked up at him, waiting until the siren met his eyes. Aden smiled back at him, seeming more at ease than the tension in his grip suggested. Jay’s wolf approached, looking all too cocky for Jeremy’s liking. He growled low in his throat, a warning for Jay to behave. The wolf padded right up to Aden and stared up at him in challenge. Aden crouched in front of him, not loosening his grip on Jeremy, and made a sound in his throat, a haunting note that seemed to carry on the air. Jay whined, his aggression fading as he nudged Aden’s other hand in a playful manner. Aden relaxed all at once, going silent, his hand letting go to comb fingers through Jeremy’s fur. Jay glanced from him to Aden with a look of understanding in his eyes. He nudged Aden’s hand one last time then turned and walked back toward the others. It was a signal for the rest to approach, in both wolf and human forms, to welcome Aden properly. The siren handled it well, not balking at the many hugs, licks, and patting of hands. Not even when Maddie got a little overexcited and managed to nip Aden hard enough to draw blood. There was a moment of tension when everyone realized what she’d done but Aden laughed it off, his eyes warm and his hands gentle as he petted her. Jeremy almost switched back to human form but he knew he didn’t need to. Aden was handling it all better than he’d imagined. He didn’t need Jeremy running to his rescue. 

As the sun moved low in the sky, the others dispersed, and Jeremy followed Aden to the lake. The siren shed his clothes casually, unbothered by the few wolves still hanging around outside, and stepped into the water. Jeremy moved close to the edge, settling down on the warm earth of the bank. Aden ducked under and shifted, his whole body shimmering beautifully beneath the water. He didn’t swim away like Jeremy expected but surfaced again, clinging to the bank. He faced Jeremy, letting his tail stretch out behind him but bracing his arms on the soft earth. Jeremy moved closer, resting his chin on his paws. Aden reached one hand out, stroking Jeremy’s head and ears. They were both content to sit like that, two shifters from two separate worlds. Yet, the divide, the chasm between them, didn’t seem so vast as all that. They could meet in the middle as humans. Each of them could explore and appreciate the other’s form. 

He’d wondered before about how Jonah and Nate were making it work. He’d assumed they were both sacrificing things they wanted or needed and just accepting what they had. But, looking at Aden as the siren stared back at him with something that looked an awful lot like adoration in his eyes, he began to wonder if he had it all wrong. Maybe a love hard-won, a love that crossed divides, tasted sweeter. Maybe they weren’t sacrificing but sharing. It gave him a lot to think about.

 

When it grew dark, Aden shifted back and clambered from the water, dressing in his damp clothes as if it didn’t bother him. Jeremy walked him back around to the house before shifting back too, wanting to speak with Aden before they parted for the night.

“Come inside?” Aden asked. “For coffee?”

Smiling, he trailed after the siren into the kitchen, surprised to find it empty until he heard voices from the living room.

“Do you want to join the others?” he asked, as Aden made him coffee and made himself tea.

Aden shook his head. “You and I talk.”

“You read my mind.”

They sat side by side at the table, each sipping at their drinks while Jeremy tried to decide how to begin.

Just when it seemed like the silence was going to stretch on indefinitely, Aden piped up with, “Talk going well.”

Jeremy laughed. “So far.”

“I don’t have enough words,” Aden told him, some frustration breaking through.

“Well, let me start then,” he said. “Maybe that will help.” He sat back as Aden turned in his chair so he was watching him closely.

“I wanted to talk about you and me,” Jeremy started, pointing from him to the siren. “About the kiss.”

That kiss they’d shared had long been on his mind. He just didn’t know if it meant what he wanted it to mean.

Aden nodded for him to continue.

“I guess I’ve been wondering… if that was a one-time thing or something you wanted to do again?”

The siren canted his head to the side and spent a long time considering him.

“Came to the Cove for Jem,” Aden started to say. “Not for sirens or wolves. For you.”

Jeremy reached out and caught his hand, squeezing it tightly.

“I’m glad you did. I was worried about you. I missed you. When I saw you in the sea, I felt so happy.”

“Happy why?”

“You were here, you were safe. You’d… you’d come back to me. I know you might not always want to stay here at the Cove but please, please, don’t ever leave like that again, with no warning.”

“I… don’t want to leave,” Aden admitted. “Stay here. Stay with you. Kisses and hugs and… all of it. With you.”

There was no way to misinterpret what Aden was saying. Jeremy set down his cup and turned to sit facing Aden, taking both of the siren’s hands in his.

“Is that really what you want?”

Aden gave a resolute nod.

“Why?”

“Spent so long at sea, lonely and weary. Then caught, captured, scared, and sick. Dying. Saved by Jem, made better. Not just here,” he pointed to his hip, “but here too.” He pressed his hand over his heart.

Jeremy covered Aden’s hand with his.

“Why…” Aden struggled with the words but managed. “… do you want me to stay?”

“Because I like being around you, spending time with you, touching you. I love the way you smile and the sound of your laugh. And I think your siren form is very beautiful.”

Aden nodded solemnly. “At first, I thought you were… big, bad wolf. But not true. You really cuddly, soft wolf.”

Jeremy burst into laughter at that. “That’s my reputation as a dangerous alpha in tatters. The secret’s out, I like to cuddle.”

“Cuddle now,” Aden insisted, moving from his chair to straddle Jeremy’s lap, wrapping his arms limpet-like around him.

Jeremy urged Aden’s head to rest against his chest and enjoyed the moment. It wouldn’t last forever but they’d take what they could get.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty

 

When Harlan returned to the Cove with his mate Sam and their son Wyatt, Aden got to meet them properly for the first time. Theo had headed home after a week: he’d had another job lined up and needed to get some stuff from his house before he left.

Jonah seemed happy to have Harlan and Sam home though the house got a lot more crowded. Aden found Harlan a little intimidating at first and had the sense he was intruding. He wasn’t part of the sirens’ family and he definitely wasn’t part of Jem’s pack. When he wasn’t by Jem’s side or with Jonah, he was left in limbo, feeling more isolated despite being surrounded by others.

“So, are you coming this afternoon?”

He was distracted from his lonely thoughts by Sam, who plonked himself down next to Aden in the living room.

“Huh?”

“Didn’t Harlan tell you? The rain’s held off so we’re going to picnic down by the lake and go swimming after lunch.”

Aden wasn’t sure why that was a big deal. The pack used the lake most days and Jonah took Jack there to swim whenever he had the time.

“Sirens only,” Sam added, nudging him encouragingly. “The pack are clearing off for the afternoon.”

A little intrigued as to why the wolves wouldn’t be joining them, he followed the others down to the lake later that day. Lunch was a simple salad with cheese and crackers. Aden liked the savory saltiness and how it contrasted with the sweet crunchiness of the vegetables and the crumbliness of the cheese. The others chatted for a while after the meal and then Harlan stepped away and slipped into the water. Aden saw him shift beneath the surface and swim off toward the center of the lake. He circled around a few times then surfaced.

“Water’s fine,” he called out. “Anyone coming in?”

Sam jumped to his feet, bouncing their little one in his arms as Harlan swam closer. Harlan reached out and Sam set Wyatt in his arms. The siren slowly lowered the baby into the water. Aden watched in fascination as, just like Jack, the little one shifted into his siren form without difficulty.

Sam climbed in too, but his transformation was a little slower. Maybe because he was half-wolf? Or only half-siren? Either way, he managed the change and he, Harlan, and Wyatt swam out into the lake’s center. They swam close together, the two adults circling protectively around the baby. It was very sweet to see.

Jack screeched excitedly when Jonah picked him up, carrying him toward the water. He sat down on the bank then looked over his shoulder at Aden.

“Are you coming in?”

“I…” Again, he had the feeling he was imposing himself on them, pushing his way into their family.

“Please,” Jonah said. “Come swim with us. Sirens only truly know each other in the water.”

He gave Aden an encouraging smile before he and Jack slipped into the lake, disappearing beneath the surface. They shifted, glittering beautifully under the water. Jack, being older, was a little more adventurous than Wyatt, exploring the lake away from Jonah though the other siren stuck close.

Aden got up, padding toward the lake, and paused on the bank. He was between two minds about getting in or staying put when Jack surfaced, waving at him.

“Aden!”

Jonah came up next to him.

“I think he wants you to come play,” he said with a laugh.

That decided it, and Aden jumped off the bank and into the water, shifting as he was submerged. It took a moment for his eyes to adjust and Jack swam around him, playful and excited. Jonah was nearby, watching him fondly. When Aden started swimming, Jack followed. He kept his pace steady so the little one could keep up, feeling one little hand grasp onto his tail.

Harlan swam past and Jack let go of Aden in favor of chasing him. Aden turned to watch them, before swimming toward the other side of the lake. There he found Sam and baby Wyatt. He almost didn’t spot Wyatt, the little one tucked in so tightly against Sam’s body, moving as the siren moved. Aden knew that was right. A baby needed to stay close to their parents, to be safe by their side. 

Harlan swam back to join them, without Jack, and there was a hint of challenge in his eyes. Soon, he and Aden were racing through the lake, speeding from one side to the other. Aden’s heart sped up, his tail whipped through the water, and he felt a sense of freedom and exhilaration he hadn’t experienced in years.

He thrilled with excitement, the sound reverberating through the water, Harlan making an answering sound of enjoyment. Jack swam into view, keen to join them and get in on the action, both he and Harlan consciously slowed their pace for the little one.

After a while, Harlan went and surfaced, Jack in his arms. Jonah and Sam followed so Aden did too. He found himself ushered into their little circle as they trod water, Jonah holding his hand on one side and Sam doing the same on the other.

“You’re very welcome, Aden,” Harlan said, balancing Jack on his shoulders. Wyatt was tucked into Sam’s chest, still mostly submerged.

“It’s great to have you here,” Sam agreed.

“It’s so wonderful to see a new siren face,” Jonah said, squeezing his hand tightly. “And we’re really hoping you’ll choose to stay.”

“You want me to stay?”

“We need to stick together, us sirens,” Harlan said. “I gave up on us once before. I’m not willing to do that again. I’m ready to fight for our survival.”

“I can fight,” Aden offered, wanting to feel of use. “Sharks best. But maybe the bad wolf too?”

He knew they worried about Magnar. And before, it hadn’t been a fair fight, Aden sick, gagged, and bound. If he met Magnar now, he was sure he’d be able to fight back. Maybe he wouldn’t win but he’d try.

The other sirens were grinning at him. 

“That’s a brave heart you’ve got in there,” Harlan told him. “I think you’ll fit right in.”

Aden flicked his tail, feeling awkward. He wanted to fit in, to be part of their family so much, yet he wasn’t sure how to make that happen.

“Feel like I’m… wrong shape.”

“You’re not,” Jonah promised. “You’re just getting used to us, that’s all. And we’re getting used to you. Besides, Jack already thinks you’re one of the family.”

As if to emphasize the point, the toddler climbed down off Harlan’s shoulders and swam to Aden. Aden picked him up, not minding how the little guy squirmed and wriggled, too excited to hold still.

“And if I like Jem lots?”

He wanted to make sure none of them were upset that he didn’t like Theo in that way.

Sam snorted as Harlan laughed. “Well, you’re in good company here. Welcome to the club for sirens who’ve fallen in love with werewolves. We meet every second Tuesday to bemoan our mates' habits of chewing shoes and walking muddy paw prints across the floor.”

Jonah was rolling his eyes but smiling. “What Harlan said. We’ve long faced facts that our future is entwined with the packs’.”

“Love is love,” Sam added. “No matter whether it’s for siren or wolf. Denying that won’t make anyone happy. And you want to be happy, right?” 

No one had ever asked him that question. Happy wasn’t something he thought about being. Safe. Fed. Warm. Those were all things he knew, things he sought. Happiness seemed so… nebulous. Was it that feeling that bubbled up inside his chest when Jem’s arms were around him? Or the way he couldn’t keep the smile from his face when Jem made him pancakes?

“Yes,” he croaked out, as Jack wrapped his arms around Aden’s neck and hugged him. “I’d like that.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-One

 

Jeremy thought Aden seemed more settled after the sirens had swum together but he still had too much time on his hands. One thing Jeremy thought to do was spend some time teaching Aden the basics of cooking, which was about as far as his culinary wisdom stretched. 

He decided to combine teaching Aden to cook with the siren spending more time with the pack. Knowing their appetites, he was sure they’d be happy to try Aden’s cooking attempts. Aden was reluctant when he realized they weren’t using Jonah’s kitchen but the kitchen at the cabins.

“Come on, it’ll be fun,” Jeremy promised. “I’ll be right there with you the whole time.”

He knew he wasn’t playing fair, stroking Aden’s arm with light fingers as they talked, the siren shivering at the teasing touch.

“Okay, I guess. What first?”

Jeremy smiled. “Your favorite, of course. Pancakes.”

An hour later, Jay stepped into the cabin’s kitchen, took one look at Aden and Jeremy, and dissolved into helpless laughter.

Aden looked affronted at the reaction but Jeremy glanced from himself to the siren, taking in the fact that both they, the countertop, and the walls were coated in pancake batter.

“It’s a work in progress,” he said. “Give us a half hour.”

When Jay returned, a few of the others in tow, they’d cleaned off the counter, walls, and each other and there was a neat stack of pancakes ready and waiting.

“Brunch,” Jay enthused, grabbing a plate, and sliding pancakes onto it. “My favorite.”

He sat at the small breakfast table, quickly followed by Fred, Logan, and Karla. It took some encouragement to get Aden to take some pancakes for himself and join them but he did, Jay passing him the syrup which he poured liberally across them. Jeremy got them both some juice and joined the table as Jay took his first bite, chewing with fierce concentration. Aden watched him intently as if worried the wolf might drop dead at any moment.

“Good pancakes,” was all Jay said, taking another forkful.

“Yeah, these are great, Aden,” Fred added, patting him on the shoulder.

“Are these really your first try?” Karla asked.

“More or less,” Jeremy answered for him, nudging Aden, and gesturing him to try some. The siren reluctantly cut a piece off, awkwardly speared it with his fork and lifted it to his mouth. The relief was almost palpable when he finally tasted it, a broad smile on his face when he swallowed it down.

“Yum.”

“Exactly. We’ll make a chef out of you yet,” Fred said. “Though, maybe I should take the reins from here on in, Jem. You are not a natural when it comes to the kitchen.”

Jeremy would freely admit his limitations but he wasn’t ready to hand Aden over to anyone else just yet.

“I can walk him through the basics first. Once he knows how to boil an egg, fry a steak, and mash potato, I’ll pass him over to your expertise.”

Aden glanced at them quizzically so Jeremy explained.

“Fred studied at culinary school. A place where he learned how to make really nice food. Much better than anything I could make.”

“You make good food,” Aden contested.

The others laughed, Fred clapping Aden on the back. “Poor guy. You mustn’t have much by way of experience with good food if you think that’s true.”

“Hey!” Jeremy tried to protest but was too busy laughing to muster up much indignation. “I’ll have you know I rarely burn toast anymore.”

“Yesterday,” Aden added solemnly. “But just a little.”

The others burst into laughter, Karla reaching across the table to squeeze Aden’s hand. “Never change, Aden. You two are perfect for each other.”

Aden blushed and hid a smile.

“So, what are you guys cooking tomorrow?” Jay asked as he polished off the last bite of pancake.

“I thought we’d try lunch. Grilled cheese. It’s one of Aden’s favorites.”

“Mine too,” Jay said, nodding to Aden.

“Melty, gooey, crunchy,” the siren said knowingly, taking a long swallow from his glass.

“Count me in,” Jay said.

“Me, too,” Karla chimed in.

Aden beamed at them, looking pleased, and Jem felt a surge of happiness that things were finally starting to come together.

 

Another thing Jeremy was keen to do was to get Aden’s speed up. In the water, he was fast and agile. On land, he had a tendency to trip over his own feet at a fast walk. Jeremy wanted Aden to be able to run if he needed to, though he hoped he’d never have to.

Aden seemed reluctant to take on the running so Jeremy enlisted the pack to help him, turning it into a game. Maddie seemed keen to help, telling Aden all about hide and go seek, tag, and chasing games. Aden nodded along and, at first, Jeremy thought he was just going along with it for her sake but he quickly realized there were siren versions of all those games and Aden had played them as a kid.

The actual running was a little more difficult. Aden just didn’t seem to know how to move his feet and Jeremy couldn’t quite figure out how to explain it to him. His walking was better and he could walk fast laps around the lake with ease. But when it came to running, he more often than not ended up in a heap on the ground. He was good-natured about it, getting up and trying again, but Jeremy could see his frustration growing.

He talked to Nate and Jay about it, hoping to get ideas. What he got instead was Jay deciding to take matters into his own hands with a game of chasing. Jeremy missed how it started, distracted talking to Betty about supplies she needed from town. One minute, Aden was standing by the lake, Jay in his wolf form nearby, and all seemed calm. Then the siren called out for him. Jeremy glanced up, spotting Aden trying to skirt around Jay to move toward the lake, but the wolf cut him off each time, growling in a way that meant business.

Jeremy started toward them, but then the wolf advanced on Aden, going from a walk to a fast run. Aden panicked, taking off in the opposite direction, toward the woods. His first few steps were his usual ungainly lope but then Jay growled and, like magic, Aden sped up, finally finding his stride as his body figured out what it was to truly run.

He took off after them, not trusting Jay to know not to take it too far. But he needn’t have worried. Aden appeared to have caught on to what was going on because he circled around a tree and started running back toward the lake, coming to a stop when he found himself face to face with Jay again. Jeremy rushed to catch up before anything happened but then Jay launched himself right at Aden, leaping into the air. Jeremy yelled out as Jay knocked Aden to the ground, preparing to pull the wolf off of him, but when he reached them, Aden was shrieking with laughter while an excited Jay licked every bit of skin on his hands and face.

Jeremy went to his knees beside them. 

“You guys are going to be the death of me,” he rumbled, grabbing Jay by the scruff of his neck, and giving him a warning shake. “Don’t do that again, hey?”

Jay let out a bark as if to say, ‘Hey, it worked, didn’t it?’

Jeremy just shook his head, helping Aden to his feet and brushing off the leaves and mud that had stuck to him. 

Aden was still smiling, part happiness, part relief. “I did it. Did you see? I ran really fast.”

“So fast,” Jeremy agreed. “Like the wind.”

He held his arms open, and Aden jumped into his embrace, hugging him tightly.

“Jay scared me, a little,” the siren admitted in a soft whisper.

“Me, too,” Jeremy told him, pressing a kiss to Aden’s cheek. “Are you hurt?”

“No. Just muddy.”

Jay gave a bark of satisfaction and wandered off, job done.

“Can we run again?” Aden asked, breathless.

“Sure. Which way?”

“Along by the river?”

He gave Aden a head start, letting him set the pace. Again, he started off a little slow but found his stride quicker this time. Jeremy ran alongside him, directing him toward the cliffs but not up them. They slowed and stopped when the incline grew steep, taking a seat on a rocky ledge.

“Feel good?” Jeremy asked as they caught their breath.

“Sore here,” Aden told him, pressing a hand to his chest.

“It’ll get better in a minute. You’re just not used to it.”

They sat there, side by side, watching the river flow past.

“Is it good?” Jeremy asked him. “Being around sirens again?”

“Sirens nice,” Aden agreed. “Wolves nice, too. Except the bad wolf.”

“Magnar won’t come here,” Jeremy told him. “He wouldn’t dare.”

Not yet, anyway. 

“It must have been hard though, all those years never seeing another of your kind.”

Aden had told him about what happened to his family and his long years in the sea after that. Jeremy still struggled to get his head around it. Wolves didn’t do solitude, it did something to their minds, broke them, made them dangerous.

“Not never,” Aden said quietly.

“What do you mean? Are you saying you saw other sirens? You told Jonah you hadn’t.”

“I not—don’t—like to talk about one.” He looked down at his hands and mumbled, “Bad siren.”

It reminded Jeremy of Aden’s initial reaction to Theo and the suspicions it had raised in his mind.

“You met a bad siren? Like Magnar?”

Aden nodded, keeping his gaze on his hands.

“You don’t have to speak about it if you don’t want to,” Jeremy promised. “But if you’d like to talk, I’m here to listen.”

Aden stayed silent for another minute then started to talk, his voice low and halting. “Was fully grown but only just. Alone long time. Looked for others but couldn’t find any. And then he was there. Not like me and Jonah. Like Harlan and Theo. Bigger, stronger. Happy, at first, to see him. But he… he was cold and angry. Bad inside. Tried to hurt me.”

Jeremy slipped an arm around Aden’s shoulders and drew him closer. “Did he hurt you?”

“Got away. Hid for long, long time. Never went back there.”

He wrapped his other arm around Aden in a hug. “I’m sorry that happened. Thank you for telling me. No wonder you weren’t so keen when I told you there were other sirens. I’m surprised you came to the Cove at all if that’s the only siren you’ve met in years.”

“Not the only one,” Aden admitted quietly, lifting his head to meet Jeremy’s eyes. “I have… friend. See him every year, when the water’s warm. Most of the time, he prefers two legs, but in summer, he comes to the sea.”

Jeremy blinked. “You know another siren? Like you and Jonah or like Harlan and Theo?”

“Like me. Like Jonah. Small. Beautiful.”

“You didn’t tell Jonah about him, either. Why?”

“Not sure it’s safe. He… he’s cautious. Asked me not to tell others where he is. I promise.”

Aden looked suddenly worried. “You can’t tell. Promise?”

“I promise,” Jeremy said readily. “But I think you should consider telling Jonah. If he’s anywhere nearby, it might be important to let your friend know about the danger from Magnar. And let him know the Cove is somewhere to shelter if he ever needs a safe place.”

Aden pondered that. “Maybe I will tell Jonah but… friend not back in sea until next year.”

“Well, let’s just hope he’s somewhere safe and away from Magnar’s influence until then. I’m glad you felt you could trust me enough to tell me about your friend. I promise I won’t tell anyone unless you say it’s okay.”

Most of all, Aden needed to trust him. He wouldn’t do that if Jeremy was giving away his secrets. So he’d hold tight to them until Aden was ready to share.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Two

 

Aden quickly figured out that knowing how to walk and run wasn’t all he needed to know about living on land. The bad luck was, he figured it out while walking alone along the cliffs. He’d been bounding along enthusiastically, climbing across the top of the cliffs, when his foot just… disappeared into the rock. He crashed hard down onto one knee, shocked and off balance. When he tried to get up again, he found his foot was stuck. He sat down, trying to take the pressure off, twisting his foot this way and that to free it. But it seemed to be jammed tight within a rocky crevice. He winced as pain ran up his leg and stopped trying to force it out. If his foot had gotten in there, then it had to come out.

After a while of sitting and thinking about the problem, he tried to move his foot again. The pain was much sharper and his foot didn’t budge. He reached down, feeling around the rock, seeing if he could pry it apart to make room to work his foot free. But rock was rock, thick, heavy, and unmoving. He was well and truly stuck and afraid to shift, not knowing what that would do. A roll of thunder startled him a few minutes later, lightning flashing across the sky. And then the heavens opened and rain poured down on him. Unable to pull his foot free, unable to take shelter, there was nothing he could do but sit and wait. Eventually, someone would come looking. And what a sorry sight he’d make.

He was curled up as best he could when he heard a sharp bark and glanced up, spotting the wolf in the near distance. It was Jem, of course. The wolf climbed up the cliff in quick bounds, arriving by Aden’s side within seconds. He nudged at him, scenting him as if trying to work out what was wrong. Then he shifted back, his attention on Aden’s leg.

“What happened?”

“The rock ate my foot.”

Jem made a sound as if trying to smother a laugh.

“It’s not funny.” Aden glowered at him. “I’m cold, and wet, and it hurts.”

The wolf sighed, shaking his head, and leaning closer as another crash of thunder sounded above them.

“Then let’s get you free from there, huh?”

“Yes. Please.” He gave Jem his best pleading look, adding a little needy whimper like he’d heard the younger wolves use when they needed something.

Jem did laugh this time. “You’re a siren. How are you making wolf-cub eyes at me?”

Aden held the expression on his face, whining softly. 

Jem leaned closer, his nose nudging Aden’s cheek. “Oh, Aden. What am I going to do with you, huh?”

“Rescue me?” he said, batting his eyelids at the alpha. 

Jonah had sat him down and explained what alpha meant. Mostly, it seemed to mean he and Jem were compatible. Of course, if he was going to spend the rest of his life tethered to this rock that might not mean much. Or maybe the rock was hungry and going to swallow him down whole. The thought had him jerking his leg, feeling a renewed sense urgency to break free.

“Hey, hey. Easy.” Jem’s strong hands wrapped around his ankle, stilling him. “You’re gonna hurt yourself. There’s no rush.”

“The rock’s trying to eat me,” he argued.

“I wouldn’t let that happen. Besides, the rock would never do that. Do you know what destroys rocks? The sea. No rock wants to earn the sea’s wrath by harming a siren. You’re like the royalty of the sea.”

“Like a… king?”

“More like a prince.” One of Jem’s hands ran down his leg, feeling gently as he spoke. “A handsome prince of the sea who traps unwary alphas in his spell.”

“Not alphas,” Aden said. “Just alpha. Just you.”

Jem’s gaze was on the rocky crevice, studying it intently.

“And what does the prince of the sea do when he traps an alpha?”

Jem’s hands surrounded his leg again and started to move it. Aden winced but put his attention on the alpha’s words.

“He has to… lure him in first, make the alpha think he’s helpless, that he needs sav—to be saved.”

“Is that so?” Jem said, and Aden could just see the edge of the smile on the alpha’s face.

“Uh-huh.” He watched Jem’s downturned head anxiously, feeling the alpha manipulate his leg again, swallowing a grunt of pain.

“And then what?” the alpha prompted. “What happens when the alpha saves him?”

“He rewards him, with a kiss.”

There was a sharp tug and then his foot slid free. Aden gasped, a mix of pain and relief, flexing his toes to make sure he could. His ankle throbbed but everything appeared to be in one piece.

Jem took hold of his ankle, gently moving it back and forth. Aden winced, trying to pull it free from the wolf’s hands.

“Sorry,” Jem said. “I know it hurts. Nothing broken, just a sprain.” He set Aden’s foot down gently and let go, sitting back.

Relieved to be free, the rain falling on him forgotten, he beckoned the alpha closer. Jem smiled and leaned in.

“You have to claim your reward,” Aden whispered, his eyes on Jem’s lips.

The alpha let him grasp his T-shirt and tug him closer, pressing his mouth eagerly to Aden’s.

“We should get you inside,” Jem said when they broke apart for air. “You’ll catch cold.”

Aden just pulled him back into an embrace, the heat of their tongues chasing away the chill in his bones.

When they pushed apart the second time, panting for breath, Jem pressed his forehead against Aden’s. Another streak of lightning forked across the sky, reflecting in the alpha’s eyes.

And then he was being lifted into Jem’s arms and carried down off the cliffs. He clung to the wolf, cuddling against his chest, the wolf’s heat surrounding him.

When they reached the house, Nate met them at the door.

“Where did you find him?”

“Up on the cliffs. He got his foot caught in a crevice. The angle was awkward and he couldn’t get free.”

“It’s a good thing you went looking for him,” Nate said. “It’s stormy out there. How’s that ankle, Aden?”

“Sore. Thought the rock had eaten it.”

Nate grinned at him. “The rock wouldn’t dare. Jem would never let that happen. Go on inside, Jonah’s made soup, just the thing to warm you both up.”

Jem set him down on a chair by the fire, insisting Aden keep off his feet. He returned with towels and blankets so they could dry off. Aden wasn’t sure how it happened, only that they were shedding their wet clothes and the heat of the fire felt so good against his skin that stretching out on the floor in front of it just seemed… right. Jem lay down behind him, throwing blankets over them both.

“How’s this?” the alpha asked.

“Heaven,” Aden told him, rolling over and reaching out to brush his fingertips against Jem’s chin, before following with his lips, pressing light kisses to the alpha’s jaw.

“What’s all this?” Jem whispered.

“Rewards.”

Jem caught his hand, pressing kisses to his knuckles, then gently urged Aden to turn back toward the fire. Aden lay there, shivering in anticipation despite the heat as the alpha pressed closer. The first kiss was to the bare skin of his shoulder, prompting a sigh from him. The second kiss was to the nape of his neck and he couldn’t hide a moan at the heat of the alpha’s lips against his skin.

“You came looking for me,” he murmured.

“I’ll always come for you,” Jem promised.

“How did you know?” The one piece of the puzzle Aden couldn’t figure out. How had the wolf known he needed him?

“I finished my work early, and I was going to go help Nate but… you were on my mind. The storm started, and I went to find you and you weren’t with Jonah. He said you’d gone for a walk so I shifted and tracked your scent. And there you were.”

There was a knock on the door and Nate poked his head in.

“Hey, guys. The rain has eased off so Jonah, Jack, and I are heading over to the cabins. Are you joining us for dinner or…”

“We’ll look after ourselves, thanks,” Jem told him. “Aden needs to keep off that ankle.”

“Sure. See you guys later then.”

Jem settled back down against Aden. “Sounds like we have the place to ourselves. What should we do?”

“Make pancakes?” Aden asked innocently.

The alpha leaned in and bit down lightly on his shoulder. Aden jerked in surprise, a giggle escaping him as Jem soothed the bitten skin with a kiss.

“You’re beautiful when you laugh.”

Aden rolled onto his back so he could see the alpha’s face clearly.

“Need to give you your reward,” he said.

“You already did. A kiss for a rescue.”

“But you rescued me twice. From the evil rock and the bad wolf. I owe you a kiss.”

Jem grinned at him. “I’ve no objections to another kiss.”

Aden had plans for this kiss. He sat up, urging Jem onto his back, the blanket slipping down to lie around his waist as he straddled the alpha’s legs. He leaned down and pressed a light kiss to Jem’s lips. The wolf tried to deepen it, but Aden pulled back with a shy smile. His next kiss found its mark on Jem’s neck, the alpha swallowing against his touch. He pressed a kiss to the middle of Jem’s chest next, then just above his navel, his tongue licking a light stripe across the alpha’s skin, tasting. His nose followed the trail of dark hair that led downward and Jem’s hand tightened in his hair, drawing Aden’s attention upward.

“Aden?”

“Don’t you want your kiss?”

“I want any kiss you’re willing to give as long as I get to kiss you in return.”

That was a yes, he knew, as the wolf let go, dragging his fingers through Aden’s hair, nails just scratching his scalp teasingly.

The alpha’s cock was already at half-mast when Aden’s warm breath brushed it. This would be a kiss Jem would remember for a long time, he’d make sure of that.

He licked his lips, eager to taste before taking just the tip of Jem’s cock into his mouth. The response was instantaneous, the alpha reaching full hardness within seconds, his taste salty on Aden’s tongue. He sucked lightly and Jem moaned out a word Aden didn’t know. He flicked his eyes up to the alpha’s face, feeling proud when he saw the pure pleasure on it. He swallowed Jem deeper, loving how the alpha felt in his mouth, silky soft. An idea occurred to him and, before he’d thought it through, he was humming, imbuing the note with siren song. Jem’s eyes, which were half-closed, flew open, locking on Aden’s as he called out, his hips thrusting as he came in Aden’s mouth.

Taken by surprise, Aden swallowed, cut off mid-hum, his hands pressed to Jem’s hips until the alpha settled back on the floor with a muffled curse.

Aden pulled off with a wet pop, licking his lips as he regarded Jem nervously. He’d thought the humming would help but he hadn’t expected such a strong reaction. Before he could ask if Jem was okay, the alpha was already talking.

“Wow,” he said, rubbing a hand over his face. “That was… I’ve never felt anything like that. Amazing. Hands down, the best kiss I’ve ever had.”

He reached down, taking Aden by the arms, and tugging him up so he lay against his chest.

“Thank you.” He kissed Aden’s lips, then his cheek, before murmuring in his ear. “A little warning next time, hey?”

Aden grinned. “Too much for you, old wolf?”

“Hey,” Jem said, pretending indignation even as he grinned back. “Who’re you calling old?”

With a laugh, he flipped them over so Aden was on his back on the floor. Then the alpha peppered kisses across his neck, finding every sensitive nook and cranny and drawing moans and pleas from Aden’s lips.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Three

 

After the incident with the rock, Jeremy decided it was safer for Aden to do his exploring with company so they devoted a few hours every day to hiking through the territory. He took the time to explain what dangers to look out for, from hunter’s traps to bramble bushes to dangerous rocks, then both he and Aden tried to familiarize themselves with the siren’s lands. They spent a few weeks in the woods, until Jeremy was confident Aden could identify tracks made by both people and animals, as well as recognize various plants and wildlife. He also ensured the siren could spot traps and other dangers and find his way back to the pack no matter where he was.

Next, they moved on to the coast, Jeremy knowing how important it was for Aden to be able to find his way to the sea in times of danger. They were clambering across the cliffs one day when Aden spotted light reflecting on water between the rocks. He pointed it out and they went to investigate, surprised to find a very secluded pool, surrounded on three sides by the cliffs.

“I can’t see a way down,” Aden said, sounding disappointed. 

Jeremy’s keen eyes spotted what the siren hadn’t.

“There. See the way the rock levels off… we should be able to climb down.”

It wasn’t the easiest of climbs but it was worth it. Aden threw off his clothes and dived straight into the water with a whoop of delight, shifting and swimming under the surface. Jeremy moved slower, shedding his clothes before slipping into the water with him. He wasn’t as confident as the siren who lived and breathed the ocean but even Jeremy’s wolf could swim.

Aden surfaced next to him as he adjusted to the water temperature.

“I love it. It’s amazing.”

And he was gone again, swimming in fast circles around the pool, doing loops and figure eights. Jeremy swam under to join him. He didn’t try to keep up, but Aden moved to his side, circling around and keeping pace with him as Jeremy swam around the edge of the pool. He came up for air and went under again, taking the time to really appreciate Aden’s siren form. Aden swam close and Jeremy let his hands glide down along his body, surprised at how soft the siren’s skin was yet how powerful his tail felt when it moved.

Aden did a few more laps before surfacing with him. The two of them trod water as they clung to each other, Jeremy pressing kisses to the siren’s shimmering lips and skin. Aden returned his kisses eagerly, his hands brushing every patch of bare skin he could reach.

Jeremy urged Aden out of the water, and the two of them stretched out on the sun-kissed rocks to dry off. He could see Aden’s eyes on him and he reached for the siren, urging Aden to straddle him. He drew him down for a kiss, losing himself in the siren’s soft mouth. He chased Aden’s tongue with his own, seeking to taste him.

When Aden pulled back for air, Jeremy rolled them both, the siren’s legs wrapping around his waist as he wound up on his back, Jeremy above him.

“Please,” the siren said. “I want all of it. All of you.”

“I want that too,” Jeremy told him. “But more than that, I want you to be my mate. I want you to be mine, always.”

He needed Aden to understand what he was asking, what it meant.

“Yes,” Aden breathed. “Want that, so much. Want you, forever.” 

He bent down and kissed the siren until they were both breathless again. Aden slid a hand down between their bodies, his fingers grasping Jeremy’s cock and stroking him to full hardness in three quick strokes.

“Hard for me,” the siren said with a knowing smile.

“How about you?” he teased back. “Are you ready for me?”

“Ready,” Aden promised.

Jeremy brushed a hand across the siren’s hip, then his fingers just skimmed his cock. Aden shivered beneath his touch, biting his lip as Jeremy’s hand slipped between his legs and pressed up against him. His breath caught when he found the siren wet for him. Aden gasped as Jeremy slid a finger inside, feeling the siren’s heat and tightness.

“Very ready,” he confirmed, pressing a second finger in, loving how Aden’s eyes widened in shocked surprise, a moan escaping him.

He withdrew his fingers, easing Aden’s legs higher around his waist.

“Keep your eyes on mine,” he urged as he sank into the siren.

“Jem!” Aden cried, arching into him, his hands grasping at Jeremy’s body, pulling him closer.

He stilled, bracing himself above the siren, giving him a chance to adjust. Aden was panting, looking a little overwhelmed.

“Easy,” he urged, reining in the desire to move. “Just breath and relax. I know it’s a lot.”

“Big,” Aden murmured, lips curling upward into a smile. 

“Yeah,” Jeremy agreed. “Too much for you?”

Aden snorted, tightening his legs around Jeremy, and lifting his hips to take more of him inside.

“Never, Alpha.”

Jeremy shouldn’t have been surprised that the siren was just as forthright about this as he was about everything else. But if Aden wanted control, he was going to have to wrestle Jeremy for it. And Jeremy wasn’t above a little wrestling.

He pulled out, loving Aden’s whine of disappointment, the way the siren’s body chased him.

“Shh,” he said, cupping Aden’s cheek. “I’m going to give you what you need. What we both need.”

Aden opened his mouth to say something but whatever it was got lost in the moment as Jeremy thrust into him, rocking him back toward the ground. The siren caught on quickly, meeting Jeremy’s thrusts, pushing against the alpha’s body eagerly.

He could see Aden struggling with how constrained he was on his back. Holding him closer, he rolled them again, putting the siren on top.

Aden pushed himself up, bracing his hands on Jeremy’s chest. Jeremy caught his hips, urging him to push up.

There was warmth and excitement in Aden’s eyes as he moved. It took him a few tries to find his rhythm, pushing himself up on his knees before sinking back down onto Jeremy’s cock. He threw his head back, moaning as Jeremy bumped against a spot inside of him. Jeremy thrust up to meet him, hitting that spot again, and Aden cried out, long and loud, his hands digging into Jeremy’s sides as his body tightened around the alpha.

Jeremy wrapped his arms around Aden and drew him down against his chest before flipping them again and putting Aden on his back once more. He urged Aden’s knees back toward his chest and pushed into him, angling deeper, aiming for that point of pleasure inside the siren.

Aden gasped, his eyes flying open as he babbled Jeremy’s name interspersed with helpless pleas.

“Jem… Jem, Jem. Please. I… I can’t…”

He could see the siren was close and sped up his thrusts, driving him right to the edge and himself right there with him, his body tightening in preparation as Aden clenched hard around him.

Jeremy pressed his hands between Aden’s legs, stroking the siren’s hard cock only once before Aden was coming hard against him, his whole body shuddering. Jeremy chased his own orgasm, coming a few seconds later, pushed over the edge by the pulse of Aden’s body around him, pure pleasure overtaking everything, his vision dotting white.

He had just enough presence of mind to roll sideways, bringing the siren with him. His vision cleared and there was Aden, face to face with him, his expression one of pure bliss as he cuddled closer to Jeremy.

“You’re mine,” Jeremy whispered in his ear. “I take all of you as my own and give all of myself in turn.”

He caught Aden’s chin and pressed a kiss to his lips.

“You are mine.” Aden’s reply was careful, each word deliberate and full of emotion. “I take… all of you as my own. I give all of myself in turn. I’m yours, Jem. Forever.”

Tears leaked from his eyes and he buried his face against Jeremy’s chest.

“Hey.” Jeremy pressed a hand to the back of Aden’s head. “Hey, it’s okay. That was amazing, Aden. I’ve never felt the way I feel right now. I’m so happy, there’s so much love in my heart, love for you.”

Aden lifted his head. “My heart… in ice. Until you. No more ice. Warm and full of love. Full of you.”

Jeremy laughed, kissing his cheek. “You have quite the way with words, don’t you?”

 

When Jem lifted him out of the pool, Aden went willingly, knowing the alpha had more than just kissing in mind. Everything that came after was something he’d craved, something he’d desired, even if he hadn’t been able to put words to his need.

In Jem’s arms, the alpha’s body pressed tight to his, the deep ache of loneliness inside him, the sheath of ice encasing his heart, seemed to quiver. And as Jem thrust into him, pushing him to heights of pleasure he’d never known were possible, the ice cracked and splintered. And after, when they lay in each other’s arms, sated and content, those shattered shards of ice melted, leaving him warm and aching with pleasure and happiness.

They spoke words to each other, words he knew were special somehow, words that bound them together. And then they curled up together, drowsing as the sun reached its highest point and shone down on them, bathing them in light.

“Love you,” he murmured, snuggling closer to Jem.

“Love you more,” Jem said softly.

“Love you most.”

Jem didn’t argue with him, instead letting out a rumble of contentment, his hands moving in long strokes up and down Aden’s back.

“Will you come with me?” the alpha whispered in his ear. “To see the pack?”

“Why?” he asked, curious as to why Jem was asking him. They saw the pack every day.

“So they can see that we’ve claimed each other. That we’re bonded now. It’s important. For us and for them.”

Aden stretched his arms and legs, reluctant to move. “If it’s important,” he said agreeably, “then we go.”

They lay there a while longer until Aden’s grumbling stomach had Jem laughing.

“We’d better feed you before we let that monster loose. It sounds angry.”

“Not angry,” Aden argued. “Hungry.”

He hid his face against Jem’s chest for another few minutes but then the alpha was tugging him up. They pulled on their clothes and climbed out of the hidden alcove and up onto the cliffs. There was a cool breeze blowing and Aden shivered a little, feeling the distant call of the sea. The sea’s call had been much quieter since he’d found Jem, and he had the strange sense that it wasn’t him being called away.

They were going to cross the river to head toward the cabins but Jem was on alert all of a sudden, his head turned toward the house instead.

“I think something’s wrong.”

He started to run in that direction, and Aden followed, his body aching a little in protest. Before they reached the house, he could see Nate standing in the doorway, and he could hear Jonah’s voice, loud and insistent. Nate’s voice was lower, clearly trying to calm, to soothe.

Jem reached the house first, talking quickly with Nate. But Aden didn’t need to hear what was said to know what was wrong. The sea was calling Jonah.

He listened as the others spoke, understanding why it was happening and why everyone was so upset about it. The sea was treacherous and the journey Jonah would undertake was full of danger. Before, when sirens were many, it was a journey he wouldn’t have done alone. That was what family was for.

“I’ll go with them,” he called out, happy when he heard Harlan was going with Jonah but knowing three sirens would be safer than two.

He could see Jem didn’t want him to go, the alpha taking his hands and squeezing them tightly. But Aden knew he was right, knew that this was important. Family stuck together, no matter what. And they were his family now. He wouldn’t let them down.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Four

 

They arrived back at the house a little after midday to find everything in chaos. Nate was standing at the front door, blocking it, while Jonah attempted to push past him, clearly distressed.

“What’s wrong?” Jeremy called, running toward them.

“I need to go,” Jonah sobbed. “Nate, please.”

“He’s pregnant,” Nate called over his shoulder. “The call of the sea is overwhelming right now.”

“How long until it fades?”

“It doesn’t,” Nate said grimly. “I’m just keeping him here until Harlan and Sam arrive back. Harlan’s going to swim with him.”

Aden, who’d moved to stand next to Jeremy, was watching everything in confused fascination.

“I’ll go with them,” he said suddenly, his voice carrying in the still afternoon air.

Jeremy did a double-take. “What are you talking about?”

“You don’t need to do that,” Nate added, “but it would be a real help to have someone so accustomed to the sea swimming with them.”

Jeremy caught hold of Aden’s hands, struggling with the sound of Jonah’s pleas to Nate in the background.

“You don’t have to do this.”

“For Jonah,” Aden said softly. “For your pack and our siren family.”

“You are very kind and brave,” he told him as Harlan ran around the side of the house.

“We’re ready,” Harlan said.

“Aden’s going with you,” Jeremy told him.

Harlan nodded. “Good. We’ll be safer traveling as a group.”

“I can’t hold him much longer without hurting him,” Nate called over his shoulder.

“Then let’s go,” Harlan said.

Aden whirled around, pulled Jeremy into an embrace, and kissed him. 

“I’ll be back,” he promised, pushing away reluctantly. “Soon.”

Harlan stepped up to them and pulled two black bands from his pocket, securing one around Aden’s wrist before tightening the second around his own. “Been meaning to give this to you. Come on, let’s go. Nate, let Jonah out. Jonah, we’ll be right behind you.”

Nate stepped back, and Jonah took off at a run toward the Cove, Bear at his heels. Harlan dashed after him, Aden following in their wake. Jeremy went to Nate, and the two of them followed at a bit of a distance, keeping the sirens in their line of sight.

“I was hoping we’d have more time,” the alpha said, struggling to keep his emotions in check.

“You and me both,” Jeremy agreed.

All too soon they were on the beach, watching as the three sirens waded into the water, shifting as they disappeared beneath the waves. It would be months before they saw them again, if they came back at all. Bear barked and paced along the shore, searching the waves for her master before going to stand next to Nate.

They stood there and watched long after there was anything for their eyes to see, but Jeremy wasn’t going to rush Nate. For his own part, he felt a horrible sense of trepidation and foreboding. It was such a long journey, would all three of them make it safely?

“You still remember how to sail a boat, don’t you?” Nate’s words shook him from his daze.

“I spent six months working on fishing vessels last year. What do you think?”

“We’ll have to wait until they reach their destination before we begin our journey but it would be a lot of help if we didn’t have to hire someone to sail us out there.”

Jeremy turned to stare at Nate, the alpha’s words making no sense.

“What are you talking about?”

“Going to the birthing place, once the others arrive there.”

“But we don’t know where the birthing place is. Not even Jonah was able to tell us and he’s been there.”

“We don’t know yet,” Nate said pointedly.

“And how are we magically going to come upon this knowledge? Is Harlan going to swim back and draw us a map?”

Nate didn’t blink an eye at his sharp tone.

“Once they get there, the GPS trackers they’re all wearing should tell us where to go.”

Jeremy blinked at that, his mind slow to follow the trail of breadcrumbs.

“Those damn bands,” he said when he figured it out. “The ones Jonah and Sam have been wearing. The ones Harlan just put on himself and Aden.”

“The very same. It was Harlan’s idea, from some of the research studies Sam was interested in. He did some searching to find ones that would work for our purposes and then got enough made for everyone.”

“Why the hell didn’t you tell me?”

“We’d been keeping it quiet because… well, think about it. If Magnar knew we’d tagged all our sirens with GPS trackers and he somehow figured out how to track them…”

“That’d be bad.”

“Very bad,” Nate agreed. “I was going to tell you when you needed to know. Well, when Aden needed to know. But you and he hadn’t got to that stage yet.”

“Which stage?”

“You hadn’t slept together yet, hadn’t mated and brought Aden to the pack.”

Jeremy rubbed a hand across the back of his neck. “Yeah, about that. That’s kind of where we were going when we heard Jonah yelling.”

“Oh.” There was the briefest flash of surprise across Nate’s face before he grinned. “About time you two got it together. Terrible timing though.”

“You’re telling me.”

With one last glance to the sea, Nate turned toward the shore. “Come on, we’d better get back. Have to go pick up the pieces of Jonah and Harlan’s lives. At least Aden’s absence is easier to explain. Though it’ll be no easier for you to weather, I’m sure.”

“How do we track the GPS?” Jeremy wanted to know, keen to see what direction the others were heading.

“There’s a laptop set up in Jonah’s study. We can go check it when we get back.”

When they reached the lake, they split up, Nate heading to the house to start sorting out the clinic while Jeremy went to the cabins to break the news to the pack. He felt a heavy sense of disappointment as he walked across. He’d hoped to be introducing Aden to them as his mate. Instead, he was arriving with nothing but bad news.

“Afternoon, Jem,” Logan called, hanging around the porch. “Where have you been all morning? I thought for sure you’d be bringing Aden around for lunch.”

“That was the plan,” he said, managing a weak smile. “But things changed in a hurry. Jonah’s pregnant, they’re gone to the birthing place.

“Jonah and Aden?”

“And Harlan,” Jeremy added.

Relieved, Logan nodded. “Good. The three of them should be able to make the journey safely. Come on, come inside, let the others know, and have some lunch. You look like you need it.”

Being around his pack helped with the feeling that he’d just been torn away from his family once more.

Lily sat down next to him, Jay on his other side.

“So, you and Aden, huh?” Jay said, nudging him with an elbow. “About damn time. If he comes back, we’ll roll out the welcome wagon just like we did for Jonah.”

“Jay,” Lily admonished, turning to Jeremy. “Aden’s going to be fine, Jem. Of all of them, he’s the most experienced in the sea. I don’t think you have any reason to worry.”

“Yeah,” Jay agreed. “He fought off a shark, didn’t he? The guy's obviously capable.”

“And he must care a great deal about you to come here to the Cove,” Lily added. “He certainly didn’t come here to enjoy our company and, from what Jonah said, it wasn’t the presence of other sirens that lured him to us.”

Jeremy let out a breath he hadn’t known he’d been holding. They were right. Aden was strong and fierce and had come to the Cove for Jeremy. There was every reason to think he’d fight like hell to get back here, to get back to him and what they had together.

“I need to go check in with Nate,” he said.

“I’ll come with you,” Lily said. “Look after the animals and help out with Jack.”

“Sam’s got Jack and Wyatt,” Jeremy said. “But I’m sure Nate could use a hand with Bear and the rest.”

She linked arms with him as they walked. “It was so hard on Nate when Jonah left the last time. Knowing he was alone but not knowing where or why or if he was coming back. This time it’ll be different.” Jeremy wondered if she meant the GPS trackers, unsure if Nate had told her. “He has Harlan and Aden,” she continued, “and they’re not going to let anything happen to him.”

“No,” he agreed. “They’re not.”

They split up as they reached the house, Lily heading for the shelter while he went to find Nate. The alpha was holding a fussy, overtired Jack and staring intently at a laptop screen.

“There they are,” he said, stepping back to let Jeremy see. “Heading southeast.”

Jeremy knew that they’d spend the next few days glued to the screen, watching and hoping.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Five

 

The first few days of their journey through the sea had been simple enough, Aden and Harlan keeping pace with Jonah who swam with a single-minded determination. But gradually, Aden started to feel his own pull until he was no longer following where Jonah led. He knew exactly where they were going and was no less eager to get there. The sea had other ideas, throwing more than one storm at them as well as a school of fish they fed eagerly from.

Aden almost didn’t see the shark until it was too late, catching the shadow darting forward out of the corner of his eye as the predator went for Jonah. Aden managed to dive between them, taking the shark by surprise when he punched the side of its head. It snapped at him, rows of sharp teeth glinting in the light from above. Aden yanked his hand back but not before one of the shark’s teeth snagged on his tracker, tearing it from his wrist. There wasn’t time to try to grab it. He could already see Harlan ushering Jonah away and knew he had to follow. The shark was too big and he was no match. He swooped underneath the shark’s body and took off after Harlan, a few beats of his tail shooting him forward at speed. The other two sirens were watching his approach, Harlan looking behind Aden, tracking the shark. Aden glanced back too, in time to see the shark decide they were more trouble than they were worth and swim off in the opposite direction.

Jonah tugged him into a hug when they came alongside, singing his thanks. A sharp sound from Harlan had them moving again. It wouldn’t do to dawdle. Where there was one shark, there were often more.

It was many more days before their destination was within sight. Setting foot on land was a relief, the incessant need to swim leaving him. He went to his knees on the sand, panting for breath, his body weak after their desperate sprint through the sea.

Harlan was crouched next to Jonah, who was also on his knees. Aden watched him squeeze Jonah’s shoulder, murmuring words of encouragement. And then he was next to Aden.

“Hanging in there okay?” the siren asked.

Aden nodded.

“You did great, Aden. Facing down that shark like that… you’ve got some courage in your heart.”

Before, when he’d gone head to head with a shark, it hadn’t been bravery so much as indifference, his cold heart not caring too much whether he made it out or not. Jem changed all that. When he’d swam between Jonah and that shark, his heart had been warm, his whole body thrumming with energy and the need to survive.

“What now?” he asked, glancing around. It was still light out and would be for a good few hours yet.

“Jonah says we should stay here though move a little further up the beach so we don’t get caught when the tide comes in. Mylea will find us soon enough.”

It was a few more minutes before he gathered the strength to stand, disappointed to find his legs weak and shaky, like he was learning how to walk all over again. Harlan pointed toward an area of the beach where some palm trees provided shade from the hot sun. Aden went to Jonah, wrapping an arm around his shoulders as they walked. Jonah managed a weak smile.

“The first day is always the worst,” he told Aden. “It’ll be better tomorrow.”

He helped Jonah sit in the shade before flopping down next to him, Harlan doing the same.

“Are you sure we shouldn’t go seek out Mylea?” Aden asked Jonah. “You look pale.”

“No need,” Harlan said, shielding his eyes from the sun as he looked toward the other end of the beach. 

Aden followed his gaze, spotting a woman with long white hair making her way toward them.

“She looks just how I pictured her,” he murmured.

Harlan moved as if to stand but Jonah shook his head. “We’ve probably alarmed her. Let her come to us, give her a chance to size us up.”

Aden guessed they’d be found wanting since the three of them were too exhausted to do much more than lie there.

“Well,” she said when she reached their patch of shade. “This is a surprise. Hello again, Jonah, Harlan, and Aden. You’ve had a long journey.”

“How do you know our names…” Harlan started to ask.

“She remembers us,” Aden answered. “We were all born here.”

“That’s right,” Mylea said. “I held each of you in my arms. And I knew one day, some of you would be back. But not all of you, all together.”

“Safer to travel in numbers,” Harlan said. “Jonah barely made it back last time.”

Mylea nodded sagely. “The sea is a harsh mistress. How is your little one, Jonah? I was grieved when you left without naming him but I would know him all the same if he returned.”

“Jack’s doing great,” Jonah told her. “He’s a natural in the water and on land…”

“He does not struggle with his two sides? He is not torn between them?”

“No,” Jonah said, admitting, “We worried about that, especially after Sam and what he went through.”

“Who is Sam?”

“Another half-wolf, half-siren. He grew up unable to change into his siren form. His siren mother abandoned him with his werewolf father.”

Mylea looked trouble and then sorrowful. “He lived then?”

All three of them went still, Aden responding to Jonah and Harlan’s body language even if he didn’t have a clear idea what was happening.

“You… you knew…” Jonah started to say before shaking his head. “No, you told me you’d never encountered a half-wolf child before.”

Regret replaced her sorrow. “I didn’t want to frighten you. Jack showed much more promise than Nikita’s little one.”

“How do you mean?”

“Unlike Jack, he couldn’t hold his siren form for very long. Not long enough to survive the journey home. I did not think Nikita would manage to get him safely to land.”

Harlan cursed, fisting his hand in the sand beneath them. “Your journey home just became a lot riskier.” 

Jonah didn’t seem fazed. “It’ll be okay. Jack was fine, and this child will be too. But if there’s any reason to suspect otherwise, Nate will be here to help.”

“Your mate?” Mylea asked. “How could he come here?”

“A boat,” Jonah told her, holding up his arm to show her his band. “We wore these. They send a signal to let our people find us. They’ll come to make sure we’re okay.”

“Wolves, in the birthing place? No, that’s… that has never happened in my lifetime nor the generations before.”

“Times change,” Jonah said simply. “We don’t mean to inconvenience you.”

She still looked troubled but shook her head. “You’re back. That’s the most important thing. I have a purpose once again.” She sat down gracefully on the sand next to them. “When you’re ready, I’ll show you around, though I’m sure Jonah remembers the way. The birthing place is… paradise. To me, at least.”

 

Life in the birthing place was paradise, of a sort. Aden was sorry Harlan didn’t get to stay long enough to appreciate it. There were many sheltered coves around the island to swim in, fish were in abundance, and fruit grew plentiful inland. There was even a colony of rabbits. Days were spent swimming, eating, talking, and watching Jonah’s belly grow.

Every day, when the sun was at its highest, he and Jonah would climb to the top of the cliffs and look out at the ocean for any sign of a boat. They weren’t sure which direction Nate would be coming from.

“How long do you think?” Aden wondered.

“Only a few more days, I hope.”

“Will Jem come too?”

It wasn’t the first time he’d asked that question but he couldn’t help but wonder if his mate would be with Nate. Jonah was always patient when he answered him.

“I don’t know. They might have decided they needed at least one alpha to stay behind. Or Nate might need Jeremy to sail the boat. I guess we’ll find out when they get here.”

He was impatient to know. He’d considered leaving when Harlan had but he knew staying by Jonah’s side was the right thing to do. Then Harlan had taken him aside and asked him to keep his brother safe, and Aden couldn’t say no to that. Plus, the idea of leaving the island made him feel strange, his stomach somersaulting.

Jonah was looking sideways at Aden, an odd expression on his face. “Are you feeling okay?” he wondered.

“Good,” Aden said. “Just missing Jem.”

The smile Jonah gave him spoke volumes. “I know just how you feel. It’s never easy to be apart from your mate. But it’ll be worth it, I promise, when you carry your baby home to the Cove.”

Aden’s eyes flew up to meet Jonah’s as the other siren pressed a gentle hand to his stomach. “I’ve noticed I’m not the only one getting bigger.”

He pressed a hand just above Jonah’s, staring down. Was Jonah right? Did that explain why he’d felt pulled to the island long before they’d got there?

Aden looked back toward the sea, willing Jem to arrive but trying to convince himself not to get his hopes up. This was something he desperately wanted to share with his mate, torn between hope, excitement, and fear.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Six

 

They watched the three dots as they moved, covering distances Jeremy wouldn’t have believed possible if he wasn’t seeing it with his own eyes. Until the day three moving dots became two.

“What does that mean?” he demanded, swallowing his panic and tugging anger to the surface instead as he stared at the solitary unmoving dot.

“It may mean nothing,” Nate said quickly. “There’s a chance the tracker came loose and fell off, that’s all.”

The alternative didn’t bear thinking about so Jeremy did his best to push it to the back of his mind.

“Is there any way to tell whose tracker it was?”

“No,” Nate said quickly. “Harlan didn’t code them like that, just showed me how to access the map so we could watch their progress and see their destination.”

But Jeremy could see the worry behind Nate’s eyes as well as relief. If there were only two of them left but they were still moving forward, then Jonah was one of the two. He wouldn’t know if Aden was the one with him until they reached their destination, which was when Harlan was supposed to turn back. If one dot began the return journey, then it meant Aden was the one who’d been lost.

“He’ll be okay, Jeremy,” Nate insisted. “Aden’s a survivor. He lived out there alone from when he was a kid. Don’t give up on him.”

“Never,” Jeremy promised. “I just hate feeling so… helpless.” There was nothing to be done except watch and wait.

 

Early one morning, Jeremy wandered into the study to find Nate already up, Jack balanced on his knee as he clicked buttons on the laptop.

“How are they doing?” he asked.

“They stopped about twelve hours ago,” he said, “and stayed in the one spot all night. They haven’t moved on yet.”

They’d paused like that once or twice before but never for so long at a stretch. At a guess, they’d been waiting out storms or had found shoals of fish and were taking the opportunity to eat.

By midday, they still hadn’t moved, and Nate had started to check other maps, trying to work out where exactly the coordinates were. By nightfall, when they were still there, Jeremy started packing a bag. Nate called Theo, who’d agreed to come to the Cove, look after the house, and help protect the pack while they were gone.

Their journey would be shorter than the sirens’. They’d fly to the airport nearest the birthing place, rent out a boat, pick up supplies, and sail from there. 

Jeremy found he couldn’t sleep that night, too anxious, too excited. He woke just after four a.m. and went straight to the study, sitting down to peer at the laptop screen. One of the dots was still in the same position as the night before but the second had moved. It was going north again, back the way they’d come. That meant it was Harlan, on his way back to the Cove. Which made the dot staying put Jonah, at the birthing place. And Aden… was it like Nate said and the tracker had been lost? Or was Aden the motionless dot lying at the bottom of the ocean?

Either way, their next step was clear. They had their destination, they knew where the birthing place was. All they had to do now was get there.

 

None of Jeremy’s many months on fishing boats had truly prepared him for sailing out on the open sea with Nate. Their boat was sturdy and he was a decent navigator, but they had more than a few rocky nights and long, tiresome days. And the closer they got to their destination, the worse he slept, in pieces wondering if Aden would even be there. Nate seemed to be faring better and was doing his best to bolster their spirits but it was a journey in more than one sense of the word.

They reached the small island in the middle of nowhere just before noon on their fourth day of sailing.

“Any idea where on the island we’d find them?” Jeremy wondered, leaning over the rail to get a better look.

“It’s not a big place,” Nate said. “Chances are they’ll see us before we see them. But Jonah described a point where the land turned inward, forming a large cove like at home with a sandy beach. He seemed to think the water was deep enough to sail close to shore so that we’d be protected from storms by the cliffs without the boat getting stranded.”

They circled the island, spotting the beach Jonah talked about and turning the boat toward it.

“There,” Nate said suddenly, pointing upward. “I saw someone, up on the cliffs.”

Jeremy turned his gaze to where Nate was pointing, hoping against hope to catch a glimpse of Aden, but whoever it was had moved out of sight.

They sailed into the mouth of the cove and stopped there, neither of them willing to take the boat any further inland in case they ran aground. They dropped anchor, secured the boat, and looked toward shore again. The beach, which had been empty on their arrival, now had two people standing there, watching them. Jeremy peered out hopefully and waved. The figures waved back but they were too far away for him to be sure who they were.

“Let’s go,” Nate said. “Do you want to take the dinghy?”

They’d brought a dinghy with them, tethered to the back of their boat, to carry supplies between their boat and the island.

“We can come back for it later. I just want to get over there.”

“Me too,” Nate said with a grin, tugging off his T-shirt. “Race you.”

He ran to the rail, climbed on top of it, and dived into the sea. Jeremy waited only a moment before following, diving off the rail and under the water. He was a stronger swimmer than Nate and passed him out halfway to the shore. When he felt sand under him, he stood and waded up the beach, toward the waiting figures of Jonah and Aden. As soon as Aden saw him, he started running. Jeremy ran to meet him, lifting him into his arms.

“You’re okay,” he said, hugging Aden to him. “I thought… I was so worried. But you’re okay.”

Aden laughed, hugging him back, not caring that Jeremy was soaking wet. Jeremy was distantly aware of Nate and Jonah having their own heartfelt reunion next to them.

“I ran into some trouble. Lost my tracker,” Aden told him breathlessly. “But I’m okay. More than okay.”

He took a small step back, ducking his head a little as his hands pressed against his stomach. It took Jeremy a moment to understand what he was seeing. 

“What? How?”

“It must have happened the day I left. When we… became mates,” Aden told him shyly. “About halfway through our journey, I just knew where we were going. Knew I had to get here at all costs.”

“But that was… we’re only talking weeks ago.”

Aden shrugged. “It’s just how sirens do these things. I guess fast is better when you’re weathering storms, and tides, and changing seasons.” He seemed a little unsure, biting his bottom lip as he watched Jeremy carefully. “I know it’s a surprise.”

“The best surprise,” Jeremy insisted, tugging Aden back into his arms. “You amaze me a little more every moment we spend together. And I want to hear all about your journey and your time on the island. Did Harlan get away okay?”

“Uh-huh. He stayed two days to build up his strength before he headed home but he was in good spirits.”

“And Jonah?”

“He misses Nate and Jack but he’s doing well. Mylea is happy with us both.”

Speaking of Mylea, Jeremy caught sight of the woman in question hovering on the path that led to the beach. She seemed uncertain about approaching. Aden followed his gaze and waved her over.

“We told her you were coming, and she wasn’t happy. There’s never been wolves here. Humans have come a few times, but the sirens hide until they go away. I guess she feels like we’re… disturbing her place of safety?”

“Our baby, Jonah’s baby… they’ll be half-wolf.”

“She knows that. And I’m sure, once she’s had the chance to get to know you, she’ll like you just as much as I do.”

Jeremy tugged him around, pressing a kiss to Aden’s lips. “I don’t want anyone else in the world to like me as much as you do.”

Aden giggled then kissed him back, and they lost themselves in the embrace, passion sparking between them as they reveled in being reunited.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Seven

 

Their time on the island was something special that Aden was determined never to forget. Mylea was a little cool the first few days that Nate and Jem were there but she warmed to them when she saw how happy he and Jonah were to have their mates with them.

Aden, determined to show Jem every inch of the island, liked to keep on the move. Jem kept up with him every step of the way but his attention was much more focused on Aden than their surroundings.

“Here, come sit down.”

They’d climbed to the top of the cliffs but while Aden was ready to keep moving, Jem was trying to get him to slow down.

He sat on the soft moss, Jem sitting next to him.

“It’s beautiful up here,” the alpha murmured, gently tugging Aden backward to lie down. 

He stared up at the blue, cloudless sky then glanced down at Jem. The wolf’s eyes weren’t on their surroundings but on Aden’s growing belly.

Jem rolled to his knees beside him, his hands snaking under Aden’s T-shirt and gently pushing it up and off his stomach.

The alpha’s expression was almost reverent as his hands pressed against Aden’s bump.

Aden caught one of his hands and gently moved it higher. “Here. He’s kicking.”

Jem exhaled. “I can’t believe that’s our baby in there.”

“He’s restless. He wants to come out.”

He never seemed to let up moving, kicking night and day, and Aden’s belly was growing fast, almost surpassing Jonah’s.

“Well, not yet, huh? Let’s leave him in there to cook a little while longer.”

His hands started to gently massage Aden’s belly. Aden almost moaned in relief. The rapid change was hard for his body to handle. Spending long hours in the water helped but his skin felt stretched and his muscles were sore.

“Can you do my back?” he asked.

Jem chuckled. “Of course. Up you go.” Strong arms wrapped around him and lifted him into a sitting position. Then the alpha knelt behind him, his hands settling lightly around Aden’s hips while his thumbs pressed in gently.

Aden did moan this time, as the alpha’s hands started kneading the tense muscles more deeply, doing his best to loosen them. When Jem finished, he wrapped his arms around Aden, drawing him back to rest against his chest.

He wasn’t sure how long they stayed like that, Jem curled around him protectively, when the urge to return to the water hit him. Groaning, he tucked his head against Jem’s shoulder.

“I have to get up,” he mumbled, reluctant to move.

“Time for some sea bathing?” Jem joked.

“Uh-huh.”

He was lifted to his feet by his mate, and Jem’s arm went around his waist, supporting him as they made their way down to the beach. For all that he knew he needed it, he didn’t like going into the water as much as he’d thought, because it separated him from his mate. Of course, Jem didn’t let that happen, wading into the water with him as often as he could. He wasn’t the strongest swimmer, but he made up for it with enthusiasm. 

Aden tired quicker than he’d expected but knew he wasn’t ready to get out yet. Which was when Jem helped him swim to a small outcropping of rock, the alpha pulling himself up to sit on the rock and drawing Aden to sit between his knees. It left Aden in the water but supported by Jem’s strong legs and arms, his tail stretched out before him. They stayed just like that as the sun started its low descent, only heading back to shore when Nate called them for dinner.

“I love you,” Aden murmured as they swam to shore.

“Love you, too,” Jem told him, kissing his cheek.

 

It was late at night, a week later, when he was woken by a cry from Jonah. Jonah and Nate were sleeping in a hut nearby, Nate in his wolf form which Jonah was using as a pillow. The sound woke both him and Jem, who was spooned against his back.

“Jonah?” Aden called, worried about his friend.

“It’s starting,” Jonah said, sounding a little breathless.

“I’ll go get Mylea,” Jem murmured, getting up from behind him.

“Wait, what’s starting?” Aden whispered to him, catching hold of his sleeve.

He could see the sleepy, fond smile on Jem’s face as his mate leaned in and whispered back. “The baby’s coming.”

“Oh.”

Jem hurried off toward Mylea’s hut, leaving Aden there with Nate, who was back in human form, and Jonah who was panting hard, holding one of Nate’s hands between two of his.

Aden wavered, unsure what to do.

“What do you need?”

Jonah just shook his head, tugging Nate closer and burying his face against the alpha’s neck.

Jem returned, Mylea on his heels, and she knelt down next to Jonah. “It’s time.” 

“Yeah, no kidding,” Jonah murmured, not lifting his head.

“Things will go faster if you move around,” she encouraged.

Jonah grumbled but got up, doubling over almost immediately, making a low sound of pain. Aden felt the sound reverberate deep inside him, sending a spark of panic through him. He took a step backward, walking into Jem who’d moved to stand behind him. The alpha’s arms encircled him, calming his panic.

“It’s okay,” he murmured in Aden’s ear. “Everything’s going to be fine.”

Mylea glanced over at them. 

“Childbirth is hard work,” she said. “It always has been.”

The night passed slowly and yet the hours seemed to fly by. Jonah alternated between walking on the beach, lying on the sand, and wading in the warm water as the sun came up. Jem had offered for him and Aden to give them some privacy but Jonah had asked them to stay. Aden almost wished he hadn’t.

“I need to push,” Jonah was saying, clutching Mylea’s arm tightly.

“Good,” she said simply. “Don’t resist it. Your body knows what to do.”

She wasn’t harsh but she brooked no nonsense. Aden watched in horrified fascination as Nate helped Jonah kneel and Mylea crouched next to them. The sounds Jonah was making were more animal than human or siren, and Aden found himself hiding his face against Jem’s arm. “I can’t look.”

“Shh,” Jem murmured, brushing a hand through his hair. “It’s fine, I promise. It’ll all be over soon.”

Yeah. For Jonah. But soon it would be his turn.

He stayed like that, his face pressed against Jem’s T-shirt as Mylea encouraged Jonah to push, Nate’s voice joining in now and then to offer praise and encouragement.

And then there was a new sound: a shrill cry that became a wail. Aden went still, listening intently, almost afraid to breathe when the sound abruptly silenced. Then it started again, quieter this time, quickly mollified by hushed murmurs from Jonah and Nate.

Unable to stop himself, he glanced their way, seeing both men crowded together around the baby held in Jonah’s arms.

“Is it over?” he wondered.

Jonah glanced over his shoulder at them.

“Come and say hello, guys,” he called.

Jem wrapped an arm around his waist and encouraged him across the sand. Aden’s legs felt a little wobbly but Jem steadied him.

“Are you okay?” he asked Jonah when they got closer. The other siren looked pale despite the sheen of sweat across his skin. He beamed at Aden, sighing tiredly.

“Mylea’s right, it’s hard work. But it’s so worth it since we get this little guy into the bargain. Come and take a look.”

Aden looked to Nate who nodded and waved him forward. He went to a crouch beside them, peering at the blanket-wrapped bundle Jonah was holding. Two big blue eyes peered out at him, far more alert and aware than he’d expected.

“Boy or girl?” Jem asked from behind him.

“Another son,” Nate said. He leaned closer, scenting the baby’s head. “Another alpha.”

“Congratulations Nate, that’s wonderful. Jonah, you’ve done our pack proud once more.”

A tiny hand escaped the blanket, waving in the air. Aden reached out carefully, catching the little one’s hand in his, feeling the baby take a tight grip of his finger.

“He’s strong,” he said, unable to keep the surprise from his voice.

“He’s a siren wolf,” Jonah said teasingly. “He would want to be.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Eight

 

Being present for the birth of Jonah and Nate’s second child seemed to leave Aden in a muddle of emotions, the uppermost being fear and excitement. Jeremy could tell how much he was looking forward to meeting their child yet how fearful he was of the birthing process.

He had his arms around Aden while they lounged in the sea one day when he felt Aden’s bump tighten. The siren didn’t seem to notice it, kicking his legs idly in the water. Jeremy didn’t say anything and just waited. When it happened again, Aden squirmed a little in discomfort, stretching his back out. Jeremy slipped a hand behind him, kneading gently at the muscles of his lower back.

“Do you want me to get Mylea?” he murmured in Aden’s ear. The siren went still in his arms.

“Hey, hey, don’t tense up.” It wouldn’t help the pain.

“Don’t—I don’t want her here yet.”

“Then we won’t get her until we need her.”

Aden twisted in his arms, turning so his belly was pressed against Jeremy’s stomach.

“I… I’m scared.”

It was hard for Jeremy to get his head around. The siren seemed so brave and fearless. He’d faced down sharks. The fear just didn’t fit.

“Why?”

Aden blinked at that, looking almost put out at the question.

“I don’t know.”

“Are you worried it’ll hurt?”

“It will hurt.”

“Yeah but you’ve been through worse. So, if it’s not the pain, then what?”

Aden turned his face away, looking down at the water surrounding them.

“Come on, Aden,” he pressed gently. “Talk to me. What are you scared of?”

“Losing the baby.”

“Not gonna happen,” he promised. “We’ve got Mylea right here, and everything’s going to be fine.”

“Not now,” Aden said, struggling to get the words out. “Later, when he’ll be our everything like Jack is to Jonah and Nate. Don’t want to lose him like all the rest.” He sighed, leaning into Jeremy’s embrace. “I have dreams, about losing him, about losing you. Shadows in the water that I don’t see until it’s too late. My parents couldn’t keep me and my brothers safe. How can I keep our child from harm? And how can I go on if we lose him?”

“We won’t lose him,” Jeremy insisted. But Aden was saying out loud the fears that hovered in the deepest parts of his mind. They’d both lost so much already.

“We could. The sickness doesn’t care if you’re strong or brave. It takes everything. It took everything from me. It’ll take our baby too.”

An angry sob escaped Aden’s throat.

“It won’t take our child, Aden. I promise you.”

“Why not?” Aden yelled, turning around to pommel Jeremy with his fists. Jeremy captured his wrists and held them tight.

“Because he’s half-wolf,” Jeremy shouted back. “Mylea said the sickness started with the babies, right? But none of the half-wolf kids have gotten sick. Not even Harlan’s kid, who’s more siren than wolf. I don’t believe that’s a coincidence.”

Aden burst into tears.

“You didn’t just save me from Magnar, did you? You saved me from the sea, you saved me from a life of losing all the people I cared about. I… I want to meet our baby, and I never want to let him go. And because he’s yours, because he’s part of you, then maybe I won’t have to.”

Jeremy cupped his cheek, drawing his eyes up.

“Can you be brave just a little while longer?”

“I don’t know,” Aden admitted. “My heart hurts so much.”

“Then let me be brave for you,” Jeremy said. “Give me your heart to carry, and I’ll keep it safe.”

“You have my heart, you know that.”

“Then trust me to take care of you. Trust that I won’t let anything bad happen.”

“Doesn’t your heart hurt too?” Aden’s question was so artless and open that Jeremy almost laughed.

“I guess I was a bit like you. My heart grew cold with my family dead, separated from my pack, wandering the territory like a lost soul. When I stole you away, I thought I’d lost the only thing that I had left: my freedom. But I gained you and that was worth more than anything the other packs had to offer. Between you and my pack, the hurt has… it’s not gone, and I don’t think it’ll ever truly go away, but the love I have for you, our child, and our pack is stronger.”

Aden opened his mouth to reply but the next contraction caught up with him and all that came out was a pained gasp.

“Shh,” Jeremy said, tugging him closer. “Just breathe through it, that’s it.”

When the pain faded, he eased Aden away and asked, “Will I go get Mylea?”

His mate shook his head. “Not yet. I don’t think there’s much happening yet. All I want right now is you.”

“Then I’m not going anywhere. You’re stuck with me.”

They moved onto dry land sometime later, Jeremy keeping pace with Aden as the siren walked up and down the beach. Nate came to find them, knowing eyes taking everything in.

“Do you guys need anything?”

“Fruit and water,” Jeremy said immediately.

“Jonah,” Aden added. “Please.”

“Got it. Won’t be long.”

Mylea arrived before Jonah did.

“You’re laboring well,” she said to Aden. “Remember to rest, don’t tire yourself out.”

Jeremy helped him sit down on the sand and sat next to him. Mylea knelt in front of them, brushing a sweat-soaked strand of hair from Aden’s forehead.

“Childbirth should not hold such fear,” she murmured.

“But isn’t that how it starts? The sickness.”

“That’s how it starts,” she agreed. “But Jonah’s babies have been born healthy. Sam’s son too. I have a good feeling about your little one, though…” She peered down at his bump.

“What?” Jeremy asked. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing’s wrong. I think Aden’s body is just excited, his bump grew fast, his labor will be fast too.”

Jeremy laughed at that. “Aden likes to be ahead of the pack.”

She eyed him curiously. “You see him as part of your pack?”

He hadn’t meant it that way but he answered her, nonetheless.

“Of course. The pack and the sirens… we’re one family now.”

“The future begins to look very different,” she said. “But a future with siren babies is much brighter than one where they never came to be.”

“Even if they’re part-wolf?”

“Wolves aren’t so bad,” she said, laughing. “Not like the stories of old. Maybe our two peoples are more alike than we were ever willing to admit.”

Aden shuffled restlessly between them, a pained moan escaping him. “I need to push.”

She framed his face with her hands, staring intently at his eyes as Jeremy looked on.

“It will be hard work but the ending is well worth it.”

She helped arrange them on the sand so that Aden was comfortable, leaning back against Jeremy who acted as a physical support.

Jonah, Nate, and the baby came to check on them but didn’t hang around when it became clear Aden was uncomfortable with all the extra people and noise. The sun set, the sky darkened, and Aden relaxed. The only sounds were those of their own breaths, the sea lapping at the shore, and Aden’s soft cries. Jeremy had never thought of birth being something that happened in the stillness of the night, something quiet, yet as Aden’s labor progressed, there seemed to be no need for words.

And then Mylea was laying a baby on Aden’s chest as the siren panted. They both stared down at the tiny child with unabashed joy. Every time Jeremy blinked, he kept expecting the scene to disappear, struggling to believe it was really happening.

Mylea stayed next to them, her hands on Aden’s knees.

“One more time, Aden,” she said gently. “There’s still work to do.”

Jeremy didn’t understand but didn’t want to break the rhythm by asking questions. He stroked Aden’s face and neck as the siren panted and pushed. And then Mylea was lifting a second baby into her arms and passing him to Jeremy. Jeremy took him, feeling a heady sense of confusion as he looked from that baby to the one still cradled in Aden’s arms.

“Twins?” he blurted out, the first word he’d spoken in what felt like hours.

“Twins,” Mylea confirmed. “Very auspicious.”

Aden looked as shocked as Jeremy felt. “Two? How?” He stared down at his stomach. “How did they both fit in there?”

“They managed,” Mylea said. “But they’re both a little small. You’ll need to take extra special care of them.”

“We will,” Jeremy promised.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Nine

 

Aden didn’t know where to look. He couldn’t keep his eyes still, constantly glancing from the baby in his arms to the little one Jem was holding. No one had warned him there might be two.

“Congratulations, Aden,” Jonah murmured, coming to sit next to him. “You did a fantastic job.”

“There’s two,” he found himself saying. “Two babies.”

“Yeah, twins. Wow. That’s a surprise.”

“Do you want to hold this little guy too?” Jem asked, catching how Aden was struggling to keep both babies in his sights.

He nodded frantically, relaxing only when Jem placed the other one in his arms. The little one yawned and settled against him.

“What are they?” Nate asked. “Boys? Girls?”

“Boys,” Jem said softly. “An alpha and an omega, I think,” he added, touching each baby’s head in turn.

Aden stared down at them, trying to make sense of it.

“Why are there two?” he asked out loud, looking around at them all in bewilderment.

Nate laughed, going silent when Jonah elbowed him. It was Mylea who answered, coming to crouch next to him.

“Sometimes,” she said, “a pregnancy is special. Instead of one baby, a siren grows two. Sometimes three. Once I even saw four but they were very small.”

“They are small,” he said, glancing from them to Jonah’s baby who seemed a lot bigger in comparison.

“Not so small,” she said with a reassuring smile. “They’ll grow quickly.”

“But will I have enough milk for two?”

“What they need your body will provide.”

“How will I keep them safe on the journey home?” There were so many worries swirling around in his head.

“Hush,” Mylea said. “You’re exhausted. You need to rest now. All of you need some rest.”

“Mylea’s right,” Jem said. “It’s been a long day.”

Aden reluctantly relinquished the babies to Mylea and Jem while he got to his feet, and they walked back to their hut to sleep. All five of them decided to stay under the same roof. Aden lay down next to Jem, the babies bundled between them. One of the boys was asleep but the other was awake, bright eyes staring up at them.

“Hello, beautiful,” Jem cooed. “Time to get some rest.” He stroked the baby’s cheek and forehead with gentle fingers until the little one’s eyes slipped closed.

 

Aden had thought relearning how to walk and talk had been hard but it was nothing compared to learning how to care for babies. It had taken them days just to master the art of passing the babies between them without having to set one down. The first week passed by in a whirlwind of feeding, washing, sleeping, and crying. There were tears of frustration when he seemed to spend all day and all night with a baby latched on, the little ones constantly hungry and then crying for food whenever they weren’t eating. 

“They’re trying to catch up,” Mylea told him, trying to console him when he just couldn’t hold the tears back any longer. “To grow big enough so they’re ready to swim before the storms come. Otherwise, you won’t travel until next spring.”

Aden didn’t want to be stuck at the birthing place all winter. Nate and Jonah couldn’t stay. Jem would, of course, but he knew how hard it would be for the alpha to be apart from his pack for that long.

“What do I do?” he asked plaintively. “I want them to grow strong.”

“Eat more, for a start,” she told him. “The better you eat, the better the milk.”

Jem hunted him fish, mussels and crabs, fruit, and occasionally picked off a rabbit or two from the island colony. There were goats on the island too which Mylea fed and who were tame enough to milk. So Aden drank a glass of goat’s milk a few times a day as well. With Jonah and Mylea’s help, he figured out how to feed both babies together, which helped things a lot. So when they slept, he could sleep too.

During the daytime, they moved down to the beach where Jonah was starting to introduce Luke, his and Nate’s newly-named little one, to the water. It was fascinating to watch the tiny siren try to swim whenever a wave washed over them. Both Nate and Jonah were very attentive, never taking their eyes off him for a moment. As their son started to make some progress, it only made Aden more anxious about how far behind they were.

“Hey,” Jem said to him when Aden spoke his fears aloud. “You’re doing a great job. Look how much they’ve grown in just the past few days. They’ll be ready to learn to swim in no time.”

Aden wished he shared Jem’s confidence.

It was a few days later when Mylea checked the boys over and declared them ready to try the water for the first time.

They each carried a baby in their arms as they wandered over to the small rock pool that Jonah and Nate had started Luke off in. It was shallow and separated from the sea so even if the boys did shift, they couldn’t go anywhere.

Aden sat on the edge and carefully lowered Finn into the water. The baby’s eyes went wide, his limbs splayed out in shock and then he shifted, flipping over onto his stomach, and trying to swim away.

Laughing, Aden caught him and reeled him backward.

“Not so fast, little man.”

“Living up to his name,” Jem said, rocking a fussy Chase.

Aden tickled Finn and the little one wiggled and turned again, bright eyes staring up at Aden. Reluctantly, Aden lifted him out of the water, eying a watchful Mylea who was nodding.

“That was excellent for a first time,” she said. “You don’t want to tire him out just yet.”

He handed the now human Finn to her and took Chase from Jem, pressing a kiss to his forehead.

At the first touch of water to his skin, Chase let out an unhappy cry. Aden soothed him then lowered him slowly into the pool. Chase shifted then but, to Aden’s shock, it wasn’t the sleek, shimmering scales of a siren but the colorful fur of a wolf. Snatching him up, he lifted the little wolf from the water, holding the squirming cub close.

He met Jem’s equally surprised gaze then glanced at Mylea. There was no denying the troubled expression on her face.

“He’ll learn,” Aden said, as much for himself as for the others. “It was only his first time. He wasn’t ready.”

“Yes,” Mylea agreed slowly. “I’m sure that’s it. They’re both strong enough to shift, that’s what’s important. Soon, they’ll be ready for the journey home.”

Aden really hoped that was true. He missed the Cove lots, especially the rest of the pack and the sirens. And he knew that Jem must have been missing them a lot more. The two alphas were worried about the pack being without them for such a long time. The babies had to be ready to swim soon. They needed to get them home.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty

 

Finn had taken to swimming exactly as a siren should. The second his body touched the water, he would shift, his tail whipping around eagerly as he swam through the water. Whoever was with him had to be careful to keep a good hold on him. Otherwise, he was off before they were ready, and they were left chasing him down through the water. Chase was a different story. Half the time, when submerged in water, he did just as Finn did, shifted and swam. But the other half of the time, he became a wolf, and no amount of coaxing seemed to shift him to siren form. As a wolf, he could swim, paddling with his head above the water, but that would be no use to him out on the ocean, where he’d tire all too soon trying to stay afloat.

Jeremy was sure he wasn’t the only one thinking it but he was the only one to say it.

“Why don’t all of us go back home on the boat? If you don’t need to swim, why take that risk?”

Jonah, Aden, and Mylea all said no almost simultaneously. Nate just looked at him and shrugged.

“Why not?” Jeremy asked carefully, trying to keep an open mind.

“It’s important,” Jonah said. “The little ones have to make this journey.”

“Important why?”

He wasn’t going to dismiss what they were saying, seeing as they were all so adamant, but he wanted a reason.

“So they can find their way back,” Mylea said. “It’s also a… rite of passage of sorts. It helps a siren to know where home is, so they’ll always know where to come back to, no matter what.”

Jeremy considered that for a few moments then spoke his fear out loud.

“Chase won’t survive that journey, will he?”

There was a long, stricken silence, broken only by Mylea.

“His wolf side is stronger than his siren. I don’t think he could manage the long journey through the sea.”

“He’s like Sam was, back when he was born.”

“Yes,” Mylea agreed hesitantly.

“How did Sam’s mother get him home?”

Mylea continued to show reluctance to talk about Sam. She’d been sworn to secrecy and took the vow seriously.

“Please, Mylea. This is my son. I want him safe.”

“Every year, during summer months, a tourist boat comes by. They anchor nearby to dive at the reef. I believe Nikita planned to stow away on board with the little one. What she planned to do after that, I don’t know. But she must have reached her destination.”

“She wasn’t going home?”

“Her people wouldn’t have accepted a wolf child. She said she would give him to his father to raise, if she could find him.”

Which was exactly what she had done. It told Jeremy all he needed to know.

“Then that settles it. Chase will travel home with me.”

“We don’t have a passport for him,” Nate said. “We won’t get him through the airport.”

“You can fly home, we’ll sail.”

 “It’ll raise questions if you’re stopped by customs.”

He waved that off. “Unlikely to happen but we’ll see if we can source some papers for him before we part ways. As long as we can pay, there’s always someone who won’t ask too many questions.”

“I don’t like this,” Nate said.

“Well, I don’t like the idea of my son drowning.”

“But he’s an omega,” Jonah said slowly. “He’ll need to know how to get back here when he’s having kids of his own. And how to get home again.”

Jeremy had already thought about that.

“Sam did just fine. The Cove was his birthing place and is the place he calls home. Chase will be the same, I’m sure of it.”

He looked to Aden, knowing his mate’s opinion was the only one that counted, in the end.

Aden lifted Chase into his arms, pressing a kiss to his forehead.

“I want him safe. That’s most important. I can’t keep a wolf cub safe out on the ocean. But Jem can. Chase goes home with Jem, Finn comes home with me. Everyone safe.”

“Everyone safe,” Jeremy echoed.

“We’ll need to leave first,” Nate said. “I have to reach the Cove as quickly as I can since Harlan’s coming back to escort you home. Mylea, do you know when they’ll be ready to swim?”

She contemplated that for a few moments. “Two weeks. No sooner.”

“It’ll take Harlan at least ten days to get here. I’ll go back to the boat and call him from the sat phone, let him know. We’ll leave in three days.”

Aden made a sound of distress at that, holding Chase close. Jeremy wrapped an arm around his shoulders.

“Hey, it’s going to be okay. He’ll be safe with me, and we’ll all be together again soon.”

Aden gave a reluctant nod but didn’t let go of the little one.

“Three days, huh?” he murmured in the siren’s ear. “Let’s make the most of it, hey?”

 

He spent as much time as he could with Aden, Finn, and Chase over the next few days, knowing it would be weeks, maybe even months, before they were together again. He tried not to worry but it was hard when he knew what Aden and Finn would be facing out there.

Still, there was lots to be happy about. He spent one afternoon as a wolf, caring for his cubs as they took their first steps as wolves, Aden cheering them on. Jeremy nuzzled each cub in turn and then Aden, pressing his nose to the siren’s cheek, inhaling his scent deeply.

A mewling cub brought his attention back to their sons.

“I think they’re hungry,” Aden said, lifting Finn into his arms. The little one’s nose twitched, and he switched back to human form. 

Aden laughed. “Clever boy. He can smell the food.”

Jeremy switched back as Chase did, lifting the second boy into Aden’s arms, helping hold him steady while he latched on and Aden got comfortable.

“We’re going to miss you,” Aden said.

“Chase and I are going to miss you, too. But it’s not forever. We’re a family, nothing can change that.”

“He’ll be hungry.”

“Nate packed formula on the boat, just in case, so he’ll be just fine.” At the time, he’d thought the alpha was over-preparing but now he was glad Nate had taken such care.

“One more night together,” Aden said, yawning.

“Think we’ll get any sleep?” he teased.

“Who needs sleep when there are babies to adore.”

“The babies aren’t the only people I adore,” he told Aden, pressing a kiss to his mate’s lips. 

Aden kissed him back, all passion and need.

Jeremy pulled back reluctantly, resting his forehead against Aden’s. “When we get home,” he promised, “you and I will take some time, just the two of us.”

“But the babies…”

“Hey, what’s a pack for if not to babysit now and then?”

 

Early the next morning, they gathered on the beach to say goodbye. Jonah and Nate stood off to the side with Luke, having their own private moment. For Jeremy and Aden, it was a little different though no less heart-wrenching. Jeremy held Finn in his arms, murmuring to the little one. “You be good for your daddy now, stay close to him out there. Chase and I will see you both soon, at home in the Cove.”

Aden was rocking Chase and singing to him softly.

“Time for us to go,” Jeremy told him.

The look Aden threw him was shot through with distress.

“Come on,” Jeremy encouraged. “Time to swap.” 

He pressed one last kiss to Finn’s forehead and scented him before he handed him over. Aden kissed Chase’s cheek, cupping the back of his head and inhaling the baby’s scent before passing him into Jeremy’s waiting arms as he took hold of Finn.

Then Jeremy pulled Aden into a hug, burying his nose against the siren’s neck to scent him before pressing a kiss to his lips. 

“Be safe, Aden. Remember, no matter what happens, the Cove will always be your home. Come home to me. Come home to us. And don’t fight any sharks.”

Aden giggled through his tears. “No sharks,” he promised. “Travel safe.”

“We will.”

They held onto each other for another long moment, Jeremy reluctant to let go. Then Aden pushed him gently away.

“Go, if you’re going. We’ll be home soon.”

“And we’ll be waiting.”

“With pancakes?”

Laughing, Jeremy turned and walked toward the dinghy. “What else? I’ll have the syrup ready.”

Nate was already waiting by the dinghy, chatting to Mylea. She gave him a hug then hugged Jeremy.

“I never thought I’d see the day when wolves would be welcome here. But I see now. Our future, your future; they’re like this.” She linked her fingers. “We move forward together or we become lost in history.”

She stepped back as Jonah and Aden came forward to help push the dinghy off.

“Bye!” they called, as Nate started the motor and they set off toward their boat. It was the start of a long journey, for all of them. Not least the tiny baby nestled under his jacket.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty-One

 

Aden didn’t think he could love swimming in the sea more than he already did but swimming with his son for the first time was an unforgettable experience. For all that it was terrifying and nerve-wracking; it was incredible at the same time. He wouldn’t have changed it for the world, except to have both his sons swimming by his side. Having Harlan and Jonah there helped, fostering a sense of family and safety as they traveled together, the group not looking like easy prey thanks to their numbers. He marveled again at how Jonah had managed the same journey alone with Jack and with very little experience out in the open sea. Even Aden, with his lifetime of honed instincts, found it hard going at times.

His thoughts often turned to Jem and Chase, and he hoped their journey was going well. He tried not to worry but it was hard being apart from his little one and his mate. But then Jem must have felt exactly the same, his only consolation being that, unlike Nate, he had a son of his own to get safely home.

The days stretched on and the nights stretched even longer but the end of their journey was finally within sight. They didn’t go to shore at the Cove but rather swam inland up the river to the lake, following an eager Jonah with Harlan guarding them from behind to be sure no curious sea dwellers came after them.

It was midmorning when they swam up the river and surfaced in the lake. And there were Jem and Nate, waiting for them. Jem had Chase in his arms, the baby curled up fast asleep against his chest. Nate had Jack on his lap and Bear by his side. Both of them jumped to their feet and ran toward the lake, calling and waving to the exhausted sirens. Aden lifted Finn into his arms before wading toward the bank, Jonah following with his Luke, and Harlan coming up behind them.

The doors to the cabins were flung open at the same time as the door to the house opened and people came running from both directions. Sam was in the lead, diving straight into the lake and throwing himself into Harlan’s arms.

Jem met Aden at the bank of the lake, reaching one hand down to help pull him up out of the water. Aden glanced down at the slumbering babies in their arms and smiled. Their most important homecoming and the twins were sleeping through it. He stepped toward Jem and the alpha met him halfway, taking Aden into his arms and kissing him on the lips before pressing a kiss to Finn’s forehead.

 “Are you well?” the wolf asked, brushing a wet strand of hair from Aden’s face.

“Tired, wet, and hungry,” Aden told him, hugging him tightly and pressing his own kiss to Chase’s cheek. “And so happy to be home. We had quite the adventure.”

Jem grinned back at him, nodding to Chase. “So did we. I want to hear all about it.”

Arm in arm, they walked back toward the cabins, the rest of the pack crowding around them, Jonah, and Harlan. The pack reunited at last.

“Fred is heating the pans up on the stove as we speak. And we’ve got the batter all ready. By the time you’re dry, there’ll be a stack of pancakes with your name on it.”

He didn’t quite moan with happiness at Jem’s statement but it was a close thing.

“When did you get home?” he asked.

“Only a few days ago. I thought you five might beat us here.”

“We swam fast,” he agreed, “but not that fast.”

They reached the cabin, going into one of the bedrooms to change into dry clothes. Karla popped her head in, holding out a stack of baby clothes. “Thought these might come in handy.”

Jem took them from her with thanks, showing them to him. “Do you want to choose? I think red’s definitely Chase’s color, goes well with those dark eyes of his, but Finn strikes me as more of a…”

“Blue,” Aden said, spotting a brilliant blue hue amongst the pile. 

Jem pulled it out, grinning. “You read my mind.”

When he tried to put the babygrow on Finn, Jem gently took his hands.

“You’re wet and cold. Dry off and get into something warm. I’ll look after Finn. And then you can curl up with the babies by the fire and have some food.” He leaned in, pressing a kiss to Aden’s forehead. “You look exhausted.”

Aden did as he was told, watching as Jem gently peeled the wet, torn clothing off Finn and dried him with a fluffy towel, making funny faces at him all the while.

When everyone was dry and dressed, they made their way back out. Most of the pack had cleared out, leaving the room outside quiet except for the crackle of the fire in the hearth.

“They’ll be back later,” Jem promised as he ushered Aden toward the fire. “They’re so excited to see you and Finn.” 

Aden carried Chase in his arms, marveling at all the changes in the baby since they’d parted. He was a little bigger than Finn now, the result of not having had a long, exhausting journey to make. But he’d made a journey of his own, and the important thing was, they were a family again.

They sat down together in a chair by the fire, curled into each other, the babies in their laps.

“Missed you,” he mumbled sleepily in Jem’s ear.

“Missed you more,” Jem teased.

Aden knew how to win this battle.

“Missed you most.”

Soon there were pancakes with syrup, washed down with mugs of cocoa. Sam came to visit with an exhausted Harlan, bringing Wyatt and chatting excitedly about everything Aden had missed and how thrilled they were about the twins.

When Jem went to get them more food, and Harlan left to put Wyatt down for a nap, Sam leaned in, pressing a hand to Aden’s knee, and spoke quietly.

“It’s not better or worse,” he told him softly, “being a stronger wolf than siren. It’s just different. I’m sure when Chase is older, he’ll figure out the siren side of things. Probably far quicker than me seeing as he’ll be surrounded by all of you.”

Aden pressed his hand to Sam’s, grateful for his words but also wanting to reassure him that Chase wouldn’t suffer the same rejection Sam had. He didn’t know if Jem or Nate had told Sam that Mylea knew his mother, knew him. He suspected they were leaving it up to the sirens to break that news to him when they felt the time was right.

“I’ll love him all the same. Siren, wolf, he’s mine. I feel it here, in my heart.” He patted his chest. “Nothing could change that. He’ll always be mine.”

 

A few days after they arrived home, the pack held a welcoming ceremony for the new arrivals. Aden felt honored to be part of it, as every member of the pack, wolf and siren, held each of his sons and Jonah’s son and welcomed them to their new home. There were many special words said, many wishes spoken out loud for their little ones’ futures. 

Harlan and Theo joined them not too long after and there was a welcome of a different sort. Aden had worried about Chase being left out but once they were all in the water and Jem handed Chase to him, the little wolf surprised them all by shifting into a siren and staying that way for almost half an hour. It was the longest time yet which gave Aden hope for the future. He didn’t want Chase to feel different, to feel apart from them, but both sides of the family had welcomed his and Jem’s children with open arms. More than that, they’d welcomed Aden with open arms, opening their homes and their hearts to a stranger. For that, he’d be forever grateful.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty-Two

 

Jeremy marveled at how quickly they settled into life with kids. Having the pack around made it easy to get time alone with Aden now and then. It was good for them to get some time together that wasn’t baby-centered since it seemed like they’d gone from bonded to parents in the blink of an eye.

Some days, when he looked at Chase and Finn, he had to swallow hard around the lump in his throat, thinking about how much his mother would have doted on them or how proud his father would have been. He wished they were there to see them grow up and knew that Aden wished the same for his family. But they weren’t alone and, between the sirens and the pack, the twins had about as much attention as any baby could handle.

Jeremy had just gotten Chase and Finn off to sleep while Aden was helping Fred make lunch when Nate walked in, looking troubled.

“I just had a call from Jerome,” the alpha said.

“Daniel’s uncle?”

“One and the same. He… he was passing on a message. Magnar wants to meet us.”

Jeremy was immediately on edge, the hairs on the back of his neck standing on end.

“What? When and where?”

“Apparently, he's coming here. Tomorrow. To the border between wolf and siren territory. He says he’s bringing half a dozen guards as a precaution but all he wants to do is to talk.”

“About what, exactly?” Jeremy wondered, alarm bells ringing.

“Jerome doesn’t know. But it seems Magnar figured out he was the one who spirited Daniel away and, instead of killing him, decided he might come in useful as a means of communication between us and him.”

“What the hell is he up to?”

“That’s the problem. I have no idea. He must be up to something but all his moves seem random. Why ask to meet us here? Why now?”

“Do you think he suspected we were away from the Cove? It’s not like we’ve been back for long. Maybe he sent a scout in while we were gone?”

“Jay did a twice-daily patrol of the boundary during our absence, you know that. He’s the best tracker we have. If another wolf had crossed our borders, he would have known about it. But…”

“But what?” Jeremy asked, realizing the answer as he did. “Daniel.”

“If he’s been talking to Jerome, he may have let more slip than we realize.”

“Didn’t we warn him…”

“We did but he’s young and homesick. I’ll speak to him again, see if I can figure out how much he’s said and to who.”

“In the meantime…”

“In the meantime, we have to prepare. We need a show of strength tomorrow. Can’t have Magnar getting the wrong idea, thinking there’s any hint of weakness he can exploit.”

 

“No.”

Jeremy was adamant. When they went to face Magnar the next day, Aden would not be with them.

“Yes,” Aden threw back.

“It’s not safe.”

“Of course I’ll be safe. With you, with the pack, with the other sirens. Very safe.”

“You don’t have to be there so you won’t be.”

He wasn’t sure why Aden was being so stubborn.

“Need to be there,” Aden insisted, folding his arms and glaring.

Jeremy was caught between wanting to kiss away his frown and wanting to shake some sense into him.

“Why?”

“So the bad wolf sees.”

“Sees what?”

“Me. Healthy. Strong. Brave. By your side. My choice.”

Jeremy got it then, pulling Aden into a hug.

“You are strong and brave, you don’t need to prove that to anyone, least of all Magnar.”

“Nate said we had to show strength.”

“Yes, and it’s important that we do but—”

Aden’s expression shifted from confused to stubborn and Jeremy folded.

“Only if Nate agrees. And you stay by my side the whole time. Magnar’s like a shark and you have a tendency to take them on single-handedly so… don’t do that, okay?”

“I won’t, I promise.” Behind Aden’s determination, Jeremy saw a sliver of fear.

“Magnar won’t touch you, I won’t let him.”

“I’m not scared for me. Scared for our boys.”

Jeremy tugged Aden into his arms. “Magnar will never get anywhere near our boys. Never.”

 

Everyone was on edge the next morning, but Harlan and Theo had arrived back overnight, and Nate had talked the pack through the plan the previous evening so everyone knew where they were supposed to be.

Theo was at the cabins with Sam, Betty, Lily, and all the kids. Most of the remainder of the pack were in wolf form in the surrounding woods. The rest of them were going to face off with Magnar. Nate was leading them, Jonah on his left, and Jeremy on his right. Harlan was next to Jonah, and Aden was by Jeremy’s side. They were flanked by Logan, Jay, Fred, and Karla in their wolf forms. The mood of the group was grim but their strength was formidable.

They reached the meeting place just as Magnar and his people pulled up. As promised, the Alpha Prime had half a dozen guards at his back. Jeremy recognized them as being part of Magnar’s Enforcers.

“Nate, we meet at last,” Magnar called. “And Jeremy. You made an art of hiding in plain sight. I—” The Alpha Prime caught sight of Aden and did a double take.

“You took something of mine. That’s twice you’ve done that. Twice you’ve left me empty-handed.”

“Sam wasn’t yours,” Harlan growled.

“And neither was Aden,” Jeremy chimed in.

“What do you want, Magnar?” Nate demanded. “Because no one here belongs to you, and you’re fast outstaying your welcome.”

Jeremy didn’t like the way Magnar was looking at them, especially the way his gaze lingered on Aden and Jonah.

“I came to offer a truce.” He focused his gaze on Nate again. “Speaking father to father, I think our people have a lot to offer each other. At the very least, I think we can offer peace.”

Jeremy saw Nate’s jaw tighten and knew he was exerting a lot of restraint.

“We have no objection to peace,” Nate said tightly.

“Good.”

“The rules still stand,” Harlan growled out. “Any wolf that crosses our border, dies.”

“I’ll keep my people away,” Magnar agreed.

“In return for what, Alpha Prime?” Harlan demanded. 

Which was exactly what Jeremy wanted to know. Why was Magnar offering a truce? What game was he playing?

“Communication,” Magnar said simply. “We live in neighboring territories, there may be times where we have… shared problems. All I ask is an open line of communication through a person of your choice.”

“Jerome seems to have served that purpose already,” Nate said. “We have no objection to him continuing to fulfill that role.”

“Good,” Magnar replied. “Then it’s agreed.”

He looked from left to right, his eyes focusing on every person in turn. Jeremy felt Aden tense beside him when Magnar’s eyes landed on him again. When the alpha’s gaze moved on, Jeremy met it head-on, challenging him to look away.

“To peace,” Magnar said finally, holding out a hand toward Nate. Nate’s reluctance was clear but he shook Magnar’s hand firmly.

“To peace.”

And then the Alpha Prime signaled to his people, and they got back in their cars and drove away. The pack watched them leave, a collective sigh of relief rising from the group.

“Let’s head back,” Nate said, sending Jay and Logan on ahead.

Tugging Aden along with him, Jeremy kept pace with the alpha, Harlan doing likewise.

“That was… strange,” Harlan said.

“Very strange,” Nate agreed, glancing to Jeremy.

“Didn’t believe a word of it,” Jeremy said. “There was no way that was about peace. He was sizing us up.”

Aden tugged on his arm and Jeremy turned to him, missing whatever Harlan said in reply.

“What’s wrong?” he asked the siren.

“The way Magnar looked at me,” Aden whispered. “Just like how the bad siren looked at me.”

“What way?” Jeremy asked, confused.

“Hungry.”

Jeremy tucked him closer, pondering his words as the others talked.

It hit him as they reached the cabins, and he grabbed Nate’s arm.

“He knew about Jack.”

“Yeah, I caught that,” Nate said. “Jerome must have told him when Magnar confronted him.”

“No, I think he knew before that. When he first captured Aden, he made it clear he intended on taking him as a mate. What if he knew back then that sirens and wolves were compatible, that you’d mated to Jonah and had a child.”

“Why would that matter?” Nate said. “Why would he do that?”

“Power, I guess. Maybe he thought a siren mate would help him gain influence over the Cove.”

“Well, it didn’t work. All sirens in the region present and accounted for.”

Not all, Jeremy remembered, thinking of Aden’s friend. They still needed to warn him.

“For now. But we can’t let our guard down,” Harlan said, echoing Jeremy’s thoughts. “He was here for a reason that had nothing to do with a truce or ‘open lines of communication.’”

“And we showed him exactly what he wanted to see, Nate,” Jeremy finished. “You and Jonah, me and Aden. And he already knew about Harlan and Sam.”

“What does that tell him though?” Nate asked, his frustration clear.

“That sirens are stuck for mates?” Harlan suggested. “Or that a siren and wolf are the ultimate power couple?”

“Babies,” Aden chimed in suddenly, drawing every eye to him. “For wolves, it isn’t enough just to be an alpha, just to be strong, you have to have a son to pass that power on to.”

“Magnar has kids,” Nate said. “He must have a dozen at this stage.”

“How many alphas?” Harlan asked.

Nate opened his mouth to reply then shut it.

“You don’t know?” 

“I just assumed… I mean, he’s the Alpha Prime. If he couldn’t produce an alpha son…” Nate glanced at Jeremy who followed his train of thought.

“He’d keep trying, right? Baby after baby, mate after mate… from families with a proven strong alpha line, like yours, Nate. That’s why he wanted Lily,” Jeremy said, the pieces finally falling into place. “And then we took in Daniel. Chances are, since then, he’s been passing information onto Jerome, knowingly or not, and Jerome’s been passing that along to Magnar’s people. He’d have told them you mated with Jonah, that Jonah wasn’t a wolf and wasn’t a human, but that you two had an alpha son.”

“Damn it,” Nate growled. “Are you telling me all of this is because Magnar’s firing blanks? Our pack slaughtered, the rest of us forced into exile, and now Magnar wants the one good thing we’ve found?”

He wrapped his arms around Jonah, holding his mate close.

“Well, he won’t get it,” Harlan said. “Now we know why, we can use that to better work against him.”

“I’m going to go talk to the others,” Nate said. “They need to know what was said.”

“I’ll come with you,” Jonah said.

They stepped away, Harlan following them, leaving Jeremy alone with Aden.

“Let’s go get the boys,” he said to the siren. “Then we can talk.”

Jeremy felt better once they each had an armful of happy baby, and they carried them up onto the cliffs where they could see the waves trundling toward the shore.

“We’ll need to warn your friend,” Jeremy told him.

Aden agreed. “When it gets warm, when the babies are bigger, I’ll go see him.”

“You should take someone with you. Harlan or—”

“He won’t come if there’s a stranger. He’s… careful. I know he’ll be safe but I will tell him about Magnar and about the Cove.”

“Good,” he said.

“Magnar’s not all-powerful,” Aden continued, “and maybe now we know his secret. His weakness.”

“Yeah, maybe we do.”

“And we’re strong. Family and pack.”

It took Jeremy a minute to realize Aden was trying to reassure him. He took Aden’s hand in his, lifting Finn a little higher on his chest.

“We are strong, together. And nothing and no one will come between us, not even Magnar.”

Aden smiled, moving to rest against him, linking his fingers with Jeremy’s.

“I’m lucky you were there,” the siren said. “You saved me.”

“No,” Jeremy said, hugging Aden close and smiling down at their boys. “You saved me. The day I met you and every day since.”

Come what may, they’d weather it. Together.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Author's Note

 

Thanks for reading Stranded, the third book of the Siren Cove series. I hope you enjoyed Aden and Jeremy’s story. If you have a moment to spare, please consider leaving a review.

 

If you’d like to hear about new releases in this series, you can sign up to my mailing list here or visit clairecullenbooks.com
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